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  The Exodus Sagas


  III


  Of Ghosts And Mountains


  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 sister, Anya,


  My true opposite, my other half, my voice of reason, and the little girl grown that I do not know half as well as I should. Yet there you are, in my corner when I am not even looking, usually when I need you the most.
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  Forward to the Exodus Sagas


   


  There is little that can be read of the great kingdoms of the continent of Agara prior to the flood almost four hundred years ago. Most history that survived is in small collections in the castles and libraries of nobility or hidden away in old temples and cathedrals. The countries of the northern continent of Ala Sere, under the rule of the holy empire of Altestan, saw to it many times over that written accounts were destroyed. Nearly three thousand years of persecution has driven the northern cultures to flee south to a land where myth and legend, the arcane and the divine, still hold hope for mankind. The fair skinned native Agarians introduced the northern refugees to their ways, the magical fey shrines, the mystical elves and dwarves, and shared the shelters of a new world under the moons. Great kingdoms and cities of spiritual power were constructed out of these cultural friendships. It was not to last.


   


  The Emperors of Altestan had a lineage of men whose devotion to Yjaros, the One God, God of man, God of Gods, would not allow them to sit idly as their people fell under the supposed spells of lesser races. Great blended cities of various cultures and faiths were blasphemy to them and they felt the word of God guide them from his throne on the green moon. The Altestani and their mighty armadas swept over Agara destroying Kivanis, Aloeste, Arouland, and Mooncrest. They invaded and murdered those they crossed that were not human, much as they had done in their own lands so many thousands of years ago. Their belief that man was the chosen race and His children, drove them beyond care or reason. They made brutal examples of their interpretation of the will of Yjaros, despite the cries of many religions and worshippers of other Gods. Their armies massed by sea and land, cornering the last of the remaining clergies deep off the southern coast to Teirinshire in the kingdom of Chazzrynn. The Carician worshippers, bowing to lesser Gods of the white moon, had nowhere left to run and their allies had been annihilated or had surrendered. Branded as heathens and pagans by the oppression, they died as warnings to the southern populace. Yet victory was not to remain.


   


  Atop the holy tower of Arouland, a young boy named Tarum knelt above the hundreds of thousands that had conquered and killed in the name of their God. A pious priest of Alden, the Lord of Heaven, Tarum began to pray aloud. Soon he was joined by the thousands devoted to Seirena, Megos, Vundren, Siril, and long lost Annar. Even many of the Altestani, hearing the foreign words of prayer in unison, began to kneel and speak to God. The waters of the Vateric Ocean rose, and within hours a terrible storm swept over the cliffs of south and west. The flood did not stop for the priests and clergy, for the warlords or sorcerers of Altestan, not even for Tarum or the holy patriots of Alden. The ocean covered the western cities, drowning northern ships and southern civilizations together. The empires of the north took it as a warning from God for not recognizing the lesser Gods and for their pride in conquest. Many saw it as a trap or a trick of magical nature. The southern realms saw it as yet another act of the Gods that made a martyr out of the tyranny they had forgotten existed. But some knew the truth.


   


  The mortal wars of land and sea are mirrored in the heavens and in the realms of the two moons by the powers that be. There is a struggle for existence, for free will from a creator that demands obedience and one that has been and always will be. There are no known records or histories in writing of what the truth could actually be. Books are lost or burned, stories change with each teller and new generation, and many a man would alter a tale should it be to his benefit. Thousands upon thousands of years could not hold accurately all of the myths and spiritual journeys that have occurred by mortal and immortal alike. No dragon, elf, dwarf or man could assemble together in a lifetime enough to show and prove the truths to others. Once those that were there have passed on, every story becomes history. However, there is one man who remembers well far more than he should, possesses long forbidden powers in secret, and has been in existence to see more than any man should have seen. Blessed, some would say if they knew of him, cursed says he who has survived it, the truth is likely somewhere in the middle.


   


  Close to four centuries after the deluge as the Agarian calendar has shown it, the floodwaters have receded and one man is able to share of the journeys of those few he has seen gathered by divine fate. His story is one of pain and triumph, freedom, and mystery. Yet his tale is for another time. Deep under the bloody and bejeweled streets of Devonmir, awaiting his death, lies the divine carrier of a forgotten deity. In an attempt to rescue their friend, his companions that quest for the mythical mines of Kakisteele will face more than just the dreaded arenas. Their hopes must pass through the dangerous Misathi Mountains and by those that inhabit her peaks. Ancient enemies hunt them tirelessly for what they possess, and what they do not yet have.


  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 ghosts and castles, giants and mountains, 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


  Clouds of midmorning drifted across the warming hills and dampened trees as I watched him run after the chickens. My son’s little legs had grown strong and his smiles were endless this past summer. Alessandeir rarely fell now when he ran. I tried for a moment to recall my youth of that age, I cannot. There is nothing of my childhood that stands out, just feelings of loss and forgetting. I have achieved something, the epiphany hit me. My son is happy, running, smiling, and free from worry even though his beautiful mother, Gabrielle, is dead. For once, I feel as though I have not failed at something completely. We have wealth, protection, solitude, and many things that I had never thought important until recently. Now that they let me return to the world to have a chance at another…


  “My Lord Azarris?”


  The man had been waiting while I daydreamed out under the sky. Thanks be his patience and respect of my false title. Sir Ullimar of Gillian, older man, wanted to know if I had any sons for the Shields of Shanador this year. The knight of this district of the kingdom had no idea who I was beyond Lord Sodom Azarris, thankfully so.


  “Sir Ullimar, though my son will be a great man someday, I will have to decline unless Shanador wars against chickens.”


  His laughter was as hearty as mine, his beard wiggled up and down, yet his hand never left the scroll at his side as we watched my boy go after the larger flock of fowl.


  “Very well m’lord, truer words I have not heard this month.” his smile from under the gray and blonde beard was sincere. He breathed in my fresh country air outside of Gillian, which puffed his chest out even more. A hand taller than me already, the knight of Shanador was a giant in girth, much like his tan horse.


  “I can tell we are to talk, regardless.” I knew serious postures behind casual talk. His armor plates from shin to shoulder were adorned with the shield and stallion crests of the kingdom, shined to a beaming reflection. His sword pommel glistened with the sun upon it’s feathered cross of steel. A cloak of green and gold trim tassels was blowing in my breezes. His brow lines above his big crooked nose wrinkled with the realization that I was aware he had another motive for the ride today. “I am correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “On with it then.” I turned to face him, not wanting to take my eyes off of the moment we were sharing as my son charged through on a dozen hens before us. “What has happened in the north?”


  “The Decadecy Conclave, in Acelinne, all noble lords are summoned to the capital.” he handed me the scroll. I handed it back.


  “I am not interested in politics, nor religion, even once every ten years. I pay my taxes from my lands, and I tithe to the Aldane cathedral in Gillian. I have done my part for kings and church. I asked of the north, Sir knight.”


  “The ten low kings, the bishops, the cardinal, every knight and every lord are summoned by our high king of Shanador, Lord Azarris. Altestan has threatened war, we lost Rugeness last month.”


  “Rugeness? The capital of Kivanis? Then in essence, you lost the kingdom of Kivanis.”


  “Yes m’lord.”


  “And Caberra is still under treaty, which means you need to prepare for war with no allies. I have but a few hundred people, in my village of no name mind thee, Sir Ullimar. Shanador will need more than that to hold against Altestan and their empires spanning all of Ala Sere.”


  “It matters not, Lord Azarris. Please understand.”


  “I am no warrior, and my son is three. I have lost my wife to the denfora sickness last year, I must decline.” I had to avoid this, no attention, no problems, they had told me when I was released that if I began getting involved…


  “It is not an invitation, lord Azarris, it is an order. I lost two nephews at Rugeness, and my sons are of age. One in the Crossguard Legion, and one in the Shields of Shanador up with the Second Northern brigade. I understand how you feel.” he handed the scroll back to me, his offer a few inches closer this time, and stronger.


  “I do not believe that you do, Sir Ullimar, no one does.” This man had no clue whom I was, only a name on his list. A false surname, a lord and landowner, yet that I am not noble and not who he thinks me eludes him of course. Had he known of me, from millennia passed by, of what I am capable of, he would try to kill me right here and now. Any holy man would. “Very well.”


  His face looked relieved instantly. “Thank you m’lord, you have no idea how heavy these scrolls get when held out in such manner.”


  “It weighs nearly nothing, my son could hold this for hours. You are a bear of a man if ever I had seen one.”


  “Tis not the actual weight, m’lord, tis the weight of the words and the deed that no one wishes to hear, but must.” The knight of Shanador marched to his magnificent warhorse covered with green banners and silver steel. He mounted and said, “In one month and three days m’lord, should take you a week’s journey by horse to Acelinne.”


  “I can make it much faster than that.” I stated with no emotion, my feelings tied to whatever decree was inside the parchment. Alessandeir distracted me as he ran across my feet, being chased now, in full retreat from the clucking of feathered soldiers.


  “My lord Sodom Azarris, little lord Alessandeir, God bless Shanador!”


  I returned the salute to the chest, though not as heartily nor as strong as Sir Ullimar of Gillian. The heavy thunder of hooves from he and his small retinue of five blonde bannermen heading east was all that I heard, dust from my road marking their trail. I looked to the scroll of parchment with the royal stallion and shield seal of Shanador and cross of Alden upon the wax.


  “Dada? Where is that giant knight going to? Can he stay with us and fight my chickens?” my boy asked, sweating from his hairline and temples.


  “He is Sir Ullimar of Gillian, heading into the city I imagine. He can fight, I am sure of it, but I would not let him harm your chicks.” I smiled. “Now come on boy, you need a bath.”


  “Awww! Dada, can I be a knight like Sir Ulommaddedar instead of a bath?” His inquisitive blue eyes like the sky beamed into me. He was very serious.


  “Ullimar, son. Sir Ullimar.” I picked him up, holding him upside down over my shoulder, by the calves. He giggled as his face turned red like strawberries.


  “Sirrr…Ooohh…Limmm…Aaarr! I am like him, and I will get the chickens!” He threatened valiantly and loud, terrorizing the birds of dinner as if they understood his intentions from aloft.


  “Very well, chicken slayer, bath time.” I heard his grunted displeasure as the sun brightened his swishing dark blonde locks. Surely his gestures were in disagreement with my planned cleanliness. “With me, or with Ranny, the housemaid. Your choice.”


  “You Dada, you. She makes the water too hot and does not let me play long enough.” As soon as I swung him around and let him down to the grass, the red went away as blood went where gravity now allowed. My son stood and ran toward the keep. I ran after.


  Past the chickens and the stables that held our horses we went. The servants parted from sweeping the bridge and courtyard, young blonde girls moving away from a charging three year old. I chased up the stairs past Ivonin the stableboy, through the curving of the upper foyer where Ranny was carrying vegetables of green for dinner. I could hear the mutterings and laughter of the servant family all the way from the third floor as I let my son best me in the race yet again.


  “Ranny, some hot water if you would!” I yelled down far enough for her old ears to hear it.


  “Already there m’lord Sodom! Dinner in an hour men, in the hall or the courtyard m’lord?” her voice was strong, like her family that had been there since Gabrielle’s passing.


  “Courtyard Ranny, I like the yard and the chickens!” Alessandeir voiced his opinion in huffs from the chase, stripping down already.


  “Courtyard, good housemaid, and bring the family if you would!” I invited, the loneliness of dining in the hall with candles, myself, and my son was too much still. I feared the dark, it reminded me of my late wife’s shadow and hair, Gods rest her. The company was admittedly more for me than anything else.


  “You honor me m’lord, it will be done!”


  “Ahhh, enough yelling back and forth for today, son. Let us get you cleaned up, shall we?” I heard the plop of child into marble tub, the water steaming with lilac and lavender scents.


  His head rose back over the bubbles. “Dada?”


  “Yes?”


  “Can I hear a story?”


  “About what?”


  “Knights and giants and chickens!” his giggling blabbered water all over me as he fell with innocent laughter back under his bubbly horizon. Sunlight wandered through clouds and our window in the stone keep of a home, making the moment feel magical indeed.


  I looked at my robes, black, of the finest silks, with my arcane designs embroidered in blues, now wet. I rolled up my sleeves to assist with the chore of getting Alessandeir scrubbed, an Annarian task it was, always. My eyes looked to his, his looking at the underside of my exposed forearms. I looked down, the burned in sigils of ten black skulls on the left and ten black tridents on the right arm. I quickly covered the reminder of past penances, when I did, his eyes were staring at mine with questions he decided not to ask.


  “A story of giants…hmmm…let me think.” I reached for the bath brush and a cloth.


  “Dada?”


  “Yes son?”


  “Will I become a prune and get eaten if I stay here for the whole story?”


  “No, but just in case, let’s get you clean and into a towel before I begin.” I brushed and wiped for minutes, dumped the herbs and water over his curls, then lifted him out clean. I realized that this may have been the shortest and easiest bath ever given.


  Towel around him, his energy spent and sapped by hot waters and bubbles and chicken chases, Alessandeir hung his head over my shoulder as I walked to his room. I could tell by his grip that he may not make it till dinner.


  “So do you remember Saberrak the gray, the minotaur from Unlinn?” I spoke to see if a tale of mine could stir his tired spirit enough to have a full belly before bed. My mind went to where I had possibly left off a year ago.


  “Yes, but I want to hear about giants.”


  “Then listen closely, for Saberrak knows much of giants. I can tell you what I know of him, and that is in no small fashion, about giants.” I stood him up on his bed, pulling the laid out tabard and pants over and under as he balanced his hand on my shoulder.


  “Giants like Sir Ullimar?”


  “No my boy, real giants, four times taller than the knight we saw today.”


  “That is humongous!”


  “I am aware. When Saberrak was young, very young, he was forced to fight in the arenas of Unlinn like his father. His master Zeress, the ogre that owned him, had lost too many fights to the king of the ogre that month and needed a victory desperately.” I noticed some interest back in those baby blue eyes, so I continued. This story, where I left off after her passing, would hopefully take my mind off of it all for a time. I tried to banish the thought of a noble meeting in the capital to which I have been summoned. I tucked the scroll from the king away in my robes, vowing to read it later, alone. The fear of someone finding out about me, alive or immortal, and losing it all again, weighed on my serenity.


  “After the plague had finished its course in Arouland and Unlinn, the arena was flourishing underground once more. King Avegarne the rotted had a prize fighter, Chalas Kalaza, who had all but won his freedom, and Zeress had left only fighters far too old, or far too young.”


  “Dada? Where are the giants?”


  “Coming son, they are coming. Be patient now.” I smiled, loving every breath my boy took as his curiosity and attention rose. “Determined to save face, and gain some coin, the ogre slaver took a gamble. The gray one was only seven, but nearly grown for a minotaur. Zeress had heard that his father Tathlyn was secretly training him to fight, and the ogre wondered just how much. Against his better judgment, which was poor to begin with, he took young Saberrak to the pits and challenged…”


  


  



   


  Introduction


  Saberrak III:I


  Arena City of Unlinn, Chazzrynn 341 A.D.


  “The fear cometh, or it cometh not. Who it be or what it was, will matter little. How one stands before it, lowers horns with it, and makes it tremble is all that will be held for the counting.”---Last words of the minotaur slave, J’rannen the black of Unlinn, spoken to his two sons before his fight with Shelyr-kas the brown of Halay, in which he died honorably and quickly, with his horns lowered. Circa 167 A.D.


   


  “Is Saberrak coming back?” Tychaeus had watched his father pace back and forth for hours it seemed. His scar covered gray hide went from silence to shadow in their barred cavern home. He had not spoken much in countless hours, not to anyone, and not eaten. Only three and too young for the arena, yet Tychaeus knew well enough that his older brother had been taken there to fight.


  “He had better. They take minotaurs at seven winters now, damn focking bastards! I should never have trained him, then he would have another season or two.” Tathlyn stalked, his hand in a fist on his chest, the other stroking the gray and black beard of thin hair from his bovine chin and nose. He twisted it back and forth, wrapped it painfully in his fingers, and gritted his teeth. His horns swung from side to side with every step, turning his neck muscles back and forth in disbelief and frustration. “Zeress is mad, insane for taking your brother so early!”


  “What do we do then?”


  His footsteps of hundreds of pounds echoed in the rock quarters with iron bars they called home, deep underground. There was one door, locked and chained from the outside like so many hundreds of others in the slave caverns. He stared out into the dismal torchlight of Unlinn and toward the arena he could not see or hear. “We wait, son.”


  “Wait for what, father? Can I go and fight too?” Tychaeus snorted, rubbing the seven or so inches of white bone horns on his head.


  “No!” Tathlyn the gray, nineteen seasons old and over four hundred pounds of enslaved minotaur muscle, roared as he spoke to his youngest son. His dark brown eyes bore into the widened gaze of Tychaeus, his horns lowered on either side of his little ones’ head, nose to nose now.


  Tychaeus trembled, hot breath rushed into his face, making him wince. His father was famous here, among the minotaurs anyway, and his anger was legendary in the arena. He dared not push him any further. Tychaeus recalled the time his father picked up Saberrak and threw him into the bars. That was a year ago by the stones they used to count the seasons. His older brother was twice his size then, reminding him of how young and small he was at almost four winters. He looked away from the glare of his father.


  “No!” The growl was lower, with purpose and less fury. Tathlyn turned his sons head back to look him directly in the eye. “Even if you tremble, even if you feel you are wrong, you look your enemy in the eyes. Understand? Only a slave looks away or down, only one who is broken.”


  “I am a slave father, I---“


  “No, I was born above ground, in a kingdom called Halay, taken captive in one called Harlaheim. This is temporary, we will be free one day and we will travel to Halay, the land of our people. You will be free one day son. You are no slave, remember that.” His growl was like a whisper of thunder now, powerful, potent words, undeniable.


  “Still, you are not my enemy.” Tychaeus tried to look away, the conversation was making him fearful and sad now.


  His hand turned his youngest ones’ head back straight again as he knelt on a knee in the dim shadows of his stone and steel prison. “I may be one day, by Annar I pray not, but if they make us fight in there you must never look away Tychaeus, never.”


  “Who is Annar, father?”


  Tathlyn stood up, bones popping with old age as he relaxed his posture and focus. “Annar is the God of strength, the Lord of the blood and of battle, the protector of the true and powerful. Like us, they say he is imprisoned for fighting for his blood against the demons. Southern tribes of men pray to him, as do the giants, as do we grays, blacks, and reds.”


  “Not the whites or browns?” Tychaeus leaned against the cragged stone wall of the lonesome quarters he had known as home since he could recall. His bovine head and horns scratched the wall gently.


  “No, your cousins care more for meat and killing than anything to believe in. Never trust the shaggy haired ones or the browns, son. They would kill their own kin for a meal.” The aged gladiator of Unlinn whispered. He heard footsteps approaching. Arms folded on his chest, he watched as four armored ogre marched a blood covered red minotaur past his cell. The ogre were three feet taller and armed with spears and bone swords, yet the red looked fearless as he returned from the arena. Tathlyn watched the hand and the eyes of his cousin, Morgivian. Three fingers displayed, then three blinks as he walked past. Nine, Tathlyn knew there were now nine that would stand together with him to riot and escape Unlinn. Not enough, he thought, for certain they would need twenty or more to have any chance of survival.


  “Your eldest, Saberrak, fought well gray one.” Morgivian the red spoke loudly, in the Agarian tongue, which was forbidden outside the cells unless ordered. The shafts of wooden spears thudded into the bare hide on his back, knocking him to a knee. His growl echoed in the dank caverns as the ogre prodded him up forcefully and threw him into the bars of his cell.


  The grays heard it, but could not see the beating that Morgivian took for speaking Agarian. All the cells faced the same way, making it impossible to converse with one another. Signs upon passing, whispers passed from neighboring cells when ogre guards had them on lockdown, and quick exchanges in the arena barracks before or after matches were all they had to rely upon. Dwarves enslaved kept to themselves, yet there were a few that would join a revolt. Humans captured from above ground did not live long here, yet they band together well enough, Tathlyn thought. To get past the ogre, troll scavengers in outer tunnels, and the personal gladiators and pets of the ogre slavemasters and King Avegarne, they would need more than nine. Racially, no one trusted one another enough to attempt escape, and no one returned to their cell armed or armored. The estimated ogre were over five hundred, and though slaves doubled that number, the gray knew that certain death would be waiting if they failed. That fear, or certainty as it was, had held him captive for eight years now, and some had been here even longer.


  “Father, why do we have to fight in the arena? Are there bad people in there we have to kill? Why don’t they just let us leave and find mother?” Tychaeus was nervous, hearing the beating a few cells down made the young bull fearful in his innocence.


  “We fight because we have no choice, yet. You must pretend that anyone there is your enemy, your life will depend upon it. We cannot find your mother here son, she is dead. She died bringing you into this world, so you will have to listen to everything I teach you and speak to her in your dreams.”


  The young minotaur breathed deep, not moving a muscle to stop the tears that escaped his attempts at discipline and manhood. He knew that Saberrak and he had the same mother, a mother he had never met and asked his older brother about many times over. He felt that swelling pain in his throat and chest, but fought it back with sheer willpower.


  “No crying son, your mother cries for us, I am sure. I can tell you what she---“ Tathlyn stepped up to the bars, hearing the low roar of the crowd down the cavernous hallway, then the silence as the arena doors were closed. The glimmer of torchlight was gone as fast as it had appeared. His breathing stopped, his eyes wide, not knowing if the ogre would be bringing news of his eldest, calling for him to fight next, or bringing a bloody horn as reminder of his son. The madness and fear gripped him, hearing the sound of armed ogre approaching, he tried to count the steps and prepare himself.


  Bloody, cut across the shoulder and forearm, yet standing tall and silent, Saberrak waited before the bars with his horns dripping red. His gray flesh was soaked in sweat and the blood of others, his eyes did not blink, he looked calm as a lifeless pond in winter. The cage opened after Tathlyn and Tychaeus stepped back from the bars. Chains rattled, ogre murmured to one another smiling, four of them opening the bars and letting Saberrak walk in without a single word, order, or shove. The clang of bars settled and echoed, and the looming ogre guards locked the chains once more, two of them nodding to Tathlyn. He had never seen them show respect before, not until now.


  “Come, get cleaned up. Those wounds will need rinsing and moss to heal.” Tathlyn turned away, guilt pushing him almost to the ground seeing his son in shock from a gladiatorial battle in which he had obviously killed, his first kill.


  “Father, I can wash myself fine enough.” his voice was not his own, deeper, solemn, and strong after killing before thousands likely cheering his name.


  “I did not ask, I told. Victorious or not, I am your father until Annar takes me.”


  “Who did you fight, Saberrak? Did you win?” Tychaeus looked at the cuts from below, admiring his older brother and nervous the same.


  “A troll named Gestri one-fang, Bril and Jorpus the whites, and Oxerian Kalaza the brown.” He looked down at the stone, the moss fell from his fathers’ hand and his little brothers’ jaw fell open.


  “Alone?”


  “No, Morgivian the red was with me. Two on four, a match we were not supposed to survive I would imagine.”


  “Who did you kill, son?” his voice a quiver, a whisper of fear that his son had done something atrocious to gain the respect of the ogre guard upon his return. He hoped it was not the brown belonging to the Kalaza’s. Tathlyn knew some of them were being freed into service to the ogre king, and more animosity from the browns would only hinder his plans at escape. More enemies in Unlinn was the last thing anyone needed.


  “Does it matter, father?” Saberrak the gray wiped some blood from his horns, hair too from an enemy tangled in the crimson morass.


  The stare was one of concern more than intimidation, yet Tathlyn needed to know what he had done, what they made him do, all of it. The stone shrunk away, the air did not exist, the old minotaur felt weak. The silence was choking.


  “Morgivian was tied up horn to horn with Jorpus the white, their blades locked against the wall of the arena. I did what I had to.” Saberrak looked to the moss on his forearm, the blood soaking into it well now.


  “How many?”


  “All of them. Gestri the troll first, through the spine like you told me. Then Bril easy enough. I tripped the shaggy minotaur with the chain and cleaved his neck with an axe. Oxerian Kalaza was mighty, but slow. I lured him in close and cut him apart after we locked horns. Finally, I removed the head of Jorpus the white as he was atop Morgivian the red. I threw the heads to the crowd as they wished. I did as you instructed father, playing the part of a gladiator to those gathered. I was alone without help, I was quick, and I took no pleasure in it.” His voice was ice, yet his conscience was there still. “I did what had to be done, it was me or them. What should I have done different?”


  The old gray minotaur much preferred the silence to what he had just heard. Now they would want him to fight more. Zeress, their ogre master and owner, he would command it as to regain twisted ogre honor in the city. And Avegarne the Rotted would be most interested in who killed four of his own and won the crowd so easily. Not only would the ogre be watching, but now the browns and whites would be waiting for young Saberrak to make one false step, in or out of the arena. “Nothing. Yet, it is just happening too fast for your old bull of a father is all.”


  All three of the grays stiffened and silenced their speech at the sound of more footsteps. Saberrak walked toward the bars, cave moss held on his wounds. Tychaeus helped his father Tathlyn rinse their only cloth in the water bucket. The injured minotaur heard two scrapes of horn on stone. One meant ogre, two meant many, three meant the king of Unlinn, and four meant fresh slaves from the outside world. He had heard two scrapes from the cells to the right. Saberrak leaned his long horns through the bars and peered as best he could. “Ogre approaching, likely Zeress. Stay back.”


  “Sooner than expected.”


  “Is he going to set us free father?”


  “Doubtful Tychaeus, very doubtful.”


  “Hush, they’re here.”


  “The son follows the father I see, bloody and bestial, yes.” Zeress the Black, was named for the poxy marks and warts that darkened his face and the scars to match. His whip curled at his side, a curved and serrated blade opposite, he stood well over eleven feet tall had he not been hunched. He reached up and grabbed one of Saberraks horns. “All four, did he tell you Tathlyn? Four heads to the crowd in his first fight. The Kalaza’s are not happy, but I am, yes.”


  Tathlyn kept rinsing the rag over and over with Tychaeus staring at the ogre slavemaster. “He told me. What of it?”


  Seven or eight large ogre filled in behind their leader, armed heavily yet more interested in seeing Saberrak than in keeping an eye on the cells. “You should be proud, old gray one, he may be better than you someday. Good thing I own you both, and now the prices have gone up for certain.” Greasy black hair curled from his shoulders as he craned his neck toward the bars.


  Tathlyn stewed on every dribbled word in the ogre tongue he heard growl out of his owners mouth through the crooked yellow teeth he would love to smash in. There lived a breed of ogre far more intelligent, noble, and cunning than the rest, supposedly Zeress, like king Avegarne, had come from that stock. Tathlyn rarely could tell the difference. He closed his eyes, resisting the urge to ram the bars and reach for Zeress. “Should I thank you then? For keeping us as slaves? I believe I have your thanks in the arena should you yourself be willing…”


  “Father! Enough.” Saberrak snorted over his shoulder. “What do you want, ogre?”


  “You will call me master! Or I will have your horns and skull as a helmet for my little bastards to play with!”


  “I am worth too much now, but keep yelling, it amuses me.”


  Ogre parted as Zeress tugged on Saberraks horn in vain. All eyes turned behind them, toward three ogre of King Avegarne and a brown minotaur armed with a greatsword and armored in plate in front of them. His eyes glared at the cell of the grays and his hand fondled the hilt of his blade.


  “You are not worth much to me, Saberrak the gray. But my master bids me send you a message, well, to your owner anyway.” The chilling voice of Chalas Kalaza could not be ignored, hollow as stone, even the ogre gave him berth as he approached the cell.


  Zeress looked at the brown minotaur, famed for killing so many that he won his freedom from the ogre king, and met his gaze square at eight feet hunched. “What word would that be, undefeated one?”


  “The king requests to buy Saberrak and the little one for a chest of gold, each. I suggest you take it, Zeress.”


  “Not the father as well?”


  “Too old said Avegarne, besides, he would like to see them fight each other. As would I.”


  The silence was thicker than stone, the moments seemed like eternities, the grays held their breath, the ogre stared back and forth, and Zeress pondered. Chalas merely stared at Saberrak as if he meant to burn holes through him.


  “I will gore your eyes out if you don’t take them off me, Kalaza.”


  “I hope your owner says no, then I will cover the arena with your blood.” Chalas approached, Tathlyn moved to the bars, and Tychaeus backed up.


  “My owner knows I would cut you in two, kinslayer, besides, are you not too busy delivering messages? Perhaps you and your cousin, the one who lost his head just recently, could discuss some new strategies should you face me.”


  The horns clashed with only iron bars to keep the feud from becoming bloody. Ogre joined in, trying to separate the brown one from the grays in the cell and to protect Zeress.


  “Enough! No deal!”


  “You are truly turning down an offer from the rotted king of Unlinn? You are mad Zeress, mad.” Chalas stepped back, shaking his horned head. “Then King Avegarne expects to see your gladiators in the arena tomorrow. Four on four he said, for double what he lost today.”


  “Done.”


  “Pray he does not let me fight, or you will be two grays less by midday.”


  “I hope to see you there, I have yet to face a messenger, let alone a talking pet.” Saberrak grinned as the kings’ ogre and Chalas strode back out of view toward the arena.


  Zeress said nothing, just looked at the cell with the gray minotaurs inside, like he was looking upon chests of gold with horns. He and his retinue walked off to the left, likely to inspect who they would be paired up with for the morrow.


  “So are you both going to fight tomorrow? I will be alone in here then?” Tychaeus seemed confused as he was scared.


  “Only for a little while son, just a short time is all.” Tathlyn put one hand on his little one, and one his eldest. “I will do some talking in the barracks as we prepare. Take your time getting ready, I do not care how, but delay. I can see our escape will have to move ahead a bit faster.”


  “You talk all you want father. All I need is an axe in each hand again, they will speak for me.” Saberrak huffed.


  “And that will do fine for the arena, until you have too many victories and can never leave.” Tathlyn huffed and went to the pail of water to rinse more moss.


  “Then I will win my freedom through the blood of my enemies.” Saberrak stared into the dark, thinking only of the battle of the unknown on the morrow, whenever morrow would be, deep underground.


  “Surely. Like Chalas Kalaza, supposedly free, yet do you see him leaving this foul place? No, never.”


  “I will.”


  “Not if you become the beast and the killer, you will be their tool one way or another until your breath stops coming! Play the part, never too much, and keep that beast inside you away. Lest you become as Chalas.” His hushed anger was a whispered growl toward his eldest, as if others might hear his scolding.


  “What are we then, if not horned killers, bred to battle?”


  “We are the minotaur. But this is not our way, and this is not our home. Do as I say, Saberrak, and one day you will taste true freedom of the surface. Until then, just play the part of the gladiator. Our time to leave will be soon.”


  “Brother, father, when will I learn to fight like you?”


  Saberrak looked to little Tychaeus as did Tathlyn. Then the older grays looked to one another, the quiet fell quieter and the tensions faded elsewhere. Neither could bear to see him eager, yet neither could deny his time would come.


  “Very well, tell me what I must do, for Tychaeus, tell me father.” Saberrak felt his chest heavy at the thought of his little brother in the arena, a slave, a tool for blood and coin to profit the foulest of sorts underground. He closed his eyes and listened. He heard the voice of Tathlyn the gray, he heard the plans, he heard the wisdom of one who had once known freedom. Eyes closed, he smiled with something to believe in. Escape.


  



   


  Saberrak III:II


  Ajastaphan Arena, Devonmir 345 A.D. four years later


  “Here there is nothing wicked, and nothing just. There is no law, no criminals, and nothing to feel shame about. Out there, the wealthiest of all Agara and kingdoms beyond secretly watch with clothed faces and jingling pouches. They do not come to gamble, no my friends. They watch to see who they would buy from great Ajastaphan, and he who spills the most blood will surely be taken away. So bloody your enemies, show them your worth, then perhaps I shall never see you again.”---false words of Napralis Ten-Scars, eighteenth master of ceremonies for Ajastaphan, spoken to every cell block of new slaves before their first, and likely last, battle in the arena.


   


  Saberrak the gray, formerly of Unlinn, heard the words before he understood them. Prayer, Norrice and his men were praying in the barracks of the underground arena. Eyes closed still, the minotaur heard them ask for mercy and strength from their Lord Alden in heaven, and from Annar whom they believe that the gray minotaur spoke to. Armor clanked from man and beast, shuffled steps, oiled stones drew across steel, still breaths and thundering heartbeats, Saberrak felt and heard it all. Half a year’s freedom, and in an arena barracks preparing for combat he was once more. Saberrak opened his eyes.


  No, this is no dream unfortunately, he thought. Where Unlinn had been a filthy diseased place of savage butchery, Ajastaphan was clean and well maintained. The Tre’Hahdim arena above ground was all most common folk knew of, yet Saberrak was well aware that the true fame of Devonmir was kept below like some secret treasury of long dead kings. And here I am, he admitted, from rags to quilted tunics, yet still a slave made to fight and kill. The weapons were honed and polished, the armor repaired, gladiators had quite an array along the barrack walls to choose from, and the dead did not linger and rot after a show. Bars and chains kept order as opposed to whipping of ogre masters and bloody examples to instill fear. Human men were kept separate from beasts, minotaur and ogre kept apart from the creations of the three lords of Devonmir, the dead they raised that howled and hissed in the darkness below. No one saw, but they all knew. Even the food was at least cooked meats and warm gruel with drinkable water besides. The gray gladiator grinned as he amused himself with how his surroundings at least improved to his favor.


  “Saberrak? Saberrak, is he with you now?”


  He heard Norrice whisper across the cages from his left, the dark stone and shadows of underground carrying his words of hope to the minotaur. “Is who with me?”


  “Annar, the brother of our Lord Alden of heaven, is he with you? We have heard you speaking to someone in the dark and Cristoff once told me you were blessed by…”


  “No.” The weakness of the human captives’ voice was irritating to him. He had told them they must be strong, ready to kill, and clear everything else out of their minds. Prayer was but fools’ words in a place like this.


  “But you have spoken to Annar, we heard you nights past, he speaks to you and you hear him. Tell us what he says, please.” Norrice was scared, frightened for his men and for the certain death awaiting them. Devonmir was still in the kingdom of Harlaheim, and Norrice was a Capitan in Saint Erinsburg, if his city had survived the war brought by their king. The slavers had captured him and his men in Willborne, yet he would never be allowed to leave this place with word of what transpired underground. He knew his fate and the fate of his men, so solace in prayer is what they sought, hourly it seemed.


  “He said he had to leave, that is all. I do not know who it was and I need not this religious sermon, especially about a God who was lost for thousands of years. I know where I am and what is about to happen, here and now. I am not lost, merely imprisoned again, Norrice. I suggest you find your courage and lead your men in battle, as for prayer, save your breath.” The gray minotaur huffed his whisper with force through the bars, torchlight flickering on his curved horns and bovine face. He knew they wanted more, he thought the humans needed his words or the wisdom of Annar to survive. Saberrak knew that he was no priest, Annar had left him days ago, and his words had nothing to do with them unfortunately. If that was who it truly was, although the fact that only I could see or hear him does lend truth to their claim, he thought. Saberrak thought of the scroll and his friends, wherever they were. He resigned to knowing what he knew, if that was what faith was, so be it.


  The light streamed in greens and oranges, the double doors of iron drug by ogre slaves opened slowly. After a squint, Saberrak could see the hundreds of iron cages with thousands of iron bars, mostly filled with men, ogre, minotaurs, salisan lizard men, trolls, and dwarves. Captured, enslaved, sold by their own kin, or scavenged from somewhere by someone, each and every one. Axes, blades, spears, armor, shields, and helms of every sort lined the walls to the front. Black robed men hovered in surrounded by at least fifty armed soldiers of Devonmir, all masked black, yet human for certain, or mostly. All manner of slave stood as the Lords of Devonmir and rulers of both arenas walked past, down the middle of the left and right cells. Ogre slaves were dragging bodies, parts of bodies, and bags with the leftover pieces of what appeared to be their own kind. To the steps they walked, the lords three floating ahead, inches off the ground, and down the immense dark descending steps to further below. Down where the hisses were and the red eyes shone, down where they created things from things that should not be, it was there that no one wished to end up after a battle, so the whispers told.


  “Gray one with the tattoos, white one, tall troll, the seven Harlian traitors, and the five dwarf captives! Fifteen for the next battle, get them ready!” The booming voice of a rather fat but armored man bellowed into the silence. His greased black hair shone like his unused weapons, and his face was masked with black cloth.


  Ogre slaveguards and human soldiers took their cautions and in turn opened cages one by one and led those chosen to the front. Norrices men ceased their disputes after a few armed ogre lifted one captive up by the throat. They chose weapons from the racks, blades mostly, then piecemeal and chain armor, open helms, and steel shields. That false security seemed to easily bolster them as they were led out the huge doors to the arena. Saberrak looked up slowly at the dark haired leader of the soldiers and his retinue as they approached his cage. He had questions, yet remained silent. Would I trust any answer he gave me anyway? He thought.


  “You are the one called Saberrak? The gladiator supposed that escaped Unlinn?” His dark brown eyes looked at the gray minotaur like so many thousands of other captives that had names over the years. His soldiers and a few ogre stood behind him as he fiddled with the keys to the cage.


  “Might be.”


  “They say you and that brown savage of the spiders are both undefeated from there. Hard to escape the arenas it seems, for you anyways.” He chuckled, always did when someone or some beast had a reputation coming in.


  “And you are?” Saberrak stood back toward the rear of the cage, knowing before being told on where a slave should stand when the time to move came about.


  “Some give me titles such as general or capitan. Some call me a lord of the dungeons or the arena. Just words. I am Koyd Cullimai, your keeper for as long as you live. Give me or mine no troubles and you won’t end up dead before your shows. Get bought or freed, remember I gave you no troubles.” The lock opened and the well-oiled iron doors swung wide.


  His breath stunk five feet away, as did his sweat, like pickled rot even through the black cloth mask. Saberrak closed his eyes and banished the thoughts of tearing into Koyd, his men, and his ogre slaveguards right here and now. “Bought? How much am I worth, do you think?”


  “Minotaurs go for about four or five thousand in gold. Grays, reds, and browns in good health for up ta’ double that I hear. I doubt that shithole in Unlinn can vomit up enough stolen loot and get it here though. You’ll likely be bought by a noble who you’ll never meet would be my bet. They’ll bet on you, pay for food and armor, and sell you for parts when you die. Happens to all I’m afraid.” He chuckled. “Unless you win enough, then they…”


  “Do not try me with those sweet words, Koyd. I know full well the intentions of any arena, and anyone partaking in one in any fashion. Setting slaves free does not ever happen in truth, so save your air.” Saberrak walked forward, ignoring the shoves from a few brave and ignorant ogre.


  “Well put gray one, well put.”


  “What will I be fighting in there?”


  “Pets of the Lords of Devonmir.”


  “The dead ones?”


  Koyd stood by the weapons and signaled his men to fetch the next slave. “Yes, mostly dead anyways. They do not feel pain and they have a habit of eating their kill.”


  “I will take those then.” Saberrak pointed to a twin greataxe, then another. “And those plates, and that scale shirt.”


  Soldiers gave the gray minotaur his choices after a nod from Koyd. “You know, Saberrak the gray, even if you survive this that on the morrow you face Mafahann the two headed ogre of Bloodskull, yes? He has never lost a battle, never left an opponent alive, and has never fought less than three gladiators at once. And you are fighting paired with that Chalas Kalaza, it has been arranged by the spiders it has.”


  The scale shirt had a few missing links, but fit well enough, and he managed to get the plates on his shins and shoulders fastened. Saberrak smelled the old blood on the leather bindings, then took an axe in each hand. “So I will see you on the morrow.” and he walked out the iron doors into the arena.


  LCMVXILCMVXILCMVXILCMVX


  It was nothing like Unlinn, not at all. The floors were black stone as opposed to packed earth and sand. It was clean here, unlike the blood, bones, and grit under Arouland fighting for ogre slavemasters. And the quiet was unnerving. Saberrak expected screams, howls, grunts and threats either for or against him, yet noise and lusty raucous nonetheless. There was none. Silent stirrings in the onyx seats, whispers of dark masked nobility, and soundless stares from unknown eyes of those watching that should not be, by their stations in society. Hundreds, no perhaps many thousands now as he looked up and around, the gray minotaur could not be sure. Orange and green torchlight loomed from blackbone circular candelabras too high to reach. Gray polished stone walls kept the fighters from those attending, stone that matched the smooth floors and domed ceiling that was so very out of place deep under the earth’s surface. Three double doors of iron and stone were flanked by armored ogre slaves. He walked forward, toward the middle of the huge arena floor where Norrice and his men stood.


  Each step brought his mind back to the recent past. For a moment, the horned warrior thought of his only friends, wherever they might be. He assumed James Andellis survived for he had obviously not been captured after the fall of the second dragon, at least not by the same band of slavers that had poisoned and taken me.


  He recalled leaving on the back of the ferocious male dragon, while Shinayne, Gwenne, and Zen were still back in the cave atop the mountain outside of Bailey. The elf is sharp, she would have gotten them out of there safely. Azenairk and his dwarven God would likely have helped. Gwenneth probably had a spell or trick of some sort up her sleeve. James, he can heal his wounds, so, he could have fixed those breaks and survived. Leaves just me, a slave again, but at least they are safe. Saberrak took comfort in that, though it was just his mind rationalizing the cares for his friends, and loneliness he now felt without them. He knew too well that despite the dragons they had faced, Bailey and the forces of Lord Keervin would be looking for them as well.


  Yet, we have been outnumbered twenty or thirty to one before and been victorious. Mooncrest, the mines of Kakisteele, the west, mountains of Shanador, and the scroll, it all sounds much better than here, no arguing that. He closed his eyes and thought of them, the quest unfinished, and smiled just a hint before the sound of the men around him became unsettling and broke his line of thought. His mind snapped back to reality, the arena, death waiting for one false move, one hesitation, and the creeping gloom before his eyes set in.


  Three black robed men entered, same that had gone below minutes earlier, hoods shadowing their complexions, floating to three onyx thrones that sat above the stone pews and rows. Far above some hundreds of feet from the coming battle on the arena floor, yet Saberrak could see them well enough. A fourth entered through the same passage aloft, waving his hand to the crowd as they silently stomped their feet in admiration. The low roars like thunder issuing was breaking some of Norrices men, he saw the winces of fear and smelled the urine from two or more. The gray gladiator stood like a statue in the middle of seven humans, five quiet dwarves, a sickly white shaggy minotaur, and a starving troll. He could not imagine what they would put against such a large force, yet he knew soon enough it would be apparent. The dwarves had axes and hammers, the men blades and shields, the troll and the white had nothing, being more beastly than the rest.


  “Aaahhooo, aaahhooo!” The crowd whispered some chant to the three lords of Devonmir, receiving raised hands each time they spoke. Thousands of voices, in the dark, thousands wanting a feast for the eyes.


  “Bad enough they stomp in the silence, now they chant for our deaths. What do we do Saber---“


  “Do not talk to me by name, do not pretend to know me. Do not look at me either. Tell your men the same.” Saberrak gruffed out harsh and quick to Norrice.


  “What, how can you say that at a---“ His voice was a pleading whine of a man beaten.


  “In here, your paper laws and friendships mean nothing, in fact they are a weakness that they will exploit. Do not look at me I said. If they think we are allies, we will fight each other in the next match. They cannot have slaves becoming close with one another, it is a threat. I will help you and your men, but do not speak to me here. It is too quiet, they will hear us. If you value your life and that of your men, do as I say.”


  Norrice looked onward to the crowd as they chanted and stomped. “Then what do we do?”


  “Act savage, insane, give them what they want and do not get killed. If you are serious and organized they will break us apart. An insane slave is less valuable and more likely to get less attention than one that appears to be militant. It is a show, play your part and we talk inside on what to do next.” Saberrak turned his head, talking through the side of his mouth as he looked around the masses.


  “How do we escape this place?” Norrice stroked the small beard that was filthy and itching and ran his fingers through his brown curls to look nonchalant.


  “Let’s survive what is coming in a moment, then we will see about escaping. Quiet, no more words.” Saberrak hushed just as the crowd hushed. All eyes were on the man dressed in blacks and gold armor polished beyond need. His hands raised up then lowered once the air was again silent as a tomb.


  “Lords and ladies, noble guests from far and near, the three great lords of Devonmir welcome you to Ajastaphan!” His words were music to the crowd, sweet tones and accents colored his voice, and he projected his wind well across the cavernous underground to all who gathered. “Lords Koligail, Trehad, and Maroguille all welcome you! As do I, your master of ceremonies here in the noble arena, Napralis ten-scars!”


  The crowd ooohed and aaahed much to the outward delight of the master of ceremonies as he directed his hand toward his lords, and received the silent nods of approval from the three black robed rulers of the city of Devonmir. “After my days of battle were behind me, and my days of training gladiators for you long past, it is my pleasure to now announce your entertainment, to announce those about to die for you!” The stomping of feet and clapping of hands was thunderous, and nearly drown out the clinking of two massive doors opening slowly, inch by inch.


  “Take out their tendons, legs, arms, necks, and spines. If they are dead, as I was warned, the eyes and flesh will avail us nothing but wasted energy. Prepare yourselves now, Annar give us strength.” Saberrak whispered loudly for those around him to hear.


  “These traitorous deserters and captured criminals of many a race have vowed to win their honor through combat here and now, for you! Lord Maroguille and Lord Trehad have offered their best to oblige them into the next life! Let the games begin!” Napralis ten-scars raised his hands as coins swarmed through the merchants, the doors nearly open, and the crowd went frantic with bets and fever of the coming bloodshed.


  “Norrice?”


  “Yes Saberrak?”


  “What do you think our odds are?” Saberrak grinned, twirling two double-bladed greataxes, one in each hand. He stood in the middle, horns lowered, ready to charge whatever came to from the left. The shaggy white minotaur and the troll were looking to their right with the dwarves huddled together.


  “Not good. That number one they just painted on the wall in blood over our door looks less impressive than the three and the two they are painting over the doors that are opening. My guess is, not good at all.” Norrice shivered, the Harlian man had never thought to end up in a place like this, a place they told horror stories about for generations now in Harlaheim.


  Saberrak looked up behind him, several stories up, and met the gaze of Chalas Kalaza the brown. He looked for Lady Kaya, but with all the black robes and masks, picking her out of all the women in the crowd of thousands was impossible. He now knew her allegiance was with the spiders of Johnas, but he had thought her eyes held a glimmer of hope last they had met. Could have meant something, he thought, could be nothing. He raised an axe toward his horned nemesis above, then to the crowd, and stalked forward ahead of Norrice’s men. The doors swung open, and then everything went into motion at once. Saberrak heard the crowd whisper loudly in unison, “To the death!”


  From the front, two beasts of enormous size some ten feet tall, stomped with clawed feet of gray dead flesh. Their eyes a hollow black with red pinpoints from deep within, their muscles seemed decayed, and their enlarged heads of what were once trolls held but bone and blackened rows of sharpened teeth. Their entrails sloshed above their moving legs, darkened and shriveled entrails from being most unused. No breath, no pulse for sure, and their boney hands drug the ground as they loped forward in the hunger of undeath.


  From behind a symphony of roars and hisses erupted from something that the crowd cheered upon its entrance to the arena floor. Saberrak looked back, a quick glance as he kept forward, and he saw a lion. It was green and sickly with no hair and missing parts of flesh. The surprise not from the expected rotting, but from the three necks sprouting three lion heads that moved most unnaturally from one body as it prepared to pounce on the other minotaur.


  The gray gladiator felt the blue twinge to his eyes, fighting it as he dove ahead and under the clawed reach of the monstrous former troll. His axe slashed upward, then the other, severing a repulsive enlarged bone hand half his size. It hit the black stone floor and its owner hissed through sinew and bone, turning those beady red lights of eyes toward the minotaur. The crowd roared, the underground arena boomed and echoed so loud that none could hear anything else. The Harlian men charged the other rotted troll, a furious battle cry of more fear than courage. Saberrak backed up from the reach of his one-handed foe just as the other troll grabbed a soldier and bit his top half off. Blood showered the men of Harlaheim and the scream was horrid for morale, yet bliss to the crowd.


  Swords plunged into the legs and torso of the dead beast, fear guiding the attacks and forgetting Saberrak’s advice. Madness took over in the arena. Dwarven howls of pain echoed as the three-headed lion creature had crushed the troll that was supposedly with them. Instead of feasting, it began its hunt for the tastier dwarven morsels and avoided the shaggy white minotaur. Saberrak was left to face his monstrosity alone, and he rolled again, this time taking a leg off at the knee with one swing and cleaving the hamstrings of the other leg with his second weapon. The claws grazed his armor, the minotaur too quick for the undead beast, and it fell to its one hand and knees with a sickening slosh of loose flesh and rot.


  The crowd screamed as another dwarf was devoured and the standing undead troll ripped another human in two and began to eat the bottom half. The white minotaur dove into the green lion, interrupting its meal, and the two rolled over and over, dwarf corpses spreading blood over the floor and the combatants. Saberrak slashed his axes across the back of the neck, then the spine, then kicked forward as his adversary fell into pieces before the onlookers. His weapons and armor now covered in black paste and rotten stench of the dead that still walked. The booos cascaded through Ajastaphan as Saberrak stood victorious over the first dead beast to emerge and marched toward the second troll that was having its wicked way with the Harlian men. He twirled his axes and charged it from the flank.


  The dwarves tightened with shield and hammer, three remaining in front of the lion that had just finished the white minotaur. The horned beast lay twitching as the crowd howled for more bloodshed and carnage. Swords plunged into the legs of the dead troll as it ripped another man down with black bone claws. Norrice slashed a tendon near the knee and ducked under another claw meant for his head. His men screaming in terror, covered in black decay and ichor, dodging bites and claws as the blood of their kinsman showered the air. The once giant troll shuddered, its dead flesh toppling over as Saberrak the gray landed horns first into its side with a sickening thud.


  “Take the head!” He roared to Norrice and the Harlian men.


  As it staggered to get up, the horrid reborn troll grabbed another human assailant, one of three left around it, and bit the legs clean off. One man ran in shock, leaving NorrIce and Saberrak cleaving away at rotted spine and exposed sinew of the neck. A few gory moments later and it was unmoving, much like the five corpses surrounding it.


  Another dwarf went down with a roar and chewing noise blended with the snapping of steel and bone. One head hanging lifeless, the fleshcrafted lion took blow after thudding blow from the two dwarves remaining. A greataxe flew into the head in the center landing in between the eyes, snapping it back like a branch breaking in a storm. The dwarves moved in, wailing away with yells and hammers galore. The lion withdrew, keeping distance, eyeing a few human morsels instead of the resilient bearded men it faced.


  The crowd cheered as the gray minotaur leapt on a dead run, over the bodies and carnage left in its wake, and planted his remaining axe behind the only moving head of the altered giant feline. The head severed clean off, the body thrashed, black and purple liquid covered Saberrak and the two dwarves standing off with the beast.


  The true living troll crawled to its feet, body regenerating and regrowing from the vicious lion that had crushed it. Norrice looked around and found his remaining man trying to get past the sealed doors out of the arena. He went to calm him and stop his shaking, obviously terror stricken from the horror of the battle. The two dwarves backed to the gray minotaur that had finished their beast. Saberrak raised his axe to the crowd, pulled the other one free from the dead lion at his feet, and pointed at Chalas Kalaza as he let out a bovine roar.


  The crowd stomped, clapped, stood and cheered. The lords of Devonmir looked down and talked amongst themselves, then to the master of ceremonies. Napralis raised his hand, yet the crowd silenced little after such a show.


  “The lords of Ajastaphan applaud you, brave warriors. For the gray minotaur, the bidding shall start at ten thousand gold coin. Do I hear ten thousand?!”


  Saberrak hung his head, as did the remaining men and dwarves. The troll covered its ears, still healing and weak.


  “Do I hear eleven thousand?! Yes you there, do I hear twelve?!” Napralis continued the bidding, the selling of the victorious to the noble crowd and lords gathered.


  The ogre guards, armored and armed, came through the three sets of doors followed by human slaves by the dozens. The cleaning and carrying of the dead began. The buying continued, and Saberrak the gray of Unlinn was but a slave once more as he was escorted back to the barracks and removed of his armor and axes. He cared not who had purchased him, it mattered little. He looked to the crowd for a friendly face or some hope, yet he found none. The doors closed behind him and the others.


  “We survived, we won, still in one piece. You were absolutely unstoppable my gray---“


  Saberrak looked down at Norrice, deep eyes with shadows of horns tattooed underneath, “It has just begun Norrice, and it will not stop while we are still breathing.”


  “The trolls, the fl-fl-flesh-sh, blood, blood, bl-bl-ood, BLOOD! Aaarrhhhh!” Norrices man went from shaking to shouting, his eyes agaze at nothing in the torchlit dark, yet the terror had hold. Saberrak had seen it before from men captured from Chazzrynn. Unlinn was worse, the ogre would terrorize someone like that, he knew.


  “Better shut him up Norrice, the others here will kill him before the guards do.” Saberrak looked around, fifty men, twenty ogre, and two passages out besides the arena doors.


  “I am trying, have sympathy minotaur.” Norrice had his hand over his man’s mouth as they were put back into cages and doused with cold water buckets from outside the bars.


  “Sympathy? Might as well kill him now if that is your answer. There is none here, and none to be found. To get out of here, it will take merciless brutality, bloodshed, and a lot of killing. Sympathy will get us all killed, so drop that notion and think of how to cut your way out. If you can’t, I will do it without you. If you want sympathy, I will get an axe. A quick death is the best I can offer.” Saberrak looked around, watching the bodies being drug in, the guards changing posts, and for any allies other than this Harlian man.


  “I am with you minotaur, I am strong, and I am not dying without a fight.” Norrice resolved that his horned acquaintance was right.


  Eyes shimmering blue against his will, Saberrak looked at the man. “Good to hear, Norrice, now let’s find some more allies and look for a way out of this hole.”


  



   


  Kaya III:I


  White Spider Underground, Devonmir


  “I told you when, I told you where, and here we are once again. I truly tire of these games Vossir, is my gold not good enough for your elven blood?”


  “I told you Kaya, the sergeant is missing. Gold is fine, platinum is better. What would you have me---“ his left eye took another gloved backhand, blood splattering across his pointed ear and the wall he was pinned against.


  “Vossir Sassari, cousin to Avricas Sassari by chance?” Kaya held her knee to the assassins groin and kept the shortsword across his throat.


  “No, Vossir, brother to Sylette Sassari, you would be wise to remember that, spiderwhore. My sister’s vengeance is legendary.” Vossir grinned, knowing his noble blood, elven from Shalokahn, had saved him several times when he had run-ins with the White Spider agents. His family name was notorious for vengeance, deadly assassins, and unaligned to any group of known cutthroats.


  She thought for a moment, her other spies had not reported anything, her position was weakening. They knew her as Jade of the West, one of the Emerald Eight for Johnas Valhera. Her gold had bought nothing, they feared Chalas more than her, and even the enemies of the White Spider brought her no allies in the uncertain trap that Devonmir had become. “So no word from your contacts, no sign of those companions of the gray minotaur, and none in Willborne either?”


  “I know nothing Kaya T’Vellon, nothing. Just that you tried to buy the gray one in secret, everyone knows that now.”


  “I know your relatives, by reputation indeed, and my noble ties could profit them should you assist me in finding those in question before the agents here obtain them.” She was grasping, desperate, she knew her nights were numbered. Some of the men she had killed for the White Spider had ties to Caberra, noble ties. A price had been put on her head, yet no one cared, not with the attention on Chalas Kalaza.


  “You, have enemies from within, over your very shoulder, and I do not care to be involved. Shalokahn, not that I speak for my family honor, does not wish to cross any in Devonmir at this time.” Vossir grinned again.


  “So they have outbid me, Rinicus and Cadius, you know what Johnas will do to you and yours for this?” Reaching again, Kaya knew full well what would happen should she kill one of the Sassari family. Yet, leaving him alive at this point was likely as much a death sentence.


  “Nothing, had he wanted you successful, you would be. Tis not my neck you need to slice, Kaya, but perhaps someone has already sliced yours. You should not be plotting against your own so diligently, honor among thieves and all.”


  “They follow Chalas Kalaza, a brutal minotaur with no honor and no rank.”


  “Oh, you want sympathy now is it? All out of tears with a blade to my throat, sorry. The sergeant is missing, I do not lie to you, and he is not missing on account of me. He did not show up for his shift, Tirpali of Cordolla. Caberran men love wine and women, I would start there.” The blade had not relaxed, Vossir had hoped she would have gotten the point that she had no allies here and given up.


  “I do not want sympathy, I want answers. What of Willborne, what happened in Bailey?”


  “The companions of the gray minotaur desecrated their temple, killed some dragons I heard. Katrina and her men are missing as well they say. No word on his friends, yet while your horned shadow Chalas is obsessing over the gray one, I would act a little quicker and quieter, if I were in your position. A lady with a title lost is less valuable than a raging beast that can kill dozens without conscience.” Vossir had not hoped to give any information, yet the proximity of that blade had not wavered in the dead end underground hallway. His will began to waver as she was more serious than he had originally surmised.


  The candle painted more white wax over the soot covered stone floor, drip by drip. The breathing was heavy, the air scarce, sweat began to appear for no other reason save that of the ominous tension between the brother of a deadly elven assassin and Kaya T’Vellon, the once lady of Southwind Keep in Chazzrynn.


  “And mine own? Is there anything to lean upon there, or with the enemies of Johnas here?”


  “No, I have given you more than any sane elf would deem necessary. You are cut, Jade of the West, and you will not live out the week. Run, they will find you. Hide all you want, it will not save you. The minotaur you brought has sealed your fate, like it or not. I can offer two nights, two nights of not a word or move, no more.” Vossir Sassari let his body relax, hoping he had told her enough to avoid the blade. He knew that she had killed a few of her own here that she should not have, had noble enemies now in Caberra, and Rinicus had her cornered and wanted her out of his city. Vossir was hoping that his family would collect the bounty here on Kaya, but he may now have to do it himself.


  “Who is to be my replacement? How much is on my head? Chalas Kalaza, surely not.” Kaya feigned some tears, some nervousness, some lack of confidence. She eyed the dark hair, chiseled tight features, high cheekbones and pointed ears, and his hand moving toward the dagger in her boot.


  “I do not know those answers, but it is enough for us to let the spiders handle their own, be sure on that. I can offer two nights of safety for you, but I---“


  Vossir pulled for the dagger from Kayas boot, her body pressed over his for nearly an hour now. She was surely tired, distracted, and not as quick as one of elven blood and the Sassari family. He felt the steel slice through his veins, his throat, his air and blood not going where it should. He tried to scream as he pulled but a handle, a dummy blade, and went to stab his assailant in the chest with speed no human could match. His eyes teared uncontrollably, his body ached, and his heart strained as darkness crept playfully around the corners of his vision.


  Kaya stepped back as the Shalokahn elf grasped his bloody hands over his neck, trying to stop the inevitable, struggling against the reality that he was dead and nothing could change that now. His eyes bore holes into her, eyes that could not believe what she had done, what was happening. She wondered when her eyes would have that same look. The body fell over onto the ground, the twitching had stopped, and the lady assassin of the White Spider wiped her blade across his noble clothes and sheathed it. She pulled her black mask tight over her face, and stalked into the eternal night of Devonmir’s underground.


  They will be looking for me by now, and Vossirs men for him already. Time to move Kaya, but to where? She kept to the shadows of the twisting halls and caverns under the streets. Only the occasional torch of arcane illumination gave light to the tomblike undercity, oranges and reds glanced off of enveloping blackness. Her steps slowed, she knew there was nothing. Kaya had no plan, no targets, no allies, and no way to contact Johnas even if she had ground to stand upon. Jade of the West kept moving, encircling the halls and rooms that bordered the arenas, looking for a way out of the web she knew she could not escape. Every entrance, every possible exit, would be guarded by Devonmir’s finest, the White Spider, and they were all well armed and trained down here. Kaya needed allies to have any chance to survive.
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  “Is he ever going to stop pacing and tapping his sword on the walls? It is dreadfully irritating.” Cadius stared from behind his dark locks of hair, not daring to voice his frustrations to the minotaur.


  “He does that, a lot. We have our orders, if he survives the match we buy the gray one. You and I interrogate him for all we can find on his friends with that scroll and dwarven treasures, then we let this one kill him any way he chooses.” Rinicus Three-Blades looked around the penthouse above the arena, watching for the winks of eyes or signs from spies that Kaya had been found. Nothing yet.


  “And what of Jade of the West? Has the patriarch ordered her death warrant, or are we moving in too---“


  “He wants her replaced, he is training one of his own to the title, we just let Chalas fill in and bloody the arena for us while we wait.”


  Cadius sighed, “Never a dull moment from here on out. It was peaceful for a few years, but now with Valhirst involved and calling hits and shots, well, I may very well retire soon old friend.”


  “And leave me with this beast? The killer that tore off two of my fingers and squashed them with his boot? I think not, there would be a price on you like no other, old friend.” Rinicus laughed, as did Cadius, then both watched as the brown minotaur walked over to them.


  “Something amusing, my little humans?”


  “Nothing to worry you about, great Chalas. Idle threats of old friends and killers amused at the turns of their dark lives is all.” Rinicus looked to his impaired hand, then to Cadius, and then to the brown savage of a minotaur standing over him in the balcony penthouse over the hidden arena.


  “I would expect you would be busy looking for Kaya instead of senseless chatter.” Chalas had been waiting for days, even searched the endless and countless passages himself. Kaya was nowhere to be found, yet she was here, they all knew it.


  “I am the domenarch of the city, responsible for hundreds of spies, assassins, and every other sort, minotaur. I have eyes and ears most everywhere. The problem is, well, Jade of the West happens to be one of the Emerald Eight.” Rinicus drank some of the Caberran wine in a golden goblet with his good hand.


  “Is that your excuse? I would have come up with something better to explain failure.” Chalas snorted and leered over the two men of the White Spider.


  “She has trained for decades, trained by Johnas Valhera himself. Placing a price on her head, even by nobility of Caberra, Chazzrynn, and our own guild, does not make her less deadly or difficult to find, Kalaza.” Cadius stood as he spoke, wine in hand, black robes snagging on the table and chairs.


  “And what do your men do here for decades? Drink? Find her and kill her, now.”


  Rinicus stood up, inbetween his wizard friend and the brute from the south. “Johnas has not sent word for you to replace me or mine, minotaur. Until then, learn where you stand.”


  “I stand here, three fingered one, what could you possibly do against it?” Chalas huffed into his face, an intentional bit of spittle flew from his mouth and nostrils.


  Rinicus winked, Cadius stepped back and began uttering arcane words under his breath, and the shadows moved with dozens of footsteps and blades being unsheathed from every direction. “That. And if your blade raises even an inch, I will have you pelted with knives, daggers, poisoned arrows, and incinerated right here and now.”


  “Ha, he, heh, huh, brave words, nothing more.” Chalas Kalaza slid his great chipped sword into its sheath made of unknown skins and hides. He walked over to one of the shadows, one of the men there clad in black with a crossbow aimed at the minotaur. His hand was trembling, the bolt nearly skittering out of place, and his eyes glared at Rinicus hoping for an order, or perhaps hoping not for one.


  “Your men tremble in my presence. They know what I will do to them, they have seen it.”


  “Do not make me do this, Johnas will be disappointed.” Rinicus smiled, hoping the beast would touch one of his men, waiting for the moment to order his death. His hand went toward the hilt of his shortblade and his mangled hand for a dagger on his belt.


  “I go to kill a worthy enemy, either Saberrak the gray or Kaya T’Vellon if I find her before my match in the arena. If you wish me dead, train your assassins to not wet themselves when I approach.” Chalas stalked out of the penthouse, laughing from a dark pit somewhere inside of himself.


  Cadius let his breath finally escape his chest and let the orange balls of flame recede from his palms. He nearly fell into the chair, looking at his trembling hands and feeling the weakness in his legs. He looked to Rinicus who seemed poised and ready to fight without regard to any sort of fear.


  “Why is it, of all the horrors and beasts we have seen and all the wickedness we have performed, that this minotaur is so absolutely dreadful?”


  Rinicus placed his blades back into their positions and nodded for his bodyguards to resume their duties. I do not know, old friend, but it needs to be stopped. Inform Johnas Valhera that Chalas had gone insane and was killed.”


  “And what if he finds out otherwise?”


  “We will have to make sure our reports are accurate then, won’t we?”


  “How?”


  “Go to the arena, arrange for some special coating to Mafahann’s blades. Pay his owner five thousand in gold, a few boons for a later date, and make sure Chalas Kalaza does not leave that battle alive.”


  “I do not have much time, the match is in but a few hours.”


  “Then you best hurry.”


  “And you will be doing what?”


  “Finding Kaya T’Vellon. Too many loose strings here in Devonmir, it is time I cut them myself.” Rinicus motioned for his men to fall in behind him and strode out of the penthouse. He smelled the air for a moment, sensing the urine from one of his men, shook his head, and continued.
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  The blood dripped onto her thigh, soaking in quickly as she stared at it. Cold already, the lukewarm life staining her black clothing meant little and felt as less. Kaya looked up to the four men in their bunks. Four slit throats stood in the torchlight, gaping up to the ceiling as if asking for help from above. A fifth Devonmir guard lay dead on the floor, the one that had awoken. Her bladed smallshield and crimson covered shortblade shimmered with the dancing flames as more blood dropped from the mattresses and pooled on the stone floor.


  Kaya moved, having stood still for untold moments in wonderment at her own deeds. No smile creased her masked beauty as in her younger years. Life and death, business and survival, were all one in the same now. Her steps were as the shadows her form blended with. Through two more corridors, up two sets of stairs with torches gone cold, the darkness was thick as she slowed her pace. Her hand grazed the rough stone, feeling for direction as she traversed up and out toward the sewers. Following her nose, her gut, and her hopes that only passages in and out would be guarded and far more easy to the side with the missing sergeant, the deadly assassin of the Emerald Eight of the White Spider was, step by step, closer to freedom. Minute by minute though, she knew, her betrayal would never be forgotten.


  More torchlight, and pink light behind that, daylight. Be it dawn or sunset, Kaya could not tell, but her smile under the black mask nearly shone through in anticipation. One shadowy figure paced near the bars, blade in hand, bottle of wine in the other. Easy mark, and I am out. Kaya thought, knowing full well that word was on the streets of Devonmir days ago, word of the price on her head. Outside or inside, above or below, she would be hunted until she was far from any city that had agents of the White Spider. And she knew of none in which that was the case.


  Kaya drew her shortblade, ten feet away, in the shadows, five feet away, poised and honed on the upper ribs, two feet and—“


  The cold steel on Kaya’s neck from behind should have been her end, she knew it, a setup. The blade from the man in front was tipped in her sternum in a flash. A third blade curved around the front of her throat from behind.


  “Do it then, be quick.” Kaya closed her eyes, letting her arms relax at the thought of not having to kill anymore. Her eyes dripped tears from the corners, despite her squinting to hold them in.


  “Do what, kill you? I am no assassin, sorry to disappoint you.” The voice was feminine from behind, vaguely familiar.


  “Then, why are you—“


  “Did you drink that wine, even a drop?!” The woman from behind questioned the man in front.


  “Not one sip, only a prop m’lady, you have my word.” He sounded familiar as well. The light from behind cast his features in darkness, and with her tears at the thought of death, Kaya could not make him out. He took her blade and her shield, then her two daggers, even the fake one.


  “Now, young killer in the night, behave and you will live long enough to hopefully rethink your life.” The woman behind sheathed a blade and turned Kaya around. “We have a few questions, but first, let us remove this mask and see who it is we are talking to.”


  “The more you know of the passages in and out of the arena, the better, woman.” The man held her arms while the woman in front pulled her mask down.


  “Are you from the Sassari family?” Kaya muttered, confused as to who would not want her dead, maybe they had not heard of her killing Vossir just yet. No answer.


  Kaya stood, one blade now at her back and another still at her neck, held by this woman she could barely make out in the dark. Her mask removed, auburn hair falling out of the ties, Kaya took a breath. The two that had her held up gasped in the darkness.


  “Yes, I am Lady Kaya T’Vellon, formerly of Southwind Keep. Jade of the West.”


  “We can see that. The question is not who you are, but why you are here?” The man spoke quietly, as if he had seen a ghost.


  “Who are you?” Kaya looked more closely, straining her eyes in the dark of the undercity at dawn, so close to freedom.


  



   


  Exodus III:I


  City of Devonmir


  He smelled in dire need of a bath, yellow teeth with brown decay flashing as he moved close and smiled, his mottled brown eyes red from talking all night and too much wine, Tirpali of Cordolla was enthralled. Just as Gwenneth had hoped, her subtle magicks had been working well, too well indeed. Two stories above the inner city streets of deadly Devonmir, the arena city on the border of three kingdoms, the prodigal wizard let her black hair flow free from behind her robes with a roll of her shoulder. Her eyes kept on her target, on his drunken friends behind him, and her hand caressed the staff of Imoch that lay across her lap.


  “I have a staff for ye ta’ stroke, my lovely Gwenne.”


  “Such sweet words my Caberran prince, yet not so fast, I only arrived this week. We have forever, you realize.” Gwenne forced the bile down from its attempt at surfacing here and now.


  Shinayne should have been back by now with word on where Saberrak had been taken. James as well, finding the ins and outs of Tre’Hahdim Arena should not have taken all night. Gwenneth glanced around casually. Azenairk was at the other end of the room, black cloak over him and his armor like all of them had donned. He had been watching the men who were watching their sergeant fall in love, and they had been growing suspicious in their stupor of early morning. The dwarven priest had inched closer by the hour, pouring his beers down the cracks of the floor every minute or so as to not draw any curiosity from those gathered or working the place.


  The Huntsman Inn was about the worst inn and house of ill repute in the city. Smashed in between the homeless region, the ruined spires of the old temple district, and the sewers end where grates on filthy streets ran with brown water ever slowly; young Lazlette had never seen poverty like this. Her skin crawled for a bath, yet she and Zen kept their posts here with the night sergeant of Tre’Hahdim well under Gwenne’s charms. She had gotten out of him that there was something under the arena, a city beneath the undercity, yet details had not come forth from her inebriated victim.


  “But I want to see them robes on my floor, they would look good there I think. Do you agree?” Tirpali had fallen in love, she was everything. Rich, famous, beautiful, young and firm, and she even had a hint of innocence about her that had his loins stirring when the wine would allow.


  “Such words you speak? Perhaps, perhaps tonight?”


  “Anytime, anyplace my love, you tell me, tell your lord and master, your devoted servant Tirpali, and I will serve you pleasures a thousand times over.” His eyes were closing, yet something made them open to each word she spoke, making him want to continue with the sweet talk and wine. It must be love, he resolved.


  “Tell me again, my bold warrior, the western entrance that you so bravely guard from all intruders, how many men do you lead?” Fishing for more information, Gwenneth looked to Zen and nodded, receiving the same nod in return that he understood all was in her control yet still.


  “Let us talk of sweeter things, perhaps like what is hidden under those robes you wear?”


  Gwenneth ignored him in his insistence on her clothing and watched as a lady named Velvet came down the stairs, a man she had finished in tow. Her black hair a mess, bags of weariness hung from her eyes, and her colorful garb had stains galore. In the dark of drunk, no one would see how poor and shabby she truly looked, but Gwenne noticed. She also noticed how she was watching her and Zen very carefully each time she returned from tricking a turn.


  “My robes?” She snapped back to the task at hand. “You will have to wait for that my prince. Now, could you show me the way to the arena that is under the arena you spoke of? It sounds so very secretive and hidden. Perhaps describe it to me, as a lady such as myself could likely never venture to such a place.” The magicks still emanating from her words and eyes, unseen by any around, yet enthralled her man still was.


  The wine dripped off of his chin, marking the table once more. “Thirty men, I command thirty myself. Have no doubts about Ajastaphan Arena, and you will find it. That is the way to go.”


  “I do not follow.” Gwenne imagined the wine was talking now. She looked to Zen with rolling eyes that said it was of little more use here. She saw the bearded face of her dwarven friend nod from under his hood.


  “When in doubt, you turn right. Everyone knows that when you are lost underground. But here, always to the left once you are below the city. No doubts. But you must know the passwords at every post, or…” Tirpali of Cordolla placed his hand on the thigh of his beloved and moved closer, his chair dragging noisily across the worn wooden floor.


  “Truly? That is interesting, and what would those special words be? Fascinating I am sure.” Gwenneth played along, noticing from the corner of her eye that Zen had gotten up to pay his bar tab with the scrawny dark-skinned man behind the counter.


  “I love you Gwenneth.”


  “I am sure those are not the words, my handsome Caberran lord.”


  “But I do. Enough words, let us go upstairs.”


  “I truly must know, I am intrigued---“


  Tirpali stood, stumbled a bit, and grabbed Gwennes forearm with force. He was drunk, too drunk. “Tonight, I make a woman out of you!” His laughter was accompanied by some fierce determination and bolstered by the cheers of his men across the dingy room, each with a groping whore his own across their lap.


  Gwenne stood, yet released her concentration on the magick enthrallment as she did, and grabbed the staff of Imoch tightly. She saw Zen making haste toward her, warhammer out from under the long cloak.


  “Who are you? What is this? Men!” Tirpali stood confused, staring at a woman he knew he had been with for many hours, yet could not understand why. Beautiful, yes, for a southern woman, yet his tastes were in younger Caberran girls. His men, at least ten from all around the tavern area and rooms upstairs, heard his call to arms.


  Black lightning shot out from the staff in Gwennes hand just as blades were being drawn from all around. The hissing noise and bone popping contortions lasted but a second or three, then Tirpali, white faced and bent into a reversed fetal curl, fell to the ground, mouth agape at the ceiling. Dead.


  Gwenne looked at the staff, then to Zen beside her, amazed as she had done nothing, not uttered one word nor touched any of the runes now glowing green across the white wooden artifact she held. The room stood still, men gazed, Velvet looked down then ran out the back hallway, and the barkeep ducked behind the mahogany.


  “What did you do, Gwenneth?” Azenairk whispered up to Gwenne, nervously standing in the center of the room surrounded by certain enemies at this point. “Why would you kill him?”


  “I did nothing, believe me, it was the staff, not I.”


  “That matters not now I’d be guessin’, thirty on two, Vundren help us.”


  “The whore, she has been watching us, go get her. I will handle the rest of them.”


  “This is insane, where be Shinayne and James? Gods help us and bless this man here.”


  “Go!”


  Zen turned and marched after Velvet, against his better judgment. As he took his first steps, the mob of early morning went into action. Hatred, fear, and trampling sent them down stairs and over tables amidst screams and yells and blades. Zen heard chanting in the arcane from Gwenneth, hails for guards from all inside, yet after the whore he went.


  The mob dove, scrambled, and surrounded Gwenneth Lazlette. The dwarven priest looked back one last time then charged out the back of the Huntsman Inn. Zen’s warhammer slammed into a closed door and his charging weight broke it the rest of the way off the hinges. Another door, then stairs down into an alley, he looked both ways. Nothing. She was gone.


  “Salcaral vendrimmi Vuul!” Crash!, whoosh!, the sound of shattered wood, exploding glass, bodies breaking and beams moaning in a maelstrom of arcane wind deafened all around and slammed Zen against the rails.
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  “Just keep walking Lady T’Vellon, and all will be fine.” Shinayne had never taken a prisoner before, let alone marched a noble assassin through a dangerous city so that she could interrogate them. “If the price on your head is half of what you say, all I need do is scream your name and all of Devonmir will be upon you.”


  “Brave words Lady T’Sarrin of Kilikala, I am sure you and yours would die faster than I.” Kaya kept her pace, kept to the side streets into the old temple district. She knew the city well enough to find her way around. She also knew that with her mask down, it was only a matter of time that someone spotted her with these two. “I assume you are here to rescue Saberrak, foolish as that is, I can tell you what you need to know.”


  “It won’t be that easy, I assure you. Keep moving and keep quiet, assassin.” Shinayne did not trust Kaya one bit, less than in Chazzrynn now, yet having her close was better than having her loose.


  “And when she tells us what we want to know, what then? Do we turn her in or simply let her go?” James turned full circle every twenty steps or so, watching the taller buildings and abandoned churches for any movement beyond the normal morning in poverty stricken Devonmir.


  Shinayne kept her elven shortblade pointed into Kaya’s back from under her dark cloak, pointed ears listening all directions, aquamarine eyes watching everything as the sun rose from the west over decrepit spires. “Neither. She will come with us to get Saberrak, help us escape this city, and then we part ways. Or, she can die here and now.”


  “You wouldn’t dare.”


  “Press your luck then, lady of Southwind Keep.”


  “I will not go back down there, not for you or anyone. I am dead if I do, so you might as well kill me.”


  “Then turn left down this alley.” Shinayne said coldly.


  “You are bluffing elf, I am not so easy to trick. You are no murderer.”


  Shinayne stepped ahead, grabbed Kaya by the neck, and marched her into the alley on the left. She slammed her captive into the stone wall, adding a few more cracks to its ruinous existence. The curved elven blade was tipped between Kaya’s ribs on her left side, inches from the heart with a simple thrust. James stepped in close, wide-eyed and nervous.


  “Shinayne?” James whispered.


  “Now listen here---“ Whispering in anger through her clenched jaw and gritted teeth, Shinayne used her free hand to tear the black cloth over Kaya’s shoulder, turned her, then slammed her face into the wall again. She looked down at the bare flesh, noting the brand she expected to see, the brand of a spider. “--- listen to me, spiderwench, I have just a few choice words. First, we have escaped Vallakazz, Valhirst, an Altestani warship, Saint Erinsburg, and the dragons of Bailey. You telling me there is no escape from Devonmir means nothing. Second, the White Spider is behind or involved in most of those perilous escapes, in as much as they were the ones trying to kill us. So, I have no bones about ending your life here to protect my own. And third, my friend, our friend, Saberrak the Gray is down there. A slave, captured or sold, maybe already dead, but down there he is. You shared your keep with us, we dined together, and like it or not, you will help me get him out. I do not know why you are with them, what part you have in this, but you can get us in and out, and that is precisely what you will be doing, are we clear?!”


  Kaya turned to Shinayne, both of them had tears of anger, frustration, pain, and sorrow streaming down their cheeks. She had nothing to live for, hunted by her own guild, wanted for treason in her homeland, and besides herself there was no enemy left to kill. Only those that stood in the way of freedom remained, hers or anyone else’s, it mattered not for the former lady of Southwind. She sniffled, wiped her eyes, unable to keep the furious gaze of Shinayne, she bowed her head. “Agreed.”


  James let his breath out, he had been holding it since Shinayne turned into the alley, fearing the elf had gone mad and truly intended on killing Kaya T’Vellon. “Well, I am glad that is settled then.”


  “Do not speak to me, James Andellis. I have hated you for over half my life, and there is no end in sight for that hatred.” Kaya put her chin back up a little closer to where it belonged.


  “Why, because you were too young to fight alongside your father in Arouland? Or because I was there, tormented and sent as a message by the ogre, and you would have preferred I were dead with Lord Arlinne?” James felt sick even discussing the battle so many years ago.


  “No, it is that you never told us anything and ran off with his blade, like the coward you---“


  Crash, crack, aaahhhh, whoosh, crack!


  The three of them ducked down, James and Shinayne drawing blades and Kaya reaching for where hers should have been as the street in front of them exploded from inside a tavern or an inn. Glass flew from the inside out, bodies hurled across the dirty and muddy streets, tables and chairs crashed into the other side of the road and into other buildings with dread force. People screamed, bones broke, and the buildings moaned as some force of hellish wind tossed the air and debris for hundreds of feet in every direction.


  The dust cleared a little, the noise faded into echo, the people that survived cried in agony and screamed in terror as the Huntsman Inn began to collapse on early morning in the shadow of itself. Two figures were running through the dusty haze of what was Messiah Street in northern Devonmir.


  “That was more than unnecessary lady Lazlette, uncalled for! By Vundren you will---“


  “I was a bit surrounded, dwarf, keep your beard shut and let us find---“


  “Gwenneth, Azenairk! What is going on?” Shinayne turned as they ran past, confused as to what possibly could have happened at the seedy little inn to cause such a catastrophe.


  “Western gate, we have to hurry, the White Spider is on to us and one of their spies got away! A whore named Velvet, surely going to rat our location.” Gwenneth did a double glance as they met in mid turn to all head away from the explosion. “Kaya T’Vellon?”


  “Lady Lazlette.” Kaya bowed to Gwenne as they turned to run as well. A sick knot twisted in her stomach.


  “Lady Lazlette is my mother, unlike the whore that you and your brother came from. If I allow you to speak to me, you will call me Gwenneth.” Gwenne kept to a brisk walk, turning left then right with purpose down the sidestreets.


  “Did I miss something here? I thought Gwenne only hated me.” James sheathed his broadsword, which was part instinct as danger was getting further away, and part intentional as it soured Gwenne’s mood to see the magicked steel reminder of her dead father.


  “Your father left your mother, then met mine in Southwind. Do not confuse the truth with your high and mighty fantasies Gwenneth.” Kaya had dreamt of what she would say to Gwenneth Lazlette if they had ever met outside of noble functions and court growing up. It was not as she had romanced.


  “Enough, I have half my mind to wallop the both of ye’, now where are we heading and where is Saberrak?” Zen gruffed from under his hood, shaved head and black beard sweating in his effort to keep pace.


  “Wait a moment, hold on.” James stopped, he too sweating from the sun over Devonmir, being further north it was warmer in summer than he was used to. The breeze of Chazzrynn would be cooling his brown hair and beard now, but the wind here in the city was nonexistent. He struggled for air, then spoke his mind. “So, the two of you share the same father then, so you are half sisters?”


  “I am going to throw up. James, do not ever say I am related to this whore of the south. What in the world is she doing here anyway?” Gwenneth stopped, putting her back to an old rotten wood building as the sound of guards and horseman could be heard on the main streets not too far off.


  “She is going to help us get in, get Saberrak, and get out.” Shinayne drew her blades to check the edges, Carice and Elicras, perfectly matched elven weapons.


  “How could she help? Does she have contacts in the White Spider? Seriously Shinayne, she is a rural swordslinger who inherited her title and ruined her family name through her open legs. Kaya T’Vellon cannot help us with anything.” Gwenneth stared at Kaya, her green eyes flaring at the daughter of her most hated woman in the world, the dead woman that stole her father away so many years ago.


  “She is, or was, one of them with some rank it seems. She has agreed on her life to help. Now, what do you have from your hours with the sergeant of the guard?” The elven swordswoman sheathed her gifts from the dragon, Ansharr, and took a knee in the alley.


  “Ye’ mean the dead sergeant.” Zen gruffed.


  “That was not me, Zen, and you know it. As for Kaya, I would act shocked if it would please anyone, but I am afraid that I am not the least surprised. So has it been you sending thugs and killers after us? How involved have you been, Kaya?”


  “Gwenneth, now is not the time, think of Saberrak down there.” Zen took a knee next to the elven noble, followed by James.


  “I have not been involved, though I did try and steal your horses and the scroll many months ago back in Chazzrynn. Other than that, I have had nothing to do with you, until now.” Kaya took a knee.


  “And let me remind you, you still have nothing to do with us. Your presence sickens me, so when this is over, I sincerely hope you vanish for good.”


  “Agreed, and the feeling is truly, deeply mutual, sister.”


  “Don’t ever dare to call me---“


  “Enough! Vundren have mercy on my ears! Put yer teeth together ladies, kill each other later if ye must. I want to save my friend now, the horned warrior that is blessed by that scroll or Annar or whatnot it is or isn’t. Understood?” Zen thudded his hammer into the dirt with a bit of force, breaking a bit of tension as the mud splattered his black beard with spots of brown. “Aaarghh! Now see what you done? Mud all over my beard.”


  “That might not be mud.” James sniffed the air.


  “That does indeed smell unlike mud. Now, Kaya, ideas?” Shinayne smiled, trying to concentrate on how to find her horned friend.


  “Very well, if we go in, I take the lead. There are a few shortcuts, passwords, and weak guards that I can get past faster than you can. I know who to bribe, who not to, and who to kill quick.” Kaya pulled her mask up, her eyes steel cold blue, just as before any mission or any kill. “Saberrak has a match in just a few hours, he is fighting with another minotaur named Chalas against a two-headed ogre. He is a slave in the arena below the arena, Ajastaphan. Getting in and out in time before the event will mean we leave now, and it is absolutely insane I might add.”


  “I was told to head underground and keep going left and down until I find this place called Ajastaphan Arena, under the known arena. My information was from the dead sergeant of the guard.” Gwenne shot back to Kaya, breathing slower and trying not to think of the minotaur as a slave.


  “Accurate for the most part, until we get deep inside that is.” The glance of superiority was returned by the former lady of Southwind.


  “Very well, we follow the ladies down inside, cut our way in. Gwenneth, you take out any archers and keep us protected. Zen, do not let anyone flank us or trap us from behind. We break into the arena, cause a commotion in the crowd, but keep moving and keep Saberrak covered.” James squinted, pushing out the thoughts of his friend, the gray horned one that had saved him several times, and the thoughts of him being whipped or forced to kill.


  “Perfect, but once we cause all this there raucous, how do we get out? And, where do we go once we get to the streets?” Zen looked to them all, rubbing his hammer and moons symbol, mouthing a prayer to God Vundren as he waited for a reply.


  “We follow the path laid out by Ansharr, the great dragon of Soujan Mountain. Stay north of the rivers and out of Willborne, yet do not follow the southern roads of Shanador due to the ogre of Bloodskull and all the travelers there. We keep east through the Misathi Mountains---“ Shinayne stopped, not wanting to give much away to Kaya, no more than she just had.


  “I know that, I mean how do we get out from under there? There must be thousands of people, hundreds of guards and worse.” Zen looked to Kaya.


  “Do not stop moving, do not flinch to kill quickly, and run like hell Azenairk Thalanaxe. Run like hell. The Lords of Devonmir are powerful wizards, they deal with demons and the dead. The moment we stop, we are all corpses.”


  “Anyone with a better plan, voice it now.” James Andellis stood up, pulled up the hood of his cloak, and waited. No one spoke.


  “Very well, Kaya and Shinayne lead us if you would. Gwenneth in the middle, Zen, you and I pull up the rear.”


  “I pray we all make it out alive, and I pray Saberrak is well and in one piece, Siril bless us.” Shinayne drew her blades, heading through alleys toward the western entrance of Tre’ Hahdim arena, one step behind Kaya T’vellon


  Zen prayed for them all, and for Saberrak as they snuck toward the west. His eyes unintentionally focusing, on and off, toward the staff carried by Gwenneth, it seemed to be watching him as he watched it. The feeling it gave him was almost some sort of hidden warning. He stared again, this time intentionally, and the runes on the staff glittered and winked toward him. The dwarven priest said an extra prayer for Gwenneth as they took turns ducking into a sewer pipe.


  “I see you, staff of Imoch, an I don’t be fearin’ any wooden magical toys now. I knows ye hear me, so ye been warned.” Zen felt better, having now whispered a threat to a staff.


  The staff flashed light from the emerald affixed to its top, letting Zen know that it did indeed hear him, and it was not intimidated in the least.


  



   


  Angeline III:I


  Temple under Soujan Mountain, Sanctum of the Goddess


  The first tree, an oak that grew grand underground where there was neither soil nor sunlight, she had come here more than seven years ago searching for an end. The inside of a mountain, one she had climbed, called by a woman’s voice and met by a man who showed her the way. Then she remembered the dragon, the Knights Soujan, and having to pass by this tree and sit on the rocks in a cavern. In the dark, she sat for days untold until she heard the voice again.


  Angeline Berren kept walking, steady breathing, eyes and feelings mindful of everything around her. The second tree, a willow, she recalled following light in there after some months training with the men. She had learned how to meditate, to listen to the voices and will of those that dwelled here. They knew what she thought and said, so she learned that prayer was unnecessary. It was simply talking out loud the things that true immortals were already well aware of. Here she told her secrets however, confessed and faced her own voice on what she had done, what she had become. She heard the will tell her to make amends for seven years, but make them in silence. Until she could communicate without words, she was still lost, so she learned how.


  The light was red like her hair, green like her robes, and peaceful like her spirit. Light from nowhere, just illumination as she stepped into the darkness alone. The third tree was ahead, rooted into the stone deep underground where Larens, her mentor, had told her it would be. A magnificent banyan tree, nearly two hundred feet tall, the trunk like a tower, and the roots were as rivers in and out of the mountain itself. Angeline touched one of the leaves from a branch, it was as big as she was, smelled sweet, and was full of life here in the dark. Walk past Angeline, just walk past and meet her. She spoke to herself, telling her mind and body what to do as the real became unreal, the physical became unimportant and everything hummed and glowed with each step she took.


  Past the tree there was another cavern, full of trees, smaller ones, growing out of the stone walls, the ceiling if there was one, and even out of the ponds that dotted the ground. Brown stone, rich and inviting and smooth, it glowed as her boots touched down and hummed to the grass. The grass hummed and whispered to the trees, and the water rippled and babbled to the air. Tiny lights came from the canopies of branches, little wings flittering and singing in a strange tongue. The song was sad at first, yet joyful sorrow somehow. A white clothed man was weeping by a bed of vines, and a woman as well.


  “I will leave you mother, I will see my brother now, but I will come back soon.” The bearded man spoke softly, but with a deep voice. He turned and walked past Angeline, his blue eyes glowing, tears wetting his face and black beard.


  “You must be Angeline of Charity, go on to my mother then.” He spoke deeply, unavoidable blue iridescent eyes trapping her attention.


  “I am Angeline, and you are?”


  “Go son, go to your father as well. I have not seen him in so long, tell him my heart please.” The woman called to her son in song, her eyes glowing green, solid green like sunlight through emeralds. Her clothing was as green vines and silks of the earth, her hair long and white. She sat up from her bed of plants, turned her head and smiled, light from her eyes looking at Angeline.


  “My child, daughter of the earth, the moons, and the Soujan. We meet at last.”


  Angeline fell to her knees, trembling, frozen with fear and awe. The woman had no eyes, only empty sockets with green light. She looked away, the man was gone, vanished.


  “Do not be afraid. You are not afraid of my voice, why fear you my presence? Is it my eyes?”


  Angeline stood, pulling on her own will, closed her eyes and concentrated on banishing the fear from her conscious self. She opened them again. “Yes, great mother, I was not expecting you to look as this.”


  “Strange how we take sounds and words and turn them into images in our minds. Curious how expectation is our worst enemy. And yet you can see me for how I am, you have grown Angeline.” Seirena, the banished Goddess of the earth and life, spoke with a smile as she stepped closer to her devout servant.


  “How did this happen?”


  “My father, the creator of all, he took one of my eyes.”


  “And the other?”


  “I took it myself, giving it to the earth so I may see all my children and they may find me. Yjaros can see through my eyes, should he possess them both, so I had no choice.”


  “How?” Angeline had not expected an older woman, missing eyes, looking so frail.


  “The one he took, he placed in his forehead, for I had the gift of sight and he coveted it so. He was angry when we tricked him thousands upon thousands of years ago, when we led our people away you see.” Seirena kissed a darting sprite as it landed on her shoulder.


  “The three eyed God, the God of Gods, they worship him in the north. The great Empires of Altestan, the three dragons of the Emperors, they carry his banner and conquer in his name. Why?” Angeline felt sad, wishing she could reverse whatever had happened as if she had been there.


  Seirena took Angeline by the hand and began to walk through the grass and ponds in her home deep inside the mountain. “My child, have you ever played with toys and blocks?”


  “No great mother.”


  “Call me Seirena, I am mother to all, yet I like to hear my name on the air.”


  “Yes Seirena.” Angeline was walking on water now, her feet in step with the Goddess.


  “Have you ever baked bread or cooked and ruined the recipe or burned your dish, Angeline?”


  “Yes actually.” Angeline chuckled, remembering her first time cooking anything back in northern Kivanis as a young girl.


  “What did you do?”


  “I threw it out, after trying to scrape the burned parts off of the bread. Nothing could be saved, so I started over.”


  “Yjaros, my father, thought much as you did back then. He feels this world is burnt, ruined, so he tried to use force and clean it up to his liking. That is when we fled.” Seirena looked to the canopy, floating now with Angeline as the air obeyed their wishes.


  “He can do that?”


  “He created me, my brother Megos, and our sister who shall not be spoken of. He wished to toss this world away, and start over. We did not allow that to happen. For our trickery, our love of this world and all that exists, we all paid terrible prices, Angeline. We suffered, and still do.” The trees parted, still floating up with her newest disciple, the Goddess felt the weight of her words upon Angeline.


  “Can he be stopped?”


  “No. He is God. He imprisoned my son Annar who you just met. He also imprisoned my brother to the white moon, and took the green moon from me and cast me to the earth. He did many horrible things to his children and grandchildren, forcing us to run and hide.”


  “Why can’t you simply rise up, unite and stop him?”


  “That is another long story, yet we are here to talk of you, your path, and the wishes I have for you.” Seirena touched the stone wall above the canopy of branches neverending inside the mountain. “I hope we all survive long enough to see many things come to pass. It takes time untold, however, it is laid in the stars beyond my sight, so we wait. And we train, and we prepare, and we help others. As you know, only through total loss can one achieve victory over themselves. Only through surviving the impossible at the end, can we hope to make a possible future.”


  “The Soujan code. Where I was in the dark will leave me a journey to find where I will be in the light.” Angeline smiled, thinking of the wicked harlot she once was, and what she was today.


  “Very true, and you will become one of our chosen this morning, Angeline Berren. Should you choose to.”


  “Our?”


  “Yes, a chosen protector of the Caricians, a Knight Soujan. One who has come from the meek, the unworthy, and found themself reborn despite wanting to die. Only the weak and wicked, so is the curse of Yjaros upon us. It cannot be undone. Have you been reborn from your afflictions?” The Goddess stood larger now somehow before Angeline, and passed through solid stone and was gone.


  “Yes!” Angeline yelled at the stone, the room growing dark without the light of Seirena. She pushed on the stone, it was solid and she did not pass.


  “Do you swear to protect those of the white moon and my brother Megos? To stand for life and those that I love?” The voice echoed through stone and empty cavern.


  “Yes!” Angeline simply walked into the wall to follow, her face and body hitting stone once more. She did not pass.


  “Will you seek to find my son Haddius the Ruler of the Oceans and my son Solumet the King of the Sun who were imprisoned by my father thousands of years ago?” The words became force, became real in the blackness. Powerful words that could be felt but not seen.


  “Yes!” Angeline fell to her knees, crying now, and sensing failure that she could not pass through the stone wall and follow the mother of the earth.


  “Will you honor my children Annar, Embodiment of Strength, Alden Lord of Heaven, Vasentanessa the Lover and Judge, Siril Guardian of the Woods and Sky and Vundren Sentinel of the Mountains? All my Carician children and not just me?”


  “Yes, yes, yes, all of it! Just please let me follow you!” Angeline felt no warmth. Cold and alone, doubting everything, feeling failure as real as the mountain she could not move through.


  “No living being may pass. Only an immortal, a blessed messiah of the old Gods, one who will truly serve with love and honor may pass. Draw your blade and make it so.”


  Something was wrong, the voice was different than what she had felt in her meditations all these long years in silence. Her blade was in her hands, the hand and a half sword that she could easily plunge into her own chest and pass the test of the Goddess, yet something was not as it should be. Her tears stopped. Angeline stood. “You want me to end my life, by my blade?”


  “Yes, my child.”


  “No.”


  “You defy me?”


  “No. I would not trade my life for one of immortality, for power, not for any reason or cause. All life, even mine, is precious. Suicide is never a course for a Knight Soujan.”


  The stone parted, trembling with forces unseen on the surface, and Angeline was blinded by the lights of gold and green and white. Her heart and breath seemed to stop at once. Pure air, pure light, a being of force too bright to make out hovered above a lush forest deep within the stone of Soujan Mountain. Her green eyes were the same, yet her body was young, hair of gold, and skin of white marble under flowing gowns. The melody was deafening yet intoxicating, unknown songs from hundreds of beings unseen guided her inside.


  The being pointed her hand to a grove of trees emanating with green sunshine from everywhere, their vines wrapped around ornate swords of all different styles and shapes, glistening in the glow of the Goddess.


  “Your vows are complete. You are indeed reborn, Angeline. I hold you to your words. For many years have I watched you, heard you, spoken to you, and listened to you. You are here for a reason, and therefore precious. You seek not power, nor greed, nor fame. A sword here, one of dozens blessed over the ages by the Caricians, awaits your touch. For you and your blade shall be one, and you will carry it with honor.” Seirena settled to the ground, her bare feet touching the stone and grass.


  “But which one, great Goddess?” Angeline was frozen in awe, joyful to tears, yet reserved and honored at the same moment. So many emotions at once, she thought her chest would burst.


  “I am the mother of the Caricians, the Gods of the white moon, yet even this I do not know. Every blade holds the spirit of every Soujan that wielded it prior, and every one of them was forged in a holy place long ago. They each have a name, but you must follow your heart and choose.”


  Angeline walked through the grove, feeling, listening, looking at the blades wrapped in vine and held to the trees, trees that moved when she passed. Curious trees. A longsword, a greatsword far too large for her, a scimitar, broadswords galore, gold ones, all inscribed with runes and gems and designs of names she could not read. She closed her eyes, closed her thoughts, knelt down in a small pond by the trees. Angeline took her sword out, laid it in the water, and held her hands out, palms up.


  “Come to me friend, I ask your help in the long journey ahead.” Angeline smiled, sensing something warm trying to speak to her from one of the trees.


  Angeline smiled, eyes closed, and turned toward where she could feel the Goddess to be. “She is shy, I can feel it. Come to me, yes.”


  “They each have their own personalities, you will learn together over time. Ahhh, there she is, beautiful. It will be such a shame not hearing your song in my temple.”


  Angeline felt the steel in her hands, weightless, she caressed it slowly, feeling the cold steel mixed with unearthly warmth. She was long, a bastard sword for certain, crosspiece perfectly balanced, and a silk wrapped hilt with strips still dangling like her own braids. Angeline felt the Goddess take her in her own hands and Angeline let her.


  “You and I have shared many a tale over the centuries, now I ask you protect Angeline for me. Good, I knew you would.” Seirena was weeping, stifling sobs as she lifted the golden hand and a half sword over the bowed head of Angeline.


  Whatever their conversation, Angeline only heard half. She opened her eyes as the blade touched her shoulders, then her head, then its edge sliced a faint cut on the finger of Seirena, allowing a drop of rich red blood to collect on her fingertip. The Goddess drew a circle upon forehead of the woman kneeling before her. Angeline wept, feeling the warmth upon her whole being, in touch with everything, nothing separating her from Seirena or the world.


  “Kneel, Angeline Berren of the Knights Soujan. You are now the bearer of the fourth blade of the sacred forge of Vundren. I ask you to give your remaining breaths to the knights and unwritten code of love, to the Caricians, and pay homage to no other man or God. For there is only one true God, and he is wicked beyond understanding. We are but his children, and you are but ours. Your worship is to each other knight only, and each to your blade. Her name is Charity, blessed by Alden upon her creation nearly three thousand years past. Listen long to her song, and guard her well.” Seirena handed the blade known as Charity to Angeline and stepped back.


  The edge was immaculate, golden brushed steel, over four feet in length. The crosspiece was forged to resemble feathers and feminine eyes, like little girl angels hiding from each other, or maybe from the wielder. Green silk and braided tassels adorned the hilt, and the pommel was shaped like a partially open hand, round and heavy for good balance. She hummed a melody through her steel, and Angeline followed in tune, looking up to admire the blade of the Gods of the white moon, forged by Vundren, blessed by Alden, and given by the Goddess.


  “I cannot speak, Seirena. I know not what to say.” Her cheeks hurt from smiling, her eyes hurt from crying, and her spirit felt some sort of elation she had never experienced. “Thank you.”


  “Arise Angeline of Charity. Children, I give you Angeline, wielder of Charity! She thanks us, yet it is us who should give our thanks.” Seirena bowed, and as she did, thousands of lights, blades, sprites, and forest maids sang her name in unison and gratitude. “Sleep now child, and when you awake, you will travel to the west after the daughter of Lazlette. But first, pass through Harlaheim. You will know what to do when you arrive. You will see, you will sense your direction.”


  Angeline bowed, feeling suddenly tired, her eyes heavy as the lights began to fade. The warmth of the cavern consumed her, inside and out. She held her blade tight across her chest, whispering her name as she sat in the wet grass and lay down to sleep. Just a little nap, then we will sing some more, you and I. Would you like that Charity? Angeline fell deep asleep, smiling.


  “Angeline, Angeline, wake up Angeline.” A familiar voice, a man’s voice.


  “I am awake. Wait, how did I fall asleep?” She looked around, the third tree, the banyan. She was lying on the stone floor next to the banyan tree. Yet there was no grove beyond, nor another past that, no lights, no music. Just a stone wall inside the mountain.


  “I do not know, were you tired and fell asleep during your meditation? I found you here by the third tree, yet it appears you did not pass it. Are you well?” Larens showed concern, checking to see if she had hit her head or had a fever.


  “So none of it was real? The Goddess, the tests, the sword?” Angeline looked to Larens, a lump welling in her throat.


  “I do not know, was it?” Larens looked around.


  Angeline felt by her side in the dark, a blade, yes, a golden blade with an open hand pommel and an angel and feather crosspiece.


  “Charity.” She kissed the blade and stood up. “It was no dream, I passed the tests.”


  “I know, Seirena told us. Come, you must be hungry. Your brothers are waiting for you, a feast in your honor in Ansharr’s cavern.” Larens smiled, knowing the will of the Goddess was miraculous and mysterious indeed.


  



   


  Johnas III:I


  White Spider Throneroom, Valhirst, Chazzrynn


   


  “You are two days behind schedule and the siege is here. I suggest you hurry your men a bit faster in sealing our tunnels, Vanessa. Lest I leave you to the mercy of Prince Bryant.” Johnas paced, King Mikhail surrounding his port, Prince Bryant with four thousand outside the walls, and no word from Salah Cam on the progress of the war in the west. He had killed two of his own already today. One from an attempt to run and another who thought he was brave enough to take him with the blade and turn him in to the Chazzrynn nobility. He looked into a mirror in the hallway outside the underground throneroom under Valhirst.


  “I will be finished within the hour.” Meek words eked out from the burned Caberran girl also known as Sapphire of the East. One of the Emerald Eight, deadly with a blade, had she chose to carry one, deadlier in the arts of the arcane. Vanessa was the appearingly helpless young wizard who was truly an internal spy for Johnas Valhera, her adopted father and master, among other things. With her arcane skills, she continued to meld the hinges of yet another tunnel door into the stone as to make it impassable. Then she would use another spell to color the wood to blend in turn with the stone, and then harden the wood to the strength of steel with yet more magicks. The process was tiring, taking hours for each doorway or tunnel, and there were dozens under Valhirst that led into the sanctum of the White Spider.


  The blonde had strands of gray on the sides, he pulled his long hair back and gazed at his wrinkles around the green eyes and forehead that looked back from the mirror. He darted his eyes to his kris shortblade at his side with the dark emerald pommel, it was throbbing again, alerting him to danger. Johnas Valhera looked around, seeing no one but Vanessa Blackflame. “Are we alone, Vanessa?” The Prince drew his enchanted and very conscious blade.


  “As far as I can tell, why?”


  The Prince of Valhirst and patriarch of the worlds’ deadliest organization of criminals felt it again. An urge, a vibration, a sense from the blade passed down from his mother’s side of the family for generations. His mother dead twenty years or more, he and one other the last of his Valhera line, Johnas felt alone, the paranoia coming. He again looked at himself in the mirror.


  “Stop.”


  “My Prince?”


  He held the blade up near his face in the reflection. “Stop, no one is trying to kill me.”


  “Johnas, are you talking to me?” Vanessa paused and looked back toward the throneroom, seeing her master with his curvy blade near his green eyes and glaring into the mirror.


  “No, just a conversation with myself. Carry on.”


  Knock Knock, Bang, thud, pound, thud, knock!


  The far door, left one into the main chamber was locked and unguarded, yet undeniably someone wanted in. Vanessa drew her wand while Johnas crept behind the door, blade ready.


  “Open it.”


  “Before we know who is out there?” Vanessa glanced at Johnas curiously.


  “More amusing that way.” The Prince smiled.


  “You are indeed going insane.”


  “I am well aware. Open it, please.”


  With a twist of her hand, an uttering whispered in the arcane tongue, and a quick point at the iron bars and locks, red light emitted in a strange ray from the wand and the bars lifted in opposing directions and the locks unlocked without a touch. The doors creaked open an inch, maybe less. Silence.


  The stomping of armored boots, a dozen perhaps, began from but a few feet past the door. Suddenly, blue tabards, steel helms, falcon bearing banners and crests followed halberds and blades by men of the royal guard of Chazzrynn. Men under Prince Bryant Salganat, veteran soldiers that had been ruthlessly searching for hidden entrances into the rumored undercity of Valhirst, and now they had been let in. How they found their way past the walls, let alone here, seemed impossible.


  “This way men! To arms!” One of the soldiers, a rough man with a black mustache and beady eyes held the rank and charged his men inside as Prince Johnas and Vanessa backed up across the mosaic of a white spider in the throneroom below the throne.


  “Johnas Valhera!”


  “Here Captain.” Johnas cautiously stepped back more toward the throne of ebony and onyx and emerald.


  “You are under arrest by order of---Aaaahhh!” the captain fell from sight as he passed through the door on the right, two men following after to a life ending twenty foot fall onto spikes of steel as the floor slid from the weight.


  “I never tire of that, no, not ever.” Johnas smiled as nine men paused, stumbled, went left around the hole in the floor.


  Each one still dared a glance at the pile of bones and spikes. The moans of the still dying, the smell of the opened shaft, the scattering of rats from the shadowy pit sent shivers up the spines of all nine remaining. Then there were five as black clad swordsmen plunged blades and daggers into the backs of the royal guard. Balric, the Harlian spy, thrust his saber through one then sliced the neck from behind with his shortblade. Fadim, the Altestani known as Crimson of the North, cut a fatal slash, then another, up then down with his curved shamshir and finished him with the curved dagger to the ribs. Oggidan, the one handed boy, thrust his locked gauntlet blade through the back of one man, then feinted a neck slash as his opponent turned. His blade plunged deep into the ribs as his man raised shield high, then his other hand drove a dagger into the throat of the man next to him. Four dropped dead.


  “Niljiavu viaji vaal!” Vanessa opened her palm to the five left standing, flanked, and confused. Four lifted from the ground, twisting and reaching with their weapons, trying anything in their helpless screams and shouts.


  They hovered over the pit, begging, dropping blades, surrendering, yet one boldly threw his sword at Johnas. The Prince stepped to the side and walked toward the fifth man, the only one standing on his feet. The doors shut loudly, the bars and locks only made him tremble more. He raised the kris blade to the man’s cheek. The sword mas matched by others, that of Balric D’vrelle, Oggidan, and Fadim, from every direction.


  “Surrender.” Johnas grinned.


  “Never.” As he spoke, he heard one of his men ignite in flame, scream as he had never heard screams before, and then be dropped into the pit. Burning flesh, heated rot, and moaning from those still dying from impalement filled the room as smoke issued upward.


  “Surrender?” Prince Johnas smiled.


  “I will die first, with honor and---“ Green mist shot from the wand of the Caberran girl in black robes. Hazily, as the sweat from the pressure was dripping from eyebrows to eyes, the guard saw the vapor dissolve the flesh from another hovering comrade, then into the pit he went.


  “May I suggest something? Surrender.” Johnas took the longsword from the scabbard of his captive and walked to his throne.


  “For Alden’s sake, surrender!” his comrades yelled in unison.


  “It is true, the spiders are real. Prince Bryant was right, you do exist. I challenge you, Johnas Val---“ Both men were hurled into the pit, already smoldering, dozens upon dozens of spikes lining the walls and floor. The trap door slid back over, smoke trickling in from the cracks with the screams and moans. Moments later, twas quiet.


  “Your name please, soldier of the royal guard of Chazzrynn.” Johnas poured himself some wine from a carafe into a golden goblet.


  Six blades lay on his tabard over his chain armor, and a wand pointed at him from the wizard girl with the burned face. It was hopeless. “Deidram of Jonsal.”


  “Any children, wife, family?” He always asked, knowing solitary men were easier to turn, yet threats to family of a member assured loyalty the same.


  “No, not yet.” Deidram trembled.


  “Where is King Mikhail heading? His ships are unloading horses and supplies north of my ports.” Johnas drank, then poured another glass of ruby red from south Caberra. His face relaxed from the pleasurable tannins and contradictory sweetness on the tongue.


  “West. He travels west to meet with Lord Alexei of Southwind due to the war there that started with trolls and ogre.” Deidram felt the tears of betrayal, hoped his wife and children would never know of this should he survive.


  “And Prince Bryant, will he be continuing the siege much longer, or does he tire of my impassable walls?”


  “Yes, he is to find you and take over the city. The man that captures a member of the spider band gets a farmstead and deed, the one that captures you gets the lordship of the Valhirst region under Prince Bryant. More gather each day.” The royal guard lied again, knowing many believed the whole spider thing a myth and the support of the siege had been faltering as of this last week.


  “And how is it that your men found your way in, might I ask? You were not even disguised, that piques my curious senses for certain.” Which one, which one of mine consorts with Chazzrynn nobility in secret? His mind was racing, had he planned it or was it a genuine breech, as his eyes looked over the growing present company of killers in his retinue.


  “We were twenty that entered a small outpost that led into the sewers south of the city walls. Your men, disguised as homeless, jumped and killed eight of us before we took them and found your hidden passage into the underground.” Deidram lied again, knowing that they had sent a scout to report back what they had found before they continued in on their own.


  The blade throbbed again, Johnas could not be sure which of his deadly members it was, and many more were filling the room from the northern tunnels to report in. He was not sure if it was this man Deidram, or another. Balric he knew, but had him enspelled with the magicked necklace and controlling ring from Salah Cam. Fadim, an obvious spy for Altestan, but useful. Oggidan was too young, and Vanessa would never have the courage to finally take revenge. Must be the guard. Johnas walked over to the man. “So, Deidram, you know your choices then?”


  “Join or die here, I would presume.” Deidram smiled, nervously, this was his chance. He could get in, take it all out from the inside and report back. He would be a hero.


  “That is correct, but you must be honest with me, for I will know if you lie. Then, my sword will drink your blood and life. Then we go after your sweet wife and make her one of our whores. After we all take our turns, and she begins to enjoy it, then I take your family and train them to kill for the White Spider.” Johnas looked to his eyes, his cheeks, and saw it. He felt the blade throb again in his hand. The man was lying and could not be turned.


  “You are—“ His face trying to redden against his will, his teeth gritted just a bit at the thought of this man with his wife, Deidram stifled it with his sweating brow as best he could. “I told you, I have no wife. I will join your---aallccchhh.” His throat felt a sharp pain, then numbness, then a burning cold as his blood poured onto his chest. A second pain, this one piercing his chest through the armor and ribs. His body twitched as it fell, his eyes staring at the emerald that brightened, the blood that pooled around his face on the black stone floor, and the Prince of Valhirst that held the blade in his body as he went into death.


  “Remind me to send men to Jonsal, little town north of Addisonia. Find this Deidram’s wife. Take her here as a whore. Send the children to the orphanage, you know the one.” Johnas sheathed his blade and returned to the throne. The blade had calmed him with the killing, euphoric, drunk on death and blood of his enemies, he rested back into his cushioned throne.


  Vanessa, feeling the gaze of Balric upon, strode to the southeast passage to continue her work in sealing up the underground for the length of the siege upon Valhirst. That was the obvious weak spot, she needed no instruction as to which tunnel to take to covering next with royal guards barging in like hopeful heroes. She knew the members that were at the south sewer entrance, she had known them her whole life. Old Silver, Mantrice the Green, and Torgen, all loyal until death.


  “My Prince, I killed two myself, more than Crimson of the North or Balric the Harlian slave.” Oggidan smiled. Still less than twenty winters old by a few, his passion for killing and competition had driven him these last few weeks. His orange curls barely went a day or night without sweat or blood, training with others and making use of his missing hand by turning it into a deadly weapon for the White Spider. His mornings were slow, however, as the nightmares of Kendari taking his hand still haunted his sleep.


  “Well done, well done indeed young Oggidan. Thanks to that cursed elf for maiming you and you running into our webs. Now, three of your brothers are dead, Vanessa killed four alone, and your ego will need a beating if you continue to brag. Go see to our men in the north tunnels.” Johnas was too elated from the feelings of pleasure his blade was issuing to properly discipline the boy, yet he was pleased at his progress.


  “My Prince, after sealing the tunnels, what is our plan? To hide, or to escape and let them continue their search in futility while we watch from afar?” Fadim, dark skinned and graceful with words and his bows, looked to the man on the throne while he cleaned his blades on his sash.


  “Not sure yet, that depends on many things of which I have not heard solid stories upon, dear Fadim. Balric, fetch Vanessa and the warlock mirrors so that we may see that current situations in Devonmir, Harlaheim, and the realms abroad.” Johnas also sent one of his boys to fetch the opium, more wine, and whatever else with but a raise of his fingers from the throne.


  “Prince Johnas, Vermillion of the South at the door requesting entrance!” Another boy called out from the doors, trying to ignore the slight smoke wafting toward him from the pit.


  “Excellent, show him in. All must be in order as I had hoped.”


  “What is in order, Johnas?” Fadim asked with a nonchalance that would have fooled most. Yet he had been kept in the dark on what the actual plans were for escape or war here in Valhirst.


  “Would that you cared to know, my northern friend.” Johnas beamed a gaze at Fadim, then to Oggidan and several other members who slid blades and crossbows quietly from their dark regalia. The doors opened, and the figure walked to the left and stood, his shadow looking right at Fadim, blade lowered.


  “What is the meaning of this? I do not understand my Prince.” Crimson of the North eased his hands toward his dagger and shamshir, expecting that he had somehow been uncovered.
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  “The Prince has called for you and the mirrors, Vanessa.” Balric stood, his brown curls with sweat from fighting and from trying to resist the urges that the necklace commanded from Johnas.


  “You say it so coldly, no more sweet words for me?”


  “I had many a sweet word for Vanessa I met in Harlaheim, even for the enslaved Vanessa Blackflame of Valhirst. I have none for Sapphire of the East, one of the eight. None.” Balric stared with anger into the woman he had recently learned, courtesy of Fadim, had been using him all along.


  “Are you sure it is not my burns? Or that I am Caberran?” Vanessa laughed, wickedly without care, into the face of Balric.


  “You once held my heart, and I nearly died for you three times, but you are not you. It was a falseness I believed, all to the benefit of your master.”


  “You know Johnas Valhera, you know what he would do to me, anyone that left him.”


  “I do not share his bed nor spread my legs for him, so I am sure you know him better than I.”


  Slap!


  “Nothing you can do will hurt more than what you have already done.”


  “I will concoct something that will make you think otherwise, wait and see Balric D’vrelle.”


  “Once he uses me for a bit of killing, some espionage, and tracks my ties to the Crossguard Legion and the Church, I will be dead before I know it. A bit of pain shall not do much but help the time pass, my love.”


  “He is hoping to turn you and remove the necklace someday.”


  “And set you free and heal the world with love and charity as well? I am sure he may tell you these things in the night to keep the bed moving---“


  Slap, slap! Harder this time, inflicting real pain, inciting real anger he could not act upon. Words were his only weapons as long as the magicked jewelry held its hold upon his will. Blood trickled from his nose to his goatee, then off his chin in three little drops.


  “I do not sleep with him and I cannot leave here. Unlike you, this is all I know and all I have. I may have some rank and some power, but I am as much a prisoner as the new recruit, or even more so.” Vanessa was angry, tearing in the eyes a bit, trying to convince the man she loved that she was not just as he currently thought she was.


  “Well use that rank and power to get me out of here then, at least to another city where I have a chance to break free of this arcane contraption around my neck. Prove to me you care enough to see something done on my behalf, and I will feign a tear as well.” Balric turned and headed back toward the throneroom, assuming any more delay would raise suspicion. Not that Johnas did not know of them, not that he cared much anymore. A deadly killer with a broken heart, a spy for those that could not find him, and a Harlian man trapped within the center of the White Spider he was.
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  “They have not returned your majesty, it has been half a day now. I recommend we take the tunnel the scout reported, an entire regiment, and root them out!” Lord Yarnen bowed slightly in the command tent, the other lords and war captains of Chazzrynn following in similar fashion. Rain assaulted the canopy above him. The wind bellowed as the white flaps retorted with whips and slaps, making it difficult for all to hear in the vicious Chazzrynn summer.


  “Agreed here Prince Bryant, we only waste food, arrows, and lives by continuing the siege in this fashion. Valhera will not surrender the city, and we will not slaughter innocents to get him. He knows this. Underneath is the only way!” Lord Russavagan concurred, having tired of losing men to archers and catapults without the ability to return much fire.


  “His treason now only takes the toll of our men and his, not to mention the citizens. It is time to end it your highness! He must be dug in very deep, do not give him the time to get past the diminished perimeter in the bay now that the king heads west! We came here for a purpose, let us commence upon it, my ars is wet and cold here doing little more than nothing!” Lord Ibromm laughed as he wrung his black braids and beard out in the tent, receiving laughter with the wind from everyone present.


  Bryant looked upon his three brave and veteran generals, all Lords from the eastern coast of Chazzrynn, all old enough to be his father, yet loyal and respectful they were indeed. They held no love for Johnas, only to the King and the land of the black falcon they called home. The heir to the throne was a third their age, yet had been given command to finally take on Johnas Valhera for his treasons, for his actions against the kingdom, and it was long overdue. The men outside were wet, tired, dripping in chainmail, steel swords, and manning catapults and war machines they had not used. Men had been leaving in the night, disappearing on scouting missions into the city, and morale was thinning. He had to do something soon, yet the King had made it clear he was not to be the spearhead of any attack, as he insisted his only remaining heir was protected from harm.


  “To the glory of Chazzrynn then, and let Alden shine upon our men!” Bryant rolled up the damp battle plans and maps, drew his longsword, and placed his falconed helm upon his head. “Bring the scout!”


  The muddy trail was tiring, too dangerous for horses, yet a two mile walk under overcast hills and massing puddles went quickly for the third regiment. One thousand men marched behind their Lord Commanders and the Heir Prince, Bryant. They all looked to the bay of the Carisian beyond and to the five galleons posted there during the siege, there had been twenty previous. Then to the spires of cluttered Valhirst, the watching eyes of the stone falcons on the cornerstones of Castle Valhera, and finally they looked to the walls and gates of granite and iron they had been unable to pass. Though dots on the horizon from here, all the men knew that the archers posted along the wall would report their movements to Johnas. Escaping the eyes of the Prince of Valhirst seemed a failing effort, as every action they had taken was preempted, as if he had spies in their ranks and ears in the command tents.


  Dark sewage floated atop the stream, the smell would have choked a rat. In they went, past the bodies of theirs and the dead men of Valhirst. The wall looked like nothing, yet a few heavy taps revealed a section of wood and plaster that opened from a tree root when tugged with any force. The doorway opened into a steep shaft of stairs downward into dark and stillness.


  The formation was but two by two in the cramped corridors. Despite the orders of King Mikhail, Bryant led the thousand men with Lords Ibromm, Russavagan, and Yarnen in step with him. They passed sconces of greens and oranges entrancing with magical flame, old bones that collected dust in shadowy corners, and tunnel after twisting turn into more passages than one would think possible. Dead ends, stairs to walls of nowhere, the men kept the snakelike march through what began to look like a well-used undercity.


  “Be cautious my Prince.” Whispered Lord Yarnen, his eyes darting to and fro with each new crossroad.


  Slam!


  Slam!


  Chrrrr…Slam!


  The resounding echoes of stone grating and slamming shut sent every soldier on guard, shields raised and swords drawn. Back to back, two by two, the men waited in the eerie stillness where every breath was heard.


  Gurgle, Gurgle, Sssshhh, Gurgle! Fwoosshh!


  Through the ceilings dumped rushing river of liquid, sewer water, rats and roaches innumerable within it, all upon the corridor and all inside. Men screamed yet held the forward march issued from the front. Eye watering, gagging, putrid liquid drenched the soldiers of the lead platoons of the third regiment. To the ankles it was now. They marched on, falcon emblazoned shields overhead, through the thickening horror that ran brown and crawled with sickness.


  Stairs down, then a passage left, then right, and the men escaped the downpour. The men in the rear trudged quieter after calls for silence were heeded.


  Ssshinkk, shhinnkk, shhh-sshhhink!


  Seventy men lay bleeding to death or beheaded as dozens of old farmer scythes swirled from the corners and passageways at a crossroad, Prince Bryant backed up as the blood sprayed. His helmet had a scratch from one blade that had dislodged from something that triggered it. Lord Yarnen was not so lucky, having now half a head as he squirmed in silent agony below the sprung blades.


  The soldiers stuck the blades of the dead into the holes where the traps were lodged, wedging them open and harmless. Prayers were muttered as the regiment continued into what seemed now a manmade dwelling by the looks of the stones and decorations. Spider designs, skulls in alcoves, signs of warning and danger preceded every step. A barracks that sat empty, latrines that had been used, and the feeling of closeness to the enemy was upon the silent lips of all.
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  “Willborne agents state that Lady Katrina has assembled the council of Lords and is forcing a union of some sort at Willborne Keep. They say something has happened to her, they are moving in to investigate closer.” Vanessa traced her fingers along the black marble slab with the glowing language of magical scripts from afar.


  “Interesting, she is ambitious that one. It will never last, those old Agarian men will never follow a woman, let alone a known mercenary. Next.” Johnas looked to all his hundreds of branded children, the whores, beggars, cutthroats, and assassins all waiting for an order. Fadim seemed the most nervous, yet hid it well.


  “Salah cam says he is very busy and awaiting the assistance you promised as war has begun in Roricdale, Hurne, and soon Southwind Keep.”


  “Next.”


  “Harlaheim, Ariili to be precise, states that he will arrive in the capital in three days’ time and all is as planned. Florin is indeed dead, as are most of the members between Saint Erinsburg and the capital. He suspects Kendari of Stillwood by rumor of his sighting, yet cannot locate him.” Vanessa sighed, knowing that the plans within the plans had even been kept from her this time. She looked to the next set of glyphs in golden hue on the warlock mirrors.


  “Continue.” Johnas inhaled deep on the tube from the tiger at his feet, feeling powerful once more in his stupors of opium.


  “Two from Devonmir my Prince. Cadius sends word that Kaya T’Vellon has escaped them, killed one of the Sassari family, and cannot be found. They are close to purchasing a captured gray minotaur named Saberrak, if he survives the arena. They believe he is one of the five that you are searching for. Also, Chalas Kalaza has been unfortunately eliminated after going insane and taking on a killing spree.” Vanessa looked puzzled. “They say they had no choice.”


  “Curious. And the other?”


  “From Jade of the West, my Prince. She says that you can find her in Caberra if you choose to, and that Rinicus and Cadius are dead. Any messages are from her as she has procured the warlock mirrors in Devonmir, and for you to rot in hell as you…as you so very much deserve.” Gulp, “She sincerely sends her warm wishes to Prince Bryant, that he takes your head and…and that was all of them, my Prince.” Vanessa had never heard anyone, and never one of the eight, speak in such a manner to Johnas. The mild oohs and chuckling ceased from the members as Johnas glared at her.


  “Finish please.”


  “She hopes that he takes your severed head and puts it in a latrine so that all of Chazzrynn may enjoy sh---“


  “No damn you! Finish the other messages!” Johnas pounded his fist on the throne. He knew it was a ruse, the beginning of the end for Kaya T’Vellon, he needed hear no more. The price on her head for her treachery would be insurmountable.


  “That was all, my Prince.” Vanessa began packing up the mirrors quickly, perspiring, wanting out of this room as fast as possible.


  “Wait here a moment, Miss Blackflame.”


  “Yes my Prince.”


  “Send word to Harlaheim to put fifty thousand in gold coin for the heads of Kaya T’Vellon and Kendari of Stillwood. Have Ariili also send for that gray minotaur, Saberrak, make sure he is bought by us.” As calm as he could, anger cooling inside, the Prince of Valhirst collected his thoughts despite his hatred for betrayal that would need a release, soon.


  “Done my Prince.” Vanessa began writing on the other arcane slab, trying to keep her nervous fingers accurate and quick.


  “Your all wondering what I am to do about our little invasion, I am sure.” He saw the nods, the nervousness, the patience despite the latest word that a regiment had entered from the southern sewer passage. “Most of you will stay here, as I have planned this out perfectly, of course.”


  Johnas stood, paced, and began to unravel his plans in his mind. “The scout that led them there, was our own doppelganger in disguise, they are marching into every set trap we have. The young brat is with them as I expected, so we will have him, hopefully as a captive by the time he and his remaining men reach this room. I want fifty armed with poisoned arrows with Vermillion of the South to handle the capture.”


  “It will be done my Prince. Vermillion, who none of them knew, sat quietly in the shadows. His presence, dark cloak over his features, shortblades and crossbow at rest on the table made him even more imposing. All anyone could tell was that he was a tall man, soft spoken, and made not a sound unless he wished it.


  “There were one thousand that entered, likely half that may reach this room.” The Prince reminded.


  “It will be done.” Vermillion reminded.


  “Vanessa, you and Fadim will head west under the guise of refugees and set out for Arouland. Salah Cam is expecting you. I need you to ensure our trolls and ogre maintain their rampage out west to keep the King busy and away from home. Also, report back on what else he may be up to.” Johnas paced more, knowing his next statement would be the most crucial, testing every member he had.


  “I will be heading to Harlaheim, to meet with the Prince of Caberra who recently lost his sister to Saint Erinsburg, courtesy of the soon to be former King of Harlaheim, Richmond the Second. There I will meet with the Cardinal of the Aldane and the Crossguard Legion, well, our Cardinal that is. We will dress in the royal guard uniforms we have procured, take over a Chazzrynn galleon with false writs of orders from the King, and you will maintain the sanctum here until I return, two kingdoms richer. Vermillion will hold the authority in my place while I am away. Balric, you will be coming with me, as the bishop of Chazzrynn.”


  “You are truly insane, Johnas. It will never work, you cannot fool the Legion nor the Aldane. I will never allow it.” Balric spat, an effort to do anything physical while held by the charms of the magical necklace.


  “I already have them, documents signed, and you will be busy in any regard. I have loose ends of Harlaheim nobility that your saber will need to slice for me. Many loose ends, dear Balric D’Vrelle. What a shame it will be to see you beheaded for all the atrocious murders you are about to commit in Harlaheim, for me.” The Prince of Valhirst laughed without abandon, followed by all in the room, hundreds in unison with him.


  All laughed, but Vermillion, Balric, Vanessa and Fadim who did nothing but glance at one another in the deafening symphony of wickedness in the sanctum of the White Spider. Balric tried to move against Johnas, but could not. Vanessa hung her head and glanced at Fadim who was watching Balric. Vermillion of the South watched them all without a single emotion or motion, seeing what others could not.


  



   


  Exodus III:II


  Ajastaphan Arena, Devonmir Underground


  His throat barely had room for a trickle of air, his eyes bulged, all of his veins ached from the shoulders up. Cadius, a mighty wizard, with decades in the arts, second in command for the domenarch of the White Spider in Devonmir, could do nothing held in such a manner with overpowering force and terror directly in his face. The eyes and horns of Chalas the brown minotaur had him frozen as much as the stranglehold.


  Chalas Kalaza dropped the bag of black paste he had procured from the pouch of his captive. “I do not like tricks, poisons, or the games you little human rats play. I kill, I enjoy it, but I kill fair. Now, when the time comes, after this match, when I become the only undefeated one in this arena and Saberrak the gray lay dead for all to see, you will answer to me. Understood?!” Chalas tightened his grip. He had waited for either Cadius or Rinicus to try foul play of some sort with the match, so he hid in the shadows of the slavemasters’ rooms, the one that owned Mafahann the two-headed.


  “Uhhmmm…Hmmm!” Cadius could but eke out a cloistered affirmation as his vision blurred. His three escorts lay before him on the ground, two beheaded by the greatblade and one still twitching with his head twisted half off, courtesy of this beast of a brown minotaur. Cadius thought of joining them, which could well be moments away, regardless of his response.


  The bells of the arena gonged and echoed faintly through the underground, both Cadius and Chalas looked to the wall behind them, then to each other. They both knew it was the battle, the calling of the people and the warriors to the pit. Moments left, perhaps less, the grip relaxed just enough to allow the gagging for air to commence.


  “The only reason you live, human, is to relay messages to Johnas, nothing more. I care not for your magicks or society or manners. I do not even care for my own kind, less yours.” The minotaur killer, full of scars and hate, sheathed his bloody and filth-covered blade. “You will watch the fight, watch what I do to the gray one and this two-headed champion of the ogre. When I am done, Rinicus and Kaya will die for their actions. If I see you leave the arena, I will make your death slow and painful beyond the Agarian tongue. Then I will eat you bit by bit, and you will watch me.”


  Cadius trembled as Chalas walked away, the air slowly passing in and out of his throbbing neck. Never had he felt such terror, never had he believed enough in something so wicked as to let it control him so. Dusting off his robes, wiping his eyes and the spit from the corners of his mouth, he followed Chalas Kalaza to the arena.
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  Kaya gave the dwarven priest back his warhammer, glancing over the broken warlock mirrors and the four dead inside the hidden chambers of the White Spider well under Tre’ Hahdim Arena.


  “That should infuriate him enough, and keep them guessing as to where I am. This way.” Kaya slinked into the shadows, trailed closely by Shinayne, Zen, Gwenneth, and James.


  “Him who?”


  The voice of James Andellis made her teeth grind. “The patriarch of the White Spider, Johnas Valhera.”


  “The Prince of Valhirst, Johnas Valhera?”


  “That would be the one, unless you know of another. I suppose revealing him at this point is of little consequence. You four, five should you survive Devonmir which I still doubt, will not live to tell the tale, and nor will I.”


  “Rather pessimistic, let me remind you of your task at hand. The one that we agreed upon where you assist us in getting Saberrak and getting out. Toying with corrupt nobility is not on our agenda, so, shall we?” Shinayne walked toward the locked door, stepping over Kaya’s kills, focused on their minotaur friend who may be fighting for his life as they dawdled.


  “Very well, Lady T’Sarrin, but the White Spider on your trail is nothing you should take lightly. They know of your destination, the fabled lost mines to the northwest, and they know of the items Zen here has that are tied to that place. I was merely giving them a few bad leads to assist you. Otherwise, it is only a matter of time. Johnas Valhera never forgets.” Kaya passed by the elven noble, put her ear to the door, hearing nothing. She pulled out a pair of files and popped the lock open in seconds.


  “Wonderful indeed, I shall have to inform my mother of the Prince’s little---“


  Click, click


  Gwenne gasped as two armored ogre marched through the door and knocked Kaya behind it. Shinayne turned, back against the wall and drew her blades. James went for his sword and Zen raised his shield overhead as the axes of the monstrous guards unleashed right over his head, pummeling him blow by blow to his knees.


  “Valgula! Valgula!” The ogre yelled, bellowing in their tongue down the hallways.


  “They be yelling for help, better hurry!” Zen dropped his hammer and put two hands on the shield that kept the barrier of life and death at the moment. He knew a smattering of ogre, enough to know what they were yelling for. An edge pierced the steel, inches away from his helmed head.


  James’ blade met with an axe of the ogre on the left, then elven swords shot through the spiked armor from back to front and he fell to his knees. James wasted no time in removing the head with one clean slice of his broadsword.


  The beast on the right raised up to finish the dwarf. It screamed out foreign tongued curses, dropped the axe, and fell to its knees as white bursts of heat and flame flashed into its eyes and began to burn the flesh. A quick stroke of the shortblade, then a second, and Kaya T’Vellon finished with a third across the throat. Blood pooled and the body thumped overtop of Zen who shrugged it off of his shield.


  Thunderous bootsteps preceded by shadows dancing quickly across the torchlit halls behind them caught elven eyes and Kaya’s as well.


  “Move now, we have company behind us.”


  “Hurry!” Shinayne concurred and motioned her friends into the shadowashed tunnel to Ajastaphan.


  Without a word nor discussion, the five culprits darted down stairs, past hidden alcoves, and into more secret mazes of tunnels then they thought possible. All but Kaya T’Vellon was amazed. The former Lady of Southwind was feeling nervous and fearful more than any other uncontrolled emotion, as they had left a trail behind them, and she knew not another way to the surface.
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  The giant bells gonged again, this time the top rows of thousands began to fill from all around as the door was opening before him. Saberrak tried to overcome his nerves with rage, his slight fear with anger, and his thoughts of his only friends with visions of killing Chalas Kalaza and whatever else they would pit him against. He squinted his eyes, gritted his teeth, and began to growl and huff at the opening door.


  “Fight well, Saberrak the gray of Unlinn.” Koyd motioned for his guards, ogre and human alike, to give the minotaur his weapons. Two greataxes, as he had requested, were dropped at his feet by the ogre, seemingly amused at watching the minotaur kneel to retrieve them. The slavemaster, one of many here, stared at his ogre until the drool was wiped and the smirks vanished.


  “Saberrak!”


  “Saberrak!”


  “Saberrak!”


  The grating of stone and steel focused his mind, casting out thoughts of Annar, the quest, his friends, the slaves chanting his name, or anything else. Thousands of voices, the filling of seats, surrounded by onlookers wanting blood, it washed over Saberrak as he nodded back to Koyd and his retinue, then to Norrice in the cages behind. The nod was returned by Norrice, the Harlian soldier made eye contact, winked once, telling the gray that he had left a strip of cloth on his lock, enough to allow an escape when the minotaur called for it, if he made it back alive.


  “Well met, Koyd.” Was all he said, having noticed the slightest respect from the man.


  “Well met, gray one.” Koyd knew there was no coming back. No one had defeated Mafahann, and he knew the brown minotaur he was paired with wanted him dead as well.


  Step by step, he walked into the middle of the arena floor for all to see. Cold black stone below his feet, cold air with the smell of sweat, perfumes, and blood, it was all coming back to him. His father’s words, his younger brother, the arena in Unlinn, they all haunted his mind as doubt crept in. He flexed his bovine muscles, raised his axes in the air, lifted his head and horns to the ceiling and bellowed, a rage filled roar from somewhere deep inside to push anything unsavage aside. The crowd was startled at first, then cheered and stomped in return. They stared at the tattoos of horns on his face, the brands and scars across his arms and back, admired his physique and began chanting his name once it circulated the crowd.


  “Saberrak, Saberrak, Sab---!“ Another door began to open.


  The shadow of a larger minotaur appeared across the floor, lights from behind him casting for a moment before the giant portals were closed once more. Greatsword in hand, eyes staring at no one but the gray, Chalas Kalaza strode into the center of the arena and stood within blades’ reach of his nemesis. His scars decorated his wicked countenance, parts of his face near the lips and teeth were but angled holes where flesh should have been, but bone show instead. Nearly a foot taller and half a man heavier that the gray, Chalas the brown lowered his horns to the crowd and gazed upon them with a hatred that would allow no chanting of his name. The disobedient crowd cheered regardless at the fearsome warrior that had brutally stained his name in Ajastaphan already.


  “Chalas, Chalas, Chalas!”


  “They enjoy the fear, the bloodshed, it excites them to know I may shower them with my kills. Look at them Saberrak, like worshippers of death they are, and they want more. I wonder how they will scream when I toss your horns to them?”


  “It will be hard to toss anything after I cut your arms off.”


  “We could start this now, to hells with the two-headed ogre, I care not.” Chalas tightened his body as Saberrak did, each waiting for the other to move or twitch in the slightest. Neither looked directly at the other, talking and glaring from the side and watching as three black robed lords floated in above and the master of ceremonies appeared on the balcony over the arena.


  “Anytime you are ready, I will be happy to send you to any one of the hells, your choice.” Saberrak did not move, one gesture could begin the fight early, then he would be left with this famous Mafahann by himself.


  “Don’t worry little gray one. I will kill this beast alone, then I will kill you. Did I ever tell you what I did to your father and brother after you escaped?”Chalas laughed, covered by the crowds’ loud welcome of Napralis Ten-Scars who raised his hand over the masses.


  “Lords and ladies, noble guests from far and near, the three great lords Koligail, Trehad, and Maroguille all welcome you to Ajastaphan Arena! As do I, your master of ceremonies here in the noble undercity, Napralis ten-scars!”


  The aaah--ooohs and stomping, religious tradition seemingly to many here, echoed to deafening heights. Napralis smiled his greasy smile, scars and girth glistening in the false lights. His decorative armors of gold and black were heavy in his age, sweat dripped off of him up this high as the air seemed to turn traitor with so many packed inside. His hand lowered, the noise vanished, the three shadowed lords hovered magically to their thrones and gracefully sat without sound. They nodded, and Napralis was approved to proceed from the three hoods, as nothing of their faces could be seen.


  “Tonight is a special night indeed, for we have three undefeated gladiators to entertain you. Two warriors before you, minotaurs from the southern arenas of savage Unlinn, neither have ever known defeat, I give you Chalas Kalaza and Saberrak the gray!” His voice carried across the stone chasm underground like ecstasy to the crowd.


  “Aaahh---ooohhh, Aaahh---ooohhh” Whispered the masses in their concealing masks.


  “They will face, from the outskirts of Bloodskull, infamous kingdom of the ogre, cast out by his own many years ago and trained here in Devonmir, the only gladiator that has never fought less than three opponents, and never left one alive…I give you your very own, Mafahann the two-headed!”


  “Aaahh---ooohhh, Aaahh---ooohhh” The stomping of feet in unison blanketed the grinding of double stone and steel doors opening before Saberrak. Yet his eyes did not fool him, for in strode a monstrosity, all four eyes glaring at the center of the arena.


  Armored in giant scales of layered steel, spikes on every joint and cross-section, its footsteps thundered the ground. Mafahann stood nearly twice as tall as the gray minotaur, thirteen twisted feet or more, with a spike and blade covered shield on one arm, and a curved sword without a crosspiece forged for his size in the other. Skulls hung strung together from the pommel and his leather belts, strands of hair shagged over one head while the other was shaved. The hair on the left revealed just eyes above an oversized jaw and tusks protruding from a scarred and scraggly face. The right head was misshapen, curved or dented making one eye larger than the other and the long curved nose nearly touched its chin. Connected necks into the armored shoulders turned and twitched with aggression, looking this way and that toward the crowd and its opponents. Purple eyes, mottled with red and brown, yellow skin and scars, the beast smiled, then roared, then seemed to chuckle, then roared again. The two-headed terror of an ogre was now less than ten feet from the dwarfed minotaurs it towered over.


  Napralis looked to the crowd, hands up in the air. They chanted in whisper, “To the death!”


  Chalas looked to the balcony room reserved for the White Spider, seeing Cadius where he should be. He turned, satisfied, and glared up at the faces of Mafahann. “Last words, freak?”


  It had none, but answered with a quick rush leading with the curved blade overhead to chop the brown in half. Saberrak ducked the rapid swing of the deadly shield, a shield as tall as he was, bladed outer edges grazing his mane of black hair as it passed. Chalas rolled away from the cut, back up in time to parry another chop, taking two hands to hold the strength of one from the ogre.


  Saberrak charged, two greataxes slashing toward the legs of Mafahann, unable to do anything but echo steel on steel from the massive shield. The gray shoved with all his muscle and weight, axes locked with spikes, the ogre did not move. The arm of the ogre pushed back, then lifted, sending the gray airborne. He landed on his back, axes held tight, scrambling back as the bladed shield slammed down to where his legs would have been and cracked the stone floor instead.


  The clang of blades continued, Chalas using his greatblade two handed against the one handed sword of Mafahann. Rage took hold, the brown pushing back each attack, blow by blow getting closer to the body of his opponent. The shield swung across and Chalas turned inside, blade ready to cut the legs of this beast. His head snapped back and blood sprayed as the armored fist of the ogre hooked inside simultaneously, knocking the brown to the floor.


  Gray muscle and horns thudded into the thigh of Mafahann as it went to finish Chalas with the shield blades. Stumbling back, blood trickling down its leg, it hunched down closer to the gray.


  “Flank it, it sees too fast from the front!” Saberrak roared to Chalas, both minotaurs now circling the two headed warrior. They taunted, stalked, twirled their weapons and growled. It was hard to tell if they hunted each other or Mafahann.


  A snarling roar returned from Chalas, to Saberrak or the ogre, the gray was not sure. Yet the necks stretched as Chalas took the other side. It was looking at each opponent, circling and backing, keeping distance as did the horned ones. Step to step they moved, then Mafahann lunged at Chalas until he dodged and rolled back, then turned at the last moment to Saberrak.


  Axes parried and deflected blows, the gray gladiator backed up faster than the ogre could move, yet its reach was great indeed. It dove, lunged, swinging shield and sword high and low, until Saberrak fell backward with the onslaught. The shield pressed over crossed greataxes, spikes getting closer by the heartbeat. Spittle from labored breaths dripped off the blades and steel as Mafahann leaned his weight on his shield that was pinning the gray minotaur to the ground. Two sets of eyes squinted with the exertion of muscle and hate.


  Saberrak held his breath, arms out and locked, looking at the spikes, feeling his chest burn with the strain. He roared as two, then three, six spikes penetrated his flesh. His rage gave him adrenalin, pushing the ogre back half a foot, the six holes now seeping hot blood from his arms, chest, and legs. A moment of unexpected release from the deadly pin of Mafahann and Saberrak was rolling out and away toward a pillar of onyx.


  Two heads screamed as one as the blade of Chalas Kalaza butchered through the calf muscle of the ogre. Then a second slash hit near the knee, and the third was blocked with shield and sword. Chalas pushed on, the kneeling ogre trying to regain its footing and stand. Chopping at the swordarm, then the shield, then trying for the other leg, yet the ogre defended well. Mafahann got to his feet and began to attack in return, forcing Chalas to backpeddle near the wall covered in spikes.


  The crowd cheered as Mafahann began twirling his blade playfully, having one of his opponents trapped. Nowhere to run, no way to get past the reach, Chalas waited for the right moment to lunge in and strike even though he knew it had the advantage. The ogre watched his every move with both heads, limping on the right side, waiting for the attack it knew would come if it kept pressuring the brown into the spiked wall.


  Another step, spikes touching the back of Chalas, he feinted a lunge, then backed up, and chopped down at the incoming blade. The sword loosened from the ogre grip and Chalas hit again, knocking the blade free and to the stone. He reared for another blow, but was punched square in the chest first, knocking him into the spikes.


  The roar of pain invigorated the crowd as Chalas pulled himself from the spikes, blood pouring from his back. He hit his knees from the sudden pain and release, his sword dropped as he closed his eyes for a moment forcing out the pain. The thousands shouted and screamed, “Mafahann, Mafahann, Mafaha---“


  Sppllgrrchhh!


  The masses hushed as the hairy head snapped to the side, a greataxe from nowhere embedded into it. Blood ran black and red down the necks, splattered across the bald head and the stone floor, and more spurted into the air. A second throw, and another axe landed into the ribs on the same side, the shield arm twitching now. The beast reached up and pulled the axe out of its lifeless head, the bald head aghast and roaring for its other half to wake up. It threw the axe back toward Saberrak, now glistening with his own blood down the front. It missed. Mafahann pulled the second from its ribs and tried again, hurling it back at a now charging gray horned warrior. Another axe skittered across the stone floor, Saberrak sidestepping with ease, horns low.


  Chalas picked up his blade from among the puddles of his own blood on the floor. He looked up in time to see Saberrak take a suicide lunge from his dead run at the shield of Mafahann. He smiled, until he saw the shield not raise but a half foot, the gray grabbing two spikes by the hands and starting to climb up the staggering beast. Saberrak grabbed onto the dead head by the hair just as the free hand of the ogre grabbed him by the waist. A momentary tug of war began, enough for Chalas to charge in.


  Blood sprayed from the head as hair and scalp tore from the pull of Mafahann on the gray gladiator. Saberrak kept reaching for more, hand after hand, keeping his grip and trying to get onto the shoulders of his opponent. His footing slipped as the ogre shuddered, then again. Saberrak heard the crowd reach deafening euphoria in their bloodlust as he saw the shield arm of the ogre hit the floor, cut off from Chalas and then the disemboweling slice of greatsword into the abdomen.


  Wasting no time, his body aching from being crushed by the hand of the two headed beast, Saberrak reached for the ear of the misshapen head, and the nose. He gripped until blood perspired out from between his fingers, and the living head began to shake in reflex to the pain. He scrambled, hearing another fatal cut into the midsection from Chalas. He reached the head, grabbed with both arms atop the thrashing ogre, dove his horns into its face, and twisted with all that his body had left.


  “Snap, crack, snap.”


  The gray leaned off of the front, pulling the weight of his kill overtop of Chalas Kalaza. He landed and rolled, not even turning back, he did not need to. The spasming bald head poured blood out the mouth and down its back as the eyes closed, the neck was broken, head facing the wrong way. The crowd roared, the brown minotaur was crushed under the ogre Mafahann, whose body lay bleeding and twitching in the throes of death. The gray picked up one axe as he ran, then the other, skidded, and turned just in time to see Chalas get to his feet out from under their dead opponent.


  Thousands began chanting their names, cheering their impossible victory, and coins of uncountable number changed purses. One of the lords of Devonmir looked to the other two, nodded, and hovered away down the corridors.


  Confusion quieted the chaos, bringing focus back to the arena, as the two bloodied minotaurs did not roar in triumph, and threw nothing to them of the blood and spoils they dearly craved. They watched in amazement as the savage victors charged one another, horns lowered, each intent in killing the other.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Koyd turned from his menial paperwork of logging new slaves into his quarters, something stirred. That something now seemed curious, hearing mass whispering in the low light of the barracks and cages.


  “Ccrreeenn, clank, clank…”


  “Guards on your feet, cages are open!” He grabbed a rapier from the wall and dropped his quill and ledger as he stood from the wooden desk covered in dust.


  Grunting, shouting, torches passed and sconces came ablaze revealing to ten ogre and twenty hired guards that three cages had been opened and a Harlian man was working on a fourth, broken dagger blade in hand prying quickly as he glanced at Koyd.


  “Get them!” Koyd’s slavers went to motion, as did the dwarves, a centaur, and three husky bearded men from Shanador. To the weapon rack they scrambled, hoping to get their hands on something before their pursuers were upon them. Desperate cries of fear and adrenalin set in, as but six starving slaves were soon to be surrounded by more than thirty guards. Norrice took a breath, realizing now that he should have waited to see if Saberrak survived the match. He fought the tears welling, accepting his last moments would be to the sound of battle with cheers in the background, yet not for him, for no one would ever know his fate.


  “Backs to the doors men, stand hard!” Norrice issued his last command to a dwarf with an axe, a centaur with a spear, and three men who looked to be purchased prisoners now holding greatswords. He raised his saber, and gave the meanest look of intimidation to the largest ogre of the ten fast approaching.


  Koyd shook his head in disbelief. “Surrender and I will not have you executed, you will only be---ggrrgglll, thump.” Koyd looked to the blade that had just pierced through his spine and out his throat, saw it withdraw, then all went dark and numb.


  Kaya T’Vellon kept moving, behind cages in the rows before her. Another target turned, and another throat was cut before he could get his guard up. She glanced to her right, seeing Shinayne gracefully rush in silence up behind an ogre. Two inhuman flashes of elven steel and it fell to its knees, another slice and she was moving past it before the corpse hit stone.


  “Orfullumar Vundren da Vun!” Azenairk, fighting to keep up with his taller companions, had enough darkness. He prayed to Vundren for light from stone, warhammer in hand, knowing that behind them was more than they cared to deal with. He had counted forty in the tunnels chasing them, and even Kaya had not stopped running for nearly a quarter hour.


  James ran past Zen, broadsword in hand, as light of the sun seemed to cast from the cavernous ceiling illuminating the whole slave quarter. Hundreds of cages, most every one occupied, and the smell of old sweat and blood hung in the oily air. He readied his enchanted shield, and marched toward the ogre on instinct.


  “Ogre! Face me! Gwenneth, free the slaves!” James yelled, he felt he was back in Arouland, back in some war or lost battlefield. All he knew was that the ogre had to die by his blade before someone got killed again.


  Gwenneth looked ahead, seeing the heads of ogre turn toward James Andellis. Many men turned and saw Kaya, Zen, and Shinayne fast approaching. She noticed a small odd group at a set of giant doors that also looked to James, confused for certain. The staff of Imoch glowed as she walked with it, letting her subconscious know it could be of assistance.


  She looked to the lock on the end cage, a troll, fat one missing an arm, sat inside glaring back at the wizard. “Play nice now. Jiliath uul.” Gwenneth whispered, held the staff tight, clenched her right hand, and the metal lock bent and twisted making an ear-piercing screech and pop, then fell off and dissolved to dust. She opened her eyes, then smiled and moved to the next cage. The troll scrambled out, and ran out the back away from all of the chaos without a sound.


  “Cowardly beast.” Gwenneth continued unlocking with the arcane.


  Blades danced in and out of the tight spaces between cages, bodies fell, men screamed, and Shinayne continued forward. An ogre charged her, huge mace overhead, she slid on her knees between his legs, turning and cutting it down from the hamstrings and then the neck. Completing her turn, rising to her feet, she disarmed a guard and thrust Carice into his chest. To her left, Elicras shot out and plunged into the ribs of another.


  Kaya feinted a lunge, fell short, then swung her bladed buckler across a guards throat as he came for her. She threw her shortblade end over end, it landed into the back of an ogre stalking for the elf. As it turned and reached, Jade of the West grabbed it, jumped up and grabbed a handful of hair, pulled herself up and carved the edge through its windpipe. She rode it to the ground, and two quick cuts later, another two surprised guards fell clutching their chests. Neither her or Shinayne stopped moving.


  James blocked an axe with his shield, thrust ahead with the blade into the gut of an ogre warrior. Another parry with the enchanted shield, and he stepped in and slashed upward twice dropping another beast. A third and a fourth flanked him and he ducked both blows and took the foot off of one at the ankle, then turned and stabbed the griffon pommeled blade of Arlinne through the thigh of the other. They reached for him, each feeling the cold steel run them through before they got hold. His shield arm was numb from taking blow after blow, yet he did not care. A fifth ogre charged from the doors where his brethren were killing a centaur. James saluted the bloody blade to his face and kept his march, hearing the thud of a warhammer finishing his work behind him. Without a blink, the knight of Chazzrynn sidestepped the beast, split his flank wide open, stabbed the blade behind him through the ogres spine, and continued forward to save the others fighting for freedom.


  Eight guards surrounded Shinayne, Kaya, and Zen as the cages gave way to open ground and there was nowhere left to hide their lesser numbers. The last ogre fell with a guttural roar, and James turned to the two men standing at the door, one he recognized.


  “Sir James? Sir James of Chazzrynn! Alden be praised!” Norrice fell to a knee, weak and bloody. He looked to the men beside him, all dead but one. The crowd cheering behind the door brought him back to the urgency at hand.


  “Capitan Norrice, where is Saberrak?” James breathed out, letting go his hatred for the ogre that lay dead around him. He turned to see his friends surrounded by eight guards of the former slavemaster. He smiled.


  “Gentlemen, drop your swords.” The voice of Gwenneth Lazlette carried over the fight about to ensue. She was levitating five feet off the ground, staff and eyes glowing green as electricity danced between her fingertips. More than fifty men and beasts below her moved to surround their former captors, snagging weapons from walls and the bloody stone floor as they did.


  “Restrain them, painfully, but do not kill them.” Shinayne wiped her blades clean across her cloak. The men that understood her, did as they were asked, having just seen these five cut through four times their number without a scratch and set them free. Most were agaze at the women, astonished at the carnage, and in too much awe to hear the sound of the crowd and the flooding footsteps behind them at the entrance to the slavequarters.


  “Saberrak is fighting, in there!” Norrice pointed to the doors, barred shut from their side by an immense iron slab.


  The agents of the White Spider, Devonmir guards, arena mercenaries, ogre, and even Rinicus Three-Blades marched into the cavernous room. Forty, fifty, now over seventy on but seven. James looked to Gwenneth as their pursuers took formation, three dozen crossbowmen aiming, and fifteen armored ogre readying a charge at the commanding word of the domenarch. Rinicus stroked his stubbled face and flicked his dark brown locks, drew his blade, then another in his other hand, and waited.


  Gwenne concentrated, murmuring some arcane words, and a barely visible barrier spread out across the cavern, wall to wall, floor to ceiling. It flashed with crackling electricity, and she smirked knowing not only the bolts would be useless, but anyone passing through would get quite a shock. The prodigal daughter of Lazlette focused on holding the spell in place. “We have a moment, make it quick.”


  “Men, you are free. However, to escape, we need to rescue Saberrak the gray. I have a plan, once we get the door open, follow my lead and ---“ Shinayne looked up from the men, sensing something unnatural, evil, it stopped her thoughts and turned her stomach. Following her pause, then her aquamarine eyes, everyone looked to the far end as Rinicus bowed to a robed figure.


  “Run, get it open, now, now, now, hurry!” Kaya moved in with the freed slaves, assisting in lifting the two ton iron slab meant for ogre to heave.


  Shinayne trembled, though she had not meant to, her eyes were fixed on this hovering robed figure. “Why, who is it?”


  Trehad


  Die now you will, Lady Shinayne


  How can you speak to me like this?


  I am inside you now


  Lord Trehad lowered his hood, revealing a reddish skin, shimmering as if it were oiled with blood, a mouth of fangs, and pointed ears. The top of his head shimmered white, as it was bare bone, and his eyes were as circles of black then red, then black that Shinayne seemed drawn to.


  “Who is that, Kaya?” James heaved again, with so little room to get enough hands on the bar, it seemed futile in hurried fashion.


  “One of the Lords of Devonmir, a sorcerer that is part dead, part demon, and no longer of the living world. We have to get out!” Kaya heaved again, yet the left side was not ready and the bar slid back into its rest.


  “He is in my head, I can hear him.” Shinayne looked at her hands, she had her blades up to the throats of two of the slaves without realizing it. She struggled, something making her want to kill, against her will, her arms shook to not do it. “Hurry!”


  Gwenneth concentrated, yet the sinister sorcerer looked to her magical barrier and it began to diminish in size. Gwenneth held the staff, the emerald glowing, sweat running down her temples onto her neck from the force of the battle of arcane wills. “I cannot hold… the barrier, he is too… powerful… the crossbows… hurry!”


  Zen grasped his hammer and moons symbol and walked forward in front of Gwenneth. He chanted an old passage of demonic banishment. “Demonia das demoni inferallu, Vundren gris gan tathe!”


  Lord Trehad stared at the dwarf. The demonic laughter sent chills up the spines of all as they heaved on the iron bars to the Arena of Ajastaphan, and whatever remained on the other side.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Nose to nose, horn to horn, the crowd amazed and bellowing for more blood despite receiving two fights instead of one, as Saberrak turned his head to try and overpower Chalas Kalaza. The brown lifted his greatsword, pinned between two greataxes of the gray, only managing to lift his enemy off his feet an inch and then back down. Saberrak regained his footing, legs poised ahead with all his weight and force against a similar Chalas. Sweat dripped into the blood then dripped to the stone floor from them both. A quick turn, then another, a raging jerk of bovine neck muscle and then another and again. Nothing. The brown minotaur would not give, they were locked.


  His legs tiring, arms beginning to shake, Saberrak the gray fell backward, heaving with all his strength to throw Chalas off of him. His breath knocked out as his shoulder blades hit the stone, his enemy hurled over ten feet ahead and sprawled out across the ground. He got to his feet the same time as his adversary and readied his axes. He hoped Chalas was as exhausted as he was, but it did not look so.


  Saberrak lowered his horns, circling as Chalas circled him, getting his breath and blinking the sweat from his eyes. He watched for a motion, a hint, there was none as to who would strike first. He charged, axes to the side, then stepped right with a ferocious spinning set of axe slashes. Two, then four, then seven toward the body, and he continued his steps past Chalas, who had parried every one.


  The brown held his blade in one hand, open palm with the other, switching hands every few seconds as he marched straight on Saberrak. Two hands to the pommel now, the blade went up, then down, then sideslashes and diagonal crosscuts, each blocked by the gray as he backpeddled from the force of the blows. The sparks shot into the air from the steel colliding with steel, Saberrak keeping his distance from the larger bull.


  “Quit toying gray one, I will never tire with you in front of me. Like your family, your blood will cover my blade.” His eyes, deep set, intimidating, wickedly savage and cruel, looked to meet the gaze of his nemesis.


  “Aaarrgghh!” Saberrak let his anger loose, strength from somewhere inside, and weaved blow after blow toward the brown. He jumped up, blocking the sword with his axe handle, yet landed the other across the left side of Chalas, taking half a foot of horn and an ear with it. He did not stop, he turned after his landing and hoped to catch his opponent off guard as the chunk of horn skittered past. The axes went up and down, menacing strikes intent on killing.


  Chalas, blood pouring down the side of his face, slashed out with his blade one handed and wrapped his forearm around Saberrak’s arm. His free hand caught the other, and he gripped with inhuman force against the raging gray. A knee to the abdomen that Saberrak was not expecting stole his wind, then another. He smashed his head forward, meeting his opponents skull, then again, and another. The bone and horn smashed, leaving both bloody and cut, yet Chalas was in control. He twisted his arms, dislodging one axe, then smashed his elbow across the grays face and back again.


  Saberrak could not see, the blood in his eyes blinding him. He swung out, hitting Chalas in the head where his ear once was and grabbed his broken horn and pulled. The crowd was deafening, unlike anything he had ever heard, louder than the roar of the dragon directly in his ear. They were chanting his name.


  Saberrak!


  Saberrak


  Saberrak!


  Once, twice Saberrak smashed his elbow into the side of his enemy’s head. Chalas stumbled, an axe cut across his shoulder, then the pommel and fist to his chest, and upward to the underside of his jaw. The fierce brown kicked Saberrak in the abdomen just as the gray slammed his horns and bleeding skull into face of his opponent. Chalas Kalaza fell backward with the crack of bone, onto his back. The gray stood while Chalas Kalaza reeled on the ground. Blood streamed from Saberrak’s face, his scalp, into his eyes, his breath knocked out as he stumbled back.


  Saberrak!


  Saberrak!


  He blinked over and over, his strength trying to return. He swung again, grabbed again, nothing was there, his strength was slipping, he could not see anything. Saberrak could only hear the crowd as he wiped his eyes from the blood that blinded him.


  The brown charged, Saberrak grabbed him just in time to become a tangled mess of blood, sweat, and fatigue. He turned, trying to whip Chalas off of his grip, then turned again, Chalas keeping in step. He dropped to the ground again, hoping to launch his enemy over him, but it did not work a second time. Chalas threw him nearly twice as far, and the gray dropped the axe as his arm was pierced by the spikes on the pillar he landed next to. He pulled his arm free, reached for the axe and scrambled to his feet. Chalas was coming, straight on him, sword raised. The crowd was chanting for Chalas now, chanting for death, and Saberrak could not feel his right arm.


  “I told you, Saberrak the gray, you are no match for---Ggrraahhh!”


  Saberrak wiped his eyes free of more blood from his bleeding scalp, and looked up to see Chalas on his knees, an arc of lightning from the crowd shot through his torso. Then a second, then the thunder echoed twice from inside the cavern where there would never be a storm. Heads turned, the crowd screamed and yelled in surprise and terror, all erupted from their seats.


  “Gwenneth? No, impossible.” Saberrak, hazy vision unable to make anyone out, thought against hope for who could be there as the masses panicked from something he could not see.


  “Saberrak!” Shinayne screamed as loud as she could over the crowd that now went into a chaos of its own. Escaped slaves poured into the stands and arena, armed and furious. Crossbows rained down from an opening into the slavequarters, bolts of lightning shot into the brown minotaur, and amidst it all, Shinayne charged in ahead of her friends to the arena floor, leaping the wall, and clearing the spikes.


  “Shinayne!” Saberrak could barely see her, running toward him, swords drawn and the others behind her. He had never thought it possible, yet there she was.


  Guards flooded the aisles, ogre swarmed from behind, doors began opening and closing into Ajastaphan faster than one could blink. The crowd screamed in terror and confusion, making their way over one another to the exits, thousands cloistering and trampling the guards and each other. It became one moving yet immovable mass of panic.


  “The northern doors, hurry!” Kaya T’Vellon yelled to them all, seeing it the only way without a drawn out fight.


  “Lady Kaya? What is she doing here? She is with the, the---“


  “We know Saberrak, she is getting us out of here. Zen, James, help him!” Her eyes streamed tears, having hoped to find him alive, and barely so it seemed. Shinayne tried to help Saberrak run, his body exhausted, his wounds bleeding constant, his balance was fading. The elven noble knew it was no time for words or sentiments.


  Kaya cut down a soldier, then another, her shortsword making quick work in the mob that swarmed. Again she plunged bladepoint then slashed with her shield. Cutting her way toward an exit, yet searching along the way, Kaya blended in with ease. She fought ahead, to the middle of the overrun arena floor where the body of Chalas Kalaza should be. Scorch marks, two to be exact, blood, and a cracked off piece of minotaur horn, but no brown minotaur.


  Shinayne dodged between the gathered nobility, sensing by motion who was unimportant and who was a danger. She was angry, anyone here in the employ of Devonmir could have had a hand in hurting Saberrak, and they would not be spared any quarter. Slicing her way alongside Kaya, the elven swordswoman cut down an ogre from the side, then another from behind, and another human soldier that had readied his crossbow at Saberrak had his hand cut off before the shot could be taken, and then his head. She, looked up to the balcony, despite the rear pursuit and demonic whispers in her head, and saw two more robed figures pointing toward them with a squad of archers aimed and ready.


  “Lazlette, above and behind us, up high!” She yelled to her friend, hoping she could buy them enough time to try and pass yet another monstrous closed door, this one leading out.


  Gwenneth threw her palm out, stopping a hail of arrows with a magical barrier. Then another flick of her wrist and the arcane lights were smothered in darkness over the southern side of the arena. She grasped the staff tightly, drawing on its power, and channeled all the force she could handle through her arm, pointing it at the northern doors of steel and stone. They bent, creaked, twisted, then fell off the massive hinges into the passage beyond, the lead bar fell to the ground and the stone turned to dust as it hit the floor.


  The masses fled in every direction, the arena was plagued with noble masks and guards alike. Zen and James held their gray companion up under each of his arms as they ran, Shinayne, Kaya, and Gwenneth leading them through the fleeing crowds. Despite drowned out orders from black robed sorcerer lords, White Spider agents looking hopelessly for targets, the six fugitives fled through the unknown passage, nearly forty escaped slaves in tow behind them, still alive.


  



   


  Lavress III:I


  Southwind Keep, Western Chazzrynn


  “Heroism is not the bold faced bravado, the mindless charging into certain death, nor the act of sacrificing yourself for a greater good. It is the ideal of an action that must place the lives of others before thine own and be carried out with no room for failure.”---Written on the tomb of Cryssander the Fourth, eighteenth High King of Shanador, upon his death in Kivanis against Altestani infiltrators. 314 A.D.


   


  Cold winds and southern rains battered against the stone walls and foggy hills surrounding Southwind Keep, summer was still vicious and cold here it seemed to Lavress Tilaniun, Gualiduran elf of the Hedim Anah. Wet and chilly in the mornings and evenings, barely what he would call warm in the daytime. He had been waiting an hour now, out in the raining southern summer, the tension here was only matched by its lack of hospitality. His mind drifted to the sacred book in his pack, his lost love Shinayne wherever she may be, and to the war that had already begun in the south and west of Chazzrynn. He wanted no part in it, save that Eliah Shendrynn was now involved. Eliah the traitor, in league with a walking dead wizard who had an army of trolls and ogre, and somehow a noble from Valhirst was in the middle. Lavress tried to clear his mind to meditate, but with so much ongoing, it was more than a struggle.


  His wounds from harpy arrows now fully healed and his body seemed refreshed. He could not go on to the sacred grove of the temple of the Whitemoon, not without warning Southwind what was about to happen and who they were up against, his conscience would not allow it. The savage elf looked down to the wolves and their five pups at his feet. They looked back, anxious for his conversation. Gray mother with white patches, father with black streaks and a fierce disposition, and the pups were of every mismatch of fur and personality. Nearly a week they had been together since he had hid in their den, pursued by ogre, troll, and whatever else.


  Lavress looked to the guards lined upon and outside the stone walls, they were staring at him. The decorative tattoos, the feathers and charms in his hair, his dark tan skin, or the small family of wild animals that followed him, he was certain they whispered of it all as very strange.


  “You may return home now. May Seirena guide your way and keep your family safe.” Lavress knelt and stroked the fur on the mother and father of the pups. He spoke in the sylvan tongue, the language of nature and the Goddess, drawing even more suspicion from the humans here within earshot.


  Ohhh, ooh, ooh, ooohhhh


  “I am well aware, thank you. Much sorrow, fear, and anger here, I feel it as well.”


  Ggrrr, grrr…yip, yip, aooohhhhhoooh


  “I will, please tell the earth that calls and whispers that I intend on returning the fourth book of High Elven Magick to the temple as soon as possible. It is safe with me.” Lavress looked to his curved falcata, wolf designs chasing each other down the pommel and crossguard. The tension here at this human settlement was thick. He felt for his curved kukri dagger, enchanted by the temple, it was there. The bow was across his back, Bedesh’s magical bow full of sentiment. He missed his satyr friend that had died saving him from the Nadderi elf, Kendari. More howls and conversation broke his sorrowful thoughts.


  Yip, yip, grrrr, aoohhhoooohh, ooohhh, aooohhh


  “Few days run? Only that long, eh? Trolls, you smell them? I will be sure to warn them then, again, my thanks and love to you and yours. Run along now.” Lavress took his hand from his heart, to his chin, and then his brow and bowed his head to the wolves. They bowed their heads back in recognition of the sacred gesture of the Whitemoon.They licked and played another minute, then the parents started south to return home. The pups followed, gnarling and tackling each other as they went.


  “You speak to animals, and they understand you?”


  Lavress reached for his blades on instinct, he had been deep in conversation and thought and had not heard anyone approach from behind. Ten guards, and several Knights of Southwind, also jumped at his reaction and placed hands on halberds and blades just as fast. The men were all on edge.


  “Easy there, I thought you were a messenger.”


  Bowing his head, relaxing a moment, Lavress turned and looked to the noble man before him. Chiseled features, auburn hair to the shoulders, deep set, tired, yet radiant steel blue eyes, and his tabard and armor were impeccable. White fine cloth with the red feathered cross of Alden upon the chest, golden hued chain and matching plates on the arms and legs, and his longblade hung perfect at his side as it playfully hindered the flapping red cape that the wind had its way with.


  “I am Lavress Tilaniun, guardian of the Hedim Anah, friend to Chazzrynn, the Whitemoon, and I indeed come with a message and warning.”


  “I do not take warnings well in my own keep, elf. I am the Lord of Southwind, Alexei T’Vellon. In these days, stranger folk have passed my doors with much wisdom and adventure. Come in, Lavress of the Hedim Anah, though I do not know what that is to be honest.” Lord Alexei T’Vellon studied this elf, savage looking, topaz and amber eyes with an odd sparkle to them, and dressed as a wilderness hunter or furrier of sorts with trinkets and hides galore. He needed no finery or dining hall to receive this one, he was sure.


  They walked into Southwind Keep, past stairs into well guarded walls, along the battlements overlooking western fields that stretched into wet pine forests interrupted by rushing streams. The black falcons of Chazzrynn flapped on their red banners in several posts, the flags seemingly watching the hills like vigilant guardians. Lavress looked north to the city of Elcram that was guarded by this mighty frontier fortress, plumes of smoke rose by the dozens from inns and homes. Of all the cities and castles he had passed through, this one held more wilderness in its gaze than any other.


  Though they were alone in a map room overlooking the southern frontier, Lavress could feel the suspicions from adjacent rooms and outside the old oak doors. He let his eyes wander the parchments tacked to walls, the falcon banners new and old, and the Chazzrynn glory of lords and kings that decorated the small hideaway of this keep. Centuries of dampened history, busts of human nobility he would never know, Lavress soaked in the isolation and miniscule grandeur of it all.


  “If you come to warn me of war with the ogre, I am well aware my elven traveler. So what is it that insists you wait in the rain to see me then?” Straight to the point, Alexei had far too much to handle as of late. His sister missing and wanted by the kingdom and church, battles and raids in every city along the west and south, and now King Mikhail has started a war with Valhirst. It was too much for the orphan lord.


  “You have a deadly foe arrayed against you, yet it is a distraction, a trap, and it is meant for your rulers to become involved.” Lavress walked to the window overlooking the eastern horizon, the sun starting its quick descent for the evening. The green moon Gimmor a sliver above it and the white moon Carice half hidden in the northern clouds, he took his eyes away from the changes in the heavens.


  “And you know this how, might I ask?” Pouring a glass of poor church wine from Harlaheim, Lord T’Vellon sat in his desk and watched every motion of this strange elf.


  “I saw it. Ten or more days ago, south, outside Roricdale, a gathering took place. Your scouts could verify the tracks of hundreds of trolls from the Hollowmoors and just as many ogre from the western wastes of Arouland and Teirenshire. They were not alone. Avegarne, a rotted ogre king, and Mun Parr, the four armed queen of the trolls were both present. And that is not all, Lord Alexei.”


  “Trolls and ogre hate one another, surely they began killing upon sight. And this Avegarne is a myth from the days of my father.”


  “No. They met, as I have stated. With a decaying wizard that held them in sway named Salah Cam, and Prince Johnas of Valhirst. Another man in all black, seemed a bodyguard, I did not get his name.” Lavress sighed, assuming this news of Chazzrynn nobility in corrupt allegiance would not be tolerated lightly.


  “Surely you jest, is this a joke?”


  “That is not all. When this company broke camp, the ogre and troll left with the wizard to wage war in the west, as you may have seen but the beginning. Johnas and his men headed back east I believe. However, an elf I hunt, an enemy to the Temple of the Whitemoon named Eliah Shendrynn, is now with this Salah Cam. He is more dangerous than you could imagine.” The hunter of the Hedim Anah left out the incident with his attempted kill of the Prince of Valhirst, still feeling the bite of shame for his actions, regardless of their failure.


  “This is rather insane, you do realize. The temple of the Whitemoon is but an old fiction, none are left save for children’s stories. Ogre and troll do not make pacts or raise armies, and their leaders are of tall tales from the soldiers who have been in their cups too long at night. Prince Johnas, well, I have heard he could wither flowers with a glance, but allying with such as you say, preposterous.” Alexei fumed, having nothing much to do, trapped in Southwind, yet feeling the need to not be wasting the minutes with such fantasy.


  “Your people are in grave peril, Lord of Southwind, I am on a mission of the utmost importance for my order. Your belief in it or not, does not concern me. I have taken dangerous time away to come and warn you, I assure you with all my honor, that war is coming. These are but the forefront, the mild skirmishes you have been told of. The real---“


  “Enough! I will not be fooled by this concoction of yours, Lavress whoever you are and from whomever you come. You are not the first elf to come through here with fantastical stories and to leave a wake of confusion! I am no puppet, not like my sister, no!” Alexei pounded his fist on the table. The scroll and those that carried it, his father’s death in Arouland years ago, James Andellis returning, Kaya leaving and supposedly killing branded traitors to cover her trail, it all surfaced in anger at once. Alexei stood, looking down at his slightly shorter guest, and felt bitter revulsion in his throat.


  “I am truly sorry to hear these words, Lord T’Vellon. You are troubled, beyond my words and presence it seems.” Lavress looked around, sensing that further pressure would result in more than a battered desk. He saw Alexei’s bust in the corner, another very similar next to it, although feminine, like twins.


  “Is that your sister, my Lord?”


  Exhaling some frustration, finishing the wine, and making to leave after turning away this vagabond savage, Alexei nodded. “Tis, yes. Kaya T’vellon, my older twin sister and former Lady of Southwind. She is either dead or hiding out, wanted, I am sure you have heard. The whole of the kingdom has.”


  Lavress looked again, rested his mind while he stood and looked with eyes closed. He felt the north, a city, past Chazzrynn, underground. Fear and darkness, yet there she was, he saw her masked figure. Not dressed as a noble like the bust here, yet it was her. Drawing on the pain from Alexei, he could feel where she indeed was running, surrounded by evil. A fight, her internal sins weighing against her, yet a glimmer of heroism was sparkling in her external battle. He saw others, then, Shinayne. His lover, somewhere far underground, trying to escape, this Kaya was helping Shinayne escape, near Willborne or perhaps western Harlaheim. Lavress could barely see her in the dark and intense speed in which their spirits were moving. Ogre, dark sorceries, two more bright lights, no, three. A minotaur, a man, and a dwarf, all rushing with them, trying to reach the surface in desperation and friendship. His eyes watered though closed, he willed them to dry before opening his mouth to the man beside him.


  “Your sister is not dead, she is with Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala.”


  “How could you possibly know that?” Alexei stood a moment, intrigued yet angry.


  “I can see them. She is helping her escape---“


  The door slammed open, armored guards of Southwind hit a knee to the stone floor before their lord. Both Lavress and Alexei had blades half out from the sudden interruption.


  “Rise.”


  “My lord, King Mikhail sends word from the east, a messenger.” The Knight of Southwind stood and stepped aside.


  “His garrisons are flanked by ogre and troll and his supply trains to the east have been cut off. The King calls for aid from Southwind. He cannot reach Vallakazz or Saint Gavrielle, nor Silverbridge. War has broken out in the north at Hurne and south at Roricdale sire, and our King heads here to Elcram.” The messenger breathed in, having barely made the journey without capture and having not eaten nor slept in nearly three days.


  “For what reason was our King travelling with such a force? Is he not waging war in Valhirst over the latest dispute between the heir Prince and Prince Johnas? This all seems odd at best, messenger. Wars directly to my north and south? I have heard but skirmishes and little more.” Alexei did not trust it, he looked to Lavress, then back to the messenger that was worn and exhausted beyond sight.


  “I have not the answers for that Lord T’Vellon, yet I heard they are either completely surrounded, or worse. Word may not have reached you, if there is anyone alive to carry a message that is. I have the king’s seal, Lord T’Vellon.” He handed a parchment, rolled and dirtied, but the falcon seal was evident. The messenger from King Mikhail and the gathering Knights of Southwind in the stairs and cramped hallway all gleamed looks into the room with their lord and this strange elf. They waited for the answer, for the orders he would give, to save the king or prepare for war, or both.


  “Lord T’Vellon, I do not mislead here, and this is just the beginning. I believe this Salah Cam, whom I have brushed with before, is in league with whatever is happening. I may offer insight, for what I have warned is true.” Lavress rested his posture, also awaiting word before he left to his treacherous journey to return the last stolen book to his temple, so far from home.


  “So it may very well be, elf. I hope you are not too late.” Lord Alexei cast him a glance, then a half smile, curious about the words he had spoken of his sister Kaya. “Guards!”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Rats and starving cats peeked over what was left of the study, decayed tomes, the dust of ages marking their travels, and watched with feral curiosity at the bubbling beakers and steaming cauldron that threw so many lights into the room. The top room of the tower of Arouland, where no one had lived besides the rodent squatters and their feline predators, for over four centuries, now held two wizards in league with the ogre armies that still maintained the wastes of the west in Chazzrynn. One rat peeked too close, a scabrous skeletal hand seizing her and into the pot she went with a shriek and sizzle. The rats ran every direction, fleeing this old rotted man and his elegant elven companion. The cats stayed, agaze, enthralled, and far too interested in what was going on to move from their vantage points along withered shelves and dirty corners.


  Salah Cam could not smell his own stench, though he was aware it existed by the faces of others, not that he cared much. The oils were blending well, the cauldron held enough arcane necrosis to cover the task at hand, and he resisted the urge to smile in dark glee over his concoctions. He slid the platinum ring off his bony finger, sliding it into a worn pocket on black burial robes that covered his scarred and dead body. It was the duplicate to the ring that held Balric D’Vrelle enslaved to Johnas, just in case he ever needed one, and now he did. Salah lifted his bone staff topped with a polished human skull, and stared into the empty sockets. Human, am I now, was I once, soon not to be. He thought deeply as the wisps of shadow caroused from his own dying eyes through the room, sensing the living so opposed to his situation strangely in between.


  “What takes so long, old wizard? My pain is nearly gone, yet my hand is healing broken and bent at the wrist.” Eliah Shendrynn, highborne elf and wizard in exile from Kilikala, turned his focus from the cracked crystal orb he had been using to the old wretch.


  “Nearly finished my elven friend, nearly finished.”


  “You said that a day prior. I can find no trace of the book I seek, nor Lavress the savage that stole it from me. Are you sure this device still functions?” His good hand moved gracefully over more terrain, hills and forests, searching by arcane sight and sense for his lost treasures.


  “I am sure, very sure. I have used it for many decades without fail. The ogre have reported nothing, their wolves with no trails to catch?” Salah Cam stepped around the cauldron, cats hissing as he passed. He looked to the sound of a squish underfoot, his ear from two nights past, now evident indeed that it fell in this room.


  “Nothing at all. This Avegarne, he has the same affliction as you it seems?” Eliah was tired of the rotten smells, the ogre stench, the decay all around him. The cat and mouse games of stolen elven tomes and battles with Lavress Tilaniun had been ongoing for years, entombed for weeks from a Gimmorian demon’s wrath, and assaulted by a swarm of hungry harpies, this weeks’ rest was needed for certain. Yet, even with all the arcane supplies, stolen foods from ogre raids, and assistance from this half dead warlock, Eliah needed to continue on once his hand was restored. As soon as he located Lavress and his book, he would leave this cursed place and those that called it home.


  “No, Avegarne is one of few ogre that survived a horrible pestilence years ago here, yes. Mine, well, is more a mishap of arcane doing, not of my own mind you. I was interrupted at a very inconvenient time. You should know it was an elf, but not one as you are, much more foul and spiteful he is. His day is coming, yes, yes it is.” Salah Cam raised the staff, looked to the cauldron, the black was thin, the greens the right thickness, and the steam was as the shadow of his eyes. It was time.


  “Who is this elf then?” Watching close the necronomic arts that would heal his hand, Eliah feigned interest as he searched the orb for his prey. Though repulsive, this old wizard had allegiance with trolls and ogre that numbered in the thousands and had a strong knowledge and practice in the arts. More treasures and enchanted regalia than he had seen with a human, he was sure Salah was far beyond most of his kind. Beyond life and archaic as well, but a useful pawn he would make for the time being.


  “Kendari. Kendari of Stillwood. A Nadderi, cursed by his own, well your own then, for whatever he had done centuries ago. His blades did their work, yet I am still here, yes, and he will know my face before his death, be sure.”


  “Nadderi are a myth where I am from, old man, a scary story to warn children when they learn of religion and history. I would not trust anyone that…ahhhhh, there you are Lavress. Strange I find you and my book in a city instead of the wilds, but there you are, there you are hunter of the Hedim Anah.” Eliah was attuned, euphoric, there was Lavress inside a room in Southwind with human men, and the book gleamed gold from inside his pack with the arcane sight. Eliah smiled, knowing where he would be heading in mere moments.


  “Invulistiri, Kalikastiri, houm huoris, Halsristiri!” he pointed the eyes of the skull on his staff and glared at the liquid as shadows danced into the cauldron at his command, completing what he need done.


  “It is time I leave for---“


  “Ah, ah, ah, master Shendrynn, it is complete. Give me your broken hand so that I may heal it with the darker arts.”


  Eliah had seen many old Gimmorian rites, studied the old passages far beyond this one, yet had his doubts on the way this old man prepared his sorceries. However, with his careful elven hearing, he had not heard anything out of the ordinary as far as foul play would enter in, and his hand was indeed useless. “Very well.” His good hand stayed on the hilt of his curved elven blade at his side, his mind on a magick blast of arcane fire should Salah try anything sneaky.


  Salah Cam took the broken and twisted appendage of this beautiful elven ally, noting with his peripheral vision the scowling repugnance upon his face. Salah smiled, putting his hand into the cauldron with his own. Slowly, fingers first, then the hand, then above the broken wrist and forearm bones. The sizzle at first from the heat, then the shadows danced, then the green flared and soaked in. Bones popped painlessly, flesh began to turn back to where it should have been. Not on Salah’s hand, as he was no longer among the living, only on his breathing companion.


  “Ahhh, I can feel it working, quite pleasant actually. Well done rotted one, well done.” Eliah closed his eyes a moment, some ecstasy and euphoria taking hold as his hand healed. He had expected pain, failure, anything but the warm embrace of magicked liquids to feel this good.


  Salah commanded a rat, just a thought and his shadowy glare saw it through. A rat scurried up his robes, grabbed the platinum ring, then crawled up more rot and bone under the garments, poked his head out the treacherous sleeve overhanging the cauldron, and plop, the ring fell in amidst the sizzling arcane formula. Salah wasted no time, feeling with his bony hand already submerged in the mixture, taking the ring, and placing it on one of the healing fingers of Eliah Shendrynn. Salah could sense the corpses watching him, all the prisoners he had killed in secret from Roricdale this past week, their blood and essence inside the cauldron. They glared at him as he acted upon his treachery once more.


  “Hinvicartes hishiriam!”


  Eyes and faces appeared, ghostly in the cauldron, they watched and moaned faintly. Eliah pulled his hand out with lightning elven reflex having heard it and knowing the arcane finishing words of command and sealing of powerful enchantments, though none had been cast prior that he had heard. His hand drew the curved highborne blade, his other pointed two fingers to unleash flame into this treacherous wizard. Shadow and wind from nowhere whipped his red and gold robes as shadows danced from the cauldron to his face.


  One slice, then a second, and he plunged his blade into the chest of Salah Cam. His newfound companion but smiled, worms wriggling between missing teeth, shadows crying from his eyes now aglow with green arcane sight. The blade had done nothing to the rotted and skeletal form beneath the tattered robes. “Die wretch, what foul trickery have you tried upon me?! I am Eliah Shen---“


  “Shut your mouth.”


  Eliah’s jaw tightened, he felt the urge to be quiet and say nothing, an urge beyond his will. He placed two healthy hands upon the blade, raised his stance to cleave off the head of this Salah Cam, then paused for a moment, noticing a platinum ring on his middle finger with two small emeralds glowing set into the metal. He went to strike.


  “Stop, and sit down in that chair over there.”


  The elven wizard lowered his blade, moved to the chair, step by infuriating step, and sat down. He could not resist the urge to obey, fear crept into his body for the first time in centuries.


  “Now, my young, whole, firm, and fine elven friend, what was your name again? Tell me.” Salah Cam grabbed a handful of blonde hair, placed his face nose to nose with his captive.


  “Eliah….Shendrynn…of…Kilikala….you will…” each word a struggle between his hate, the fear, and the magicks this one had somehow worked upon him behind his back.


  “No, I am now Eliah Shendrynn…and you can make your home in this rotten corpse awhile my friend, yes, yes you can! You may have it forever!”


  Salah prepared another rite, this one fresh on his mind, as his shadowy essence traveled from nostrils and eyes into the mouth of the elven body he would assume. The night was dark and quiet save for the foul winds and arcane light that radiated from the cracked and cackling tower of Arouland in the Western Wastes. Ogre and troll alike kept their distance. The cats stayed put, cowering in corners, unable to fend their own curiosity as the hair on their backs rose and the evil of night went on.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  “You are making a grave mistake Lord of Southwind! The book in my pack will draw Salah Cam and Eliah Shendrynn here! This is madness! I came to warn you, so that you may save your people and survive what is---“


  Slam, clang, clang!


  Despite his pleas and yells, his captor would not listen and none at this moment seemed to wish to defy him. The barred doors shut in the hallway with iron force. Not a true prison or dungeon, yet imprisoned the same in comfort he was. An insisted upon and welcome guest of Southwind he had told Lavress Tilaniun. His pack and arrows were across from him on a desk. His blades and bow with him in the comfort of a well groomed room with bars on the window and the door. Locked inside, the hunter of the Hedim Anah waited.


  Night had passed, then the sunrise he could not see, just the pinks and oranges through the elevated window that faced the east. The food brought was acceptable human cuisine of lamb stews, eggs, breads, and potatoes. Wine he did not drink, a chamber pot he did not use, and the men of Southwind were nothing but quiet and kind. He had the opportunity, likely three or more, to kill a guard and break free. Then I will have to kill innocent men in the halls, get my things, kill more to escape, and my purpose and self would be compromised. Lavress remained in deep meditation, resting, waiting, refusing to harm innocents or kill to be free of this room. He tried to focus on Shinayne, yet she had moved beyond his sight. Something was watching him and the book, he felt it. Something else was watching Shinayne wherever she was escaping from, and it would not let his vision pass.


  Clang, clang, clang…


  “I am your prisoner here, no need to knock. By all means, enter.” Lavress stood, difficultly trying to remain pleasant in the situation. The barred door opened.


  “Hello there, I hope it is not too early for the elves. I apologize, I am up before dawn in my older years.”


  Lavress looked upon the robed man, older, a few scars fading on his shaved head, the stubble of morning upon his round countenance. He did have a blade, the falcons of his kingdom upon his tabard underneath the open garments, yet those held the feathered crossed of Alden in golden thread upon the dark blue. The man sat, easily, without nervousness or foul intent it seemed. Lavress followed in turn.


  “I did not call for a priest, unless your weary Lord T’vellon has sent you for a confession before my execution.”


  “Baahh, ha, ha! He is quite under the thumb of stress and worry, that is evident to all, is it not? Alas, no, there is no execution my elven friend.” The man laughed heartily.


  “Then why a man of the Aldane cloth here to see me?”


  “I am father Marcus Mederris, Knight of Southwind and Chancellor here for the church. I am here to help.”


  “Then help by letting me free to start with.”


  “I cannot, not yet.” Marcus rubbed his brow, coughed hard, his chest still in pain all these years since the plague that nearly took him when they marched into Teirenshire and withdrew. The sickness the ogre had succumbed to took many soldiers as well, he recalled with every cough.


  “I need answers, my brethren of the church and many of the higher ranking and older of the seven families of Southwind are concerned you see.”


  “As they should be. And keeping me here will only make it worse.”


  “Why is that? Not that I intend on wanting you a prisoner, no, but I am intrigued by what it is that makes you think that.”


  “What I carry in that pack, one of eleven tomes of High Elven Magick from Kilikala, is the last of four stolen that I have to return to the Temple of the Whitemoon.” Lavress knew by sharing this, he could be removed from the Order, yet here and now, it mattered little as opposed to warning the people.


  “Who hunts you, Lavress of Gualidura?”


  “A renegade highborne elf and traitorous wizard, Eliah Shendrynn. He seeks to open the Gimmorian portals to achieve some ancient powers for himself, and these tomes are the only known books with the secrets to do so, so I am told. I am no wizard nor priest, yet I have full belief and faith in my superiors of the temples.” Lavress looked past the open door, only three guards, maybe, no, I cannot.


  “And he is here, in league with this Salah Cam who commands the armies of trolls and ogre to the west?”


  “He is, and Salah Cam is allied with your Prince of Valhirst I am afraid. Your kingdom is likely in grave danger, yet your Lord does not see it past his angry and troubled mind, past some wall in his heart reinforced by his sister, Kaya.”


  “I am aware. I was the one that reported her to the church, conducted the investigations and divined her allegiances, foul as they were. There is a struggle, a struggle of words, intentions, and trust mind you, between house T’vellon and house Mederris now. Alexei is his father’s son, no doubt, brave and bold, a lordly knight and leader like no other, just like Arlinne was. Yet his emotions plague him, the need for control and battle calls him. No wife, only women. No room for vulnerability or for weakness. Only his twin sister could pull his strings, and even that he hated and despised at times. We here have dealt with it for many years, and now with her gone, it is truly worse.”


  “Hence you being here to speak with me.”


  “Hence you being so formally imprisoned by Lord T’vellon!”


  Both laughed sincerely, smiling as they could, understanding one another in the early morning hours. Marcus stood to leave, turning toward Lavress.


  “Where will you go now?” Lavress queried.


  “To speak to the other families, tell them what you have shared, and try and see you released against the will and word of the Lord of Southwind.”


  “Where is your Lord then?”


  “He left east, with half our best knights, half our forces between here and Elcram, and most of the saved supplies. He went to save the king of course. What else would a T’Vellon do but charge in sword raised high, into certain peril for God and country?” Marcus shook his head, put his hand to his golden feathered cross about his neck, and said a silent prayer to Alden for their safety. “He is not a bad man, mind you, yet he is young and troubled, have faith.”


  “And you are prepared here, for war, should it come before he returns with your king?”


  “Hells no! We sent riders to Hurne, Roricdale, and Vallakazz an hour after he left on his glorious charge! I pray that if there is nothing left to the north and south, that at least our friends at the Lazlette Semanarium can reach us in time.” Father Mederris laughed, a stressed distraction at best, he knew it did not fool Lavress here.


  “He is foolish to abandon you all here, half forces against the unknown that is surely coming for this fortress and city.”


  “That may be, but his heart is in the right position, always is. He is a lion of a warrior, and fearless as they come here in the south. Be sure of that.”


  “His sister Kaya, I sensed she has the same heart, albeit deep inside. The same heroism runs in her spirit, I could faintly see it from afar.” Lavress bowed, hand to chin, lips, then brow as a sign of goodwill to the human priest of another God.


  “There is where we disagree, my tattooed and feather wearing friend. With the former Lady of Southwind, there is but treachery and evil. I have seen it left in her wake, the destroyed lives her shadow left behind, and the corruption she fosters is nothing akin to heroism.” Tension creased his brow, forcing the wrinkles of old age to appear stronger at the thoughts of what he spoke.


  “It is never too late, as long as there is a seed and fresh air, a tree may grow where there was once nothing to see.” Lavress bowed again, rested back down, and hoped that something good would arise from this conversation, before the enemy was at the doors. The hunter closed his eyes, trying to have faith in humans, where his many years had told him not to. Perhaps this one, just this one, may have something that so many others do not.


  “A very old, philosophical, and wise sentiment, surely of elven origin, my friend. But, you do not know Kaya T’Vellon. Enough of this now, I go to my peers. Hope they listen half as well as you and I.”


  “I pray to Seirena and the Whitemoon that they do. For your sake, mine, and all of Southwind and Elcram. Well met, Marcus Mederris.”


  “Well met indeed, Lavress Tilaniun.”


  Marcus Mederris, Chancellor of Southwind and priest of Alden, closed the iron barred door behind him. He breathed heavy, coughing up the stairs, hoping another Lord had not made the mistake he was convinced that this elf was sure of. He wanted to set him free now, gain his assistance if he were correct. Unfortunately, proving he was indeed correct was the farthest thing the priest wished upon his people, for it would mean war with the ogre once again.


  “Guards!”


  The men of Southwind moved in behind, closing and locking the passages of the eastern tower behind him.


  



   


  Exodus III:III


  Undercity Tunnels of Devonmir


  “Okay, allright, right here, hurry! He is leavin’ a blood trail a mile long. Gettin’ too heavy you are my horned friend. We haven’t much time, set down still.” Azenairk knelt as Saberrak thumped his rear down in the tunnel. Only the pale green light from Gwenneth’s staff gave life to the darkness here, yet the dwarf could feel where the blood was coming from off of his friend. He began to pray and hold his hand to what felt like the bloody seeping skull of Saberrak. He had never seen the minotaur this weak and he had not spoken in some time.


  James reached his hand to the right arm, feeling the trickle of blood and swelling from each side with so many puncture wounds from the spikes. He closed his eyes, hand glowing blue, thinking only of healing his friends’ wounds, shutting out thoughts of Alden and the woman’s voice from Soujan Mountain.


  Saberrak flickered an eye, then the other, both now glowing a faint blue as his friends prayed and worked their divine miracles on each side of him in the darkness. He looked in the gloom, Shinayne was here, crying as she looked helplessly down at him. Gwenneth kept looking to the rear of the tunnel, glanced at him and nodded, then went back to her watch. Kaya T’Vellon kept an eye to the front, dressed all in black, mask up over her nose and hair falling out of whatever had held it back previously. She looked down at him as well, then to the golden glow from Zen’s hand, and the blue from James’ hand, then back to Saberrak’s hazy blue eyed gaze.


  “What are they doing? How is James doing that?” Kaya whispered to Shinayne. She saw the bloodflow stop, heavy black and red scabs form over wounds, and black bruising begin and then fade away to green.


  “Zen is a priest of Vundren, and James is simply blessed by the Gods so it would seem. I have no answer for it, save that mercy and grace have been given to our horned friend here when it was needed most. It is not the first time.” Shinayne wiped her eyes, listened, and felt the coming of more men from every direction.


  “I hope mercy and grace get us out of this city in one piece, ask them for me would you?” Gwenne shot back, just as James collapsed against the wall.


  “I have no more, weakness coming, sorry Saberrak. I will pass out if I continue.” James struggled to his feet, back against the stone wall.


  “Mercy and grace are for the weak.” Saberrak huffed his first words in quite some time.


  “Mercy and grace are what keep me from tearing you apart myself, Saberrak the gray. Do not ever, ever, leave on the back of a dying dragon again, not without us right there with you. Do you hear me, horned one?” Shinayne put her arms around the now standing minotaur, her dearest beast and friend, amazed and thankful he was still alive.


  “Let me guess, you are the one who organized this rescue?”


  “Of course, who else?”


  “Charge in headfirst, cut your way through, grab the bull by the horns strategy? I assume she was difficult to deal with lately.” Saberrak huffed toward James, Zen, and Gwenneth, who returned nods and wide eyed affirmations with smirks and grins to match his own. His vision still like blue clouds, his body refreshing and healing rapidly, Saberrak was feeling his strength return faster than he could imagine. He hugged his elven friend in return, lifted up his axe, looked for the other and remembered it was in the arena.


  “Oh, oh, almost forgot this. Here, you will likely be needin’ this. I lifted it from the dragons pile o’ stolen loot back in Bailey, orders of Shinayne here. It looks nice, don’t weigh much, and it’s just yer’ size I think, my horned friend. Good to have you back with us.” Zen handed the double bladed greataxe with the sapphires and old runic designs decorating the blades and shaft.


  Saberrak took it, nodded to his elven and dwarven companions. It was light, strong, and felt good in his left hand. “I smell ogre, men, and something that rots with sweetness or sugar. We had better move.”


  “Chalas will track us here, as will the rest of the White Spider, we need to change direction and lose them.” Kaya moved ahead, Shinayne beside her, the rest in tow.


  “The brown minotaur in the arena with Saberrak, or the two headed thing lying down? Either way, they are both dead.” Gwenne looked to her left and right, then behind, then back forward.


  “No, after your lightning hit him, I looked for the body.” Kaya replied.


  “And?” Saberrak had concern in his voice.


  “Nowhere. I found a piece of horn, some blood, scorch marks, but no Chalas Kalaza.”


  “Ssshhhh. Something moves ahead.” Shinayne put her back to the wall, blades out slowly.


  I can hear you, I am here with you


  You will not escape my city


  Run all you want


  I see your thoughts, heading west, but you will not survive me


  “It’s him, the Lord of Devonmir, well one of them. He is still in my head, whispering to me.”


  They all froze, in the shadows of the darkest tunnels, watching one figure fumble in the black ahead, intrigued by their light. Then five, then dozens rounded the corner toward them, silent as a mob could be. “Saberrak?”


  “Capitan Norrice?” Saberrak stepped out into the tunnel toward the Harlian man he was imprisoned with.


  “You are alive! We are but thirty left, but we found you, thank Alden!”


  “Ssshhh!”


  “Right, right, ssshhhh!” Norrice pointed his finger over his lips back to the twenty nine behind him as they approached.


  “You made it out, I told you that you would.” Saberrak patted him on the shoulder.


  “Barely, if not for your friends here setting us free, especially James, Shinayne, and Kaya who must have killed three dozen ogre and soldiers saving our skins. Then, insanely, they kicked open the door and charged the arena for you. I have never seen such bravery!”


  “Elven strategy?” Saberrak huffed at Shinayne.


  “Worked, didn’t it?” She grinned back.


  “Allright, strength in numbers they say, but keep quiet. We take the lead.” Kaya glared at each one of them, letting them know she was serious and time for celebration was nowhere near at hand.


  “Any warriors here, Saberrak?” James looked over the motley and starved faces of the recently imprisoned.


  “Doubtful, watch your coins and purses. But, they did make it this far, they deserve our help.”


  “Agreed. Now, let’s get outta this shithole, shall we?” Zen stomped ahead behind the ladies. “Vundren forgive my cursin’ tongue.”


  Hissing echoes seemed to strike in the shadows, twice, three times, like a quiet force. Three men dropped in the rear of the company. Lifeless, weapons fell from limp arms, three quick slumps and it was done. Two more hisses, and two more prisoners fell to the ground as if something had simply vanished their life away in a painless blink. Everyone scattered, men yelled, and crossbow fire filled the cavernous tunnels. Twisting and shouting in pain, seven more men fell dead. The White Spider assassins, leading a band of ogre guards, Devonmir soldiers, and a floating figure all marched from behind.


  “They led them right to us! Damn it! Run, this way!” Kaya yelled over the men, heading toward the stairs north at the end of the passage, barely in view from Gwenneth’s light.


  “Do we trust her?” Saberrak talked serious and quiet to James and Shinayne.


  “For now, yes.” James nodded.


  “She agreed to get us in and get us out, I say follow her.” Shinayne replied in agreement.


  “Move men, move!” Saberrak roared over the men, charging behind Kaya, everyone followed.


  Through dimly lit corridors, up twisting stairs, under fire from behind, the fugitive company charged blindly north and up, trying to reach the surface of Devonmir. Caverns gave to manmade passages in full, arcane light danced between occasional turns and crossroads. Sealed sewer grates gave no reprieve, nor did barred doors leading off the main tunnels, like rats in a maze, they ran, following the person in front of them.


  “Saberrak!” the voice from behind echoed with a bestial roar.


  “I know that voice.” Saberrak listened. He heard the faint grating of a steel blade along stone. It brought him back to Unlinn, to escaping Arouland, to just an hour past in Ajastaphan. His blood boiled, he thought to turn and face Chalas, then the gentle push from Gwenneth snapped him back into moving forward again.


  “Do not even think it, gray one. Keep moving.” Gwenne would not care to see whatever obviously had a hand in killing the two headed giant, nearly killed Saberrak, and lived through two of her most deadly spells. She wanted out as much as anyone else.


  The tunnel opened into a larger room, an old warehouse underground, rotted crates galore. The room was massive, the light did not extend even to a wall on any side, and barely the ceiling. Suddenly it did, torches lit magically, instantly, dozen along all four walls, two sets of stairs up on the far north wall. Before that, two robed figures hovered with twenty armed guards in front of them, all ready, all a trap. Kaya backed behind the wall to the tunnel, and looked to the rest, shaking her head.


  “A trap, they have us caught in the middle. I did my best, I am sorry.” Kaya sighed, checking her shortblade and raising her mask high.


  The commotion from behind assured them that the hunters from the rear were still there, and there was nowhere to run but either back, or into this room with two Lords of Devonmir waiting. Saberrak looked at his friends, then to his axes. “No way out?”


  “Two, both north, both leading up. Two Lords in there, Chalas and one behind us. Outnumbered either way.”


  “Suggestions?” Saberrak huffed.


  “Charge in, elven style. I will take the one on the left with Norrice and the men. If they want me, you will know soon enough. You all head right, a moment after me. It is you they want most of all, so let me be the bait and the distraction.” Kaya smiled, though no one saw it under her mask.


  “Since when did assassins find heroics like that?” Gwenneth questioned, casting a glance to her wands.


  “It has felt mildly exciting being on this side for once, an honor to fight with you and all, but I would not call it heroism, Lazlette.”


  “We meet outside the city, to the north. If not, do you—“ Saberrak was cut off.


  “Yes, I know where you are heading, gray one. They all do, so do not fail to continually disappoint the White Spider by surviving. Do it for me, and we call it even.”


  “Agreed.” Saberrak growled, having second thoughts about this plan.


  “If I make it out, I will find you to the west, in the mythical lands of Kaki-stone or something insanely far away. For now, make sure edge meets flesh, and Gwenneth, hit them hard with whatever you have up your sleeve.” Kaya nodded to Saberrak and his friends, something tingly welling in her throat, she could not place it. She felt it again as Shinayne met her eyes, that aquamarine glare that saw right through her mask. “Stop that look, elf, or I might change my mind.”


  “Well fought Kaya T’vellon, and thank you.” Shinayne bowed.


  “That does it.” Kaya turned her head away and looked over to the men, all whispering that they were trapped. “Norrice and company, we lead this time, follow me!”


  Saberrak, Shinayne, James, Zen, and Gwenneth all shoved their backs to the passage wall, making room for all the remaining sixteen men to rush past them.


  “Saberrak!” The roar of Chalas Kalaza came again from behind.


  I feel your fear


  I see your eyes


  Shinayne T’Sarrin


  I am here, you protect the dwarf and his heirlooms, I see


  Shinayne nodded to all present, fear and worry on her face. The demon calling her name, and she knew his on her lips, Trehad. She calmed herself from the voice in her mind, nodded again, receiving silent nods from her friends. Just as the sound of crossbow fire, blades clashing, and men falling had finished the first echo, as bootsteps hit the stairs behind them in pursuit, they charged in.


  Blades fell to the ground from desperate men, everything moved slow as time stood still. Blood sprayed from accurate assassin swords, crossbows withered the charge of Norrice’s captives. Kaya was in the middle of too many soldiers, cutting fast from necks, to ribs, and slashing with the sharpened smallshield at the legs of enemies she tore between. One cut on her shoulder, another bolt punctured her abdomen, yet her blades never slowed. The remaining men, Norrice leading them, assailed the left staircase into twenty soldiers. The black robed lord lifted his finger, and another one of the prisoners began to stand back up in undeath, then another.


  Saberrak roared, wanting to save this woman that had helped them, yet to the right he ran, both axes out wide and horns low. His steps shook the ground, yet the arrows flew, blocked by a barrier of force from Gwenneth at the last moment. It fizzled out of existence, the other black clad demon pointing his fingers and dismissing Lazlette’s defenses. The minotaur crashed through a half dozen guards, axes, horns, they screamed as he cut them down.


  Shinayne followed, then James, the two side by side cutting down men of Devonmir as fast as they could blink. Azenairk followed them, finishing what men may not have been fatally wounded, and putting them to the mortal test of his warhammer, one after another. Though over fifty on twenty to start, it now looked as though the tides had turned as the seekers of Kakisteele looked toward Kaya T’Vellon.


  Then they stood.


  Every dead prisoner, every deceased soldier stood, weapons in hand, regardless of injury. Some with no heads, some missing limbs, some had entrails hanging and dragging at their feet, and some were still pouring blood out their necks. Red eyes and blank stares, all turned toward the Lords of Devonmir, and then to the remaining living before them.


  “Ulceri tiviri!”


  “Thoom, adaste!”


  Gwenneth had never seen dark magicks such as this, nor knew how to dismiss them. “Run, to the stairs!”


  “Saberrak, come face me you coward!” The voice of Chalas was near the top of the stairs leading into the old underground warehouse.


  Saberrak lunged at the black robed figure hovering, staring into the red eyes under the hood. His axe bore down at his chest, and hit nothing. The figure was gone.


  “Ith guul, ith ahmil!” From across the torchlit room, black shadow twisted into jolts of energy into Saberrak, dropping him to a knee surrounded by the angry dead soldiers. The Lord of Devonmir appeared, fanged face smiling at the minotaur from fifty feet behind.


  “Hialus, himidus, fanzhool!” Gwenneth pointed her staff, now runes glowing an array of oranges and reds, and unleashed a yellow ray of force, stopping the dark magicks that were assaulting her horned ally.


  Another blast hit Shinayne, then one into James Andellis, the dark energies sapping their strength and will to run. The remaining two fugitives, Kaya, and the five friends were surrounded by the dead at the command of dark wizards. As anyone came close, they disappeared and appeared moments later, safely out of weapon reach.


  “Das Vun deas de Vundren kamkil adlas de!” Azenairk yelled as loud as he had ever yelled before, holding his hammerpiece overhead and chanting for the light of heaven to shine from Vundren to him.


  Golden light filled the room for but a flash, a flash that burned the eyes of the dead to cinders. The Lords, having their commands through their dead minions, both wailed in agony, blinded and floating up toward the ceiling in retreat. Zen grabbed a stumbling Shinayne, while Saberrak threw James over his shoulder. Gwenneth hurled blasts of flame, the rays of cold, then let the staff unleash waves of arcane wind and force into the helpless wizards until they fell from the air and hit the stone floor.


  She kept backing up, her heel hit the first step. She looked one last time as a savage and blood covered brown minotaur breached the other side of the room, greatsword dragging behind him. Another wizard in black, a swarm of guards and ogre this time, and then the two Lords she had pummeled got to their feet. Gwenneth looked to Kaya and Norrice and the two remaining men with them, surrounded by flailing arms of the wailing dead. They were but feet from the other stairs, cutting and hacking to get past the morass of blind unliving around them.


  She pointed her staff to the ceiling above the stairs, the gem she commanded to go dark with but a thought. “Riliniam durst, hravilian!” She whispered, sending incredible invisible force into the stones above. They cracked, creaked, became brittle and began to fall. Gwenneth ran, not waiting to see the conclusion, yet hearing the passage cave in behind her. Her staff glowed again, bright and green, and she saw the others ahead.


  “Kaya, where is she? Did she make it out?” Saberrak was running with James over one shoulder, his axes still in hand. James looked groggy, like he had just awoken, the dark magicks had been strong.


  “I am not sure Saberrak, they were close.”


  “Close to death, close to the stairs, what ye’ mean by close young Lazlette?” Zen was huffing, carrying Shinayne over his shoulders like a hunter would carry a kill.


  “I mean they were but a few feet away, but the others arrived and, I just could not say. I sealed our passage behind us.” Gwenenth looked ahead, more arcane light, pink and orange from a sconce she could not see in the ceiling. No, it was something else.


  “Daylight! It’s morning, how do we get up there?” Zen set Shinayne down gently, right below the sewer grate some twenty feet up in the ceiling.


  “That is filthy city street up there, I can smell it.” Saberrak set James down.


  “Wake them, hurry, before they are on to us and find a way past the rubble.” Gwenneth concentrated, the staff in both hands, and began to float into the stagnant air below the streets of Devonmir.


  “What is going on, are we alive? What happened?” Shinanye began to hover in the air, followed by James who was awake as well.


  Gwenneth focused harder, sweat pouring from her hairline now, yet up came Saberrak and Zen. Now levitating herself and her four friends, she motioned with her eyes for them to open the grate. “Hurry, this is…harder than it…looks.”


  The gray gladiator lifted the grate up from his hovering position, twenty or more feet off the ground. One by one they pulled themselves up into the city. The back alley of the buildings gave them cover, the sun rising in the west, they headed north. Street by street, corner to corner, they all darted through Devonmir in early morning.


  The northern gate was a half mile ahead, Shinayne peaked over a wall to see it. “Fifty men, no ogre or black robed wizards though. Plenty of archers. This will not be easy.”


  “Curtains.” Gwenneth smiled. “Does this wall meet with the gate, and does it continue past at all?”


  “Yes, why?”


  “Is the gate opening at all?”


  “Yes, farmers, tradesmen, marketfolk are all coming in, but past inspection from the guards. Why? What are you thinking Gwenne?” Shinayne had far too much curiosity for this.


  “I used to use this spell when I spied on my mother, it was a game I played really. It may work.”


  “May, does not sound too inspiring against fifty armed guards in broad daylight, in the open, being hunted from behind.” Saberrak huffed his lack of confidence.


  “Well we just may have gone and rescued you from certain death, and that got us to here. So, have a little faith.” Gwenne shot back, planning her little ruse to blend them into the walls of Devonmir and make it out unseen.


  “At this point, I will try anything to get free of this city and this kingdom. Ye’ have my vote Gwenneth.” Zen nodded.


  “Same here.” James agreed.


  “You do not have to ask me, I trust you. Saberrak?” Shinayne jabbed over to him, putting him on the spot.


  “I owe you, don’t I?”


  “You owe all of us, horned one, but this for my part, sure.” Gwenneth smiled, then thought of the open wilderness road again, the smile disappeared.


  “Allright, but I prefer a direct fight than all this magical sneaking stuff. This time, then we are even.” Saberrak huffed his chest in defiance.


  He looked to the sky, the hills and high bluffs in the distance, then to the river to the west. The stench of the dried sewers upon him, the cloistered city air dwindling, he squinted at the horizon. It smelled fresh out there even though he was not there yet. It is good to be free, he thought to himself as he smiled to his rescuers.


  



   


  Cristoff III:I


  Old Wynnegarde Road, Eastern Harlaheim Border


   


  The forces of the Aldane, the grand army of God Alden now kept in Shanador, marched in the distance far to the east. Five thousand in the front, another thousand were protecting the center which must be the Cardinal himself, and three thousand in the rear. Nine thousand trained men, almost half on armored horse. Blues and whites brushed with steel, banners of the feathered cross in red upon dark blue, their formations were still in time all the long march from Acelinne, the capital of Shanador, weeks away. The Crossguard Legion, nearly half by Cristoff’s estimate, had passed into the realm of Harlaheim. He looked to the distant smoke, he knew it was Saint Erinsburg, at least Castle Bradswellen, smoldering from the armies of King Richmond the Second.


  “Ironic, as we are but to take our first steps into Shanador, the Cardinal arrives in force in Harlaheim.” Cristoff Bradswellen the Third had been haunted by the plumes of far off smoke for days, despite evacuating his people and leading them away from war. His home was gone, all he had, all his people had, was here in this caravan of thousands.


  “We would all be dead, or imprisoned awaiting execution, would that you ordered us to stay, my lord.” Rosanna looked with her dark brown Caberran eyes, right into his. She was worried he might try and return, or make a run for Caberra to reach his estranged wife and children.


  “Knights, are we clear?” Cristoff motioned toward Leonard and Karai, his two loyal swords of Saint Tarumin. Their shaved heads and armbands worn with pride still, regardless of politics of church or kingdom. He had been concerned for their loyalty at first, being men of the church and his cousin Savanno. He had thought they would leave and seek vengeance upon King Richmond, or seek out the Cardinal. Yet they stayed, and pledged to Cristoff, who now held nothing.


  “Clear my lord, they have no vantage from which to see us. Capitan Broushelle and Father Garret sent word from the rear that no scouts are present. We may proceed at your command.” Leonard hailed a retort as Karai trotted to the front past Cristoff and Rosanna.


  “They do not need scouts for an army of that size, what could dare hinder them? Very well, into Shanador. Report if you would, Sir Karai.” Cristoff galloped his first steps into Shanador, completing his treason, his exile, and condemning the same upon his people.


  “My lord, each capitan holds one hundred soldiers, making four hundred. Garret, myself, and Leonard each have fifty, and we have one hundred archers that are a mismatch of youth and elderly. We will need to train them along the way if time allows. Six hundred fifty that can fight, to protect just over seven thousand that cannot or never have.”


  “Food and supplies?”


  “Enough to reach near Acelinne, if you were to head there. Two weeks at best.”


  “We will not be heading to Acelinne, we will travel along the northern edge of the Misathi, west, due west. You know who we follow and why.”


  “We will be buying at every small town and village between Gillian and Evermont then, I hope they are gracious and have a good harvest ahead. Somewhere nestled in this trek of southern Shanador then, is the ogre city of Bloodskull they say, very dangerous with our people, my lord. I would advise against staying this close to the mountains as we are now.” Sir Karai had hoped that Cristoff would pass north, to the capital, perhaps gaining an audience with the low kings or high king of Shanador. He knew however, that his lord had his heart fixed upon these heroes heading west to a mythical land of fabled fantasies from ages ago. It did not sit well to place people in danger for a dream, yet he would not abandon them for any reason, so onward he went.


  “Agreed, we keep the mountains in view after we pass the Gualiduran forest reaches. Other concerns?” The former Lord of Saint Erinsburg turned and saw young Father Garret approaching on horse and smiled. His gray hair was brushing into his face and beard, obscuring the sunlit afternoon, when his small crown would allow the wind to take it.


  “Father D’Ourmas, how fare my people?”


  “Sire, they are ready to move along. Sadness touches their hearts with the sight of smoke behind them. Many are concerned about homes and food. Rest assured, Alden blesses them through me and the other priests that follow you.” Always comforting, certain of God’s will, the student of the Aldane laid worry to rest with his wise counsel.


  Cristoff admired this young man, full of life, renowned in many kingdoms as a religious scholar and historian, and here he was with the bedraggled caravan of Saint Erinsburg heading to some mythical forsaken city. His high cheekbones and hairline gave the old lord some hint of elven blood, could be why he spent so much time in Shalokahn with the eastern monasteries in study. “Well I hope he blesses us often, as we have just passed into Shanador, my friend.”


  “So we have, and the Legion is unaware of our passing I would assume. We go with God, they enter a web of bloodlust and treachery. I pray they find wisdom and restore Harlaheim to a God centered kingdom. Until then, my prayers go to the people with lords less compassionate than you, Cristoff.” Garret bowed from his steed.


  “So flattering you are, father Garret, and I would say nothing against your words. Cristoff is fearless, caring, and---“ the spasm hurt more than usual, another kick, the jostling from the horse was not settling well with her unborn child.


  “Are you well, Rosana?” Garret steadied her white stallion and looked her over as she bit her lip in silent pain.


  “She is well father, just a bit---“


  “A bit with child, and should not be riding a horse in any manner. Why did you not tell me?” Garret dismounted, motioning for Cristoff to assist him in getting Rosana out of the saddle and down to steady ground.


  “I don’t know, it was, well an oversight I imagine. With all that has happened with war and exile and all of, well this, I seemed to have forgotten.” Cristoff did his best to not be embarrassed about keeping silent the queen’s pregnancy, as it was her wish.


  “My queen, you need to ride in a carriage, in comfort, you are nearly six months and the baby is turning and growing quickly now.” Garret felt her belly as she lay on the soft grass, he said a prayer that the child was not injured from the travels.


  “Karai, Leonard, Broushelle, get the queen a tent and a carriage for her journey, she is not well.” Cristoff knew the people in the front of the lines would be seeing this, too many questions would raise.


  “Not well? She is with child my lord, how—“


  “Not now father, not now, please.” Rosana, sweat beading her dark skinned face and darker curls, begged in pain to have confidence with the ordained priest before her.


  “This is not the child of King Richmond, is it?” Garret felt again, yes, the baby was moving was all. He touched his feathered cross in gratitude.


  “Of course not. Do not be absurd.”


  Both men restrained the questioning looks to that curt comment, and to Rosana, as best they could. Simultaneously both Cristoff and Garret looked away nonchalant, then back to each other, and then to see where the knights were with a tent and the carriage ordered. They did not succeed in disguising their feelings well at all.


  “That did not come out as planned, forgive me. What I meant is, of course it should have been his, were I married to a noble man instead of a vicious child of a king. It is the child of my true husband, the late Savanno Lisario.” Red faced from sounding a bit like a harlot of a queen, Rosana stood with assistance as to lessen the attention and close humiliation she already was attracting.


  “I see, it is not my concern truly.”


  “That it is not, nor mine, well spoken father---“ Cristoff was cut off.


  “So that I am a widow, presumed dead, yet still a queen with a bastard in my belly, so what of it then?” Her anger, from the changes, the pain, and the recent traumas in Harlaheim spoke before her mind did.


  “My queen, no one thinks any of that of you. They know of Richmond the Second, I know of him and what he did. I will honor you and my brave cousin’s child, with my last dying breath. May Alden strike me down if I ever fail in that.” Cristoff knelt and kissed Rosana’s hand, still the queen, yet much like him, in exile. He knew how that felt, all too well.


  “Well spoken, my lord.” Garret, feeling tension and emotion with all of these nuances, found very little to say between these two nobles.


  “I know, I know. I am sorry, to both of you, forgive me.” The once queen walked away, toward the carriage arriving, and leaving Cristoff on a knee. She knew the slight would not go unnoticed by some, yet she could not hear those words nor feel that sentimental kiss again, not so soon after Savanno’s death. It was too much.


  “Is the queen well? Why does she need a carriage, sire?” Leonard galloped up, his steed whinnying and pulling up on hind legs.


  “Upset stomach.”


  “Dizzy spell was all.”


  Cristoff and Garret spoke together, then sighed, again having blundered in different responses. Sir Leonard looked to them both. “Very well then, I will see her to the carriage and resume my routes. Father, my Lord.” He nodded twice and made slowly toward the queen.


  “We must keep this quiet, for her sake.” Cristoff whispered.


  “Truly, yes, indeed.” Garret had one weakness that they both noticed, and it was subtlety in emotional situations, especially with women.


  “Mount up father, we must carry on northwest for two days, then head west around the bluffs, and then on to Gillian. Pull yourself together now and eat something, you look famished. This journey is far from over, you may be delivering the queen’s child by roads’ end. You will need your strength. Hhiiyyaah!” Cristoff galloped ahead on his brown steed, armor shining in the midday sun in Shanador. He thought of what had possibly happened in Saint Erinsburg, if anyone remained and if they survived. He dismissed that thought, like so many others, trying to think only of the immediate future.


  Garret rubbed the short groomed dark hair on his head, straightened his tabard and adjusted his swordbelt. Mounting his horse, he prayed, face up to the sky. Father, my lord and God Alden, bless this company if it be your will. None of this would I be able to be a part of, to spread your love here, would that I stayed in Harlaheim. Thank you for your words, your courage, and your direction. Would there be anything else I need know, make me thine channel for your will to be done on the earth as it is in the clouds, Amen.


  Garret smiled as his horse caught the lead with Cristoff. His grin of enlightenment could not be disguised, he looked as if he simply had the answers and knew the way. He nodded to his lord and friend.


  “What is it? Are you amused at our little situation, my good priest?” Cristoff laughed, seeing joy in the father as they rode, it gave him peace for some unknown reason. He had always loved God and the church, yet this man seemed more than all of that, yet humble in that fact.


  “Well out with it then, it is like you hold some secret from me.”


  “I do indeed.”


  “Come now, enlighten me father.”


  “Are you certain?”


  “Well yes, Garret, what is it then.”


  “It is a boy.”


  Garret trotted ahead, face to the sky, having felt the words of Alden inside him once again, for whatever reason that He only knew.


  



   


  Kendari III:I


  Kivan River, Swamps of Kar Nossos, Northern Harlaheim


  “Fight thine enemy, and kill thine foe, give them blade and steel, and woe. Yet if thine brother bleed, the Gods will see, for a kinslayer cursed you be.”---Poem on the tomb of Uinaeas Calfitires, last King of the elven city of Stillwood. Circa 11 B.C.


  The river boat veered around another banyan root that had grown curious as to the middle of the river Kivan. The silence and the sloshing of poles and oars were making every different noise of the swamps that was heard into possible dread for the men. Every time an owl hooted, a wolf howled, or something took flight or swim, the small crew of three in their fisherboat jumped. They would think of the bag of platinum they had been paid, and think of running for it afoot back to safer ground when light graced them once more. Then they remembered their passenger. He had dark green eyes that penetrated, grim elven features, dark black hair and swirls of some obsidian birthmarks or curses upon his whole flesh and face. He toyed with his two longswords often, and could hear and see nearly everything they did. They knew he did not sleep, and when he did he awoke as if nightmares plagued his every drifting thought. They feared this Kendari, more than the swamps, so they carried on north through Kar Nossos.


  “Would that the sun would give us some attention here, we would move a bit more steady.” The older man, Reanier, scratched his gray beard and adjusted his floppy hat of old curled leather. He pushed again with his long pole, keeping another root away from his boat.


  “Aye, slow goin’ brother, slow and treacherous tis in these parts. We are well past any good fishing waters here. Could be home with a woman in the sheets, better than this marsh for sure.” Luc Lefty, nicknamed due to the missing fingertips on his right hand, held the rudder with his feet propped up on their crates of pickled dinner.


  “Ssshhh. The dead ones be hearin you with all that chatter, keep it low for Alden’s sake.” Boersin was an ox, at least half they said, his arms and shoulders like small barrels. The long mustache he twirled and tugged when not rowing oars was the only hair on his head, yet even that stood from time to time under the light forsaken canopy, deep in the swamps where men knew not to ever go.


  “If the three of you made any more noise, I would buy minstrels to put melody to the constant voices that surely echo to anything within earshot. If there was anything hunting us here, they would have no trouble hearing, or smelling, the three of you. I paid for the best men to take me upriver, not to endure a social session from frightened fishermen. So be silent.” Kendari still had his eyes closed, stretched out on the floor of the boat, his cloak rolled into a pillow, hands on the hilts of his blades underneath.


  It had been four days he surmised, in the dark of the swamps with these three he found north of Saint Erinsburg in a small washed up fishing village. The armies of King Richmond and his knights had not waited long for the return of Florin, only an hour. He had heard the screams of horror from a distance as they first viewed the carnage he and Nareene had left in Bradswellen castle. The burning started within the hour, yet he was long out of sight in the night, and Nareene was back in whatever layer of hell she had come from, so he thought. That very night, it began.


  First his chest ached, below the spot that Nareene had branded him over four centuries ago. Then it itched and became warm in flashes, as if she were trying to make him feel what she felt through the realms of the damned. Kendari thought he was simply imagining it, having some sort of twisted guilt for plunging Cristoff’s holy blade through her chest in Bradswellen castle. Then he noticed the next day, that his flesh was rashed and peeling there, yet the circled star of red remained underneath the dead skin. Like the small hole in his abdomen from the placing of the Nadderi curse, this too was a memory that would never let him forget.


  He felt tired, beyond his elven six centuries, the need for actual rest coming every few days now instead of every few weeks or months. When he tried to sleep, the visions of transparent faces of elves covered in blood danced to his every sleeping moment. Flames erupted, swords clashed in his mind, women screamed, and Nareene was there, always laughing, always there. He would awake in sweats, fatigued and worn as if he had been fighting rather than resting. Animals seemed to stare at him in silence when he passed, where normally they would take flight. The trees and grasses simply were, not as the haunting warnings to others upon his presence. The world felt dead, or that he was dead and no longer part of the world, at least not for long. The foreboding feeling of emptiness only worsened, and then he decided.


  “Where is it you are heading again, painted one?” Reanier looked back to their passenger, one that had paid one hundred Harlaheim platinum coins for the trip, enough to buy five boats and his own crew for each. Those green menacing eyes looked right back.


  “North.”


  “I can see that, been following the Kivan River for four days here, elf. But after it leaves Kar Nossos, into Kivanis, what then? Continue to the Soltaic Ocean?”


  “I will be disembarking from your noble vessel one day past the Gualiduran border, that is all.” Kendari tried to rest again, these humans had the lives of boring moles and their attempts at conversation interested him just as much.


  “Not much there anymore, mostly controlled by the northerners from Altestan. Or the Caberrans, Kivanis is all in league with whoever. Either way, dangerous ground for one with pointy ears. They don’t be liking your kind in those parts. Hear they kill ya and sell the ears and such.” Reanier received nods from Luc Lefty and Boersin.


  “Many have tried, and all have died. I do not fear humans much, keep that in mind. Where I am going, there are no men, there is no one living at all, so your concern is unnecessary.” Kendari glared at Reanier, seeing the hairs on the back of the old man’s neck stand a bit.


  “You are a spiteful one, and ye have a sharp tongue. Not that I don’t appreciate the coin, but if you care ta live long, best watch your words a bit, elf.”


  “Is that a threat, fisherman? I enjoy threats.”


  “No, not from me or mine, just a word to the wise from someone perhaps a bit older is all.” Reanier did not like the look of this one, it had been weighing on him the last few days.


  “I am over six hundred years old, so keep your words. And since you are so inquisitive, that word means curious in means of questioning by the way, I am not going to live much longer, hence this little journey of mine. Now cease your chatter, or I will cease you rather quickly.” Kendari had no bloodlust, it had been dry sometime, yet his nerves could not handle the constant irritation he felt from these men, especially the would-be wise one, Reanier.


  “You are going to die then? Where at?”


  “He needs a sweet woman is all to balance out all his bitters.” Luc Lefty piped in, always with something about women.


  “Ssshhh!” Boersin slowed the oars, a turn in the river ahead.


  Kendari stood, no sleep forthcoming now that his tensions had rose. He looked at the same flat water, black and dark. Overgrown moss tails hanging from every enormous tree that crept over them. No sunlight, just canopy overlapping more dark green and shadowy canopy in the morass of banyans, willows, and twisting marsh forests. The smell was mold, moist thick mold and clinging fogs that carried the brackish aromas of more mold. Only the break for pickled something, poor watered down wine, and dried horsemeats could momentarily alleviate the monotony of Kar Nossos.


  “I am going to my homeland, I do not need a woman, nor any warnings about where elves are liked or no. I am heading to Stillwood, and not returning.” Kendari felt his face without emotion, his passion for anything long gone, he had done it all.


  “Stillwood? Never heard of it. Is it an elven city?” Reanir cast a glance at the cursed one so empty of life and care for anything.


  “It was, long ago. A city of rituals and tradition, a secret city in an enchanted woodland. It was called Essiddor back then, but now it is a cursed place, known as Stillwood.” Kendari’s thoughts drifted, to the trees, the circle of stones that once was, and to the days before his curse. He knew all the faces in his dreams, they were elves he had known, elves he had killed, long ago.


  “So you are to die where you were born then, is that an elven tradition?” Reanier kept conversation going, feeling the tensions dwindling.


  “Ssshh!” Boersin stopped the oars again, looking upstream, squinting in the dark with only slivers of white and green moonlit reflection from the water to assist him.


  “I know nothing of traditions, besides ones that I despise.”


  “Ssshh!”


  “Is that all your big bald friend can say? I do not want to discuss anything, yet when I can finally stomach a talk with the three of you, he insists on silence.”


  “Sshhh, something stirs in the water, over there. It is moving this way.” Boersin stood slowly, reaching for a woodaxe from next to the crates and barrels.


  “Alligator perhaps, maybe a large snake is all. What is the concern?” Kendari drew his blades regardless, seeing Luc Lefty grab for the lantern and Reanier draw a machete from under his worn fisherman coats.


  “Could be swampeyes, a troll, could be anything this far out.” Reanier let the lantern get closer to the bow of the boat before he peered over.


  “What in the seven hells is a swampeye?”


  Just as the words escaped his lips, a flash of black scaled serpent with orange light emitting from its fanged maw leapt from the water. The mouth opened, showing a single glowing eye back where the tongue should be, hundreds of curved white teeth before it, and it swallowed Luc Lefty, lantern and all, in one swift lunge. At least twenty feet in length, with no appendages to be seen, its mouth closed with but a boot showing, and crashed back into the dark waters before anyone could do much as blink and stare.


  “Swampeye!!! Dump the pickled fish, hurry!!!” Reanier yelled back in the darkness, Boersin already in motion.


  “I assume you mean to feed its appetite and flee, correct?” Kendari was low now, Shiver in his right, the holy crossblade held reverse in his left. He saw more motion, another ripple in the water heading toward the aft of the boat.


  “No, they hate the vinegar, the smell, and…No!!!” Reanier turned just as Kendari slashed once, then again, then a third cut with the heated longsword that cut a lunging swampeye in two. The rank pieces flopped, one fell off the boat into the water while the other twitched on the deck spreading a slimy sheen all over.


  “Easy enough, what is the problem?”


  “Fool of an elf! They are cannibals, they smell the blood of their own a mile away! You never kill a swampeye unless you are close to land!” Reanier trembled, searching desperately for another lantern as Boersin dumped the pickled carp overboard.


  “Now you tell me. Splendid.”


  “Ssshhh!” Boersin got low, Reanier as well, the boat dead in the water.


  The sound at first, was as if frogs were croaking at one another in the distance, then it grew louder. Heavy moist breathing accompanied the croaks, like someone with a bad cold trying to relieve themselves of some mucous, all around. Splashes in the water rippled in every direction, then the glow. Four, twelve, twenty or more orange glows with beady black dots in the center. They all hovered it seemed, then bounced up and down in the darkness. Slimy croaking hisses issuing to one another, the swampeye telling each other something, taunting one another almost. They circled the boat, eyes plunging into the murky depths then reappearing in another locale, sensing their meals.


  “We are all dead men.” Reanier lit the lantern and brought himself to a crouch and peered over the edge of the boat. Boersin grabbed the lid of the barrel he had dumped, holding it from the handle like a toy shield.


  “Enough of this, you there, bald one, start rowing.” Kendari stood on a crate, crouched low, watching every glowing eye in the marsh.


  “You are insane. You have doomed us all, and now you taunt them?” Reanier dangled the lantern above his head, slinking back down, taking cover inside the boat.


  “You can always run, I won’t stop you.” The cursed swordsman smiled. He heard the oars plunge into the water, felt the gentle rocking of the fisherboat, and could feel Shiver’s heat on his face.


  Two swampeye dove out of the water, fanged maws hissing for a meal in their lunge over the boat. One slash with his right and a quick slice with the left, and two heads were severed. Three, then two more, the black serpents flew like giant arrows for Kendari. He was twisting, sidestepping, swinging left, then right, ducking, then twirling his longblades every direction. Watery insides flew onto the deck, hissing turned to screeching pain, and the water seemed to boil with dead serpents. They continued their frenzy on the boat, and on each other. He was one second ahead of them, listening for the rush of water, sensing the sudden glow of orange light from their one eye, then moving but inches and cutting with whatever blade was closest. The boat continued to move, the water filling with the dead, the eaten, and the hungry swampeye.


  Boersin hollered in pain, a small serpent hit him and latched onto his shoulder. The boat careened as he wrestled with it, then it stopped as Kendari took its head with Shiver. Before any gratitude could be shared, another marsh serpent from the left took him, managing the shoulders and head into its jaws. Kendari spun, two more landed on the deck near Reanier. He plunged his blade into one, but the other managed a hold on the boat owners’ legs.


  Kendari knew when enough was enough. These men were not warriors, and saving their hides would only leave him alone on a boat where it would take two to navigate the river. He ran, over the tail of the swampeye devouring Boersin, past the now two mashing their teeth into Reanier, and leapt off the bow of the boat. Two swampeye lunged for his feet, missing by hairs. Kendari landed into muddy riverbank, never slowing until he reached a banyan tree. Blessed feathered crossblade in his teeth, Shiver being used as a spike, he climbed, hand over sizzling plunge of steel, until he was near the top. The swampeye continued hissing and looking, but the most agile of them could not come within twenty feet of his position up the tree.


  “Bastards don’t climb, do you?” He caught his breath, watching as the fishermen, their boat, and everything in it was devoured within minutes of his escape by no less than thirty more of the scaled horrors.


  The glowing eyes watched him, tree to tree, branch to branch, yet eventually they gave in to easier meals of each other. Kendari waited, hours, until the hissing was long gone and behind him. He set foot back on the ground, and headed north, only small rays of moonlight to guide him, yet it was as if he knew the way. Having never been in Kar Nossos before, he was sure it was something else guiding him from afar back to Stillwood. For the Nadderi, that though was more unsettling than the swamps he now traversed, all alone.


  



   


  Exodus III:IV


  Highland Bluffs, Northern Willborne


  “I cannot breathe…have to stop…I am too old…for all this…running in the hills.” James slowed, sweat running into his eyes, he sat on a large rock and caught his breath. Sunlight battered down like an unforgiving penance upon the reaches and crests in the high hills.


  “Only for a minute, knight of Chazzrynn, there are fifty slavers with hounds and a small army of Devonmir behind us. Maybe more.” Shinayne took a knee, resting, meditating. They had been running for nearly two days since Gwenneth’s spell got them but two steps past the gate. The Lords of Devonmir had sensed her magicks, dismissed her illusions, and they had been spotted and on the run ever since.


  “Do you still hear the voices Shinayne?” Gwenneth, tired as the rest, settled back to the ground from her draining flight overground.


  “No, not a whisper since yesterday.” She looked over the cliff, still seeing a horde of black dots on their trail, a half day behind at best.


  “Which way are your mountains?” Saberrak sat hard, his body fully healed from injury somehow, and not even truly tired. He looked to the enchanted belt with the fist of Annar upon it the buckle, the gift from the dragon of Soujan Mountain that she said would give him tireless stamina. The bracelet she had given him was taken by the slavers, or so he assumed.


  “Right there, my horned warrior, right there.” Zen pointed with his helm, he had taken it off at the base of the hill and still had it in his hand. It had been baking his head inside from the heat, despite the magicks supposedly imbued into the steel.


  “The clouds? Are they past that?” Saberrak stood, squinting, trying to see anything resembling a mountain.


  “Those are not clouds son, those are the peaks of the Misathi over the clouds there. Covered by clouds on top, yet sweltering heat at the bottom they say. I would say four more days to the foothills, a day after that, Deadman’s Pass.” Azenairk Thalanaxe smiled, knowing they were one step closer to finding the lost mines of his forefathers.


  “You say it with a smile, yet they named it for a reason dwarf.” Gwenneth Lazlette smiled in return, feeling she was also one step closer to whatever treasures the archmages left behind in the lost city of Mooncrest so many thousands of years ago, if this place was anything like what the dragon had said.


  “Bhah nonsense! Names do not scare me off Gwenne, and in the mountains I am home. I will keep ye’ safe, do not fret a moment there.” Zen laughed, though she was the last one here that ever needed protection.


  “Any sign of Kaya?” Saberrak had asked Shinayne four or five times over the last two days and nights. He had hoped she made it out with the Harlian Capitan, as they had. He had expected, against the reality, that she would have met them here north of Devonmir. The answer was the same somber one each time, but he asked anyway.


  “No, not her or Norrice or the men with them. All I can see is our pursuers. I am sorry.” Shinayne had been looking often, her hopes the same as the minotaur’s.


  “Why is it so hot here, is it just me?” James drank again from his waterskin, streams of sweat still plaguing him.


  “By my best estimate, it is the month of Uhmm, the month of the dragon, therefore the middle of summer. We are further north, so it gets much warmer as we go, James. In Kilikala, this heat is a pale comparison to what we experience.” Shinayne looked again, the dots still on their trail, headhunters slowly climbing higher into the Willborne wilds.


  “It has been so long since I even kept track of the year, let alone the month or day.” James emptied his waterskin, the remaining liquid drenching his face and beard.


  “It is Sirday, third week in the month of Uhmm, and the year is three hundred forty five.” Gwenneth rattled it off as if she had a calendar before her very eyes.


  “That would mean I am thirty seven years, just recently. Thank you Gwenneth. Now I see why I am so tired.” James stood, breathed, trying not to think of more running or the lost years he had not been counting.


  “Try bein’ sixty four lad, and having shorter strides and all, and I’m not complaining. Summon your strength James Andellis, Vundren bless your legs.” Azenairk put his helmet back on, grinning toward the distant caps of the Misathi.


  “I am not tired in the slightest, at one hundred fifty three. Now may we move along, our pursuers are doubtfully going to rest and reminisce as we do.” Shinayne raised her chin a bit higher, smiling in the hot sun that scorched the bluffs.


  “Very well, Gwenneth, how old are---“ James was looking right at a raised hand.


  “A lady never tells, only offers. Be sure, I am younger than all of you and that is all need be said on the matter.” She smiled, concentrated, and resumed her hovering flight.


  “You count years by what, the seasons that pass?” Saberrak seemed confused.


  “By the winters, yes, in the south if you do not have a calendar to follow. There are thirteen months, three of winter, three spring, three of summer, one harvest month, and three autumn. Four weeks made up of seven days each makes a month. Three hundred sixty four days a year. Out of curiosity, how old are you gray one?” Gwenneth felt responsible for anything to do with mathematics, writing, or anything involving learning, her growing up in an academy left many instincts. She assumed Saberrak had no idea of such things.


  “Eleven winters.”


  “You are only eleven years old? How is that possible?” Gwenne was baffled, looking at the seven and a half foot beast of a horned warrior, who seemed rather well grown and mature for such an age, despite their differences.


  “I fought in the arena my first time at seven seasons, escaped nearly four winters later. The oldest minotaur in Unlinn died at thirty one years, and he could barely eat anymore the last two. How old do humans live, anyway? And elves and dwarves?” Saberraks statements put a somber cloud over the company, everyone deep in thought on many things involving life, time, and each other.


  “Oldest man I heard of was one hundred ten, an old sage in Hurne.” James marched on, head down, not wanting to think that his friend had less than a few decades left of life. Shame hit his throat, knowing he had wasted half a minotaurs’ days drunk.


  “There are elders in Kilikala that are nearing their eight hundredth year.” Shinayne lowered her chin a bit, feeling sadness creep over her. She quickened her pace up the hills.


  “My father lived to be over two centuries, but some dwarves last until nearin’ about two hundred fifty on occasion. I knew this priest once, he was---“ Zen felt the stare from Gwenneth, a stare that said be silent now or else, without a word. Zen picked up his steps to try and catch Shinayne and James, quietly. “Well, time to climb then, look at that hill.”


  “Seems that minotaurs just don’t live long then, eh? Someone has to be the first to go, just let me go out with my horns low, the enemy defeated and bloody, and a full stomach.” Saberrak the gray huffed out his chest, striding up with the elf, laughing to keep up the spirits of his friends who obviously had much on their minds now.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  His hand was trembling, the feather quill gave it away. He looked up toward the woman he had known since birth, reluctant to sign his name to the parchment that would place her in power over the kingdom of Willborne. It was not right, he shook his head, trying to maintain his breath. He felt the stares of a red minotaur, a burned priest of the old customs, and Lady Katrina. His lordly blood knew she had a small claim, descended from her father’s birthrights to the throne, yet he would never have guessed it would be her to take the crown, or even dare try. And never had he or any of the nobles present at Willborne Keep here and now, dreamed that Rynnth, the dragon of Willborne, would ever awaken.


  “Lord Caullin, you are thinking much on the matter. There are twelve lords to sign, and ten already have. What is it that perplexes you?” Katrina beamed her red unearthly gaze into the face of the old man. She stood as a soldier, at attention, helm under her arm, more intimidating than any of them could recall. She knew it, her glare and her presence were different, more than human.


  “There were twenty three nobles here, young Katrina, you have majority since you have executed eleven of them.” Lord Caullin thought deep, if we could muster a force to take her here and the dragon down in time, or will this signing mean the end, or maybe...”


  “I could make it twelve, Lord Caullin.”


  “I have but less than a decade of life to live, threats do not sway me as much as intention. You came here uninvited, killed many men, and brought this demonic winged beast as enforcement. I merely wish to know, why?”


  “The kingdom cannot abide more decline, more turning the people toward Alden and other false Gods, nor more wasted years where old men do nothing but let all crumble with them. It is time, like it or no, now sign.”


  “You mean war then, but with whom? Who has truly been our enemy? Chazzrynn. Harlaheim, Shanador, the dwarves in the mountains? Who?” The old Lord put down the quill, resigning that he at least wanted answers in his age, his pride shone.


  “All of them.”


  “You are insane, Katrina. Times have changed. Where we were once the center of the continent and kingdoms, now we are but a memory of old ways to a growing world around us, and---“


  Her three steps were slow, yet precise, her longsword drew on the third and slashed across Lord Caullin’s chest, shoulder to shoulder, deep and bone scraping. The parchment now splattered with fresh blood over the old and dried from earlier, fell from the table as Caullin fell back over with his chair and died. Katrina picked the paper up. She stood, glaring at the remaining Lord to sign the decree, the young and mighty Lord Waylen, and gently set it down in front of him at the long curved table. He was the last, as he was the rightful monarch of the favored ruling families and keeper of the founding lands in Willborne.


  The eleven men remaining, their guards, and their close advisors and family all stood and drew every shape of hidden edge. The anger on their faces was stoic and real, until Rynnth growled and opened one red eye halfway outside the doors. The men sat back down, quickly recalling their others being fed to this creature just recently.


  “Our flag and banners are of a sword and curled dragon, the two very things that forged this kingdom back thousands of years ago. Our eyes, green like the hills and valleys. Our hair, blonde like the bluffs and sun that warms us. We are the people of Agara, we are the center of this realm and its kingdoms. Long has all of this been forgotten, long have you counted your coins and peasants as Willborne fades away. No more. It is the month of Uhmm, the month of the dragon, and as you can see, Rynnth is here with us.” Katrina pointed out the guarded grand doors to the courtyard where an immense curled black wyrm lay basking in the sun. The lords here needed no reminding of the scaled horror outside the keep, none dared look.


  “She demands fealty, her worship assumed en masse once more, and vengeance for those that have slain her children in Bailey. And I will ensure she is appeased, for I am the sword of the dragon, and I am the blade of Willborne!” She raised her bloody blade, over the trails of crimson across the stone floor where Faldrune the red and Veuric had dragged the slaughtered bodies to be fed to Rynnth, and high with the banners of her kingdom.


  The young lord signed his name and offered it to Katrina’s outstretched hand. He looked to the other lords at the curved dragontail table, made of etched stone and wood, ancient and huge much like the keep of the founders they sat in. The banners sat still, the white and red cloth with a black sword and sleeping dragon, it had meant so little to he and the others all these years. Now, it was but a fearsome reality. He felt little decision here, sign, or die at the hands of those before him who now held the power by act of aggression.


  “So it is signed and so it be known, that on this eighteenth day of Uhmm, three hundred forty five years After the Deluge, in the kingdom of Willborne, the Lords noble have affirmed the crown to its rightful heir. By decree of the majority, by the blessing of Rynnth, Katrina Rendell, daughter of the late Lord Lyrus Rendell, shall be named sovereign over this realm. In old custom, the rites of the dragon shall be upheld by all Lords of Willborne, and will consummate the crowning of the Queen henceforth. Signed, by lords Jurriet, Lagaharne, Tormonde, Beallich, Undry, Rahander, Haget, Dimiste, Griffithson, Fiorning, and Waylen. So it is stated, so it is honored, so it is done.”


  Katrina read the words, always hoping for this one day, killing and fighting for it since her father’s death many years ago. She had been named Katrina Willborne by her own sellsword army, since she was the only noble still fighting for their kingdom. Her title and reputation as but a mercenary had grown since these nobles never shed her a silver coin for her actions, so she collected from other kingdoms to survive. Now, the lack of applause, the fear instead of glory, and the silence in the sacred keep of her forefathers was menacing. Blood stained the stones, half the nobility slain by her sword with an ages old dragon at the doors that she was bound to, the power she now held seemed hollow and not truly hers. She felt this all through senses not her own, through eyes glazed with Rynnth’s, and with force of death rather than pride.


  Young Lord Waylen approached with a jeweled crown of diamonds and gold upon a golden tasseled and folded flag of age old cloth. “I, Lord Valistor Waylen, by the noble right passed to me, do hereby offer you the crown and ruling banner of Willborne. May you bring, a new…age and joy..to our lands with your…rule.” He knew this would not last, the others around him likely scheming Katrina’s demise even now, as he was. The men they had present, perhaps a few hundred, would not live long against the dragon, not now anyway.


  “Ithrixis, sanranix, vool ada voomix urr.”


  “The magnificent Rynnth has asked for the goblets of those noble lords present, to be brought forth to her.” Veuric spoke, his voice devoid of emotion or conflict, his charred face sporting but one working eye. He drew a knife from his tattered robes of black and red, and bowed his head as he walked toward the outstretched clawed hand of the dragon.


  Without hesitation, Katrina took a knee and bowed her head. Faldrune the red minotaur took cup by silver cup to the dragon and the priest. The slight cut upon scaled claws drained deep rich blood into the goblets, and the minotaur walked with the same crimson glare in his eyes to place them before the lords of Willborne.


  The faces of disgust were barely hidden, revulsions and fidgeting whispers from blue blooded men encircled the dragontail table. A meeting place for thousands of years, for the fathers and father’s fathers of these ruling men, and each one felt the sting of what they were being forced into. Finally, someone broke the almost silence.


  “I will not drink the blood of this dragon, I will not. To hell with you Katrina, and your pets!” Lord Haget, long gray braids swaying in step with a hulking yet venerable man, slammed his fist down as he passed the table. “Well come on then, will you all give in to this folly? Who is with me?”


  “I am!” Lord Rahander and his three sons and a few men at arms turned behind him and began to walk out the side columns to the exit opposite the dragon.


  “And I!” Lord Beallich, walking stick in hand, assisted by his daughters to keep in step and stand up from his chair, shuffled out the same passage.


  “Lord Waylen, surely you come with us?! What delays you? Loyalty to this terror and treasonous woman? Fear of a beast? Come now, you are the rightful heir and ruler here, not her.” The Lords placated and pleaded as they bravely avoided confrontation.


  “Tiavixan, urthrix andas ul orixtranius.”


  “Rynnth says let them leave. Minotaur, close the doors behind them.” Veuric sheathed his knife and spoke calm.


  The shadow of the giant winged black serpent left the front doors, tail sliding along stone behind her. The steps echoed the sides of the keep, and men hung their heads, paralyzed with fear. They heard the door slam shut from Faldrune the red. They heard the gasps, then the pleading. All heard scrambling and screams from men and women outside the stone walls as if it were right in front of them. Then the sound of a thousand wooden homes suddenly in flames, and the terrorized agony of those being burned in a gout of fire and ash, and moments later the smell of charred flesh and bone swept in from open windows.


  “Let me be the first to drink from my cup, so that the dragon be appeased and honored.” Valistor Waylen, the one who may have been king of Willborne, drank his goblet down, every horrid drop. He looked to the other lords, each following in turn around the table, each gagging as they swallowed.


  Veuric began a hymn or chant of some origin they all seemed suddenly familiar with, yet had never heard before nor understood. The dragon snaked her head inside the double doors, watching as the eyes of the remaining nobility met her gaze and turned as crimson. They sang the words that they had not known, in a language not their own. Katrina placed the crown upon her brow, singing in tune with the rest, and knelt before Rynnth.


  “All hail Queen Katrina!” The room filled with the repeated chant in the Agarian tongue.


  “Tuvyeras, higithix uhrdes uloith andas uolixis!”


  “My queen, her magnificence says she has heard dwarven prayers in the mountains to the north. She says it is those that killed her children. You must go.” Veuric bowed to his new queen and to Rynnth.


  “As she commands. Faldrune, with me.” Katrina marched toward the dragon, bowing before beginning the long climb from arm to wing, to spiny ridge to scaled seat behind her neck. She had so much to do here, so much for the kingdom, yet the will of her mistress ruled out any of her own desires. They were but fleeting feelings deep under where none could see. She could not contest and do as she pleased.


  “My queen, where do you go?” Lord Waylen, still in mild disbelief over what had happened, perhaps in shock like many of the remaining lords, looked at the armored woman on the back of the great wyrm.


  “Gather your men, I demand ten of your finest knights on horse. Ten each. We go to avenge the deaths of the children of Rynnth, to the north!”


  The dragon roared, took flight, and circled Willborne Keep while the eight nobles organized their men. Her draconic hearing kept focused to the north, where prayers were being shouted from high, echoing like whispers, in the dwarven tongue. She felt it, the pain of her lost children upon the voice from the north, she knew exactly who it was, and where they were.
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  “Vun das Vundren eirim entik Vundren!” Zen slammed his warhammer into the rock cliff once more, a flash of light and a spark, then more rubble loosed and tumbled into the valley. His prayers held power, he was throwing more stone down upon their enemies than even the minotaur could with the help of James Andellis.


  Saberrak heaved from his side of the trap they had set, James grunting and pushing with his back. Bovine muscles rippled with bulging veins and strength from under his gray hide. The boulder teetered, then rolled ever slowly, and finally over the precipice and into the same valley below. Between the fingers of the foothills in the Misathi Mountains, small avalanche after wave of rolling red rock smashed into the hunters from Devonmir. Their trail was blocked.


  “They are splitting up, thirty or more around the south pass with dogs, twice that marching north to cut us off. Time to move!” Shinayne yelled from her clifftop with Zen and Gwenneth, over across to James and Saberrak. She received the nods that they had heard her.


  The valleys grew more rough, the climbs steeper and rockier, and little foliage could be seen as they traveled west into the Misathi. The five companions met up minutes later, pursued up through the fingers, and soon on their north and south sides by those that wanted them dead from Devonmir. Unforgiving red stone, jagged steps, and never an obvious trail to follow, they searched for the valley of Deadman’s Pass through the heights to no avail. The half day lead they once had was lost in the twisting foothills and treacherous bluffs and cliffs of the mountains that none of them knew.


  “Just head west, look for the biggest valley, and let us hope tis’ the right one.” Zen was nearing exhaustion. He had traveled down the Bori Mountains fleeing ogre before, but never ran up and through high peaks to escape anything. The effort was more than he imagined and the heat was cooking him inside his steel plate armor.


  Gwenneth was sweating, walking now as the effort of floating was too hard in the brutal clime. She looked to the rock, heat rising in myriad ripples in the afternoon sun. “We need water, to hells with the valley, find me water.”


  “Food. I am starving, what do we hunt?” Saberrak snorted as he jumped over another rock ledge and peered toward the west.


  “If I am not mistaken, we still have three groups of soldiers and slavers from our friends back east on our trail. We killed maybe twenty or more and slowed them in the foothills, but we will be surrounded by nightfall if we do not push on.” James was irritable, frustrated with all the running, wanting a fight, a rest, or both. His mind drifted to the cold of Chazzrynn, the wine and the food. He gritted his teeth in his steps, forcing thoughts of the bottle out.


  Barking in the distance, the yelling of men to hounds and then each other, and they all knew it was close. The echoes in the rock swept depths and mountainsides would not give hint of which direction their enemies would emerge from first, yet they were being tracked by smell and losing time. Fatigue set in, lack of water and shade took their toll on all but Saberrak and Shinayne. One tireless beyond any of his kind, and the other having grown in the heat of her homeland, they urged their friends further west. Their steps turned to stumbling, one foot in front of the other in the Misathi became a chore they could endure little longer.


  Hours passed, the voices that surrounded on just the other side of this outcropping or the next vale of hot red stone could have been their end. Even the minotaur and the elf were slowing. The sun passed overhead and began a slow and agonizing descent into the east, their backs taking the burden of its rays, and shadows began to grow as the wind awoke in the valleys of the Misathi.


  “Water! A stream ahead, thank Siril!” Shinayne saw it first, not a stream as she had thought, but a strong flowing tributary of the Garalan River. Deep blue water, fresh in sight and smell, she ran with her friends in tow.


  Words would not come of the dry mouths that knelt down to drink. Gwenneth would never have drank from a river in Vallakazz, yet on all fours she was, right next to Zen, James, and Saberrak. Zen’s helmet was passed back and forth as all five travelers doused themselves time and again. Steam rose from James and the dwarf as cool water hit scorched steel armor. Bits of sand and silt, the aftertaste of algae and fish, none of it bothered any of them as they began filling waterskins, refreshed. Then they all took notice of Shinayne, knee deep in the running river, hand held up as she gazed across.


  She stared, not wanting to make a sudden move, and it stared back. The river splashed and gurgled along, echoes piqued its ears in the distance, yet the gaze across thirty feet of water would not break. On either side of this creature were poles, tall and ornate carved bone three times her elven height. On top of each was a skull, far too large for a human, perhaps three times that size, but covered in bony protrusions akin to small demonic horns. Feathers and fetishes dangled from the pole, the horns, and seemed to warn the elf not to enter. Polished and clean, the empty eye sockets of black wanted to watch her, but nothing was inside as Shinayne could tell from here. They marked the entrance to an immense valley, half mile across or more, littered with ivory bones of this and that. Nothing moved besides vultures and crows that fought from air and land for a spot in the coming shade.


  “What is that, elf?” Saberrak gruffed quietly, water and sweat streaming from his chin.


  “I believe it is a Lewirja, a tribal and savage nomadic creature that I have only heard of from Lavress.” Shinayne looked upon the creature still, its feline eyes from behind a mess of straw like black hair were watching her with intense curiosity. It stared from under the poles by the river. The head was round and feline, soft tan fur and red warpaints, round ears that poked above the hair, and a masculine body above a four legged lion frame below. Its tail flapped from side to side, curling every now and then to reveal a bob of hair on the end. Its paws crunching in the stone as its claws played from furred feet, it raised one hand to mimick the elf across the river. In its arms was a sharp stone hammer tied with woven sinew to a bone handle and an animal hide of some sort that it had just filled with water.


  “Looks like a centaur, but made from a lion and a man. Is it dangerous?” Gwenneth stood next to them now, having never seen anything like this nor read about it.


  “Lavress told me they were mostly found in the plains to the north, but that they were friendly and wonderful scouts.”


  “Lavress, this is the elf you love, the one we never found that you see in your dreams?” Saberrak huffed, rarely trusting what others said, especially ones he had never met.


  “Yes, horned one, that would be him. Enough of this, we haven’t the time to waste.” Shinayne waded across low points in the river, slowly, and her allies followed her steps.


  Almost across, and Azenairk Thalanaxe saw it, the foreboding entrance to Deadman’s Pass. There could be no mistaking it as anything but. “The pass, there it is! We are not so lost after all then, thank Vundren, a thousand thanks to God!”


  “Looks rather menacing, like a giant warning not to enter. Is anyone other than me having second thoughts about cutting through the mountains?” James looked down the valley, saw bones, some as tall as he. The poles were over fifteen feet tall and topped with those demonic skulls, he wondered who would have put them there and why.


  “Greetings, I am Shinayne T’Sarrin of Kilikala.” The highborne elven noble bowed and placed her hands together in front of the lion man.


  “Greely I emma shinby yin samm irrin alakakaka kalkaka.” The creature retorted, no one understood a word.


  “It does not speak Agarian. Let me try sylvan. Auoth drenar tuvaya awoon, Shinayne T’sarrin dua Kilikala.” She spoke the native tongue of the forests and fey. The orange and brown eyes and canine filled mouth just smiled back, nodding.


  “Awwath drennbar tuva tuwoon shinby yin samm irrin alakakaka kalkaka.” The four legged feline savage moved closer, smiling as it spoke.


  “Shinayne, it is simply mimicking what you say, perhaps it does not speak a language.” Gwenneth spoke up, the creature moved over and began sniffing her robes.


  It pounded its chest twice. “Dalli…Unn.” Then it pointed to the clouds that were far off to the east, and then to his eyes above his smooth featured nose.


  “Dalliunn…cloud…watcher?” Zen guessed at the beast and it smiled and purred, padding over to him with wide eyes. It patted its very human looking yet furry hand on his head and then trotted into the valley past the guardian totems. It stopped, waved for them to follow, and then turned and ran some more. It stopped again, tail curling with excitement, and waited for them to follow.


  “It seems, Dalliunn Cloudwatcher, wishes us, or at least me, to follow him. It is a him, right?” Zen peeked down, yes, a him indeed.


  “Are we truly going to trust this thing? How do we know it won’t lead us into a trap or eat us or something?” Gwenneth commented snidely, searching for a better solution as she looked around to the darkening peaks.


  “It likely knows this area better than we do, I have a good feeling from it, Dalliunn I mean. I say follow.” Shinayne trusted her instincts and spoke it aloud.


  “Agreed.”


  “Same here.”


  James and Saberrak looked to the maze of cliffs and encroaching shadows, both knowing at night they would be traveling blind.


  “Come Gwenneth, cheer up and let’s follow a lion man into a cursed valley that no one ever makes it through alive. Ye’ cannot be sayin’ this is anything but interesting thus far.” Zen swatted his wizardly friend on the rump and started ahead toward the awaiting lewirja.


  Sloshing steps hit dry mountain valley as the five companions followed their guide into Deadman’s Pass. Gwenne smiled, having no arguable stand against the sentiments of her dwarven friend, it has indeed been an adventure. She looked up to the totems, feeling they were watching, hearing them whisper in some long lost foul cursed tongue, yet when she stared and stopped, nothing. The wind howled, the fetishes danced in the air, and the sun began its fall from the sky to the eastern horizon. The two moons came out to play in the darkening sky, yet deep in the valley trail, no one could see.


  



   


  Kaya III:II


  Cliffs North of Devonmir, Harlaheim-Shanador Border


  “Still… behind… us?” Norrice gasped with every breath. The pain in his ribs, his lungs, and his legs was excruciating. He could barely keep one foot in front of the other as they ran, up hills, over blufftops, and around cliffs that never ended.


  “Yes…all..of them. Keep up, this crest is it? Which…way?” Kaya T’Vellon was holding Norrice up with his arm draped over her shoulder. Filthy and dirty they both were, injured and running for days and nights without rest.


  “Left, left would be….west. Old bridge…there…over into…Shanador. We get…there…and..”


  “Cut the…ropes, I …know. Don’t look back…Capitan.” Kaya peeked over her shoulder, a quick glance. Chalas Kalaza, Rinicus, twenty Devonmir soldiers, and thirty or more of the White Spider with them, not a quarter mile behind. She knew at her best, in close quarters, on a truly lucky day, she could not take half this many.


  “What of the other two that…were….with us? Prisoners?” Norrice thought he knew which way into Shanador, yet being chased and in the dark of night he had gotten them lost several times. Their two escaped slave comrades had fallen into a chasm this morning, and Chalas and the White Spider had come upon them quickly.


  “No. I see their heads on the minotaur’s belt. Do not think of it, just keep focused on getting to the bridge.” Kaya knew they had minutes, maybe an hour, unless they made it to a safe point where they could not be reached, somewhere they could make an impasse.


  “Oh God, oh Alden, please God help us!” Norrice began to whimper, his legs giving out every third step as Kaya drug him along. She had no idea where to go, having never been this far north before.


  “No time for that, Capitan of Saint Erinsburg, we must make it to the others and to your Lord Cristoff, right? Now keep moving, you have to protect me.” Kaya was trying to rally his spirits, calling to whatever bravado he had left, hoping he would not just collapse and give up. Any chivalry or heroism he had left, she pulled for it with her words, for every time he wailed, she knew she was one step closer to being all alone.


  “Cristoff, my lord, yes!” Norrice thought of his lord, likely fighting against the king in Saint Erinsburg for vengeance and glory. His vision started to fade.


  Their legs kept going, speeds too fast for such fatigue, they slid halfway down an incline past another bluff. “And the others, heading west, we have to meet them, right?”


  “Gwenneth, the elf, Saberrak and Sir James of Chazzrynn, and yes, the dwarf with the key to the cursed mines! We are coming! We have to warn them of Chalas and the lords of Devonmir, and..” Norrice gained some burst of energy in his delirium, running alone and as fast as Kaya.


  “The bridge! Here it is, run Kaya, run!”


  The woman known as Jade of the West for the White Spider, once the Lady of Southwind Keep in Chazzrynn, slowed her pace as she cleared the apex of the cliff, so far from home. She looked to the lands below her, hundreds of feet above an incredible view over Harlaheim and Shanador. Clouds raced, the setting sun beamed rays of heat onto the beautiful landscape, and she could see the distant Misathi peaks to the west and the swamps of Kar Nossos to the north and east. She saw Norrice slow as well, and she felt her eye tear, then the other. The bridge had posts, a base over from this cliff and another on the other side, but nothing in between anymore. They had nowhere to go.


  “It was here, it was here, I know it was…I was here once! Damn you! Why, why, why!!??” Norrice collapsed, his sword fell to the rocky precipice, sobbing on a small mountain of rock with the other side hundreds of feet across. It was a sheer drop, or back.


  Kaya caught her breath. She wiped her eyes, knowing now was not the time. “Up on your feet Capitan Norrice, on your feet.” She lifted him to his knees only, he would not go higher. No towns had been in their path, nowhere to hide in the barren hills and highlands, and now, they were indeed trapped.


  “I am sorry, Kaya. I do not even know you, truly.” He sniffled, wiping his reddened eyes and sunburnt face. Dirt and sweat covered his scruff of a beard.


  “Nor I you, but it is time for bravery, not this. I know you have it in you, stand with me, please.” Kaya lifted him up the rest of the way, he obliged.


  “You saved me, all of us, but me for certain. And here I lead us to a bridge that is no longer there, to our deaths. Who are you, all masked and deadly then?”


  “You did well, very well and very brave. I could not have made it without you. I am, well was, the Lady of Southwind, in Chazzrynn. Lady Kaya T’Vellon.” She drew her shortblade, tightened the strap of leather a bit more on her razored buckler, and threw her black cloth mask to the ground. The wind took it off the cliff.


  “Well, my lady, I am Norrice Fevrand, born and raised in Saint Erinsburg and Capitan for Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third. May I kiss the hand of a lady before I die?” Norrice picked up his sword, knelt, and after a nod from the southern swordswoman before him, he kissed her hand.


  “I was really starting to like all of these adventurous heroics, I might add.” Kaya saw the horns come up the trail, then the menacing glare of Chalas Kalaza. Thirty crossbows aimed at them, Rinicus and his slicked and sheen hair and goatee followed. Then the helms of the Devonmir soldiers shown, marching in line behind the rest.


  “I must agree. Do not go without a fight?” Norrice looked with his tired brown eyes into the steel blues of this lady, hoping for an affirmation.


  “I am with you. Well met, Norrice of Harlaheim.” Kaya tinged her blade to his.


  “Well met, Lady Kaya T’Vellon of Chazzrynn.” Norrice looked to the semicircle forming, Chalas Kalaza in the center, greatsword at his side.


  He looked to the black scorch marks on his brown hide, to the wounds from Saberrak, any weakness Norrice could see. For a moment he paused, the glare from eyes and lowered horns of the minotaur stopping him in his tracks. The silence was deafening to them both, and even the men behind began to look to the minotaur and the fugitives for something, a word, a motion. Nothing.


  “Where are the rest? Where is Saberrak?” The voice of the brown gladiator was like death itself, death was displeased.


  “We have no idea.” Norrice stared back, hands shaking, he swished his longsword through the air once in a show of bravery and flair. He looked over the edge, too far too fall, two or three hundred feet on jagged rocks straight down. The wind picked up, tensing everyone around on the dangerous plateau.


  “Rinicus, you said we had them. I assumed we had them all.” Displeasure again, like a demon lived inside, the words were so hollow.


  “I am no scout in the wilderness, I have---“


  “I forgot to mention, I met with Cadius before the match with the two headed ogre.” Chalas smiled.


  “I do not care, what does that have to do with---“


  The sword lifted up, Chalas did not even look fully to his left. He swung out, severed heads on his belt looking off in death, and a third head felt the edge of his blade. Blood sprayed out the neck of Rinicus, his body falling to the stone, head at the same time, separated. Chalas kicked the body, then the head, over the cliff.


  “Now Kaya, traitor to the White Spider, not that I care. I will kill you quickly if you tell me where Saberrak and---“


  “I said, we do not know. Are you deaf you ugly focking son of a cow?” Norrice smiled, shaking, intimidated. He raised his sword, placed two hands on the hilt, and charged.


  Kaya did not anticipate it, no one did. No one but Chalas Kalaza the brown minotaur gladiator of Unlinn saw through the insult. Norrice swung out from his lunge, a midair leap, his sword coming down straight into the face of the minotaur. All stared at the glorious and fearless charge.


  Clang!


  “Aaaarrgghhh!, aaarrrgghhh!…ahhh…”


  Norrice felt the blades meet, then his face get grabbed by a huge minotaur hand, and then the pain of steel through his gut and out the back. Something was twisting as everything went black.


  Slap, slap, thud, clang


  Chalas tore with one hand and turned with his blade, then threw the two pieces of Norrice to the ground, the skull breaking onto the stone when it hit. Blood poured in a small stream down off the cliff. He looked to Kaya T’Vellon.


  “I will ask one more time.” Blood splattered, tired, injured, Chalas was beyond patience and rage. Only death and answers were left.


  She looked to the masked faces staring and their crossbows aimed, those that once feared her. Then her eyes looked to the still bodies of Rinicus below and Norrice before her, then to Chalas Kalaza. She had no words, nothing but an empty sorrow at life’s end. She smiled, knowing at least she had felt a short glimmer of what her father was, heroic. The last three days of rescue and escape for others, against Johnas and his branded killers, had invoked more smiles behind her mask than the last decade of her life. That feeling she would take with her, for no one could have it. They would not have the pleasure.


  Kaya backed up a step, sheathed her shortblade, and jumped. The air rushed, her hair whipping around her face, the feeling was exhilarating, terrifying. She smiled. Then it was over.


  Chalas looked over the edge, sheathing his blade without cleaning it. He saw the head of Rinicus, the body, both smashed hundreds of feet down on the wicked rocks. He saw Kaya T’Vellon, arms spread out, legs twisted, broken body unmoving the same, far below. He turned to the men.


  “I am your Domenarch, as Cadius has likely already informed you in secret. You listen to me now, and me alone. Back to Devonmir. And kill these Devonmir soldiers, they have seen too much.” The brown gladiator had too many disappointments, too much anger unspent, and too many injuries to carry on further. He knew, however, he had a gray minotaur to find, and a match to finish.


  Deep in the bluffs of eastern Harlaheim, the crossbows rained into Devonmir men. Throats were slit, bodies were tossed over the edge, and Chalas Kalaza stewed every step back to the arenas. For him, it was not over. It had just begun.


  



   


  Shinayne III:I


  Deadman’s Pass, Misathi Mountains


  The white moon, half full in ivory radiance, slowly fell to the north as the sliver of larger green, Gimmor, followed behind. Pinks and oranges touched the western sky, showing the mountains for the first time at dawn. Cold breezes began to dwindle, patches of fog lay quiet in the valleys of the pass below, and the barren lands of the Misathi were still. Shinayne stood, on the ridge among many in every direction, and closed her eyes.


  She felt her friends, fast asleep, safe for now. Nothing, not a bird nor animal nor enemy, stirred within eyesight. Her vision widened, elven vision from within, and she felt the heartbeats and breaths of those in the camp in the valley. James was troubled and tired. Gwenneth at peace, yet her staff was never resting in its own small enchanted mind. Saberrak was pretending to sleep, she could tell by his mind and thoughts on Annar, his life, and this journey. He struggled with focus, anger, his family somewhere, and visions of Chalas Kalaza. Azenairk was restless in his dreams, searching alone for his father, for the mines, and hunted as he went every wrong way. Birds. Dalliunn Cloudwatcher, if that would be his name in Agarian, dreamt of birds dropping feathers that he would catch and put in his hair. Just birds.


  The highborne elf smiled, concentrating on banishing dark dreams and thoughts from the minds of her friends. She imagined light shining upon their troubles, Siril guiding them to freedom from their worry, and tried to send them positive emotion to replace the shadows over them. Shinayne knew it was a far advanced meditation and prayer that her race could achieve after many centuries, yet she felt as to try, so she did.


  Carice slid from its scabbard with her right, Elicras, the shortsword to match, in her left. Her breathing slowed as to barely be seen as one constant rhythm, as she was taught in the Junael forests, many years ago. Her soft boots were as one with her feet, legs, and whole body as she stepped forward along the ridge of the Misathi with eyes shut. Not a sound, not a flinch, just a silent dance as blades slashed in harmony with her being. Her form was perfect, left to right, twisting, turning, the air moving with her and around her as she placed one foot in front of the other and cut at imaginary foes. Then she stopped, arms on guard, her stance rested, face to the rising sun. She hummed ever so faint, hearing the song of her blades in return, deep in Simnorri trance.


  Her feelings and senses grew, she heard and felt it all. The men, wicked and fearful behind them, they had stopped at the totems at the entrance to the pass. The skulls were watching them, they had spirits of malcontent encircling them, hundreds she saw. Some of the dark forms were leaving, passing high in the sky to somewhere south in the mountains, as if sending messages back and forth. A few passed overhead, inspecting from their dead realm, she and her companions, and then carrying on. Shinayne saw their black forms speak and whisper to one another, yet in a tongue she could not place. They seemed and sounded angry, disturbed, hateful even. Yet, they touched not nor made contact with anything or anyone, simply traveled back and forth, circling their pursuers more than her friends. Watching, always returning to the skulled poles.


  Stretching out, curious as to the destination of these dark spectres, the elven swordswoman looked further, deeper, and farther all around her. Hidden tunnels in the mountains, figures she could feel but not see into the stone mountainside. Men dismounting horses, many armed men to the south beginning a climb into the Misathi. They were fearful of the sky, something there, high above. A dragon.


  As much as she wished to reach her love to Lavress Tilaniun, wherever he may be, Shinayne T’Sarrin stopped her meditation as soon as she realized that the men were being driven to find them, and the force behind those orders was a dragon who was but a day south in the same mountains. She had felt revenge, fire, and a dominating force of evil from the winged beast, and those that rode her. She sheathed her sacred elven blades, and ran down the ridge into the valley pass.


  “Up, awake, on your feet.” She tapped and shoved each of her comapnions, even the lewirja guide who hissed at her, still half asleep.


  “What is it Shinayne, I was having a good dream about…you…actually…odd.” Gwenneth stood, dusting off her robes and looking around for the staff of Imoch, her staff, never too far away.


  “Up everyone, up, on your feet.”


  “Damn it elf, you never let us relax in the mornings, always something. I was having a dream too, hunting, you were there, it was a deer and---“Saberrak stopped, wondering why they both had dreamt of the elf, he and Gwenne.


  “It worked then, wonderful. I even impress myself at times. Yet, we have foul spirits, soldiers from the south, the east, and even a dragon stalking us today. Seems we shall be busy indeed, no time, let’s go.” Shinayne packed her things quickly, then rushed over to Dalliunn Cloudwatcher.


  “We need to go…ummm…fast…through the pass, valley, you know what I mean. And we will need to…ahhhh….hide.” Her hand gestures went from fast fingers, to a pointed hand into the pass, then to crawling those fingers into a hole made by her other hand.


  “Rilllian ribbbias, ahk ahk, ulllierrri! Ahk, ahk!” The lewirja stood on all four paws, nodding and talking very fast. It had no idea what this elf said, nor what the fingers meant, but she seemed worried. He sniffed the air, smelled humans from the place of the setting sun, he knew she wanted to leave. He told her that he would let the clouds guide him, but he did not think she understood him either.


  “Did he understand you Shinayne?” Saberrak hoisted his greataxe, then the other enchanted one, choosing to keep them out, just in case.


  “I do not know, I think so.”


  “So we are going to follow him again, into this place further, and we do not know if he understood us?” James was finishing putting his tabard and blue sash over his chainmail and strapping on his broadsword all at the same time.


  “Looks that way, don’t it? Ha, this is getting’ more fun by the day I tell ya’.” Zen put his blessed dragonhelm, pounded his breastplate and tugged, all was as it should be. He hefted his warhammer over his shoulder and checked his pouch for the box with the deed, dust, and key. It was there still.


  “Fun? Trapsing through a bone littered valley pass, being hunted and stalked, and the elf having her delusions, I mean visions, again? No, this is not what I would regard as, fun.” Gwenneth concentrated after stating her opinions, and lifted a foot off the ground, startling the lewirja. She tried not to laugh as he looked to her feet, the ground, then to her feet and quickly touched the air between, amazed at the flying woman.


  “Those delusions you speak of, I recall them warning us of a hundred or more salisan lizardmen hunting us on Soujan Mountain.” Shinayne ran ahead, Saberrak with her, heading west as Dalliunn passed them. His four legs were far faster than any of them, yet he paused from time to time to let them catch up.


  “Indeed, indeed. I wish they were wrong more often, in truth.”


  “Be glad they are not, this dragon is wicked and four times the size of the two we killed, larger than Ansharr.” Shinayne heard the sound of running through mountain valley, bones crunching beneath, and the huffing breaths of her comapnions in the early morning hours. She heard the silence as well, and hoped that what she had seen did not find them.


  Half the day passed, Saberrak never leaving her side. There was a rhythm to his breathing and hers, to their steps, even to the way they scouted and searched as they traveled. Besides her training in Kilikala, and a bit of travel with Lavress, Shinayne had never felt as akin to anyone out in the open wilderness as the gray minotaur. Something about his demeanor, his senses, perhaps his constant prowress in battle that mirrored her own thoughts, she was not sure. Yet, having him run alongside her, ahead of the rest, calmed her and set her mind at ease and peace with the world and the dangers it held. The bond was undeniable, strange as it was, and would seem so to anyone who was to know. Yet, a lady must have her secrets, so no one would.


  Dalliunn Cloudwatcher had been missing for nearly an hour, then appeared, bludgeoned goat over his back as he padded toward the rest. He threw it down, then some dark brown roots, then some prickly worms from his hand. “Shim, shim, julli jumma.”


  “I believe we are going to eat, let us do so in the shade, however.” Shinayne pointed to a curling outcropping under a cliff, where the sun could not invade. The hairy lion-man trotted over, understanding the coming heat all too well.


  “First, I will not eat that. Second, are you sure he does not understand you, seems he does, or is it just me?” Gwenne Lazlette flicked her long black locks over her dark blue traveling robes, then lifted her hair off her smoldering neck as she settled to the ground.


  “Do not be rude, Gwenneth, it may be an insult to his culture or something. I think you could use some mountaingoat with spiny worm and root sauce, might do you well.” James laughed, pulling his waterskin from his side and walking toward the shade.


  “I simply have a way with beasts is all, right Saberrak?” Shinayne snickered.


  “Careful elf, careful.” Saberrak helped the lewirja place the dead wood and bones into a small bundle, then watched as the savage lion-man began rubbing a stick to a piece of stone with sparkling bits in it. Within seconds, a spark, then a smolder, and a flame was flickering and growing.


  “I am impressed Dalliunn Cloudwatcher. I learned that from me father when I was little, took me two hours and much huffin’ and puffin’. That was quick.” Zen patted the beast on the shoulder and received a lick on the face for it.


  “Great, it can make fire. It also pisses on every tenth stone it passes, and covered a small hole with rocks after it shat this morning. I am still not eating that goat, no matter how many worms or plants he pastes on it. Tell it to wash its hands first, for your own sakes.” Gwenneth sat down, chewing on some week old dried salted pork from Devonmir. Her face soured, and she threw it into the sunlit valley. A crow was on it by third bounce, and it took off into the air.


  “Relax Gwenneth Lazlette, we will make it to Evermont in Shanador soon enough. Just through these mountains and head north is what Ansharr told us. Then, you will be able to rest in a large educated city for a bit.” Shinayne looked to the gutted goat, yes, all the organs were being cooked and Dalliunn was scraping the hair off as it burned. To spite Gwenne, she did not flinch, though the smell was awful indeed.


  “How far was this again?” Gwenne covered her mouth and nose from the rank smoke of charred goat hair, and tried not to look.


  “A month.”


  “Oh by all the Gods and Godesses, I will never survive this.”


  “Yes you will now, have some goat, for strength.” James took the piece that the lewirja offered and bit into it. He chewed, the flavor was salty, the meat rare, yet the paste on the burned skin added a tingly spice that held a sweetness to it that made his tongue forget. He did not think of worms, parts, roots, or undercooked meat. He thought of sugared apples and mutton together in a bite. He took another, then looked up at the faces of his friends all staring at him.


  “It’s good, have some.”


  “Jumma jillias ahk!” Dalliunn handed pieces all around after seeing the male human smile and eat.


  “I cannot believe I am about to eat this.” Gwenneth took a bite, then calmed as it was not as bad as she had expected.


  Shinayne and the others all ate, drank their water, and rested in the shade for an hour. She never stopped watching the clouds, like her lion-man friend, as they both seemed to know something was up there, looking for them.


  “Krillli immmieye rill rill.” Dalliunn pointed up to the sky and to the south, then to the east.


  “I know my friend, I know. I was thinking the very same thing. Time to move.”


  



   


  Johnas III:II


  Carisian Sea, Harlaheim Waters


  “It will never succeed, Harlaheim nobility is not as naïve as you assume, Prince of Valhirst. Many of Richmond’s knights are but swords with names, but some are not. Those some are tied to the church, albeit few, but the Order of Saint Tarumin is strong there, they will never allow you to take the throne in any fashion. Not for long.” Balric D’vrelle could not believe what he was hearing from the patriarch of the White Spider. He wondered how Johnas survived so long with such insanity.


  “You are very confident, I like that. It is like a virgin who revels in her chastity without realizing she has been sold to a harim for twenty gold coins. I am months and years ahead of what you have eluded to, far more aware than you can imagine. When will you learn, my spy for the Broken Wing, assassin for the secret Aldane Order of the Crossguard Legion which supposedly does not exist, that I am quite unstoppable.” Johnas drank the fine wine, poured another, then lit a pipe in the confines of the captains cabin. He looked out the window, watching the rough summer waters at night toss the galleon this way and that. He kept comfortable with pillows stacked upon an old trunk he seemed fond of.


  “I have no idea what you are speaking of, it is—“


  “Stop the games and the lies Balric, it is truly unfair I know. The kings send their best and deadliest, then the church picks out from the Legion and trains you in secret. The letter arrives that you have died in training or battle, whilst you train underground somewhere between Acelinne and Saint Erinsburg. Those that have not the stomach for it, they are sent to Saint Tarumin. Those that can kill without query, they continue in the Broken Wing. Alden’s little killers, all hidden in guises that protect bishops and cardinals and kings that pay the church more handsome than others. I have my contacts, my spies, and they are world spanning, far beyond the confines of any religion. Wine?” Johnas Valhera offered some of the ship’s wine, King Mikhail’s in truth, but he had stolen the ship fairly.


  “Regardless of your illusions and false theories, what would be the gain for anyone in their right mind to want you in Harlaheim?” Balric took the goblet, it mattered little three days from his kingdom of birth whether he drank or not.


  “Trade.”


  “That is all?”


  “Trade, money, and access to more trade and money. Tis’ the way of the world my friend, in case no one had informed you of the change in the times.” He kicked the chest, it rattled, and Johnas smiled.


  “I believe merchants have been trading in Harlaheim for well over two thousand years, a bit before your time I might add, so you are not at all convincing.” Balric watched as two men entered the cabin, Johnas’ men, nodded, and left.


  “Yes my Harlian friend, and that monarchy has bled them dry, gave nothing to the church, and hoarded for centuries. They are at war with Caberra every other generation, have no friends in Shalokahn, and are resentful with Shanador. No one cares of Willborne truly, but that is neither here nor there. And lastly, Altestan. No one would dare trade with Altestan, but let me rephrase so you understand. No one is willing to be the first to trade with the mighty empire of the north, but every one of them would be the second in line should someone open those routes. Get my meaning?” The Prince grabbed a corkscrew and began opening another rare vintage from the Morninghawk, the personal galleon of the heir prince to the throne, Bryant Salganat.


  “And you will attain all of this, this trade and opening of roads to the most hated nation and race in the known world? You won’t last a month Valhera.” Balric eyed the platinum ring on the finger of the man he despised, the ring that was tied to the necklace that kept him under command. He wished he could have it off for just three seconds, just three.


  “I know. Between Bishop Javiel, the Cardinal of the Aldane, Lord Knight Errant Savanno and his knights, young Richmond the Second, Cristoff the Third, and the queen who is originally a Caberran princess, it will be difficult to eliminate the opposition.”


  “Exactly.”


  “So I have. The Cardinal is already dead and replaced while on the road with the Crossguard Legion. Courtesy of Ariili, one of my eldest doppelgangers. The queen is gone, Savanno and his knights have been killed for treason and conspiracy, Javiel was beheaded for revolt, Cristoff is in exile, and Richmond thinks that this royal ship holds emmisaries from Chazzrynn who are arriving to honor the Legion and the church in his city. He will be most disappointed when you put your saber through his chest and I take his kingdom, well, when the Cardinal signs it over to me that is.” Johnas exhaled, the smoke filling the small ornate cabin.


  “You are pure evil, yet you will not succeed, the other kingdoms will not allow it.” Balric summoned his anger, for hearing word of all those he had served being killed was like a dagger in his chest, he did not want to believe it. Not matter how hard he tried, the anger would not allow him to overcome the enchanted necklace about his throat.


  “Caberra wants revenge for Richmond losing his daughter. Willborne, well Katrina is a mercenary, enough said. Shanador is mighty, but they listen to the church as much as their high king and the ten low kings that rule, so that is all tied up. Altestan already smuggles into Kivanis. That leaves old Armondeen, Shalokahn, and some elven and dwarven realms that someday the empires will wipe out regardless, like they always do. I do believe it is truly genius. They want slaves, harems, opium, and gold. I have plenty of all, and I will secure the trade routes with soldiers and blades. They can have the north, but I will rule the south, dear Balric.”


  “You forget Chazzrynn, the mighty Kalzarius, the far west, and that the nobles of Altestan do not favor you, and never will.” Balric looked to the door, a knock, the captain of the ship dressed in his fine Chazzrynn blues and armor entered with a lowered head and troubled brow.


  “Chazzrynn will not have a king nor heir within a month’s time, Kalzarius has not been seen, and who truly cares about the rest. Gold is God now, there is no honor left in the world.” Johnas drank more wine, smoked the fine pipeweed, and exhaled into the captain’s face. “Yes, captain?”


  “I just wanted to know that my wife and daughter were well, alive and…just please…are they allright my Prince?” The captain tried not to sob, but the tears came anyway.


  “I am not sure captain. Are we in Harlaheim without any errors or hindrance?”


  “Almost, three days longer at the most, please Prince Johnas, for Alden’s sake, are they allright, I need to know.” The Chazzrynn officer hit his knees.


  “Balric, open the trunk you are sitting on.” Johnas stood and opened his first, seeing a bound and gagged woman with red hair and tears streaming down her dirty cheeks. The man’s wife seemed well enough to him.


  The Harlian swordsman could not breathe as he opened the trunk. He had no idea what was in it the whole of the trip. He looked down to a girl, maybe ten, with blonde hair in curls and blue eyes filled with tears, shaking in her nightclothes. She looked up to Balric. He went to grab her.


  “Stop. Close the trunk Balric. Captain, your wife and daughter are fine, but I would get us there a bit faster, they seem hungry.”


  Balric did what the necklace made him do, against his will, he closed the lid. He stood, refusing to sit there any further. He glared at Johnas and fought his own tears by biting his lip.


  “Thank you my Prince, we will be ahead of schedule, please, please, don’t hurt them.” With five men behind him, some doppelgangers in guise and some human agents of the White Spider dressed as Chazzrynn navy, the Captain begrudgingly left to his duties as outlined by Prince Johnas Valhera. He had no choice.


  “You are a monster, not even human, and I pray I am there at your end.” Balric watched the blonde Agarian man sit back down and tap the trunk as he smiled.


  “Doubtful, but I will be there at yours. They behead assassins of monarchs in Harlaheim, but I am sure you already knew that.” Johnas chuckled, pointing an accusing finger for crimes he had yet to force Balric to commit.


  “I will see you dead, somehow, someday. I promise you. If not me, it will happen by my word.” Balric shook, his hands trying to reach for his saber, his dagger, they would not go.


  “I am not at all frightened of you, D’vrelle. Do you know why I tell you all my plans so often?”


  “Amuse me.”


  “If you did manage to escape, which will never happen, who would you run to? I am surrounded by blades, minotaurs, doppelgangers, or my assassins night and day, so you would indeed run.” Johnas drew his blade, the curvy kris shortblade with the strange dark emerald pommel. He felt it throb in his hand, he closed his eyes.


  “To the church, the high monarchs, the Aldane, anyone with a conscience.” Balric smiled, watching a madman romance a blade in his hand like it were a piece of priceless art.


  “Yes, and with the monarchy wanting you for murder, the church in my palm, and all allies of those that you know dead, you would have to go far. Far enough that no one would care.”


  “I would find someone, I assure you.”


  “Yes, very well. And do you think, beyond a doubt, that any sane person would believe the insanity about a noble Prince such as myself? The White Spider, murderer, his webs are everywhere, he brands them on the shoulder, he sees everything, in every city, underground even! No, they would think it a crazy tale, from an insane Harlian man who cannot abide his king being replaced by Johnas Valhera, a foreigner. And that is if I take it myself, I may place it simply in the power of one of mine own. Hence, the perfect plan, even should you oneday, elude me.” His green eyes opened, staring at Balric, waiting for a response.


  “I will find a way.”


  “And since Vanessa Blackflame is revealed as one of my closest agents and no longer a threat I can hold over you, do you happen to have any family in Harlaheim that I may watch for you, until you come to your senses?” He smiled again, grinning from ear to wicked ear.


  “Bastard, you are a dead man!” Balric fought with every muscle until his face turned blue, it was no use. He and the White Spider were heading to Harlaheim, in Prince Bryant’s pirated vessel, and he was powerless to do anything about it.


  “Ahhh, that would be a yes then, I will look into the matter upon our arrival, be certain.” Johnas laughed, from the maniacal pit that no human should have, yet he did, and he laughed some more on top of that.
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  The black mask was cloth, still hard to breathe as he was unaccustomed to it. The blood was drying on his face and hands, not his own, but the blood of Lord Russavagan who had died early this morning. The battles had gone back and forth for days and nights, Bryant would not give in. Traps, poisoned arrows, surprise skirmishes, doppelganger assasins, and sudden drops into spike filled pits had left him with less than four hundred men.


  Only Lord Ibromm was still with him, dressed the same in stolen black clothing and leathers. They had killed nearly one hundred of the Valhirst assassins, ten of those had turned into pale hairless shapeshifters upon death. They stole the clothing off the rest, disguising a platoon as agents themselves, trying Johnas Valhera at his own game. Bryant had ordered the forces split, his men to the north tunnels, Ibromm’s to the eastern ones, and he and the lord with him would head deeper down toward the center, seventy men dressed all in black, no falcons to be seen.


  “If the king knew of this place, he would surely have the entire Chazzrynn army level Valhirst to the ground, my prince. There is an entire city below here, an immense and deadly maze before us. I had no idea, in truth, I thought you were a bit mad for so furiously believing in this, White Spider, propaganda. Now I see.” Ibromm kept his broadsword at the ready, staying close to the heir prince as they hunted into caverns under Valhirst in the dark.


  “Damn it, this last passage leads upward, likely to the city streets. It must be down further, the sanctum where they all gather, we are lost again.” Bryant turned around, pulling his mask low as to get fresh air.


  “What if it’s not, could this maze be but a ruse, a diversion?”


  “Why build all of this, arm it so, only if…” Bryant thought.


  “…If the only way deep inside was actually from the top, not from underneath.” Ibromm pulled down his mask, his beard itching fierce as he finished the heir prince’s thoughts.


  “That would be insane, truly mad and unlikely.”


  “Remind me again who it is we are dealing with here, young prince?” Lord Ibromm chuckled and looked up the stairs leading to the surface.


  “Point taken. Let us see what is up there then, but be ready to call for the men to come back down if it gets tight. Valhirst soldiers will likely spot us in the city streets.” Prince Bryant pulled his mask back up over his nose, and headed up the stairs.


  The door was unobtrusive, normal, even a bit run down and worn. He sheathed his broadsword, motioning for Lord Ibromm and their men to do the same. Air rushed into the passage as the door pulled open, lamplight and torchlight glimmered all around, both shrouded in nighttime summer rains. Soldiers of Valhirst were posted in two groups of ten, one up high on balconies of Valhera Castle, the other in the courtyard. They turned to Bryant.


  Calmly, holding in his fear, Bryant walked into the courtyard, one hand swinging mildly in step, the other on the hilt of his blade. He nodded, the guards returned the slight nod. They stepped aside, as if they knew he would be heading past them beyond the courtyard. He did. Utter silence, he knew his men were behind him and Lord Ibromm was over his shoulder, all masks up. Two more heavily armed guards stood at the ornate velvet draped doors to the interior of Castle Valhera, just two.


  Bryant waited, nonchalantly looking to see all twenty he had passed watching the procession of black clad men emerge from below. He gave the signal for half the men to head up the stairs to the balcony, then slashed his hand across his neck, signaling them to kill the soldiers. He did the same to the other half, pointing to the ten in the courtyard. As soon as his men went into action, he charged the two unsuspecting castle guards, Lord Ibromm at his side.


  Two broadswords, steel washed with blood and rain, plunged through shrieking steel plate as gloved hands covered their mouths. Ibromm and Bryant laid them down, death taking them quickly, and turned to see mostly the same to the twenty regular infantry of Valhirst. Their men had approached and cut them down fast in the night, steel scraping, muffled yells of terror and dying, but little else issued as thunder followed a flash from the slow rainstorm overhead. Waving his hand forward, Bryant stalked into Valhera castle, where many a time he had met with Johnas, at his father’s side, to discuss many a political matter. Not this time.


  In across red carpets and past emerald green draperies as tall as five men, the spearhead in guise dove into the thronerooms and fine rooms of Johnas’ castle. Decorated Valhera soldiers turned from their posts, just in time to be showered with crossbow fire from stolen weapons. The moment they realized these were not the secret scouts of Prince Johnas was a moment too late. Bryant and Ibromm followed wet footprints, recent on the plush carpets, to behind the very throne of the Prince of Valhirst. They spotted a door, well concealed, with the design of a spider upon the center.


  “Now or never, Prince Bryant.” Ibromm wiped his blade on the ebony garments, listening for the sounds of pursuit. There were none, they had been quick indeed.


  “Men, we cut down any and every man inside, for this is the heart we have been searching for, the very lair of the wretched Prince of Valhirst and his White Spiders. Leave none alive.” He whispered to his men, their eyes above the masks all stared with intensity and yearning for their crusade to reach victory.


  Down the spiraling stairs they went, arcane torches of green and reds and orange dancing without heat along the walls. Deep down, one minute, then two, further than the passages they had been trekking for days previous. The curving steps ended in another door, open a crack already, muffled voices from inside drifting out. The heavy breathing slowed, Bryant paused, drew his broadsword out and closed his eyes in silent prayer to Alden for victory. He heard crossbows from his men, blades readied, and he kicked in the door and charged.


  One glance and he knew he had found it, there was no conflict of truth to it. A giant mosaic of a white marble spider adorned the dark stone floor. A throne of onyx and emerald was erected to his left, while ornate and dark chairs and tables to seat hundreds lay to his right. Gold coins, stolen art, jewelry, cages, weapons of every make and metal were strewn about the place. Strange marble slabs of white and black with gold lettering or symbols glowed by the throne, and tunnels with barred doors holding slaves and prisoners went every direction. A row of fifty men with daggers and masks stood disorganized before him, another fifty or more beyond that in the heart of the chamber with crossbows, all moving slowly as Bryant and his men charged in.


  Battle cries echoed, crossbows let loose at their targets, and black masks faced black masks in the deep underground. The muffled whispers and groaning never stopped, and the men of Chazzrynn flew into frenzy the moment they saw they were outnumbered. They had the surprise from the north, as most of the White Spider were facing the west entrance by a pit full of bodies and Chazzrynn uniforms. Bolts from crossbows volleyed into the front forces while Bryant and Ibromm cut their way past the dropping agents who could not match the reach of their broadswords on charge with their small blades. Some seemed injured, some had broadswords, and some just gave up. Moments into the melee, it was but a slaughter.


  Bryant reached the archers in the rear, cutting them down, Ibromm and twenty of their men in step and formation with them. Their opponents seemed slow, weak, not what he had expected. Some of them were already down on the ground, some covered their heads and cowered, yet no one called for surrender. Bryant was confused now, looking around, he saw hands waving from his enemies, half of them not fighting at all, yet being cut down in force. He looked to the pit.


  “Cease the attack, stop! Stop and cease, now!” He yelled, tears welling in his eyes, tightness in his throat. He pulled down his mask. He heard more whimpering, muttering, and he looked again to the pit, hoping he was wrong. He was not.


  A pile of maybe thirty bodies lay dead in the pit, throats slit and spikes through every part imaginable. Yet ten feet down he saw it. There on the Chazzrynn uniforms, empty uniforms and armor, lay a pile of tongues. He looked to a table, blood covered, sewing thread and needles with a blood covered set of filet knives. He moved to one of the men, pulled the cloth mask off, and there was a Chazzrynn soldier, mouth sewn shut, covered in blood. He cut the threads, and the man yelled in tears. He had no tongue.


  “Tell me it isn’t so my Prince. We did not just kill our own men. This is not true, who could have done this?” Lord Ibromm hit a knee, bowing his head and praying over and over to Alden for forgiveness. Their men began removing their masks and the masks of others, cutting sewn mouths open. Their tortured brethren moaned, spit up blood, vomited in tears and groped at the legs of their comrades begging for anything, yet nothing decipherable emerged.


  Bryant looked to the man at his feet again, the man was pointing to a set of decorative vases near the throne, then another set of golden urns near the tables. Feverishly, he pointed to his nose and breathed in deep, then to the vases again. Bryant went to inspect. They were filled with water, brackish smelling liquid. A chain held a red chunk of hardened powder on a hook, and the chain went through the vase and into a small hole on the wall.


  “Check the urns, vases, walls, there is poison here! The men were drugged, take the chains out, quickly!” Bryant received nods from the thirty tortured men remaining. “Was it a gas or mist?”


  The men with no tongues all nodded in affirmation as the standing soldiers of Prince Bryant searched for poisons on hooks and chains over foul water. They found eight, removing them carefully. Then the doors opened, two from the left, one on the right, and two above in hidden alcoves off of dark draped balconies. A dark robed and masked figure stood in the shadows, a younger red headed man, maybe a boy even, stood next to him. The men all cluttered together in the center, healthy and injured alike, as fifty crossbows aimed at them from every direction, above, behind, and from both sides. They were surrounded.


  “Surrender, Prince Bryant of Chazzrynn.” The voice was soft, nearly elegant, and he drew two shortblades, one in each hand. The boy next to him drew one, the other affixed to a gauntlet already, due to a missing hand.


  “Never! You are beaten Valhera!” Bryant drew his sword and pointed it high, rallying his men who did the same.


  “Kill them.” Vermillion nodded, as cold as his words, and he eyed his targets, making out who would be in which order to die.


  The first volley hit, dropping at least thirty in but the blink of an eye. Those that did not die outright, screamed in pain as a corrosive devilfruit seed paste ate its way into their bloodstream. Those in high vantage spots reloaded, while a dozen doppelgangers sprouted claw and crawled down the very walls. Vermillion of the South stalked into battle, Oggidan beside, and thirty men with them. Bryant charged, Lord Ibromm beside, and fifty injured and vengeful soldiers with them. Screams flew through the air, the muffled tongueless raged for revenge, and crossbows let loose again. The doors to the underground throneroom slammed shut by doppelganger hands, who then assumed guises of Chazzrynn soldiers and waded into the battle. Vermillion cut left and right, precise stabs and determined thrusts unstoppable as he made his way to the invading prince. Bryant slashed wildly, parrying and slashing his way to who he hoped was Johnas Valhera.


  “For the king, for God, and for Chazzrynn!” Bryant and Ibromm led a second wave of fury into the enemy. The blades clashed in the middle of the sanctum of the White Spider, a battle for blood, for honor, and revenge. A battle no one would ever see, deep underground.


  



   


  Exodus III:V


  Deadman’s Pass, Misathi Mountains


  “To follow the will of God is to be understanding and obedient to the love which is shown. Beware of false Gods, for their will is not of love, but of lust, power, and they shall enslave those like them with the golden promises of greed from the seven hells.”---from the sacred tablets of Jelen, high priestess to Alden, written in the lost Tower of Genesis. Circa 1852 B.C.


   


  The pass was more of a canyon, once a river thousands of years ago, now an immense crack in the Misathi Mountains. At times, it was but twenty feet wide, while the looming rock walls reached hundreds of feet into the air above them. It would rise, fall, twist and turn. Sometimes it rose to open valley between enormous peaks and clouds and mist. Then within an hour, the downhill trek would resume, the ocean of mountain trail plunging deep into the range of red rock once more.


  “There is another, they are set every few miles. They mark something, and someone put them here for a reason and decorated them so. I do not like this Saberrak.” Shinayne noted more and more high poles with the demonic horned skulls atop. The fetishes looked more fresh and recent as they traveled further west. Chains now, feathers galore, and rings and hooks were all intermingled with the polished skulls that no one could derive origin from, no one wished to get any closer than they already had in fact.


  “We have passed what, a dozen so far? Nothing has happened, so just keep moving. You are worried out of boredom.” The gray minotaur huffed. Though he kept an eye above them, feeling what Shinayne was speaking, something watched them every step of the way.


  “Still, I saw what I saw in my meditations.”


  “And what of it? Keep quiet and run along.”


  “You have not talked about what happened in Devonmir yet. Something from the arenas keeps you quiet, what is it?” She kept her pace, slower that the lewirja named Dalliunn, same as the horned warrior beside her.


  “Do not wish to either, nothing to tell. I was imprisoned, sold, forced to fight several times, and I watched many die by my hand and the hand of others. All for amusement to the eyes of the rich and powerful, all for blood and gold. All that remains is Chalas Kalaza, then I am free.” Saberrak jumped a small rock, passed another horned skull totem, this time cleaving the pole in two with his greataxe as he passed.


  “So that is it. He still lives, so you are not free?”


  “Never will be until that last tie to Unlinn is severed. He won’t rest, so neither can I.”


  “Stop and look at me, Saberrak the gray.” Shinayne stopped, anger in her voice.


  “What, highborne elf of Kilikala, what do you want?” Saberrak stopped, a few feet further, turned and growled his response.


  “I am not them, nor is Gwenneth or any of your friends. We are not wealthy slave dealers or corrupt nobility. We saved you from there, and would have died for you. What is it that makes you so sour in that regard? That he lives? Well so do you!”


  “I did not ask to be rescued, and I would have killed him!” Saberrak got right over his elven friend, nostrils flaring two feet over her golden curls.


  “We know you would have! We heard them chanting your name when we broke in the doors, damn you!” Shinayne was on her tiptoes, yelling right in the gladiators face, no fear or holding back whatsoever.


  “Then you should have let me! Then it would be done!”


  “And what then? We are alive, you are free, like it or not! You are not Chalas Kalaza, you have a conscience and a will beyond killing and bloodshed, I have seen it and I feel it every morning when I think of you! Quit trying to go back to that, and come forward with us. We will not survive this journey with you half in the arena and half truly here, we won’t. Zen needs you, Gwenneth and James and I need you, here, now. So snap out of it!”


  Slap


  His head turned to the side, more from surprise than the force of her hand hitting his face. “You are far too bold, for an elf, for a woman, for anyone to speak to me that way.”


  “It is because I do not fear you, I know you, and you do not know how to deal with that, with someone caring for you. Well, guess what my horned warrior, get used to it.” Shinayne smiled, and walked ahead before the others caught up and interrupted her guiding moments.


  “I have killed for insults far less, you are lucky. Shinayne T’Sarrin…”


  “Lucky what? That you are my friend and closest companion? You are welcome, the feeling is mutual. Now let’s catch up to our lion-man guide before he finds us another revolting meal.”


  “Thank you.” He said it low, where no one could hear it, but he said it nonetheless. Saberrak took off after her and Dalliunn as James, Zen, and Gwenneth rounded the curve behind them. He was glad they were not there to hear any of it. He pushed his rage, his bestial desire for anger that soured him, all of it, deep inside and away from his mind.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Katrina stood over the bodies, smoldering flesh, armor, and charred bones looking up at her. Faldrune smashed another head in as one Harlian man was crawling away. Her army of eighty was still in full force, yet moving slow with the horses having to be led from time to time in the unsteady terrain. She looked to Rynnth, eating another hunter from Devonmir that had been tracking those that had killed her children. She crunched away, having found a plateau that would support her hundreds of feet in length. Veuric sang songs of her praise in the draconic tongue as she ate the burned victims, alive or dead.


  There was no battle in truth, just three passes over the canyon clearing, each one unleashed massive sprays of sticky flame and scalding ash upon the small army of slavers and soldiers from Devonmir. Faldrune the red and Katrina Willborne were but the clean up, finishing any survivors after the smoke cleared. Then her men arrived, silent in more fear and horror than thinking of victory here. She knew it, she could not voice it, but she knew it. She looked to her minotaur bodyguard, now as much a slave as she was. Crown or no crown, she knew Faldrune was no different than she now, a servant of Rynnth the dragon of Willborne. She looked to the dragon, massive black wings folded over her back, neck curled and stretching toward the sky now, her tail slithering back and forth spreading rubble all around.


  “Ixverith ixinteri oothall udrix.”


  “The great Rynnth says we have visitors and to arm yourselves, now.” Veuric spoke, half his face now bone and black scars, the other sporting a red glazed eye like the Katrina and Faldrune, like the dragon.


  “Arm yourselves, soldiers of Willborne!” Katrina’s will disappeared, the voice, perhaps the focus of Rynnth, she could not tell when she would have her own thoughts.


  They looked down the pass, then back the way they came, up over the ridges and bluffs of the Misathi. Nothing. The sun beat down upon armored men, the valley was steaming, forcing sweat from under steel helms. Then the cloudcover shaded them, sighs of relief went about the men. Rynnth snarled and hissed, her nostrils puffing smoke as she stood on her two hind legs and coiled in anger. No one saw what it could be.


  Crrasshh!


  Crunch, crunch, crunch!


  The mist was cool, clouds whipping over them in the hot mountain trail, then the fog and sounds of tremors. The men got low, barely able to see in the haze, it felt to everyone as if an earthquake was all around them. Rynnth hissed again, breathing fire into the clouds now and backing up on her plateau. The horses scattered, some dragging their knights along with in the panic, the shadow of the clouds spread darkness all over the mountains, like a hungry storm intent on devouring them. Katrina and Faldrune climbed through the gale, up to Rynnth, weapons on guard for whatever it was.


  “Klak vuren duak ibbern akril auk minarr?” A voice boomed what sounded like a question, a voice from the fog, a voice too strong to be human.


  Katrina had never heard the tongue before, neither Faldrune, nor Veuric. They looked to their scaled mistress, who walked forward down the pass, hesitantly. Her head darted in the fog, red eyes glowing, tail flicking in time with her tongue, a gargantuan black serpent in the fog of the valley. She stopped, nearly face to face with a man, an enormous man.


  He stood nearly eye to eye with Rynnth, more than twenty five feet in height. His armor was bronze circular plates, all etched and designed with strange symbols. The shield he wore on his arm was the same, a round disc the size of a small farmhouse. His skin was a yellow tan, like his beard that lay out with braids and bronze clasps to his waist. His hair was tied back the same, and dark blue tattoos marked his face like claws from fights long over. He glared at Rynnth with fierce blue eyes like the sky he seemed to come from, and pointed a straight bronze sword with one hand toward her nose. His tan cape of washed and worn bearskins fluttered in the winds from above him. Despite the dragon being ten times his size, he did not even blink when she snarled and hissed a horrid scream at him.


  “You down there, you serve this dragon?”


  His Agarian was rough, the accent hard on the consonants and rather broken, yet Katrina understood him, her armor vibrated from his words. She took off her helm, placed it under her arm, and put he crown upon her brow. “I am Queen Katrina of Willborne, and I am the blade of the mighty dragon, Rynnth.”


  “I am Kimtor Seven-teeth, son of King Arytor the Spear. I am Prince of Auf Alach, the fortress in the clouds above. You are in the hunting ground of my father, and my people, and your dragon is not welcome in these lands. Leave.” Kimtor stomped his sandaled foot, rocks tumbling in the Misathi as he did, then looked back from Katrina to this ancient dragon before him.


  Veuric, on his knees in fear, translated up to Rynnth. Katrina looked to her men, all eighty ready to break and run back south or east at any moment. They were looking up, so she and Faldrune noticed and did the same.


  In the clouds, stone towers upon castle walls could be seen if one tried hard enough. Horns of curved steel and bone stood out from the walls that held banners of blue and white and gold, all with either a fist, a sun, or both depicted upon them. She saw speartips, dozens moving along the battlements, and she looked in amazement at how this structure and its giant inhabitants could possibly float in the clouds and storms. Rynnth’s angry hiss brought her back to the moment, back to control or lack thereof.


  “Uxan ixirthinis aghavam uxiremi cathlixiur ux eri uxez arrl.”


  “The mighty Rynnth states she is hunting for those that slew her two children in her temple, and has awoken to seek vengeance upon them, nothing more. She says she will continue west until justice is served.” Veuric, closer than even the dragon to this giant, shuddered as he spoke the words.


  “You have killed in our territory, this is a trespass that cannot be undone. By sunrise tomorrow, be gone from these mountains. Tell the dragon that controls you, that we of Auf Alach do not tolerate her kind, nor their tricks, in these lands. She makes pacts with our food and pets, and that is not allowed. If she does not leave today, she will die tomorrow.” Kimtor Seven-teeth pounded his sword to his shield as he spoke, then sheathed it. He pulled a toothed necklace out from behind his beard, revealing fangs the size of Rynnth’s fangs, seven to be precise. The hollars from many a giant above in the cloud fortress could be heard plain as day, even down in the shadows.


  Veuric recited the words from giant to dragon. She flailed her clawed hands, whipped her tail and smashed it into the ground, then shot her head back and forth hissing and biting in warning. Kimtor backed up, feeling the heat from her breath, and drew his blade as he readied his shield.


  “Ixirimi gaexlindir hexilium uxan oohmas tugras ixilim!”


  Rynnth roared her words at the giant and Veuric, her head bobbing back and forth at the end of her fifty foot of neck, ready to strike.


  “The great dragon, Rynnth, says she will spare you today. But her servants are hers, and hers alone. Her journey west will be unhindered by your people, or she will burn your castle out of the clouds and kill every last giant of the Misathi.” Veuric gulped, then moved behind the dragon he served.


  “I will inform King Arytor the Spear of your mistress and her threats. You have until sunrise tomorrow, as we have offered.” Kimtor turned his back on the little human queen, the minotaur, and the other servants of Rynnth the dragon. He walked up the fog enshrouded cliff to a colossal drawbridge that was still open, and walked inside.


  The fog lifted, the winds diminished, and sunlight returned within minutes as the hidden fortress in the clouds drifted off slowly into the sky. Katrina looked, now that it was clear, and she could see nothing from the ground that would distinguish it from any other raincloud. She looked to Rynnth, who hissed and flapped her wings in preflight stretch. Katrina, Faldrune the red, and Veuric the burned all climbed upon her back.


  She took flight, circling the valleys and endless peaks of the Misathi until she was high enough to maintain a glide. West they flew, circling often as to let the knights on horse keep pace. “Iximir, thixsirian plathix gurlth akix oohhm.”


  “What did our mistress say, Veuric.” Queen Katrina watched the cloud blend in with others, now she did not know which one to even look for.


  “The majestic Rynnth says not to worry, she has killed dozens of giants in her countless centuries. She says those fangs on his necklace were made of stone, false, and when she has revenge upon the slayers of her children, we will come back to kill every giant here.” Veuric rubbed the scales of his mistress, and closed his eye.


  Katrina had many things to say, fears to wash away from the knights below who surely had questions. She could not voice them, she was here, they were down there, and her will was little more than a blank parchment awaiting the dragon to write commands upon it.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  The wind was cold in the stark comparison to the daylight heat of the mountains, too cold. Clouds passed overhead in stark contrast to the midnight sky, strange noises were on the breeze, and Dalliunn could not sleep. His whiskers tingled constantly, his smell caught nothing but their own trail as the wind was from the east. He looked around, seeing the elven woman sleeping, and the big horned thing, the bearded human, the unbearded human that flew, but not the mountain man with the shaved head. The lewirja looked around, orange eyes squinting in the whipping debris and his own mass of thick black hair that pelted his face. He found him, sitting on an outcropping of rock over the pass, looking off to the west. Dalliunn Cloudwatcher padded off to sit with him.


  “Ahh, evening there Dalliunn. Enjoying the breeze a bit, thinking of our journey is all lad. Nothing to concern yourself with. I was thinkin’ that we should try for higher ground, see what can be seen, ya’ know?” Azenairk stretched his arms, they had not gotten the stress that his legs had, and they seemed restless.


  The lewirja purred, smiled, and looked to the moons with the dwarf.


  “My sentiments exactly, you said it lad. Peaceful up here, that’s all, a bit of peace and---“


  Dalliunn was on all fours with his stone weapon out just a second faster than Zen had his hammer in his hand next to him. They both heard it, something walking in the mountains, carefully, but it slipped. Then silence. Moments passed, then minutes, and nothing. Then the rocks tumbled down to their feet, little ones only, but something started them down. They looked up, still nothing. Neither of them moved nor made a noise, both forgetting to breathe for a time in the dark.


  “What is it, can ye’ see?”


  “Urilllia olllitinsee?”


  “That’s right, ye’ only mimick what I say, wonderful. Best we warn the others then.” The priest of Vundren took one step, then Dalliunn grabbed him by the arm and whipped him back with a mighty force.


  “Hey there, what ya’ doin’ to my…oh Vundren’s shield!”


  Rraaahhh raah rahh ugh raah!


  Dalliunn pounced out of the way after throwing his bearded companion back to safety. The spear plunged into the rocks, breaking the bone tip off. The shaft whipped around twice, both the lewirja and the dwarf ducking under each sweep. They backed up out of reach as the thing chanted a roar again and stomped ahead.


  Rraaahhh raah rahh ugh raah!


  Zen looked up, fifteen feet up, twice as tall as Saberrak up, into the bony gray visage of some sort of bald horned giant. It had two yellow curved tusks on the bottom, two on the top, both overlapping its face and oversized. Black eyes with glints of silver stared down. Its body had but withery skin over emaciated bones, all gray and hairless save the uncovered groin which had a weave of black hair and a belt of skulls strung across. The smell was like breathing in an open tomb and its white nails on its feet and hands had years of dirt and filth underneath. Ribs poked, nobby knees charged ahead, hips shone through, and Zen guessed the thing had not eaten in a very long time.


  “Allright ugly one, come get yer meal then!” Zen pounded his hammer down, hoping to scare it off as much as wake the others.


  Just as it reached down, Dalliunn pounced on its back, four claws tearing, his sharp stone hammer pounding into its shoulder blades while he held the throat from behind for balance. Zen wasted no time, stepping in and smashing a leg below the knee, splintering it. Then the other before it fell, sharp bone popping out of the skin as it toppled forward. Black blood seeped like sap from a tree, Zen paid no mind. As it thrashed to the mountainside, the lewirja on top of it, Zen pounded his warhammer into the side of its massive skull. Once, twice, a fourth blow, it was still trying to get up. He almost vomited, the smell of the beast, its blood, or both, was worse than rot on a hot summer day. A fifth, seventh, nine times he hit the skull of this savage gray giant until it cracked, and its eyes closed. He hit it again for good measure, more black sticky blood splattering into his face and beard, all over him.


  “What in Vundren’s mountain is that? And why does it smell so awful?” Azenairk tried wiping the blood off, but it had already dried, like glue. He heard the others coming, running toward him.


  “Thanks little lion, I owe ye’ one.” Zen noticed that Dalliunn looked nervous, anxious, looking about the ridges and the valley below. He began to point to the west, then started to pad off as the others arrived.


  “Its allright lad, we killed him, relax there, easy. Don’t be goin’ far then! Silly cat man.”


  “Zen, Zen, are you hurt? Are there more?” Shinayne was the first there of course, her elven speed unmatchable by anyone save the lewirja, who must have gone to scout.


  “No, no, we are allright. This one here has seen better nights though.” He kicked the starved giant.


  “Did you kill this thing priest? It is twice as tall as me, nice work.” Saberrak huffed, patting Zen on the armored shoulder as he walked by to inspect the stench and the source of it.


  “What in the world, Gwenneth, look at this. What is this Zen?” James looked the beast over along with Saberrak, covering his mouth with his blue sash of Chazzrynn.


  “I killed it, with a lot of help from Dalliunn, he saved me from the spear in truth. Then, he run off. Likely scouting the perimeter for more. Stinks don’t it?” Zen wiped again, the blood would not come off. “I feel sick, I think…rraaallllhhhh”


  “Do not touch the blood, there is something not right here.” Gwenneth concentrated, clenching the staff of Imoch, its green light illuminating the area, and her eyes glowing yellow with arcane vision. She gasped.


  “What is it?” James drew his blade, turning and looking as Gwenneth turned and looked all around them. He saw nothing.


  Shinayne helped Zen to his feet, dumping some water down his black beard to clean off the vomit, then on his hands and face. She took a her cloak and began scrubbing the dried black blood from his skin. “What do you see Gwenne, we see nothing.”


  “What you do not see, I cannot describe.”


  “Well you had better make an effort lass, you are scarin’ me with them words. Whats with the blood?” Zen began scrubbing as well, trying not to get sick again.


  “There are spirits, small and large, all around us. Black ones, dark ones, it is some tribal spell, they are circling us now. Hundreds. They are still pouring out of the mouth of this giant you slew, and back and forth to---“


  “The totems, see Saberrak, I told you.” Shinayne looked to the empty sky, seeing nothing.


  “They are focusing, arriving here, rising from the bones all around this pass, and circling…circling Zen. They want the blood back, they reach for it.” Gwenneth let down her vision. “We are in a burial ground my friends. Let us hope there are not many of these giant shamans around.”


  “They want the blood back? Here, tell them to help scrub it off then. It’s makin’ me ill.” Zen looked to his armor, his hammer, splattered with the stuff that was taking a lot of work to get off.


  “No sleep tonight, let’s move ahead. Find Dalliunn.” Saberrak gruffed, sensing they were in a tight spot. He did not see their enemies, therefore he could not fight them. He did not like that feeling, not one bit.


  



   


  Angeline III:II


  Soujan Mountain, Harlaheim


  “This is the spot, isn’t it Larens.” The question was rather a statement, for Angeline knew the answer.


  “Eight years ago, I heard your cry from this very spot. I was deep in meditation, wondering why I was here. The Goddess had sent me to think, I was troubled, losing faith. Larens of Guidance, she said, seek out something new if what you have before you is not of overwhelming joy to your spirit.” Larens looked down the green covered mountain, restraining from looking to Angeline.


  “And you heard me, and you came down the mountain and brought me to Ansharr. I cannot thank you, I do not know how to.” She turned to the rising sun in the west, still sitting face to face with her mentor, legs crossed and at peace.


  “You cannot, and will not. I cannot thank the man who found me either, but I carry on as he would see me. As will you.”


  “What are we, if not knights of Seirena and protectors of this mountain?” Angeline asked the question, it had been on her mind for some time.


  “We, are a brotherhood, that is all. We come from the meek, we face our ends and faults to the point of death, some many times over. We begin cursed, damned if you will. We find something greater, at first it is the Soujan, then it is our atonements, then maybe the Goddess. Yet, we do not worship. We believe in the real, not the fiction. She is but a child of God, as are her children, despite men worshipping them and labeling them as Gods, they are not. They are powerful beings, immortal perhaps, but unlike God, they can die. Just like anything else.”


  “Enlightening, but that did not answer my question at all.” Angeline listened, listened to her blade and her mentor and the quiet of the forested mountain in the morning hours.


  “Could you imagine, if there were a group of warriors or priests devoted against Alden? Who knew he and his were good, and sought to train and protect his rivals through non-believing in religion at all?” Larens held up his hand to stop objections to his metaphorical lesson.


  “Yes, I suppose so. That would be quite odd though. Atheist knights who do not believe so strongly that they form a wicked organization to stop a pure force of good?” She tried to follow his thoughts.


  “Close. Now, think of God, Yjaros, as the most wicked and evil creator you can imagine. Think that he wants all life destroyed, and can see all but the most wretched, weak, yet saved beings in his realm. And we Soujan train to stop him and his actions, wherever they may surface.”


  “He cannot see us?”


  “No, the blessing of the Goddess prevents it. She told you about her eye, I am sure.”


  “Yes she did. So why do we not find thousands of weak-willed suffering people and train them? We could have an army of Soujan---“


  “No. They must get to the point they are called, that they seek us out, they must be at their last thread of life. You can only be reborn if you were about to die. It is the curse He placed upon us, thousands and thousands of years past when his demons destroyed our temples for protecting his children.” Larens closed his eyes, knowing that trouble lay on the other side of Harlaheim, he felt it.


  “So we do not gain our powers from Her, then from where? I thought it was her voice, her energy, or perhaps a lost arcane magick.” Angeline was more confused than ever.


  “No, it is from the stars, the planets and moons, yourself, Her, her brother, their children, all of it. None of it. It is a calling, from you to what is close by and answers your call, that is all. It is manipulation of natural things, animals, weather, for they secretly want us to remain and succeed, Angeline. They do. They just know what will happen if they do so on their own accord. Your will, your humbled will to ask for help is what they hear, and they answer us.” Larens opened his eyes, he felt the time to let her go was near, it was on the wind.


  “What will happen if they try, if they fought?” Angeline stood, she felt it too.


  “He will bring the fires of hell, the dead, the demons, and all his dark angels and forces upon them. He will banish, kill, torture, imprison, and punish with abandon. As he has done before. God is God, there are some things that are certain.”


  “Then, I will travel on for what?”


  “To find others, find lost temples, help those you can. There are fifteen of us now, fifteen blessed blades and reborn spirits that are as shadows to the forces of God. We must use that to help others, protect the Caricians, and always look where others do not. It is time.”


  “I know.”


  “Then be as if I saw you, as She sees you, and trust that which you have been given. Take care of Charity, she is a special blade I have been told.” Larens embraced his once pupil, his tears welling in mottled eyes under his full head of brown and thick graying hair.


  “I will. What of love? Is that from God, can he take that too?” Angeline was crying as well, the time went too fast here.


  “No, never. His children brought it into this world, he cannot touch it. Trust in that, Angeline of Charity, once Angeline Berren, now of the Knights Soujan.” He let her go, turning to walk up the mountain alone.


  She dried her eyes, the wind that blew her red hair all around helped. Her dark green robes and sacred crafted raiments covered her armor, Charity across her back, Angeline walked down the mountain, yet she did not feel alone.


  The wind under her feet carried her through untouched forest, over hills where there were no eyes of men. Day and night she traveled as so few could, on the winds she called out to. The sun warmed her well into the night as the white moon watched her sleep. Fruit would sprout from trees before the harvest from her touch, offering her sustenance. The streams danced through the air into her waterskin, fresh and pure for Angeline to drink. Birds and animals showed her the way to the city of Harlaheim, the fastest route they knew as they sensed her coming. What would have taken four or five days by horse, she covered in less than two.


  Where her senses were fresh and unimpeded, the opposite was true back in Harlaheim. The city, hundreds of thousands of citizens, buildings made by the hands of men, and a flood of feelings and emotion. It was with much effort that Angeline could separate them and maintain her senses to the earth and follow the little whispers for direction. She listened to her sword instead, hoping through Charity, she could concentrate better. The gates were as flooded as the docks, warm weather bringing trade, oxen, cattle, horses, carriages, and merchants selling everything from the rural to rarity.


  The voices, not audible ones, but those hardened thoughts a person wants to say but only thinks instead, she listened to them as she passed the markets of the eastern city.


  I would like to shank them clothes off of her, I would…


  He will never make master carpenter, he is so useless…


  I am moving to Shanador, to hell with this country…


  Do they know about me and Tomas, I hope they do not…


  Taxes on trade raised again, bloody thief of a king and…


  The Cardinal is not the man who left here, I know it…


  Angeline stopped, turned, and looked for the man that thought of the Cardinal. She saw a young man, a knight it seemed by his tabard with the rose and crown so well emblazoned over armor and shining rapier to his side. She followed, at a distance, concentrating on Charity who seemed to know where the man was going. She focused again, asking for the wind to let her hear his thoughts. It responded and graciously allowed it.


  He does not act the same, the mannerisms, he repeats himself and avoids my embrace. He never did before, he looked right at me. I am going to the king, this is all wrong. The Crossguard Legion has done so little to restore order here, like they are waiting for something…


  She followed more, deeper into the southern side of the city where towers loomed and old structures and cathedrals hung like old guardians to a realm that had vanished around them. The populace was less here as well, so focused on the merchant district and the piers. L’Herrim Castle stood before her minutes later, grand and giant, its spires and walls spread far and high as if it could protect the whole of the capital city. Before he got into the gates, Angeline strode abreast of him, to get a look. Young, with his tight cropped dark hair, a hint of a mustache growing, yet strong for his age with a troubled brow. She went to the side of the outer wall, at least half a hundred armored royal guard on post in the summer sun. Some stood round a covered cloth over a statue of some twenty feet, no one was allowed near.


  My uncle could not even answer questions about Acelinne or which Bishop he favored for Harlaheim with Javiel dead. This man is not my uncle, the Cardinal of the Aldane, I am sure of it. The king must know, I have to warn him…or Kalzarius if he will not listen…


  “Sir Sebastian of Harlaheim, good day to you Sir Knight!” The guard at the gates to L’Herrim saluted the young knight with a fist over his heart, receiving the same in return.


  “Sir Sebastian then, wondering about his Uncle the Cardinal not being who he has known, your thoughts, Charity?” Angeline queried her hand and a half blade with the angel feathers and eyed hilt, receiving the affirmation to investigate without even looking over her shoulder.


  Angeline wandered the outer walls, looking much a tourist or sightseer more than a knight of a forgotten order. She looked to where she could find a way in, there was none. Looking for the feathered cross, she was successful, and she headed toward the entrance for the cathedral adjoined to L’Herrim Castle. She waited in line, many awaiting entrance to pay penance, confess sins, or pay donations which likely went to L’Herrim rather than the Aldane. Patience was easy for her, and she listened in upon more.


  I have been a cheat at cards, please Alden forgive me…


  He wouldn’t know if I weren’t a virgin anymore, would he…


  The new statue of Saint Tarumin is here, when the nobles from Chazzrynn arrive, we finally get to see it…


  That lady must be insane to think we will let her in with that big blade of hers across her back…


  Yes, yes, pleasure to meet you, bless you, yes, would like to eat your flesh, yes, yes, I hate your race, you all smell of sweat, yes yes…


  Cardinal Desmonde looks younger than when he left…


  You had better hurry Master Johnas, get off your boat, or I will begin to feast here, yes, yes, you are late…


  She stopped, before the guards could stop her. Turning around, the lady of the Knights Soujan left the cathedral with the feeling of utter darkness and strange evil in the room. She had seen a man, full white and blue robes of ten feet draped behind him, sitting at the altar blessing the people that were lined to see him. His headdress full of gold and tied cloth, rings galore, and a heavy feathered cross about his neck and one on a rod in his hands. He sat before the Aldane texts, old and white haired he looked, blessing person after person, even kissing their heads and hands. Angeline looked to the hundreds here, women with their babies, men, young, old, rich and poor, all waiting to see the Cardinal and receive his sacred blessings. They were kissing small feathered crosses of their own, praying for things, and holding small books of Aldane from their homes. She felt ill at ease, wanted to say something, but Charity stopped her with a quick flash of emotion.


  Her boots followed her legs, which followed her body, a body guided by senses and an enchanted blade that took her to the docks in south Harlaheim. The masses were heading to the cathedral to see the Cardinal of the Aldane, others to the north side to take a view of the impressive Cossguard Legion in all their sacred glory. Even more rushed to the docks. Some with trade and purchasing on their minds, others less pure than that. Yet some, she sensed and heard, wished to see the nobility from neighboring Chazzrynn and their Bishop, to honor a new statue of Saint Tarumin in L’Herrim Square. Curious, not as curious as Charity she felt, Angeline joined the huddled people at the docks. Thousands gathered, the tower of Kalzarius standing tall to the east, yet all eyes were on the docking galleon, the Morninghawk. The falcon of Chazzrynn, black on a blue flag, three of them with golden tassles whipped in the winds of the Carisan Sea.


  They were met by a squad of Crossguard Legionnaires, deep blues and shining platemail with white capes adorned with the golden cross of Alden. Behind them were the royal guard of Harlaheim, flags of reds and purples with the golden crown and rose held proud. The plank lowered, flags lifted, trumpets and horns blared, and the royal guard of Chazzrynn, in their light blues and helmed regalia, disembarked to the pier. They knelt in noble fashion, making a walkway with their formation. Twenty finely dressed officers and guards walked down ahead of two men. One, a priest, dressed in black robes and a hood, red feathered cross on his sleeves and back, hood covering his face until the wind took it. He looked Harlian, dark features and eyes, trimmed goatee, curls to the shoulder of shimmering almost black hair. He did not smile, did not wave, not until the noble man beside him whispered into his ear.


  Striding grand and with effortless grace, was a Chazzrynn man, older by a decade or so, his Agarian roots obvious to most. Blonde hair kept wavy and immaculate down his neck, fierce green eyes, and a smile that would charm the most chaste of women. His regal green velvets were interlaced with sashes of teal, ivory, and gold. Gold that matched his rings, necklaces, even a delicate but invaluable crown on his brow. An emerald of dark compostion shone from the edge of a blade that was sheathed in an elegant leather and gold scabbard.


  Charity sent warning, fear almost, and told Angeline to be careful of the sword. She focused, trying to sense this noble’s thoughts, there were none. She tried again, nothing. She looked with her spirit to the sword as they passed her in the gathered crowd, and the sword responed.


  Do not look at me or my son, begone old relic, or I will see thee melted down and sold as horseshoes…


  Angeline looked over her shoulder, Charity seemed frightened, the swords were aware of each other, and were conversing. Yet try as she may, she could not get through to the mind of the man that held the vindictive blade. The procession passed her by, yet the man turned nonchalant, and looked to Angeline and smiled, directly into her eyes. Regardless of the sword blocking any spiritual calling, any invasive prying of his thoughts, she knew evil when she saw it. Here it was, his charm and grace hid something behind those eyes, and he let her know that he knew with but a moments glance.


  “Make way for our southern guests, Bishop Balric and Prince Johnas of Chazzrynn!” A port capitan for the Harlaheim navy shouted over the people, trumpets and horns following his words, then the cheers and applause rose from all but Angeline.


  Johnas Valhera strode to a small podium as it was set down ahead of him, Balric close behind and silent. The crowd hushed again, the marching of more soldiers from the north, men and women parting to let the royal procession of King Richmond the Second greet in grand fashion. The Chazzrynn prince whispered to his Bishop, and waited with smiles and waves for the King of Harlaheim to make his way to him. Heads turned to the regal puffed crown, curling brown hair underneath, his innocent youth, and all of his fine red robes and golden long jacket. He waved his jewel covered hand, getting not quite the amount of applause as his southern guests, yet it was better than he expected, so he smiled more from under his small beard and pointed noble nose.


  Richmond was not alone. Sir Sebastian and Sir Phillip were with him on either side, dressed in mail and plate, hands on their hilts and their other hands across their chests in salute. Behind them were two more men, first the slow moving Cardinal Desmonde of the Aldane Order in Shanador. Holding his arm for support, was a darker complected man with bright brown eyes that glittered in the sun. His polished mustache and touch of thin beard were shined and his head was covered in a white silk cloth that portrayed his face. A golden crown adorned with tridents and rubies lay atop the cloth, marking him as a noble from Caberra. Armor of gold chain under his loose indigo and white tabard with the trident crest was matched with a curved saber and a matching curved dagger, both encrusted with rubies.


  “May I formally welcome our sovereign guests from near and far, your majesty?” The crier took a knee before his king, removing his helm and bowing in the afternoon humidity.


  Richmond waved his hand, guards reorganized, and he walked up to the podium as Johnas and his Bishop stepped aside and gave a slight bow. The noble from Caberra led the Cardinal up the small steps as well, Sir Phillip and Sir Sebastian helping now. All the royalty nodded, bowed, shook hands, even kissed the cheeks of one another as the crowds glared, cheered, and applauded their magnificent visitors.


  Angeline watched, looking to these men, their bodyguards, beyond. She tried to hear their thoughts, but the sword of Prince Johnas seemed to block all. She went, one by one, finding peace in the sun and the rhythm of the waves so near, and tried to make out the slightest on their minds.


  “All the way from Cordolla in Caberra, Prince Edians Del Barrato!” The Caberran man took a slight bow and waved to the crowd.


  How…you…let my nobles….killed…wicked…souls… not the…


  Scattered, like broken whispers, Angeline could hear just trails of words as she focused on what she could from the minds of the gathered nobles.


  “From Acelinne, the capital of Shanador and home to the Holy Aldane Order, Cardinal Desmonde Caunerier born here in Harlaheim!” Like in the cathedral an hour ago, the man supposed to be the Cardinal waved feebly and people hit their knees in prayer and thanks.


  “From Chazzrynn to the south, Prince Johnas Valhera of Valhirst and Bishop Balric D’Vrelle!” Their hands waved, smiles wooed the crowd, and the two men whispered to one another seemingly enjoying the conversation.


  Must get…ring…off…don’t make…me kill…king…cannot…get his ring…must try…bastard…made me…a…bishop too…please God…sword…stop…Johnas…damn it!..damn it…


  Angeline looked to the dark robed priest. His mind in utter turmoil, though hidden magnificently, he was about to fall yet it was as if something would not let him. She felt a pressure around his neck, then something from a ring, just one of many, of the hand of the Prince of Valhirst. She opened her eyes, Johnas was looking right at her again, amidst thousands in the crowd. He was smiling and staring into her eyes.


  Richmond stood tall, waving his hand gently to silence the masses. “My people, my loyal men, women, and children of great Harlaheim, we have had a troubled year. My friends and allies are here to help bring God, peace, and prosperity to the rigid ways this kingdom once knew. These men, all from enemy nations at one time in the lives of our fathers or those before them, have come as our royal guests. After the wars between us ended many years ago, each nation has grown and prospered in differing ways, and they are here to share that with your king, and I with them. Together, with God as our witness, we shall know peace and a better Harlaheim for all!” The crowd roared, the nobles clapped, yet Angeline was already on her way out of the cloistering crowd.


  “Before we retire to L’Herrim, let us all, noble, common, visitors and citizens, walk together to the Square, and unveil our patron saint, Saint Tarumin, with a new statue in honor of a new age for Harlaheim! Shall we? Yes! We shall!” Richmond won the crowd, as always, putting them in step with him but plays on words, simple ceremonies, and anything he could surmount to cover his failing rule. He smiled, his guests smiled, he made it look so easy.


  She moved, knowing she had to do something, but not here, not now. Angeline kept ahead of the crowds, dodging into alleys like once before in Harlaheim while being hunted by the cursed Nadderi elf. She had to reach the Bishop of Chazzrynn, this Balric, before it was too late.


  



   


  Exodus III:VI


  Deadman’s Pass, Misathi Mountains


  Silent as death, she crept from behind the minotaur to peer around the entrance to a large cave in the side of the mountain. The pass went on, scattered bones and totems to mark it, yet this cave looked like a possible hiding spot to Shinayne. Ten feet, maybe less in height, sharp jags of rock inside, it would be tough for the gray giants to follow them in here.


  “Looks like a deathtrap to me, elf. If there is no exit out, we sit and rot inside while they cover the pass out here. I say we continue on.” Saberrak looked behind them, still nothing, yet the high ridges held motion and sounds all day, he knew they were being tracked.


  “Could be a way to the other side of this here ridge through there, we could try it.” Zen caught up, James and Gwenneth beside him.


  “Even if there is, priest, would you know where to go without our guide?” Saberrak huffed, having seen no sign of the lewirja since he ran off in the night.


  “Can it be that hard, just follow the sun, head west.” James peered in, wanting to get out of the heat more than anything.


  “No, the horned one is right. The mountains will twist and turn, summer sun overhead half the day, we’d end up turned around in canyons and climbing and getting nowhere before long.” Zen resigned, knowing his way through the Bori Mountains well enough, but not the Misathi.


  “Then we keep on the pass.”


  Saberrak led, Shinayne by his side, both scouting ahead by sight and smell, the five hustled across the broken terrain and smoldering desolation


  “Stop, I hear something. Up, high, like drums on the wind.” Shinanyne paused, then she saw it. “Dragon!”


  Running back the way they came, staying close to the rock face, heads turning in disbelief, they ran as fast as their legs would go. The red glare of a winged serpent of epic size was honed in on them, full of vengeance. Flame unleashed from her mouth, three riders shielding their faces from the ash caught by the air. The flames began to cover the pass, rock face to mountainside as she dove over her prey. Four of the five she hunted covered their heads and ducked against the rock, nowhere to run.


  “Hulianis evreet himgale!” Gwenneth turned and faced the passing wyrm, holding her staff out with both hands as the flame came to consume her and her allies. The staff of Imoch glowed, her magic erupting from the emerald atop and into a pyramid of arcane ice nearly ten feet tall, shielding them all at the last second.


  The flames smothered the barrier of summoned cold, dissolving it entirely to mist and knocking Gwenneth to the ground as she tried to hold the spell in place. Fire roared from half the trail they were on, flames licking into the air with burning rock underneath. The dragon rose again in the sky, starting to turn for another pass. An armored woman, a red minotaur, and a black robed man turned to see if any were left alive.


  “What was that? Alden have mercy!” James grabbed Gwenneth to her feet, the others standing up from their crouched positions.


  “The dragon from my meditation, my vision, I told you!” Shinayne ran, drawing her blades, just in case.


  “Back the way we came! Stay under it so it cannot breathe again!” Saberrak picked Zen up, heaving him over his gray muscled shoulder, and ran harder than ever.


  They turned the bend, past the cave, and came head on into a small army of marching soldiers covering the pass. Staring back at them in chain and plate armor, their horses being pulled in the rear of the formation, they looked surprised to see the running band. A banner with a curled dragon and sword on a white background was carried by the man in the middle, and all eighty drew swords.


  James was running with Gwenne, looked to the men, he recognized the flag of Willborne. He signaled, blade held to his cheek. “Knights of Willborne, on your honor, I am James Andellis, Knight of Chazzr---!”


  “Charge!” The knights of Queen Katrina rushed Deadman’s Pass, placated at finally getting a bit of a fight before the dragon incinerated their enemies.


  “You have no friends anywhere, do you James?” Gwenne spun around, James with her as they ran back the way they came once more with eighty armored men ahorse and hungry for blood on their heels.


  “How was I to know it was their dragon?”


  “Here it comes! Get low!” Shinayne yelled out, crouching behind Saberrak who held Zen. James put his shield in front of Gwenneth as she began to chant her arcane words.


  The flame erupted over them, the dragon slowed this time, scorching everything within sight with horrid hisses and serpentine screams. She passed again, rising in the smoke filled air. This time the red minotaur jumped off, spiked mace in hand, and landing hard on the ground. He stared at the gray minotaur with his horns lowered.


  Fire burned her hands, the spell held once more, yet she felt dizzy. Everything blurred, her balance failed and she fell over onto James who was right behind her. “I can’t, can’t do another, too much heat, dragon too…huge...”


  “Gwenneth fainted, we have to get out of here!” James ran ahead, dodging flames from melted rock, Gwenne over his shoulder, just as Saberrak setting Zen down and drawing his axes.


  “Hellpp, Saberr—“


  “Shinayne!” Saberrak looked, the red minotaur charging him ahead, yet his elven companion was gone, nowhere. He turned and lowered his horns, meeting the stare of Faldrune the red, growling in anticipation.


  “Careful lad, he looks mean that one!” Azenairk looked ahead, the dragon was turning, the minotaur with the mace on a dead run, eighty knights behind them, then he saw it. A pair of orange eyes from the cave, a set of ears above a mass of thick black hair, a hand waving him inside.


  “This way horned one, come on!” Zen grabbed Saberrak’s arm, pulling and tugging before he took to run and face this other minotaur. “James, get in here, it’s Dalliunn!”


  With much effort, the dwarven priest finally snapped his minotaur friend out of his stance, James running into the cave ahead of them, Gwenneth over his shoulder.


  Saberrak pointed his enchanted axe at the red warrior, then ran in after his friends. Flames covered the cavern entrance moments later, yet Dallunn Cloudwatcher kept running. “Where is Shinayne, where is she?!”


  “Verrrli shinnnbe, verrrli aukse?” the lewirja kept his pace, not stopping for small talk.


  “He don’t talk our language, rememb---“


  “Yes Thalanaxe, I remember.”


  The tunnel under the rock was dark, the stomping of armored men into it from behind threw echoes all down it, and the sound of a roaring dragon trying to burn down the very mountain above was deafening. They kept running, down, then up, nearly blind, then there was light far off. Saberrak heard more stomping ahead, more running, much more.


  “Saberrak! Hurry!” Shinayne’s voice carried down the tunnel from up ahead.


  “Where are you!” Saberrak smelled something, he smelled Zen, lots of Zens.


  They turned in the dark cavernous passage, right into bright open mountain range again, running alongside a small army. Red trimmed beards with long braids, helms of black polished metal and armor to match, axes, spears, and bows in their hands. At least four hundred strong, an army of dwarves led them into another canyon pass in the Misathi, Shinayne running in the middle. Into another cave and out of sight, then more twists and turns, and out once more into the Misathi Mountains, they ran as fast as they could. Dwarves stopped, closing levers behind them, sealing off hidden cavern doors, sealing their trail in several spots. The roar of the dragon echoed above them, a mile back and away or more.


  “Marlennak!” Azenairk pointed to the dwarven army that now protected them, and then to a magnificent sight. There, a mile down the slopes, tucked between two mountain valleys, were the stone pillars of a dwarven fortress. “Thank you Vundren, thank you father!”


  “Auchs immmi Marlenenen eakkki!” Dalliunn Cloudwatcher licked Zen’s face as he ran alongside the five friends he had met and the small scouting army of dwarves he had brought to save them.


  “Yes, yes, you done good my feline friend, you done good.” Zen patted him on the rump as he scampered ahead, leading the entourage to the doors of the dwarven city.


  “What is Marlennak, priest? You know these men, this place we are heading to?” Saberrak caught up to Shinayne, receiving many a stare from the stocky warriors he loomed over by nearly three feet.


  “No, but we are all cousins, we dwarves. Where Boraduum keeps the secret family laws of Vundren, Fazurand holds the holy faith of our people, and Kakisteele, the place we seek, is supposedly the sacred forge---“


  “And what does this city keep secret then?” Saberrak huffed.


  Zen repeated the question from his friend at the top of his lungs in the dwarven tongue, surrounded by four hundred redbeards. “Kuak durrin vun darvin Marlennak?!”


  “Vuumber! Vuumber! Vuumber!” The dwarves, including Zen, chanted it loudly in unison, banging their fists or weapons upon their steel shields, they had done it hundreds of times before.


  They were all shocked, hearing it echo in the mountain so loud and bold, it made their four hundred sound like five thousand strong. Zen had tears in his eyes as they reached the base of the steps to Marlennak. Forty feet of high pillars, six wide, doors of red stone and steel that took ten dwarves to even open, he had never been so happy to see another city. He recalled the tales of great battles in his mind, battles his father and fathers before that had fought here against ogre, giants, and even dragons. He had never thought to see the great city of Marlennak, not ever.


  “And what does Vuumber mean then?” Saberrak helped James wake Gwenneth as they started their climb up the massive stairs. He looked to his smiling dwarven friend.


  “War.”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Arytor the Spear tried to lift his head to see his sons as they spoke, he could not. His silver braids were frayed, his skin was loose under his white robes and furs, and his eyes had gone gray with age. Upon his brow, the platinum crown weighed heavy with sapphires galore. His daughters had taken his fist adorned armor and set it on a pedestal on display many decades ago, and his spear and sword and shield, all of bronze, rested across the room as well. He groaned amidst the heated discussions, signaling his eldest girl to lift his head, not that he would see much more than a blur or three. He heard her come to the stone throne of furs and jewels that no longer shone nor glittered for him, and felt the touch of Jafrine Second-girl, then the lifting of his face to the argument in his castle of Auf Alach in the sky. For thirty decades or more he had ruled after his father met his last days, now he must decide who would take his place.


  “The old wyrm, known as Rynnth, keeps a human Queen and a horned pet as well. They hunt other slaves in the Misathi that killed her children, so the sly serpent says. I gave them until sunrise to leave our lands, as you told me.” Kimtor took a knee in the room of the king, his father.


  “And…what did…this dragon…do then?”


  “She has returned, and attacked in the Misathi, just this day, father.”


  “I would have slain the dragon, and brought the serpent’s head here and laid it at father’s feet!” Eybrol Raven-hair yelled it to the top of the throneroom. His two handed blade pointed up as his head shook with waves of loose tied black and golden hair.He received much in the way of shouts and yells to his favor as the youngest son.


  “I could have killed it with one strike of my blade, and taken the horned slave, and all the others, and had them polish father’s armor for days so it shone like the sun! All before you set foot on the low earth!” Udmalyr Sun-born received more praise for his boasts as the second son, and he smiled from his shaved head and golden mustache, tattoos of the sun depicted all over his face.


  “And I delivered the words of my father and stared the beast in the eyes as its pets cowered in fear! It dared not strike me for I uphold the honor and I am the eldest!” Kimtor Seven-teeth slammed his blade into the stone, through the fur rugs, shaking the castle floor in the clouds. The oldest son received the pounding of fists, more praise and howls from the thirty gathered now in his skyward home, more than his younger brothers had.


  “We are in our…last circle of these Misathi…then we will go north to the Surrinan…and do battle with Tauf Terrash and your…cousins…once the winter is passed the tenth time…soon. A new circle will… begin.” Old Arytor the Spear spoke slowly, and all listened.


  “My time is short, I will not see the battle…nor the storms it…brings…or the one after that…with your mother’s cousins in…Udref Lor to the…far west.” His rasping voice fading, the old giant king of Auf Alach needed sleep, sun, and more sleep.


  “I cannot decide, between you boys…I cannot see…well…hear too well…either…I call…the trial…of…storms.” Arytor the Spear slammed his fist upon the arm of the throne with what he had left. Nearly seventy decades, and he would not live another tenth of one, he knew. His oldest held the rights, yet many spoke that Eybrol and Udmalyr were mightier, stronger, and would have a better rule. Arytor was fading, he could not decide, he could not see their eyes any longer to judge.


  The gathered giants hammered their fists and yelled in praise to the old king, and parted as their women passed food. Ogre pies, lamb and beef stews, and charred human skewers were brought on silver platters with golden goblets of rich red wines and slabs of cheese. The hundreds of chained pets, little humans in rags, pulled together to raise the enormous fans, back and forth, bringing air to the old giant on the throne. Arytor touched the diamond on the left arm of the throne of the sun, and let the old magicks pass through him. The stone ceiling lifted, separating in four places, revealing the clouds above and bright blue light of the sky. The women sang songs of battle, of trial, and of family as the men ate and watched the three sons of Arytor the Spear stand underneath the open air.


  “By our father, long lost Annar, and…by…his brother…our…long lost Solumet…we ask the …judgement…of the storms…that…it be…for who should take…my place…take…my throne of…the…sun…and my armor…of…the fist of…war…and have the..right to kill…the dragon to..set it in the….blood of our…enemies…so…be it. I call for the thunders…upon my…sons.” He felt the jet stone on the right arm of the throne, and he let the storms hear his calling.


  Thunder beckoned, dark clouds washed over the open skies, and flashes of lighting crackled into the stones of Auf Alach. Silence reigned as the three boys, three heirs to the floating city of their people, stood to see who would win the honor of slaying the dragon and taking the throne when their father died. They raised their weapons to the clouds. The bronze straight blade and round shield of Kimtor Seven-teeth, the two handed sword of Ebyrol Raven-hair, and the two twin bronzeblades of Udmalyr Sun-born all reached up, their eyes closing as the storm came unto them.


  The first bolt struck Kimtor, his arms jolting and shaking as it passed from his blade, through his twenty five feet of body, and into the stone floor. The fur rugs around his feet rose up and smoldered. He yelled as loud as the thunder that followed, then lowered his weapons. The pain was excrutiating, numbing, yet the fact he still stood and was staring at his younger brothers overrode any discomfort.


  The second bolt lashed down through the blades and bald head of Udmalyr, it fizzled, popped, arcing between both his weapons and bald head. Smoke rolled from his nostrils, then his mouth opened and a slight trickle of blood appeared. He fell to a knee, then to the ground, curling in agonizing pain. His face went from a tan yellow to a deep red of defeat and throbbing nerves.


  Another thunderclap, and another bolt shot into the greatsword of bronze held by Eybrol, the youngest. It warped and whipped around his body, sparking through his chest and into the floor. He opened his eyes, staring at his oldest brother in defiance and victory.


  More lightning cascaded, into Kimtor, knocking him to both knees, yet his shield and sword held high. Smoke hovered around his scalp and braids, dark ash falling around his face. He roared, feeling the intense burn through the whole of his body, and he stood. Much praise was yelled amidst the thunder that boomed overhead.


  Again the youngest giant prince was hit with called lightning from the skies, this time from the blades to his shoulders and arcing to his face. Eybrol writhed his neck back and forth so shake the jolts off to no avail. His wind released in a puff of red, he fell to a knee, yet one arm remained up with his sword. He heaved a huge breath, smoke billowing out like a dragon himself. He yelled and opened his eyes, and stood looking back at his oldest brother Kimtor.


  The storm quieted, the clouds passed, and whispers in the giant tongue traveled through the enormous seats in the home of Arytor the Spear. Never had anyone endured two bolts and stood, and never had two of three sons done so in the thousands of years of their kind. The giants of Auf Alach were amazed and perplexed as to how the king would decide, as there could not be another trial until a moon had passed.


  “I will withstand a third! Call again father, for I am stronger than my older brother Kimtor, I will be king!” Eybrol Raven-hair turned to the gathered kin, holding his blade up and roaring, his bold stained teeth and face in determined fury.


  “I could take two more, for I am the eldest and the lost Gods honor me as king!” Kimtor Seven-teeth rasied his blade and shield, slammed them together, and took a knee toward his father in respect.


  “I…cannot decide….the Gods…have decided…for…us. My sons Kimtor and Eybrol…which…one of you…brings the head….of this…dragon Rynnth….to the throne…shall have…the …crown of…Auf Alach…and be…king.” His words dwindling off into whisper, head lowering from the weight of his crown, Arytor the Spear rested in his seat of majesty.


  The giants holwed and pounded fists to their stone home, thunder from the storm in the distance mirroring their praise and excitement. The women brought out the breastplates, greaves, and helms of bronze to the sons of the king, Eybrol refused them. Udmalyr sulked at the foot of the throne, shaking his head in humility and pain. Auf Alach, the castle realm in the clouds, slowly drifted west over the Misathi, hidden in the daring heights of the summer sky. Kimtor and Eybrol walked the stairs to the upper wall, glaring at one another. In the open sky they looked for the great dragon whose head would bring them the crown of their people, and began sharpening their blades.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Katrina, Queen of Willborne, knelt and kept her head bowed while the wind took her blonde hair tinged with gray and swarmed it about. Veuric and Faldrune the red knelt the same behind her. The seventy-three men below them in the pass did likewise, the setting sun in the east still glaring off their armor. Five had died, burned alive when Rynnth opened her jaws and covered the cave entrance in flames. Two more had run, broken finally in spirit and in service to Queen Katrina and her demonic winged mistress. The dragon had eaten them an hour ago, then proceeded to consume the seven horses that stood in surplus to the remaining knights. Her anger at losing her quarry rose in puffs of smoke from her nostrils as she chewed.


  Whether anyone would say it or no, morale was fragile, and everyone was kept by fear or dominating bond, or both. No one here had seen a dragon until recently, let alone a giant, and the fear of the unkown becoming known was taking a toll. The heat in the Misathi in summer, the wicked serpent that commanded over them all, and the hunt for those they had just seen for but moments weighed upon the minds of all. Storms in the sky to the south, ferociously fast and sudden, only made tensions thicken. Not that there was no cover, or the men feared thunder or lightning, but it was that they came in the broad of day with not a cloud in the sky besides, as if some strange sorcery was being used around them. And they waited.


  Katrina could feel the anger and frustration from Rynnth, and her mind was being searched for answers to questions she could not have privilege to. She tried to resist, though everything she thought told her to allow Rynnth to see her mind and memory.


  The scroll of Annar and those that carry it…


  Saberrak the gray the minotaur that found it…


  Fugitives wanted by Prince Johnas, heading to Harlaheim…


  Daughter of Lazlette seen near Willborne…


  Dwarf that may have keys to lost mines to the west…


  Prices on their heads doubled by White Spider…


  Knight of Chazzrynn in a fight at a tavern in Bailey…


  Elven noble in Keervin Keep heading to sacred mountain…


  Katrina tried to stop her from going through her head, it was no use, something allowed it. She looked up, sweating from the effort of focus to keep her thoughts her own, and Rynnth was looking from across the valley, red eyes staring into hers.


  “Ixthickis terrigavi rixthi uhnndres ahgix.” Rynnth chomped her jaws with horseflesh and bone as she spoke from her high plateau. She could easily eat a live horse in one bite, yet seemed to savor the horror that taking smaller bites evoked upon those around her. The blood ran like a river down the red stone and pooled by the knights who held still and silent.


  “Her magnificence, Rynnth, says that we will travel west and wait further ahead in the pass. She says she knows now where those that murdered her children are heading.” Veuric, monotone and under complete sway, did not even open his one eye when he spoke anymore.


  “And where is that, priest of the dragon?” Faldrune the red, raised his horns from his dominated downward stare.


  “It is a lost mine, or city, I cannot recall. Far to the west, Prince Johnas thought the dwarf with them had a key or heirloom to it. She knows now, she has been clawing her way through my memories. I cannot stop her Faldrune.” Queen Katrina talked low, despite Rynnth gazing at her from across the valley over three hundred feet away.


  “She is looking at us, at you my queen, as we speak. Watch your words.” The minotaur seemed nervous.


  “Keep your mind clear of anything, or focus on something with all you can. Then she feels and sees what you do at the moment. Our words matter not.” Katrina kept her head bowed, not daring to look at anything but her boots and the red rock below them while the dragon dined.


  “She can hear a mile away or more, I have seen it.”


  “Yes, but she does not know our Agarian language. As long as Veuric does not translate into her ancient tongue, we may talk. Just do not think about what you are saying, think of something else.”


  “I will not translate unless she commands me, I am with you Queen Katrina of Willborne. What do we do? This is madness, for we will all surely die here in the mountains or later become a meal like Lord Marcell and his sons in Bailey.” Veuric kept in a praying position, no eye contact with either Katrina or Faldrune.


  “We cannot kill her, she is too big, too powerful. Not even with these remaining knights could we kill her.” Faldrune looked to the men in armor, then to the two dragonbound with him.


  “Maybe the giants will take care of that part for us, if they find us again.” Veuric looked, yes, Rynnth was still eating the last of the spare horses. The whinnying and terror of animals being devoured cascaded across the pass.


  “Or, the fugitives from Chazzrynn. The gray minotaur, Saberrak, the wizard of Lazlette, perhaps all together.” Katrina looked up, Rynnth was stretching her wings and about to take flight as she soaked up the rays of the sun on her black scales.


  “You are the Queen of Willborne, the men and myself, we follow you. Tell me what to do, before it is too late.” Faldrune looked to his companion, years of mercenary work and splitting skulls for pay, now they were but controlled blades for a wicked wyrm.


  “I never wanted the crown in this fashion, never. This is not Willborne, not the old ways I was told of when there were dragons still in abundan---“


  “She is coming, we talk of a plan later, when she sleeps.” Veuric whispered.


  Rynnth landed, signaling with a quick flick of her neck that she was ready to move on to the west. Veuric bowed his head, as did Faldrune, and they mounted the dragon. The men gathered their horses, mounted in silence and half heartedly raised their standards of the dragon and sword finding no wind in which to flutter the flags of their nation.


  Katrina went to mount after pointing to the knights to head west, helm under her arm, sword in its sheath. She stopped, Rynnth had lowered her head, face to face with her, giant red eyes staring as her neck swayed and a mild hiss escaped her jaws. Katrina froze, lowering her head to bow, then felt the tip of a curled claw under her chin, raising her gaze back up to that of her mistress.


  “Actually, I can hear for over three miles, little human queen. I know your tongue, very well in fact. I choose to speak my own instead, I love hearing the sound of my words in my native language. If you even think to talk of betrayal again, any of you, I will make your fate painful, terrifying, and long lasting indeed. Then, I will burn, devour, and destroy your entire kingdom and everyone in it. Do we understand one another, slave?” Rynnth whispered in perfect Agarian and smiled as much as her fanged maw would allow, never letting the gaze of this human woman leave hers. She could feel the hearts about to burst from the horned one and the burned man, and in Katrina as well.


  “Yes, my mistress. As you command.” Katrina had felt fear, before, but this moment was something beyond a nightmare.


  “We head west, to seek my revenge. Then, we will return to kill the giants for their lack of respect. After that, if you still live and are worthy, we may go back to Willborne and begin my worship in your little domain. That is if I do not eat you for your latest talks of blasphemy. Now, you will obey me, or burn in my flames for a thousand days and nights.”


  “Yes great dragon of Willborne, I will obey you.” Katrina was shaking, sweating, and the fear made her want to vomit. There was no escape, no release, and no pride left in her noble veins. She mounted Rynnth, placed her helm on her head, and held onto the scales of her mistress.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Torches lit by the dozens, then the dwarven warriors pushed and heaved, ten strong. Moments later, the doors in the mountain were shut. Twenty five warriors lifted a bronze rod as thick as a small tree and just as tall, they set it across the doors on the inside. Then another, then four, and then they climbed the stairs built into the red stone aside the pillars and set in two more diagonally, all fitting into bronzed holes. The doors looked impregnable, stone over bronze doors two feet thick already, then barred tightly six times from the inner holds. The rattling of stone and metal echoed threefold in the massive outer reaches of Marlennak.


  One of the dwarven soldiers turned to Dalliunn Cloudwatcher and began whispering. He handed him a necklace of beads and small fangs and patted him on the shoulder, which was quite a reach for the stocky dwarf.


  The soldier turned, watching the woman in robes rest on her rear. Then he looked to the elven woman, poised and dressed for battle and to the massive gray minotaur. His eyes noted the foreign sash and falcon of some notable degree on the bearded man, assuming he was a knight. Finally, he gazed at the dwarven priest from Boraduum, black tight beard and shaved head as it should be, hammerpiece of their God hanging from a chain on his neck. He looked to the shield, two mountains and twin crossed axes etched in amidst many a battle scar in the steel. His eyes focused tight, then lit up as he approached this dwarven traveler, his four hundred men silent in the massive corridor. There was a silent tension in the unmoving air.


  “Thalanaxe?” He queried as he reached out a forearm to greet.


  “Aye, the last I am afraid to say.” Azenairk looked down at the shield carried by this soldier, obviously in command here. He saw one axe etched over an anvil with a moon behind them. It had many more dings and cuts than his. The plates of armor, black steel helm, battle axe, shrotblade, and weathered bow, all looked just as used and worn. He thought hard, then smiled. “Anvudann?”


  “Aye, Tannek Anvudann, Marshall of the Southern Outguard Scout and slayer of ogre galore I be!” He grabbed Zen by the arm forcefully, slapping his back in a masculine embrace as steel breastplates clanging together. The tensions lifted, soldiers milling a bit and breathing now, Zen’s companions the same.


  “I am Azenairk Thalanaxe, confirmed priest of Vundren and son o’ the late Kimmirik, from Boraduum.” Zen felt tears as he smiled, not having said those words in a long time.


  “Well met cousin, what were ya’ doin’ in these here mountains with but five of ye’ anyway then? My big friend Dalliunn here came to me and says you were headin this way and in trouble. I don’t be charging in much for strangers, but he insisted that one of us was with ye’, and I assumed twas one of mine from Marlennak here.” Tannek turned to walk in from the doors, deeper into the cavernous halls that stood silent and grand.


  “On a journey, few bumps along the way landed us in Deadman’s Pass and all, heading west.” Zen did not want to share where he was going, he nodded to his friends hoping they picked up his reservations on speaking the details.


  “Odd company ye’ keep here, father Thalanaxe. Dalliunn says you are good folk though. Had to check myself first before I sealed the doors ye’ know.” Tannek strode in, his men forming around their visitors as he waved them to follow.


  “You speak to him, with him, in his tongue?” Shinayne asked, despite the focus of everyone being on Zen at the moment.


  “Aye, I do. No one else took the time, his lewirja tongue is hard to pick up and truly makes little sense. But, once ye’ be knowin’ that, few years go by, and ye’ get it. I hear he saved your arses a couple times over already, good lion he is. Dumb as shart sometimes, but a good hearted beast he be.” Tannek patted him on the rump as he trotted ahead on four padded and clawed feet.


  “He is, and yes, he did save us twice now, I owe him something for that.” Zen stopped, looking at Dalliunn Cloudwatcher, all his fetishes and animal hides and savage beads. “What would he like, don’t suppose gold would be o’ value to him?”


  “Naah, naah. Just beads and such, though I never had him save my life or that, just scouting around with us, he likes it. We feed him, let him come and go, he be one of us now here in Marlennak. Family killed by something years ago, and we took him in.” The Marshall of the Southern Outguard Scout kept on, coming to a dead end with an identical set of doors that his men would have to open. His dwarves ran at a fast pace.


  “Ye’ better have it open this time, I am not stoppin!”


  They pounded three times, then twice. The bars on the other side sliding from unseen dwarves, then the soldiers of Tannek Anvudann pulled, heaved, grunted and roared as the stone and bronze doors of forty feet began to slide open. The Marshall stopped, his nose grazing the opening door.


  “Dammit, no more drinkin mead in the morning then for a month! Stick to the whiskey only!” He yelled it, shaking his head in displeasure as they missed their time by two seconds. They all awwwed in unison, arguing among each other and pointing fingers.


  “Your soldiers drank this morning?” James was surprised as they seemed so well organized and efficient.


  “Hells yes! We drink all damn day, mead, whiskey, keeps us happy. And a happy soldier loves his duties, and if they love their duties they are better soldiers then. Ain’t no giant brave enough to face four hundred dwarves all lit on fine spirits, I assure ye’ southerner! Shart, we be mostly drunk now, sober, I’d a never gone and saved your arses against no dragon!” Tannek and his men all laughed, some understanding the talk, some translating it into the dwarven tongue, then more laughed once they understood.


  The second door of the southern entrances gave way into a maze of tight fitting tunnels, shrinking small with every turn from their former grandiosity. Before long, everyone was two by two and Saberrak was ducking his head to keep his horns from scraping the ceiling. Where forty foot wide and at least that high was near the massive stone doors of the mountainside, inside the mountain it was hardly enough for two to walk abreast with room, and down to six feet from floor to ceiling. Azenairk walked in the front with Tannek, talking about architectures and histories of their people as they marched in.


  “My neck is throbbing, how much further til I can stand up straight again?” Saberrak huffed it out ahead for Zen and the marshall to hear.


  “Soon my minotaur guest, soon. We keep the first set of inner passages tight, in case ogre or giants ever be thinkin’ o’ siege or war again. They can’t be fitting in these tunnels, and if they do, we cut em down quick.”


  “We killed a giant of some sort on the way here, nasty smelling beast it was.” Zen looked back to his friends, all marching in awe, all except Saberrak who was most uncomfortable.


  “Naah, naah, that was a little gray one right, female, sickly, the thing ya killed?” Tannek shook his head, serious look to his brown eyes as he stroked his orange beard and drank from a flask. He offered it to Zen who waved his hand respectfully to the no.


  “Yes, terrible smell to the blood and body, withered and it had small horns and---“


  “Aye, aye. Mogi, those are the mogi, not a true giant, a halfbreed they are. Don’t ever kill one unless ye wish a war upon yourselves. They send their old out to feast when they be too weak and feeble. Then they hunt down em down, and eat em.”


  “Cannibals?” Gwenneth asked, curious about the spirits she had seen with her arcane vision.


  “Aye, aye. Me brother is a priest o’ Vundren, like Azenairk here, he says they be worshippin demons o’ the dead and eatin their own ghosts and such. Gives em powers or something. He knows bout all that more than me, something with the blood too. They got damn poles with the heads of their elder shamans all over the pass, ya’ know. Me brother says they watch ya through em, I don’t know. All I know is they be some breed of ogre and giant mixed, savage and cursed.” Tannek Anvudann stopped, waved his hand ahead in the torchlit tunnel. A lone figure waved back, then two followed in behind it as it approached.


  “And when do we meet your brother, Marshall Tannek?” James looked around, noting the four hundred dwarves taking in most of the air in the cramped passage, it was getting hard to breathe.


  “Right now, he is comin this way. Hope he don’t chat yer ears off and ask a thousand questions.”


  “Who rules now, here in Marlennak then? Is it still King Vurdemok the Fourth?” Zen asked as the other dwarves were approaching. He tried to recall what his father had told him of Marlennak, he had been told so much.


  “No, he done died about some twelve years ago now, near two fifty he was. Now, we don’t have one king.”


  “No, king? Who commands the armies then?” Zen was perplexed.


  “We don’t have one king. We got two. Old Vurdemok left the kingdom to his two sons, one from his first wife and one from the second. Shart on us, they never agree on nothin’ without a fight. King Rallik o’ the Mountains and the South, King Therrak o’ the City and the North. They sit across from each other now, yelling every damn day, by Vundren it is a bleedin mess.” Tannek nodded to the stockier and heavier dwarf that met him with a forearm to his.


  “These must be the travelers from Deadman’s Pass then? Pleasure to meet ye’, I am father Drodun Anduvann o’ the Temple o’ the Cracked Wall, Vundren be blessed ye made it in one piece to us.” His long braids of red beard bounced off his knees, hair nearly gone on top but a few strands toward the back, and his belly looked a bit more full than his obviously younger brother. Still, the armor, family crested shield, and battle axe looked related, just as these two did. His robes and holy regalia of Vundren tried to cover it, but there was no denying that they were brothers, especially the bright brown eyed smiles that appeared here and there in the torchlight.


  “Allright, allright. O’ course they be safe, me and mine went to get em. Ain’t no temple boys here, no, just Outguard Scout and killers in the mountains by my side! Ye’ be forgettin’ who guards the south brother, sure not that temple is o’ the cracked head?” Tannek pounded his shield, followed by the half of his men that knew the Agarian tongue.


  “True on that then, younger brother. So, introduce me then to these here fine folk, would ya? Surely ye’ know them all well by now then?” Drodun walked up to Azenairk, bowing and shaking his hand in respect to an obvious fellow priest.


  “This here is Azenairk Thalanaxe, last o’ his line from Boraduum, son of the late Kimmirik Thalanaxe, priest o’ Vundren liking to yourself. And this is…ahh…this is ummm…”


  “Ye did not ask their names again, did ye’?” Drodun looked at his brother, shaking his head and sighing deep.


  “Well, no. I figured by them comin’ with, they would be showin their intentions and all, what is the point then, really?” Tannek lowered his head, waved an arm around, pointing to the companions and his men, not lookin’ to his older brother.


  “Ye and the men drinkin’ the mead and whiskey on the routes again, eh?”


  “Aye, ye’ bleedin’ hogwasher, what of it?”


  “Pardon the manners o’ me brother, he has to get back to duty and all.” Drodun smacked Tannek on the breastplate, hard, but with a smile.


  “Aye, aye. I be seeing ye all in the city, be sure o’ that. Well met and all, come on men, come on Dalliunn! Vuak dermeth agra Vundren athik vuumber ahn!” Tannek pounded his armor, as did all his men, making a deafening echo in the small passage. They all turned, heading back through the tunnels to the far off southern doors.


  “Father Thalanaxe, who be your friends here then?” Drodun held his hand out as he looked to the mismatched travelers. One of his priestly acolytes of the hammer and moons offered him a thick aged tome and the other a writing quill and ink. He began inscribing the names of the visitors to the great city of Marlennak into the golden edged book.


  “I am Gwenneth Lazlette.” Gwenne admired the bit of sudden formality, seeing a book and someone that could write brought a smile to her worn and tired visage.


  “Daughter o’ who and from where? Any title would be kind o’ ye as well.” Drodunn wrote, dipping the golden stick with feathers and a bone tip into a golden vial filled with deep blue ink.


  “Yes, of course. I am the daughter of Aelaine Lazlette, the Lady of Vallakazz and mistress of the Lazlette Semanarium Arcanum. I am an honor graduate wizard of the academy, and master of the arts myself.” Gwenneth smiled wide, knowing Drodun was having difficulty with all the lengthy words and by his eyes she could tell he was indeed impressed.


  “And yer father then?” Drodun looked up, wishing to finish with what was hopefully the hardest and longest one of the group, his hand already aching.


  “I do not wish to---“


  “She is the daughter of the great and late Lord Arlinne T’Vellon of Southwind Keep, a hero of Chazzrynn, honored among his people.” James spoke up, solemnly, but speaking for Gwenneth as to the father she rarely mentioned. He knew she would either be very angry, or perhaps find a bit of peace from the words he spoke. She did not look to him and kept her silent composure.


  “Ye’ come from fine stock there, Gwenneth Lazlette, well met indeed.” The priest of Marlennak turned to the golden skinned elven woman and smiled.


  She bowed. “I am Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin, once heir to the throne of Kilikala, and my parents have been missing since I was very young. Yet, the guardians that raised me and my sisters are Naladra and Eoehrina Hanaira, the king and queen of my homeland to the north.


  Drodun wrote and dipped and wrote in the silent tunnels of the south side. He would hope the men had less in the way of titles and names, his hand throbbing now. He smiled and nodded to Shinayne, then looked to the bearded man with the sash.


  James bowed as well. “I am Sir James Andellis, Knight of Southwind Keep, honorable Knight of Chazzrynn for King Mikhail Salganat, and I have never and will never know of my parents. I was raised as an orphan as were most of my order.” He breathed out, always having trouble with never knowing his past or family. That was why he seemed insistent that Gwenne honor hers, at least she knew.


  “And James was actually knighted in the field by the King of Chazzrynn, received a falcon medal of honor, and brought down the commanding officer of an Altestani warship in single combat.” Gwenneth smirked, adding a bit of his glory to the book to compensate for the lack of parents, though she did not know why. Perhaps it felt like gratitude.


  “Excellent service Sir James, aye.” Drodun sighed, his page filling quick, the words losing their neatness, he realized he had erred in asking the details, although, these were the most noble and interesting visitors Marlennak had seen in centuries. He looked to the seven and a half foot minotaur with suspicion with all the tattoos on the face and quite a beastial disposition.


  “And lastly, you, my horned visitor.”


  “I am Saberrak the gray, formerly of Unlinn. Son of Tathlyn, older brother to Tychaeus. I do not know who my mother was by name, most minotaurs don’t. I have nothing else, no other names.” He said it without pride, without his usual huffs of honor and intimidation. The lists previous of such great histories and honors had left him quiet.


  Drodun sensed it, they all did. It was quiet, as if something was supposed to happen but no one knew exactly what. Drodun looked to his belt, saw the old fist of Annar on the minotaurs’ buckle. “Well then, Saberrak Agrannar of the Grays, son of Tathlyn it is then. Well met.”


  “What does that mean? That is not my name, dwarf.” Saberrak liked the sound, but felt more shame and anger than any gratitude in falseness.


  Zen spoke first, quickly. “It fits fine. Agr, means of the spirit of. In our tongue, we add it to Vundren, saying agrvund to those that are blessed into the temples at an early age. Ye definitely be young, and ye definitely have the spirit of Annar in ye, enough said there. Take it, the priest gives ye honor and you deserve my horned friend.”


  All his friends nodded and smiled in agreement, realizing how important having a full name was in the world, and how they had taken theirs for granted for so long. Saberrak smirked a bit, huffed out his chest, and raised his head a little in the cramped passage.


  “Saberrak Agrannar of the Grays, son of Tathlyn. Suppose it’s fitting then.”


  “Well met to ye all, and welcome to Marlennak! Now, let me give a tour around and show ye a bit o’ the city. We be starting on the south side, we will head over to Redbridge into the heart o’ the city with all the homes and merchants, and then I will take ye over Blackbridge to the actual forges, temples, and libraries. From there, I will see about getting us in to see the two kings in Castle Vairrek…you all being noble and such as it were…and then…” Drodun walked and talked, guards and acolytes falling in behind him and his most noble guests followed closely through the hidden dwarven city of the Misathi.


  



   


  Cristoff III:II


  Mountain Cliff Tradeway, Shanador


   


  “Broushelle was right, crows swarming as we speak, but there is nothing left to see.” Sir Leonard looked to the priest of Alden, finishing his funeral prayers for the third death the exiled company had in just a few days. These were not lost scouts of theirs nor feeble peasants whose time had come that he had seen in the rocky foothills. He had not recognized the bodies, had not gotten close enough in fact.


  “Please Alden, Lord of Heaven, Lord of Mercy, Lord of Sacrifice, allow your light from above shine down to guide our lost brothers and sisters here to your home. Take them from us, and honor them as we have in life, and let them pass to life eternal, with you. Amen.” Garret D’Ourmas repeated the prayer three times, eyes closed, feathered cross in hand. He looked up from the three mounds of earth to the mounted knight, once of Harlaheim.


  “You may inform Lord Cristoff and Capitan Broushelle that we will be delayed. I cannot simply bury our own that pass on and leave those that may or may not be ours to rot in the summer sun. My faith will not allow that, not for any man. Where were they from?” Garret had just buried two elderly Harlian women from Saint Erinsburg, their life just gave out on the journey. The other was a scout, his horse was frightened in the foothills by something they assumed. They found him dead under his steed this morning, crushed by the weight and from two rocks that followed.


  “Father, I am of the Order of Saint Tarumin, and I deeply feel the same way as you. However, the road is treacherous, the heat is rising, and we have spotted ogre already on three instances. Please remember, we have women, children, and the elderly with us. We incur the safety of nearly eight thousand lives here. Every hour we delay, gives time more a chance to do its work upon us. We need to reach Gillian and…Alden have mercy, he just does not listen to reason.” Sir Leonard was talking to himself upon his horse in the midmorning glares of the western sun, Garret had begun to walk back into the foothills below the cliffs where the bodies had been reported.


  The looming rock face was high, only the sparse misguided tree root broke the empty red mountain cliff of hundreds of feet. Crows cawed, issuing their displeasures at interruption as a knight on horse and a man broke their scavenging. Upon a small plateau in the hills, parts of bodies lay scattered. The blood was dry, a head here, the corpse twenty feet to the left. Another looked torn in half, entrails strewn about from impact it would seem. A third, legs twisted and broken like the arms, bone showing through from black garments, body and head swollen. Twenty more, crossbows riddled through them, smashed upon the low rocks another fifty feet eastward.


  Garret breathed deep, the odor was terrible. He looked to the carnage, the blood, then up as he realized these bodies had been pushed or thrown from the cliff far above. He began to think Leonard was correct in his assumption, he looked to the company from Saint Erinsburg to the west, thousands traveling on. He looked up to the knight from Harlaheim, to the shovel across his steed, then to the rocky ground. He closed his eyes in a silent moment.


  “Beheaded one first, then the slave torn in two, then the woman in black. Then we get the rest over there. Help me please, Sir Leonard. Alden bless these poor souls.” He went ahead, taking the remains as carefully as he could, Leonard assisting in silence.


  Sword…


  “Did you hear something father Garret?” Leonard turned, drawing his rapier slowly, gazing around.


  “No, please, it is just the crows echoing off the cliff. Let us be done here soon.” Garret brought the first of the bodies, piece by piece, to lower ground with soil in which to dig, twenty feet off the tradeway.


  Sword…


  “There it is again, something stirs up there. Be it the crows, then they are speaking to us father. Let us go, I feel uneasy here.” Leonard walked up toward the crows that watched, surveying the hills and cliffs around him, looking for motion or the source of the voice.


  Sword…


  He looked down, the voice came as a whisper of a whisper, so faint and strained as to not be real at all. Auburn hair in a loose tie, all smattered with dried blood upon a swollen head that was face down. Her legs were twisted and broken behind in a terrible form, one arm broken and flopped over her back with bone protruding out the shoulder. Crow marks upon her back, where they had worked their way through the black cloth and leather to what appeared to be some sort of brand of a spider. Leonard looked at the closed eyes, kneeling to see them on this poor corpse of a woman. One swollen eye of slate blue opened, and his heart nearly stopped. He gasped.


  Sword…


  Tears in his eyes, all alone on the rock, Leonard drew his blade and placed it over the brand. One quick plunge down through the heart and her suffering of days and nights as such would finally be at an end. He put the tip to her pale and crimson marked flesh. He saw what looked to be a smile try and form from a broken jaw and bulging face, then she blinked twice.


  Sword…


  “May Alden bless you, take you in peace, and keep you safe in your journey to heaven. Have you any sins to confess before you die?” Leonard looked, a definite smile formed, tears dripping from her eye to the red rock. He had to do it, no human should be allowed such suffering, he tightened his grip with both hands, hoping for a quick end for her pain, and his own for every second of delay.


  Sword…please…


  “Then by the light of Alden I strike and pray you find---“


  “Stop! Stop there Sir Leonard, I will be the judge of Alden’s word and will, not your blade if you would.” Garret saw the knight taking his time with the one body on this plateau, then saw the blade raise up and hold on the corpse of the woman for some moments. Something told him to walk over and inspect, though he knew not why.


  “She begs for the sword father, let her have it. She has endured enough, I beg you.” Leonard kept his blade pointed to her skin, flies buzzing to survey what the crows had missed.


  He looked the woman over, so swollen he did not know how she could even talk. Garret swatted the flies in the air, knelt down, and looked her in the eye. “Tell me if you feel this.” He touched her heel with his hand and squeezed just the slightest.


  Yes…sword…please


  “If you can feel that, your back may not be broken. You may live, if you wish, there is a chance.” Garret smelled the infection from her body, saw the crow marks where she had started to become a meal. He looked up, one tree branch to break a hundred foot fall, maybe, then another hundred from there to here. He shook his head.


  “Father, the rot would have spread, the marrow would have poisoned what blood she has left by now. Do not let her suffer any longer.” Leonard shook his head, sword still ready to end it.


  “And it would take a miracle to save her, heal her, and see that she could even have the chance of a normal life were she to live.” Garret looked to the bones he would have to set, knowing that even moving her may kill her in this state.


  “Yes, a miracle and then---“


  “Miracles are what I do, Sir knight, if Alden wills them. Sheath your sword.” Garret looked, brown eyes full of care and youth, he glanced at yound Sir Leonard and then his blade and back up.


  “It could take days here, the company will not wait for---“


  “The go and tell them I will catch up in time. Leave your horse so I may do my duties for the church and see the bodies put to the earth, saving those I can. Sheath your sword Sir Leonard, now.”


  “You are stubborn, senseless at times, Alden have mercy. Yet, I cannot leave you alone here to die, very well then.” Leonard sheathed his rapier.


  “Thank you. Now, keep the crows away for a time while I pray.”


  “As you wish father.” Leonard waited as patiently as he could.


  Garret placed his hand on the back of the broken woman, hot sun starting to warm her cold flesh. He closed his eyes, feeling only a faint pulse of her life, fading quickly beyond even that. He asked God in his silent reverie to help this woman and to feel for the infections and causes he would cure if he had the strength. He felt the poisoned blood in her shoulder and torso, then the breaks in her bones, there were nineteen. Garret sensed infection spreading in her face, her throat, her back, and even her legs. He sat back down from his kneeling position, coughing himself as if what he felt were inside him as well. He got back to his knees, and began to pray despite the feeling of futility in his mind. He pulled the golden feathered cross from his robes.


  “Alden, Son of the Gods and Lord of men, He who sacrificed himself for our salvation at the hands of demons, He whose wings were torn from him for love of man, I beg you help me heal this woman that she indeed live. Should she be of value to you, to our journey, should she live in your grace with lasting purpose, Amen.”


  His hand went to her back, golden light flowing from fingertips into pale flesh. He concentrated more, and more light shone in small flashes as he thought of her infections and poisoned blood. He thought of her pain, asking silently for Alden to take it away into the light, so that she may rest in preparation for the setting of bones and more healing. More flashes of light struck from his hand and into the morning skies below the cliffs. Then he sat down, exhausted.


  No one moved, the crows did not bother and the flies did not buzz. Leonard looked to Garret, seeing the look of weariness on his face. He put his hand on the priests’ shoulder, then knelt next to him. He looked then to the woman, still, eyes closed, unmoving. He hung his head and said a silent prayer for the woman himself.


  “You tried father, you tried. There was nothing that could have saved her. Twas a miracle she lasted as long as she did. Alden have mercy.”


  Garret looked to the woman, then to Leonard. “What can I get for you my child, will be time to move soon.”


  “Father, she is dead, it is enough now---“


  Water…please….water…


  Sir Leonard gasped again, his heart stopping. He made the sign of the cross on his chest and circled it, bowing his head in prayer. “I…I…I do not know what to say.”


  “To those of greater faith and understanding, greater knowledge of his will for us will seem, at times, miraculous indeed…”


  “…to those of lesser faith…the Aldane texts, Psalm twelve, Book of Saint Tarumin, I now it well.” Sir Leonard had not blinked, just stared back and forth between this woman still on the rocks and father Garret.


  “Not as well as I.” Garret walked to the horse to get a waterskin for the woman he had saved.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  He slowed his charging steed as he reached his capitans and Sir Karai. They looked down at another dead scout, this one bludgeoned to death by something large, horse stolen. Cristoff looked south, then west, the dust from his charge just now catching up to he and the men gathered.


  “We have footmen with halbreds in the low hills there to the south of the tradeway my lord. Westward as well. We will find them.” Karai nodded, drew his heavy steel rapier, and trotted ahead with ten horseman, watching the road to Gillian.


  “Second one this morning sire. Best inform the people, keep them on guard while we hunt down the trangressors.” Capitan Broushelle, aged and staunch in his saddle, motioned for his boy to hand him his lance and helmet.


  “Form your men, there is nothing to report to the citizens until we know what stalks us. Whatever it is, it uses the hills and cliffs for cover.” Cristoff drew his longsword, the sword with the pyramid pommel he had traded his for with the mercenary elf, Kendari.


  “We are days from the Misathi Mountains, days further from Bloodskull. Won’t be giants or ogre, lest they are lost or scavenging. We will find them my lord, rest assured.” Broushelle waved his men forward with him.


  “Soldier, where are father Garret and Sir Leonard?”


  “My lord, they are burying the dead behind us about three miles. Should not be long, shall I fetch them sire?” The soldier, a man barely out of his teens, stood at attention.


  “No, send word we have trouble ahead of the caravan, have them meet us when they finish. Hyaaah!” Cristoff Bradswellen the Third charged ahead, ten men with him as well, moving between the road and the bluffs, four squads now scouring the land before them.


  For hours they searched every hill, bluff, cliff, and lowland marsh. The terrain changed every half hour, the sun warming in time, yet Broushelle, Cristoff, Karai, and the footmen found neither missing horse nor tracks to follow. It was as if the horse simply disappeared from the earth and left a bludgeoned rider as but a token sign of some trickery.


  “Men, spread out, each one of you. Watch the sky.” Cristoff pointed to each capitan, then forward in a wide arc ahead of the caravan.


  “Why, my lord, do you see something?” Karai looked, hand shielding his eyes from the beaming sun overhead.


  “Just do as I say, keep your swords low, but eyes up.”


  “Yes sire.” They all nodded, turned their steeds, and spread far.


  It was minutes later, if that, and they heard it. Screeching beyond the clouds and bluffs, many returned the call the same, louder than a charge of heavy cavalry were it close by, ear piercing to man and beast alike. From south to north, then to the west, the screeches called to one another like dying animals, then stopped. No one moved, just looked and waited.


  “There!” A footman pointed it out first, then another soldier, finally all forty three following his finger to the skies. From three different spots in the high hills around the tradeway, black wings with white swirls beat silent and fast flying dark forms with claws and stout bodies. At first, the white swirls made it as if a swarm of bugs or crows massed, all broken in color with the black and blending with the clouds that passed. Then, within only hundreds of feet, they could be seen as hairy giant winged rodents, easily capable of carrying off a horse, let alone a man. Their camoflauged wings, from tip to clawed tip, reached fifty feet or more.


  “Stormbats, four of them! Arrows and halberds now!” Cristoff had neither, but charged toward the most forward man, knowing these blind creatures would swarm and grab the closest prey and be gone quickly, even in daylight.


  Bows pulled from shoulders of men afoot and nervous horsemen, halberds and lances upon stallions charged directly. Many a sword from men who had but that, drew from scabbards as the four monstrous ivory patterned black bats dove blindly. First into the steed of Sir Karai and one of his horsemen, then two more joined in to lift. Only up close could one hear the rapid beating of thin skinned wings and see the pug and fanged faces of the giant hairy beasts of prey.


  “Arrrghhh ahhhh haaahhh!” Karai plunged his rapier into the hairy and fly infested chest, then again, and a third. His blade returned more crimson with each stroke. Two of the four sets of claws grabbed him, he stabbed again, this time into the neck of the stormbat. He covered his face with his shield from the blood that sprayed and the high pitch of screech that deafened as he was lifted into the air, his horse behind him by another bat and the lower claws of this one. His man beside him clung to his steed, now in the air the same fifteen feet, and climbing.


  “Fire into that one, right center, before it’s too close!” Broushelle ordered a barrage, fifteen bows loosed their flights into a circling stormbat. The thin membrane of skin tore in many places, the body decorated with arrows, one of the winged hunters fell to the field.


  Lances and poled weapons charged the fallen beast and the one with Karai’s horse. Penetrating steel shot through soft flesh and hair, two now on the ground struggling to stretch their wings and take flight as they bled the grasses red. The soldier in the air was seized by claws above him, and thrown from the four legged meal the stormbat wanted. His body turned and flailed in the air, landing into capitan Broushelle. Both men tumbled with Broushelle’s stallion over them, over twice more, and into the hard ground.


  “Hold your fire! You will hit Sir Karai!” Cristoff stopped the second barrage taking aim, only Karai and his horse in the air with two bats, one of them spilling blood to the ground as it hovered up and away.


  He turned, charging with his blade forward, knowing their was nothing he could do until either Karai, or the bats, fell from the sky. Cristoff jumped his steed over the mess of Broushelle and trampled the wings of one bat, then turned and slashed the head half off from the other in one stroke. As he turned round again, the men swarmed the remaining landbound strormbat and plunged their blades deep until it stopped its struggle.


  Karai fought the clawed arms, the fangs that bit at him, and climbed over the wing of his assailant beast. Grabbing one of the big thin black ears, loosing his shield to fall now thirty feet, he flipped his rapier into a downward grip. He plunged it into the base of the neck, twisting, pulling back, then diving it down again, holding it deep as it flailed and shook.


  Gurgled hisses of screeches flowed out of its lungs as it let go of the horse, the remaining stormbat heading west alone with the prized meal. The bat, unable to lose its unwelcome rider, dove to its right knowing something was there to grab onto. As it reached for the high cliff, the blade of Karai, punctured into its back, and again. The bat and Sir Karai crashed into the rock face at full speed, then fell twenty feet or more, both of them meeting solid rock at the bottom.


  “Men, chase that beast down and take out its wings!” Lord Cristoff pointed to the last stormbat making off with Karai’s horse, then rode his steed hard to the rock where his brave knight had fallen.


  Before Cristoff arrived to his knight, Sir Karai stood from the rocky plateau. He raised his sword high, shaved head covered in blood that ran down his face, yet not his own. The cheers and roars from the men were quick, then followed by the caravan that had rounded the trade road and seen him but crash a giant bat into the cliff face. Cristoff raised his longsword high toward Sir Karai, honoring him amidst all the cheering from thousands.


  Men saw to their capitan Broushelle and the soldier that was thrown, both laid out injured with broken bones, but alive. The caravan stopped by order of Sir Leonard with a wave of his hand, and he and father Garret ran their horses to the field of victory, blades drawn and charging in to offer assistance to Lord Cristoff. More cheers from the west rose up as the fourth bat was brought down by the archers and slain by the small cavalry scouts on the ground.


  “My Lord! Have we missed the battle? What are these creatures?” Sir Leonard was ready, excited and poised for war. He looked to his fellow knight on the rocky outcropping, standing over a slain bat of epic proportions with his sword raised. “Are there more?”


  “No, no Sir Leonard. We have victory here, a few injured father Garret.” Cristoff nodded to the priest who quickly sheated his sacred longblade of the church and trotted toward Broushelle and the gathered men.


  “Casualties, my lord?”


  “None, save Karai’s stallion. We are blessed this day.” Cristoff watched Karai approach on foot after his short climb down. He picked up his shield from the field, and had a long strap of leather in his other hand. He wiped the blood from his face as knelt before his lord.


  “Rise Sir Karai, magnificent bravery and skill there, knight of the exiled company. May I say, faultless courage is without doubt, defined by your blade and deed.” Cristoff nodded his head, as did Sir Leonard.


  “My horse?”


  “The only loss of the battle I am afraid, besides some injuries and the scouts they have been picking off the last few days.”


  “Well, it is not much, but this is at least of interest my lord.” Karai handed the leather strap of nearly ten feet, studs of bronze through the rough craftsmanship, and scrawls of strange symbols upon the treated hide. “It is a collar, my lord, these stormbats belong to someone.”


  “And bats, as far as I know of, are rather blind in general and only come out at night, not the day.” Sir Leonard commented, seeing the collar for what it was, and the battle he missed for more than happenstance.


  “So, the owner, whoever it is, sent them after us. We have enemies with pets and with reach. I want the watches doubled, scouts brought in closer for safety.” Cristoff thought hard on who would have such things in their retinue and why they would send them after he and his. “And, a heroes feast in honor of Sir Karai tonight.”


  “Done my lord.” Leonard patted Sir Karai hard on the shoulder as they sheathed their rapiers. The knights and soldiers of Lord Cristoff moved the injured to the carriages and covered wagons that were beginning to fill. The thousands from Saint Erinsburg followed the lead of their lord, who now watched the skies over Shanador as much as the road ahead.


  



   


  Kendari III:II


  Village of Tillis, Kivanis-Caberra Border


  Dark clouds brought midnight rains from east to west across the marshland farmsteads and fields of broken fences. Long had it been since his feet walked upon the weathered roads of Kivanis, where the first men supposedly landed from the north, across the Soltaic Ocean from Altestan four thousand years ago. Their architectures had been legendary, their armies and navies led the exploration and settling of the Agarian continent, and the Kivanite people once boasted deadly swordsman counts and infamous sorcerer lords too many to name. Once long ago, and now but an empty shell of a ruined and poor people kept the castle strewn lands generation after generation. Their occupation by Altestan nobility, and rumored military, had most on Agara theorizing as to when the next war with the north would occur.


  Kendari passed the dilapidated flag aflutter, windwashed dead like the kingdom seemed. Faded bands of red, white, and yellow with two crossed curved blades supporting a closed eye could barely be made out as he unfurreled it, then he went along. The winds from the east never stopped in this kingdom he recalled. South of their small but unclimbable Gimmori Mountains to the north, it was peasant folk and their farms ruled by inbred counts and countesses who sold themselves to Caberra or Harlaheim lords. To the north, even worse. The corruption of the nobility had ties and deals with Armondeen to the far west and their ancient homeland in Altestan across the ocean, supposedly all in secret. Shanador, Chazzrynn, Harlaheim, and Willborne had put Kivanis asunder centuries ago in a united war that they had never recovered from. It shown still on the curious and hating faces of all he passed.


  “What brings you to my town and home, friend?” The guard, or closest thing the town of Tillis had at this time of night, stood in the road, hand on his saber.


  Kendari looked from under his hood to the man that spoke so nicely, yet he could tell it was all for show. He knew Kivanis well enough to not trust a Kivanite. Their brown skin like fresh sweet caramel, their inviting eyes of dark browns or nearly black, and their ebony hair was always hidden under cloth or tied back neatly. Smiles in the night, dead or robbed blind by morning, he thought.


  “Passing through. Step aside.” Kendari continued north on the only road that would take him to the lost path to Stillwood. The forests and mountains teemed with wolves, hyenas, foul spirits and haunts of the dead. Kendari needed no more distractions he knew, for he would change his mind again and never arrive. He had started this journey a dozen times.


  “Friend, please, your name and business in my town, now.” He drew his saber halfway out, seeing he was half a foot taller than this man that walked all covered and at a brisk pace in the night.


  “I am passing through, using the road, to Stillwood. Now, step aside.” He did not want to kill again, not without some coin for it anyway.


  “My friend, Stillwood is a ruin, nothing there.” He backed up, keeping this strange traveler in front of him before the gate to Tillis.


  “I am aware, and I am not your friend. I am getting wet from the rain and do not wish to trudge the mud. I need your road. Here.” Kendari threw five gold coins from his coinpurse to the ground in front of him.


  “You have strange eyes there, green like the grass my friend. What is wrong with your skin though? Remove your hood, I could help if I saw it better.” The man scrambled, picking up the coins then running alongside this stranger as he reached the open gate to Tillis.


  “I do not need any help. Be gone.” Kendari walked into the town, perhaps three or four hundred and double that in the rural surroundings. He saw the spires of a reaching castle tower to the east, domed top cracked like the stones, flag rotted away, and the dark windows gave the impression that it was unused for some time. The town boasted only two taverns, one of which an inn as well by the looks of it. The only lights were from lamps there and he went closer to get near a dark crowd and away from this one so curious about him.


  “Ahhh, my friend wishes a drink then…or a woman…maybe a bed for the night?” The Kivanite followed now, the strongarmed yet friendly approach had gotten five in gold, more flattery and conversation would likely yield even more.


  “The Night n’ Gale Inn and Taverne, looks like I have found all I need, a roof from the rain until the storm passes. I will wait outside. Leave me be.” Kendari ignored him as best he could, even talking aloud to himself to give further hint.


  “Foroza, my name is Foroza Culdiricht.”


  “I did not ask.”


  “Of course you did, I heard you just now---“


  Kendari grabbed him at the corner to the inn, turning him around to the alley. Shiver was out and inches away from Foroza’s eye before words could issue, then the Nadderi grabbed the Kivanite’s throat. Heat rippled from the enchanted edge and the wind and sudden motion released his hood to his shoulders, revealing his heritage.


  “I do not know you, I do not want to know you. I do not want anything but to reach Stillwood, alone. If you do not vanish, your blood will be just one puddle of thousands I have caused. I will lose no sleep over it. Now, if you value your life, your town, or your appendages, leave me be and make sure everyone else does the same.”


  “You are…are…an elf…a cursed one. You…yes…yes…friend, I will go now.” Foroza had heard stories passed down that from time to time the spirits of the deep forests would send these elves out to die, and they cursed the land if they were allowed to live. His eyes were as big as the moons that did not shine this night. He ran as fast as he could once this creature let him go.


  Oh so wonderful, so deadly, such a killer you are…


  The cursed elf heard her voice, plain as midnight, his blade from Lord Cristoff out in a reverse grip as fast as he lowered his posture. He looked left down the alley, then out into the main road of the town to his right, nothing. He smelled for the burned stone sulphur that accompanied the temptress from hell he had dealings with four centuries ago. Nothing. Kendari watched the shadows for motion, looked out to the fog that the rain brought in the heat and humidity. Still nothing.


  “I am going insane. She is dead, Nareene is dead, the holy blade did its work in Saint Erinsburg.” He talked aloud, calming his nerves and suspicions.


  Then why can you hear me…Kendari the traitor…


  “Lapdog of Cancuru, show yourself so I may pleasure your body with my blade again.” Kendari waded into the rain, into the middle of the main road of Tillis, swords drawn and steam sizzling from Shiver in the dark.


  “As you wish, my cursed and marked beloved.”


  Footsteps on old wooden planking, she came from the inn. Kendari turned, it was not her. A young Kivanite girl of ten perhaps, sashes, a vest, three skirts and bracelets up and down her arms turned toward him. Her hair was loose and messy to her shoulders, eyes of the night staring at him as he watched from the center of town, blades out, in the rain.


  “You are not Nareene. Go inside girl.”


  “This one, yes. He seeks to kill us all before he goes to Stillwood to die. He is dangerous and carries a plague, he should die.” The little girl winked at him, then pointed as seven men followed her out to the porch of the Night n’ Gale.


  The voice was not her own, older, without the questioning thick accent of Kivanis. It was Nareene speaking, he knew it, then she winked again and her eyes flashed red. The men all reached for weapons hidden in dark brown robes. Kendari rushed in quick steps and lunged up the two stairs to the wooden entrance. Shiver dove deep into the girl’s chest, then a backheld slash of the crossblade took off her head.
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  Knock, knock, knock!


  Kendari heard it, knocking at the door, he opened his eyes wide, then shut them fast as the light of morning streaming in through the curtained window nearly blinded him. Squinting, he looked around. A room, a mess of wood furniture cut apart, some still smoldering from his searing blade. The blade, which was in his hand in a deathgrip, the other was held reverse in his left. His armor of black chain, necklace of arcane origin, rings of enchanted natures, and bracers of unbreakable magicked steel lay on the floor. His boots of silent fey tricks were on, one of them anyway, the other on the bed. His clothes of black and hooded cloak, still full of burns and slashes, were crumpled into a pillow.


  Knock, knock, knock!


  “One moment!”


  “I have your morning meal sir, all packed to go, just like you requested.” The voice of the young girl was skittery, nervous outside the door.


  “Is everything allright, friend? It is a bit noisy there, are you well my cloaked traveler?”


  A man’s voice, very familiar. The girl’s too, he knew he had heard them before. “Foroza?”


  “Yes, yes, you remember me my strange friend! Is everything well in your room then?”


  “A bit of repair will be in order I am afraid.” Kendari got dressed quickly, not feeling he had slept much at all, his muscles tight. He looked to a nightstand, the mattress, a dresser, and a small chest that were all cut and destroyed from his swords. He remembered none of it. Scabbards in place, blades sheathed, jewelry in the right places, and his other boot pulled high, Kendari opened the door.


  “My, you did have a rough night of it then, my friend.” Foroza gasped a bit, as did the young girl of ten or so years. The Nadderi stood still, hood draped low over his face, yet the girl stared up at him.


  “How much?” Kendari waved his hand at the wreakage of the room.


  “Five gold, friend. Five should do fine.” Foroza seemed nervous, not wanting any trouble from this stranger who tore the room apart so, not with his daughter here anyway.


  “Of course five, I should have known that.”


  “What was that, my friend? I do not underst---“


  “Nothing, nevermind.” Kendari smiled from under his cowl, and handed five gold coins to Foroza.


  “Thank you, strange one. Nareene, hand him his food now.”


  Kendari froze, his fingers fidgeting to reach for his blades. He looked to the girl holding up a wrapped white cloth of breads and cooked lamb sausage and cheeses. She stared with her dark eyes into his, her messy hair and skirts all as he remembered.


  “What is it, friend?” Foroza put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder.


  “Did you say, Nareene?”


  “Yes, my daughter’s name, why?”


  “Where would she get a name like that here in Kivanis? It is not a Kivanite name.” He was close, near the moment he would pull steel and kill quickly.


  “True, you are well traveled then. My wife’s parents came from the islands to the far west, from the city-states of Yallah, Garoug, and Bamorah. There, it is a fairly common name among---“


  “---among the priestesses and clergy of Vasentanessa.” Kendari relaxed, finishing the man’s sentence for him, blinking a moment. He accepted the breakfast.


  “Indeed, she was named for her grandmother who was in fact, a high priestess in Garoug before she passed.” Foroza relaxed, as did his daughter, seeing their guest calm a bit with his strange behavior.


  “He has green eyes, like the grass father. But his face is scarred or painted, he should see a priest, he looks sick.” Little Nareene spoke in whispers to her father, assuming Kendari could not hear her.


  “Ssshhh! I am truly sorry friend, the mouths of children. Nareene, those that are decorated so are blessed. To insult them would be to bring bad luck to the harvest and our people. Now, apologize.” Foroza pointed his finger to little Nareene.


  “I am sorry for your painted face, I don’t want bad luck please. I didn’t really mean to say that.”


  “Ssshhh, ssshhh! No, not like that, ahhh, one moment please, friend.”


  “I hate Kivanis.” Kendari walked past the two in discussion. Down the stairs past a group of men who sat drinking and eating. They all stopped and stared as he walked out the doors into Tillis.


  “One, three, six, seven. Of course there were seven men there. I truly hate this kingdom.” Kendari spoke aloud, reminding himself he was not in his recent nightmare, yet much was the same. He turned, shielding his eyes more than the hood already did, and looked to the inn he had just left, morning haze lighting the outside.


  “Night n’ Gale Inn and Taverne. Of course, of course. I am going insane, truly.” He walked north, heading out of Tillis at a brisk step.


  It took only minutes, and the small town was behind him. Wet marshland glistened in the morning moisture, low fogs stood still, then a gust of breeze would scatter them to the next farmstead. The two jagged stones were still there on the east side of the road. He knew it was the road to Stillwood, yet it looked completely overgrown and unkept. Regardless, he knew that was the way to where he needed to go. Kendari stopped at a cluster of northern palm trees across from his hidden trail, sat down and opened his bundle of food. Five bites into some bread and cheese, and he heard it. People running, fast footsteps his way, then another bite of cheese. The seven men surrounded him at his little oasis, he let them and took a bite of bread, saving the lamb sausage for later. They drew daggers, sabers, scimitars, machetes, knives and all manner of blade. He looked up, measuring the men all ranging from twenty to fifty, all the Kivanite men from the inn, Foroza and his little Nareene behind them pointing fingers.


  “There, him, he said he hated me and my daughter! He is a cursed one, she saw it. He must die or his curse will remain on Tillis!” Foroza was not smiling.


  “I said I hated Kivanis.”


  “The same! See, he walks our lands spreading evil, I felt it when he came last night, and now he leaves broken wood in my home and business, a sign of his passing and his curse. It is known, he is marked with his dark gods vengeance!” Foroza was shaken, drunk on superstitions and fear.


  “Let us see your face, stranger!” One of the men with a blade demanded.


  Kendari stood, the men silent, and he flicked his neck revealing his pointed ears, black hair tied back to show his swirled and marked black over his pale face. He glared at Foroza with his deep green gaze, smiling. “Satisfied?”


  “He is a demon father, a monster. Make him go away.” Little Nareene pointed, tears in her eyes.


  “I did go away, you followed me here. Now leave---“


  The sunlight gave him away, a glimmer of turning steel caught Kendari’s eye, from behind him the men rushed with blades. A moment before two men plunged their daggers into his back, Shiver pulled loose and arced with his turning feet, disarming both weapons. The second longsword, with a small step in the turn, cut across two chests and left the men split wide open and dying on the road.


  “I am warning you, leave---“


  The remaining five charged him from all sides, sabers and knives brandished and leading with furious strokes. Foroza watched a seared and severed hand fly through the air holding a dagger, then a man fell holding his bleeding throat. The sound of steel ringing was so rapid he could not tell who was doing what to whom. A saber flung end over end and stuck into a tree, Foroza ducked it at the last moment. Two more men dropped to a knee, legs singed through smoldering robes, then their screams stopped as their heads tumbled from their shoulders, crimson spouts dancing in the air.


  The innkeeper backed up, holding his daughter’s shoulders. The points of two longblades shot through out the back of another guest of his from this morning, then he fell dead. The last Kivanite standing turned and ran, then suddenly slowed holding his insides with one hand as they tried to loose onto the ground, he leaned against a tree as he groaned. A curved shamshir flew end over end, diving through his back and impaling him into the tree, his head dropped against the trunk staring down, dead.


  Foroza looked to this cursed elf, standing over six dead men in a mess of blood and bodies. It had been but less than ten seconds, he had not breathed since it began, and still did not need his breath. Then he looked, his body shaking, to the seventh man stuck to the tree, hoping he would move. He did not. “Please, please friend, do not kill us. We, please, we misunderstood is all.”


  “I am often misunderstood, that is indeed true.” Kendari walked forward, sheathing the crossblade of Cristoff after wiping it across his cloak. He smiled, lowering Shiver to do the same, then plunged it into Foroza’s chest. The popping and sizzling of cloth and flesh lasted a moment or two, then he released the blade and sheathed it before the corpse hit the ground behind the little girl.


  “Now, little Nareene, take all the gold and silver these men have in their robes. Take a dagger or two, and here, ten gold coins from me. That is double what I paid your father this morning.” Kendari smiled, wiping the blood from his face. He watched the girl, shaking, trembling, likely in shock she was. She did as she was told, and turned, blank faced to this marked swordsman. She said nothing.


  “You have until the count of ten. If I see you, or any of your village when I open my eyes, I will kill everyone, including you. Do you under---“


  She ran, faster than she had ever run before. Then she screamed so loud the whole of the kingdom would likely awaken. She kept running, back to Tillis, screaming all the way.


  Kendari picked up his food, then threw it back to the ground as it was covered in blood. He listened for a few moments to the shrieks of the little girl named the same as the demon that haunted and owned his elven soul. He smiled to himself, “I should have said if I hear you or see you. I have no way with children, that is a fact.”


  He turned to the bodies. “I hate Kivanis, and I hate Kivanites. All of you, every last bloody, dead, inbred one of you.” Kendari pulled the saber from the tree, releasing the held body that annoyed him. He walked across the road to the jagged rocks, in between them, remembering the trail to Stillwood from many centuries past. He watched the shadows of the trees, the fog, and kept his eyes open all around in the land that was haunted with old curses, much like him.


  



   


  Lavress III:II


  Southwind Keep, Chazzrynn


  Commotion, slamming doors and pounding of stone, Lavress had heard it for hours now. The yelling of orders was nonstop, yet he could make out little from his cell. His window revealed nothing when he jumped and held on to the bars to see outside. It was midday, the sun threw no shadow to the grasses outside. He tied his hair back with his bone clasps and feathered straps. His enchanted falcata from the Hedim Anah was polished, wolves chasing each other down the guard and hilt that were one piece, forward curved edges sharp. His curved kukri dagger was in his other hand, the magicked steel felt weightless. His bow, the bow Bedesh the satyr had used, was tight across his back all he needed was the hide quiver. Tan leathers, brown tattoos of leaves and moons, his topaz eyes stared at the door to his room in Southwind, knowing any moment it would begin. Lavress Tilaniun was ready.


  He waited, hearing groans from true prisoners from other rooms, as lunch was over an hour late. The door at the end of the hall opened, soldiers and knights of Southwind rushing in. Lavress could smell the blood and the sweat. They laid a young boy down, his white tabard with the feathered cross in red was stained from the bleeding wound on his head. They yelled at one another, indecipherable in the desperate moment. The injured one looked to Lavress from the stone floor, blood running now across his face as they put pressure with cloths to the wound. Lavress stared, then saw the cloth lift revealing a broken spear, the tip buried into his skull. The boy stopped moving, eyes open, not breathing. The older knight with the falcon crests on his plates and shield hung his head low, then stood and charged back out, his men following, leaving the dead soldier behind. Lavress reached his arm out from the bars, and closed the eyes of the boy that had died.


  In the rush of noise from the open passage, Lavress had forgotten to ask to be released, not that anyone would have listened. His ears perked, he focused, the sound of battle rang clearer now as the door to the prison rooms in Southwind was left open a crack. He heard roars, not human at all. Then hisses, definitely trolls by the following screeches that they used to communicate. A voice, Chancellor Marcus, issuing commands to knights and archers, he heard it strong amidst the yells of horror and charging of horses into war. Another voice, it was unknown, but it had an elven accent to the Agarian commands it shouted. It was Eliah Shenndrynn, yet something was not right, the voice had differing tones.


  Lavress looked across, through his bars, to the pack with the tome of High Elven Magick, then he remembered. He had to escape, there was no time, he was here in Southwind Keep with an army to wage war for the book. He reached down, over to the corpse of the young soldier, reaching in his pockets, empty. His hand felt around his neck and produced a golden feathered cross on a necklace. Good enough, forgive me Alden.


  The hunter of the Hedim Anah grabbed the chain, breaking it with a quick yank. He took the small symbol off, placed it on the stone floor of his cell, and cut it in half with his kukri dagger. The gold was quality, it cut with a short snap. Reaching with half a broken gold wedge, he put his hand around near the small lock as he lay on his back, head staring at the ceiling and pressed against the bars. He turned, felt with his fingers, and listened, then clank, it unlocked. He kicked the door open with his feet overhead, continued the roll in a backwards somersault, turned as he landed upright, pack and quiver slung over his shoulder in a blink. Lavress sheathed his blades, drew the longbow, nocked an arrow, and stepped over the dead soldier into the keep.


  The sight was bleak as he stepped cautiously and quickly into the spiraling stairs, up onto the stone battlements of the east tower. Men held the bridge facing the west, barely twenty of them now, with ten archers above them raining arrows down into the mass of ogre. The north wall had been breached, a crumbled section allowing more ogre access to the inner courtyard. Lavress saw Marcus Mederris there on horse, full armored regalia, commanding other knights to hold the inner yard. To the south, trolls clawed their way over the walls to the catwalks, some being cut down and shot off the castle, yet they healed and resumed their assault moments later as the men of Southwind tired. Retreating to the east through arches and fortress towers, dropping portcullis and the dead behind them, the injured and reserve soldiers tried to protect themselves and a small group of commoners.


  Lavress counted quickly from his high vantage at the top battlement with but one young archer up with him. Eighty or more ogre at the walls, a dozen or so inside, forty more in the field atop brahmas. He counted fifty or more trolls, and not one dead, just some filled with arrows that barely slowed them. Eliah Shendrynn it must be, standing on a black cloud like a small personal whirlwind out to the west, over the battle in the open field some fifteen feet off the ground. The hunter looked again, seeing fifty cavalry of Southwind battling in the field, then those on the bridge, and maybe twenty here in the keep. The injured men and the dying numbered over one hundred, removed from the battle and protecting the east wall under cover. Eleven archers, counting the one beside him, held the walls as spears flew from two sides up at them, most of the bowmen dead already. It looked as if Southwind Keep would not survive another few hours.


  “What..what do we do?” The soldier beside Lavress nocked another arrow.


  The youth, in full chain and battle dress, could not have been more than sixteen. He stood, trembling, next to the flagpoles high over the keep, his post under the black falcons on red banners. He looked at Lavress, who looked back and then to the field of battle. He grabbed the boy by the tabard, pulling him down the stairs to the lower balcony, closer to the battle inside the keep.


  “Throat, groin, or face.” Lavress took aim over the edge of the wall into the keep and fired. An ogre near Chancellor Marcus dropped, grabbing for the arrow that lodged into one side of his mouth and out the other. As he paused, Marcus lowered his shield and cleaved into its back, then again and it fell in roars of agony.


  “What, what did you mean, I don’t…I..” They boy stammered as he raised his bow, taking aim next to the savage elf he knew was some sort of prisoner here. He did not care, not now.


  “Throat, groin, or face. Their hides and chest muscles will stop an arrow from killing outright in the torso. The face will distract them, the groin as well for sure, and the throat will kill. Cause a fatality or an injury that will allow your men to finish them off. How many arrows do you have?” Lavress took aim again, fired again, hitting another ogre with a giant sword in the throat. It fell holding its own neck, struggling on the ground, blood running down its chest like a river.


  “Ten, twelve, I have twelve!” The soldier aimed.


  “Then I expect twelve hits that produce twelve dead ogre. What is your name?” Lavress counted his flights, fifteen was all.


  “Liogan, Liogan Andellis of House Andellis.”


  “Very well Liogan Andellis, take aim. Slow, watch the motion, eye on the spot of the ogre you wish to hit. Breathe, then stop your breath, and release.”


  He did, the arrow flew into an eleven foot tusked ogre marching towrd the east tower with two heads in one hand and an axe in the other. It dropped to a knee, dropping what was in its hands, and reaching for an arrow through the groin. The howl was like nothing they boy had ever heard.


  “I did it, I hit him in the shankers!” He jumped up, excited for a moment, then a spear from an ogre came right for his chest.


  Lavress threw his elbow into the boys’ midsection, knocking him to the left as the spear grazed his face and imbedded into the stone wall behind them. Blood ran across Liogan’s cheek and neck, he wiped feverishly, shaken but not dead.


  “Watch your enemy, save your excitement. Make that your first and last scar of this battle, Liogan Andellis. Here are my arrows, make them count. Get more off of the dead when you run out.” Lavress slung his bow, pulled the boy up to his feet, and drew his blades. The boy nodded, his eyes focused and grateful without a word.


  “Where are you going, elf?”


  “To take as many ogre heads as I can.”


  He rushed down the spiral stairs to the open courtyard. Crouched low, stepping over the dead and dying, Lavress came upon the ogre with the arrow in the groin who was just standing back up. The falcata slashed his hamstrings, the kukri reached around as it dropped down, and slit its throat open. The hunter kicked it forward, then walked across its back to face a charging ogre savage with a spear, both the ogre and its weapon twice as tall as Lavress.


  He waited, the ogre’s speartip only feet away now, then it hit. Off center, yet the arrow lodged into the neck of his enemy, and Lavress sidestepped the spear as it reached for the projectile. He cut once through the wood shaft with the curved blade, then slashed his dagger across its side, splitting it deep as it passed him. It fell moments later to the stone.


  “A little quicker on the draw, master Liogan!” Lavress yelled up behind him, never taking his eyes off the battle, and his next target.


  “Quicker heard, master…” The boy yelled down into the foray of bloody blades and ogre.


  “Lavress!” He looked around, too many to count now, Marcus’s men were falling back. He did not know where to start.


  “To your right master Lavress!”


  “To the right, heard!” Lavress smiled, turning to his right into three charging ogre. He stepped up, taunting with his blades, then slowly stepped back, waiting.


  The first arrow hit down through an ear, piercing the back of the neck. Lavress backed up still, holding for the moment. The two took charge as their companion tried pulling the shaft loose. Another hit from above, into the hip of an ogre with two axes. It fell, stumbling and driving the arrow in deeper as it roared in pain. No time, the third was upon him, spiked mace in two hands. It swung, and Lavress ducked, it swung again and Lavress jumped over the weapon. The ground shook, it reared again, and an arrow hit the windpipe. The hunter did not hesitate, stepping up and plunging the falcata deep in its ribs, not slowing a step as it gurgled out crimson.


  To the center of the courtyard he ran, stopping to cleave the head from the fallen ogre with the arrow in its hip, then diving both blades into the thigh of the other that had removed a flight from his ear and neck. It roared and grabbed the savage elf by the shoulder, and Lavress took its arm off at the elbow with the curved blade, then slashed twice across the thoat with the kukri. He kept moving, watching for the cover fire to lead him to Chancellor Marcus, and ogre by injured ogre, it did. Six more lay dead behind the hunter of the Hedim Anah, each with an arrow somewhere to mark them. Lavress looked to Liogan Andellis and nodded with a smile, though his deadeye partner missed it. The boy was grabbing quivers from dead bowmen and making his way down to the courtyard.


  “Hold here, shields up! After the volley, charge the wall and take out their legs! By Alden we will not let them in! Knights of Southwind, forward!”


  “Haaa!” The fifteen men, covered in blood, marched with Marcus to stop the breached wall from more invaders.


  “Marcus! You need to withdraw your men!” Lavress shouted up to get his attention, then looked back, twenty trolls now over the wall to the south, unhindered and unchecked.


  “Never! This keep survived before the floods, and still stood after the deluge was over. For four centuries now it has---“


  “Your men are dying or dead! We have but less than twenty in the walls now! Use your head!” The hunter shouted, watching the knights afoot stand toe to toe with ogre marauders at a broken wall.


  “Run if you like, but we here of Southwind have a fortress to protect, elf. Perhaps I misjudged you.” Marcus’ face was covered by his helmet and faceguard of steel, yet anger and disappointment rattled out in his voice.


  “Damn fool!” Lavress ran past Liogan, leapt onto a horse that no one alive held claim to, and charged the western gate.


  “Where are you going now?!” The young bowman for Southwind yelled to his painted ally.


  “To take their commander, it is the only way anyone will live!”


  “Enemy commander heard master Lavress!” Liogan slung his bow, straddled a steed from a dead knight, and charged behind the savage elf. He drew his broadsword, for the first time in real combat.


  Through the mess of dead at the bridge, dodging swarming ogre at the gate, and into the open fields of the west they ran. The horses were fresh and fast. The field was bloody, ogre blood, brahma blood, and half the mounted cavalry of Southwind was dead with them. Lavress and Liogan spurned their steeds toward the black whirlwind at the rear of the enemy lines. The elf grabbed a spear from the field of battle that was imbedded into a fallen knight, his companion sheathed his blade and did the same.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  The white stallion crested the hill, followed by twenty royal guard upon armored steeds. Blue banners of Loucas and red flags with the same falcon of Chazzrynn blew in the breezes carried by the honor guard with King Mikhail. He glanced to his left, Lord Alexei T’Vellon had answered his calling and brough half his men and supplies, leaving Southwind Keep in jeopardy. To his right, Lady Aelaine Lazlette of Vallakazz and the renowned Captain Kendrynn Shilde had come as well. His men welcomed the reinforcements and food, their battles since had turned into quick victories. No word from Hurne nor Roricdale, yet with these forces amassed and his supply lines now protected, King Mikhail Salganat was confident they would defeat any force of ogre or troll that clamored from the Western Wastes.


  The road to Southwind had been clear after the battle north of Thoranack, too clear. Mikhail knew, as did Lord T’Vellon, that if the armies of the west attacked Southwind, they would have to cover the eastern road to stop any reinforcements. So far, they had seen nothing.


  “My lady, if you would be so kind to let our enemies know we are here.” The king drew his golden engraved broadsword, lowered his steel visor, and waited. Lord Alexei followed in turn.


  “Certainly your majesty. Hulaminous, vicatrem, demthiri avunas!” Aelaine held both her hands in the air, forming a V shape from the saddle, her head lowered chin to chest.


  At first, only a breeze, then a bit of rain began to drop from the sky. She held her form, and sleet and winds blew across the open fields between them and Southwind Keep in the far distance. The hills and streams were many, yet still no sign of an enemy. The sleet changed to snow in the summer sun, then to hail. It widened, deepened, and spread as the clouds darkened with arcane power. Soon, chunks of ice like small boulders fell for miles ahead and around.


  “There your highness, right there!” Captain Shilde of Vallakazz spotted it first, grass covered trenches revealed over the whole vale, at least twenty.


  The scattered traps held spikes of sharp wood below the exposed covering. Their horses and men would have incurred many a death on a battle charge. Then the bridge fell, having been tampered with, the falling ice revealed as much as it crashed into the river. The storm of unnatural force slowed and stopped faster than it appeared, Aelaine resting and raising her head back up. She looked to the west, chunks of ice by the thousands beginning to melt in the Chazzrynn summer heat.


  “I see a path through it. Permission to charge the field to Southwind, my king?” Alexei knew it would not be without danger, yet against the ogre, he cared not.


  “Granted, on my terms however. General Fandruss, take the long left route to draw their numbers. Captain Shilde, take the long right. Both of you take five hundred each. I will lead up the middle with Lady Aelaine by me with five hundred and the honor guard, slowly. I will leave one thousand in reserve with the supplies. Lord T’vellon, when I give the signal, my forces will part whatever comes at us, giving you, the remining five hundred cavalry, and your own men a straight shot to your keep.” Mikhail had fought many wars, and he sensed when the enemy was waiting for something, even if they could not be seen. He knew, from the recent battles, that they wanted him, the crown, more than anything else. It had proved that someone beside another ogre uprising was surely behind these attacks. This bait was for him to take, not to assure the fall of Southwind Keep.


  “Forward!” Mikhail received the nods and salutes, raised his golden blade to the air, and rode ahead to face whatever was waiting. His squires went into action, passing orders, relaying plans, and assisting knights with their gear.


  One brigade went far to the south, a mile or more around near the foothills of the Thoran Mountains, General Fandruss in the lead. The second, led by Kendrynn Shilde, went over the hills and forest to the north of the vale. The king weaved toward the trenches, at a walking pace, giving his commanders time to align themselves with him in case of attack. He looked to the odd hills between the ditches with spikes, they seemed different. Surely these are recently dug, and certainly for us should we arrive. Now, where are the ones who prep---“


  “Rrraaarrrggghhh!!! Ugventh edek arglisham!!!”


  The grasses and coverings tore open from ahead, behind that, and from all sides. The small hills were not hills at all, they were false tents, massive mounds of dug and lifted field. The ogre emerged, by the hundreds on a battle cry toward the main force of the king. They had waited through the onslaught of arcane ice storms, waited until the king was close, and waited until his forces parted their obstructions. A hail of twelve foot spears descended toward the ranks of armored horse, royal guard, and Chazzrynn infantry.


  A quick wave of her hand up, then down, Aelaine’s arcane powers forced the very earth and stone in front of their army to explode into an arc in the sky. Two hundred or more spears impacted harmlessly, the front line with the king covering themselves with shields meant to block spears, instead they stopped a massive spray of dirt and mud. The stones recinded into the ground, for a moment there was silence. Mikhail stared across the dust and debris to an ogre with plate armor, a horned helm, and a enormous greatblade with more knicks and divets than he had men. The ogre stared back, his hundreds of bestial soldiers waiting his battle cry to charge.


  “Surrenders you, king of little falcon mens! Sajorgarne, son Avegarne, command you to do this!” He raised his blade high. He was told by his rotted father and the magical elf lord to take the king prisoner, to offer surrender after they had trapped them. He had worked for days on learning how to roughly say it. Yet, Sajogarne could not remember what response he needed to hear in this sing-song Agarian tongue.


  “Men of Chazzrynn do not surrender to ogre, Sajogarne son of Avegarne! We surrender to no one! Charge!” It was too close for a volley of arrows, too tight here to hold on foot, the King knew he had to make a path for Lord T’Vellon and his riders to reach Southwind. The ground was wet from the ice storm, muddy now from the trenches and explosion from the earth, ahead was the only option despite the surround.


  The small horns blew, the flags dove forward, and the steeds charged through the broken terrain into the ogre wall. A symphony of ogre yells followed, rushing to meet the enemy. The wall of eleven foot beasts moved in, trying to stand close to stop the cavalry in the muck and not allow them to solid and open ground. Lances lowered, deafening hooves by the hundreds thundered the earth, and King Mikhail pointed his blade at Sajogarne as he charged with his men. Lady Aelaine was chanting, the horses running wide open, then the ogre slowed. Their feet stuck in hardened mud, arcane magicks turning it to solid rock just before the king landed his attack.


  Steel lances and blades cut through ogre hides and flesh, the cacophony of horse into beast and the collision of forces was resounding on the field. Ogre warriors cleaved and hacked at man and steed alike. Armored men drove their weapons into hard stuck ogre soldiers, cutting them down like trees. Mikhail crashed into Sajogarne, his falcon shield taking a heavy blow, then another as the ogre loosed his feet from the stone. The king struck twice, his broadsword cutting clean once into the shoulder of his foe. The son of the ogre king grabbed his white horse, and hurled it to the ground. Mikhail reached his shield over its forearm, both ogre and king and even stallion tumbling over into a spiked trench.


  Aelaine’s black wand drew from her black robes and blue sash, she pointed it unleashing a spray of twisting flaming cinders that weaved into enemy targets. Ten ogre fell back from the impact into their own traps, those that were not impaled burst into flames and screamed for the end in the ditches. Atop her steed, surrounded by honor guard to protect her, she aimed again.


  “Ofiliaphre xuun xurie datho!” Gray light hummed and flashed, she gazed at Sajogarne and twenty ogre around him. Their rusty blades and crude weapons turned to gray tentacles and wrapped around their wielders’ arms.


  Sajogarne struck down at the kneeling king of Chazzrynn, his once greatblade, now a disembodied curling tentacle, splattered onto his opponents’ shield with a sickening slap. Mikhail slashed the shin of the ogre commander, then the other, deep cuts forcing his foes retreating steps into spikes that impaled the back of its thighs. Sajogarne reached and grabbed the king, lifting him in the air to smash him onto wooden spears.


  The cavalry was in disarray, footmen moving into the melee now, the pace of the bloodshed had quickened. Battle horns from the north and south sounded as the reserves took formation in anticipation of the king’s call for withdrawl. General Fandruss and Captain Shilde charged downhill into the vale, looking to flank the concentrated ogre forces. Still blocked at the bridge and the trenchless open field, the ogre of Sajogarne stood their ground to not let the main forces escape.


  Mikhail, just before his imminent hurl, raised his blade. “Make a path through the center, Lord Alexei, charge!”


  The king slammed his broadsword down the unexpecting mouth of Sajogarne. The crossguard took a tusk, the blade knocked out three teeth, and the swordtip shot out the back of his enemy’s throat. The ogre warrior smashed Mikhail onto a spike of wood, impaling him through the right shoulder, then fell to its knees. Sajogarne went limp, eyes rolling up at the sky, then he fell onto the spikes next to the king, dead.


  A flash of light ripped, then another, three bolts of blue light tore into the ogre that held the area south of the broken bridge. Aelaine looked to the thirty dead and dying then turned her steed west, making her way toward the fallen king, honor guard and reserves following.


  Without word, without a cry to battle, Lord Alexei and his cavalry gained charging speed from the eastern fields. Through desperate battles, over trenches, leaping ditches, and steeds hurdling every obstacle, they made it to the cleared path of dead ogre, courtesy of the Lady of Lazlette. Alexei could not see the battle with his king, just a mass of blood, ogre, horses, and mud. The men of Southwind turned to a lowpoint in the river as the armies from the north and south collided into the main ogre masses. The beasts that pursued were cut down from downhill charging cavalry as Alexei T’Vellon bolted his horse down a small dock and cleared the river, five hundred strong on horse behind him. Up the hill at the edge of the vale they tore, the thunderous drum of horses, accompanied by the sound of steel being drawn, alerted all in Southwind that their Lord had returned.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  “One more pass is all, then back to the keep!” Lavress yelled behind him, his horse was slowing as was the mare of Liogan Andellis. He looked west, he had not even gotten close to the whirlwind of Eliah Shendrynn atop the mysterious black swirling clouds.


  “My horse is nearly done master Lavress, and they are gaining! I thought you said he would notice you and---“


  “I know what I said, just keep turning, one more pass!” The hunter spurned his steed again, faster and faster through the western fields. The trolls and ogre on foot, even those on heavy haired brahmas, gave chase to the insane elf and the boy that rode with him. Just what Lavress wanted, hundreds confused and trying to capture them and prevent an escape. Yet Lavress was not trying to escape, merely giving the men inside a chance to rally to Chancellor Marcus and get a semblance of a defense.


  The enemy was weaving when they wove, turning when they turned, trying to cut them off and wrangle them. Each time they were within spears reach, Lavress bolted the opposite way, Liogan in tow. Five circles they had made out far from the keep, just the two of them on horse, distracting the enemy forces and drawing them out. The savage elf had assumed that it would also bring Eliah Shendrynn closer to him, within a spears throw, but it was as if Eliah did not recognize him, or did not care. Lavress watched, in between his daring display of horsemanship, as the robed highborne traitor simply soaked in the sun from atop his arcane swirling platform and issued commands from time to time. He began to doubt it was him at all, despite the identical resemblance. For years they had fought back and forth across the continent, but now, it was as if it were someone else up there, someone who did not know.


  “Almost there!” Lavress ducked a spear, then he heard the whinny of Liogans steed and the sound of trampling. He turned, the boy dropped the spear as he rolled and drew his broadsword as he stood. His horse was run down by two brahmas that followed into the ground, ogre riders launching over them and spilling to the field.


  Lavress turned to charge to the boys rescue and pull him up onto his steed, then he fell. The earth came fast after the spear punctured the neck of his mare. Lavress rolled, blades out before he was up, a hundred fifty armed ogre and naked troll warriors yelling in victory.


  “Run, to the keep!” Lavress sprinted, grabbing Liogan again and pulling him to keep up. Only ten trolls and twenty five ogre stood in their way.


  “We will never make it past, Lavress!” Liogan Andellis raised his shield over his head, knowing they could not cut down so many so far from the gates.


  The trampling was close now, getting louder as if the ogre had another army behind them that had taken charge. The field shook. Lavress could not tell which way the sound came from anymore. He saw the gate, then a knight of Southwind charge out of it, then another, then ten, a hundred, they did not stop coming. A charge of cavalry burst from Southwind, headed straight into the western fields, right for them. It was Lord Alexei T’vellon and his knights. Lavress was never so happy to see the man he despised than right now.


  Lavress and Liogan watched as the five hundred cavalry followed the Lord of Southwind into the exhausted ogre and troll army. Within minutes, it was over. Outnumbered three to one and on the receiving end of a vengeful charge without mercy, the remaining forces from the Western Wastes looked for their elven leader and his cloud, yet saw nothing. He had gone. Morale dropped, orders in two languages rang out differing plans, and what remained was less than fifty that made it into the woods to the west in full retreat.


  The men of Southwind clamored their shields and raised their blades as more soldiers reached the field and began the dirty work of finishing the injured ogre and gathering their fallen comrades. Lord Alexei galloped his horse to Lavress and Liogan, lifting his steel visor and sheathing his blood covered blade.


  “You? That was your daring diversion on the field?” Alexei looked to Lavress.


  “No my lord, it was my idea. I released the prisoner to assist me.” Liogan bowed his head.


  “Well done, Liogan Andellis. Chancellor Marcus says that your plan saved the keep, as did the assistance of our guest, Lavress Tilaniun here.” Lord T’Vellon smiled, bowed his head, and reached down and patted Lavress on the shoulder, knowingly.


  “Thank you , my lord.” Liogan looked to Lavress, receiving an elven smile that assured him that the stretch of the truth was acceptable. All three men turned to the sound of horns and trumpets in the castle.


  “Come, my brave horsemen, the king arrives in Southwind.” Alexei drove his horse to the keep, giving Lavress one last nod of respect and apology, though he said nothing.


  Lavress needed no words, the eyes of the man before him told him clearly that he knew he had made a mistake, and owed him gratitude for his bravery. The elven hunter bowed in return, saying nothing.


  In the keep, the cheers and trumpets were gone. The men were huddled and converging in the courtyard, silent. They made way for their lord as he dismounted and his two heroes walked in beside him. The crowd parted, only a small bit of room between blood and mud covered men in armor. Lady Aelaine looked troubled with her head on the shoulder of Kendrynn Shilde as the honor guard and Chancellor Marcus Mederris carried a stretcher toward the north tower. Alexei, Lavress, and Liogan got close, close enough to see King Mikhail being lifted up the stairs. His gray beard and plate armor were splattered with blood and dirt, his balding head cut and swelling, his blue cape and golden blade were carried by a squire that also had his helm. A spike of wood was broken off in his shoulder, all the way through and pointing up above his chest nearly two feet. The men were silent as Marcus whispered to the king. No one could tell whether it was prayer, last rites, or simply words of comfort.


  “Is he…is the king dead, my lord?” Liogan whispered to Alexei T’vellon.


  The crowd gasped quietly as the left hand of the king rose and fell and his head turned to the right.


  “No, not yet, brave Liogan Andellis. Though I hear you and Lavress there have saved the keep, your chancellor has told me. Well done, Sir Liogan and my elven friend, well done.” Mikhail could not feel his right side, blood trickled from his lips as he spoke, yet he had to give praise where it was deserved.


  “Thank you, your majesty.” Liogan bowed.


  “I bid you a quick recovery, your grace.” Lavress bowed as well, and watched the blue eyes of the king smile at him, at Liogan, and at Lord T’vellon. Then, they closed.


  



   


  Azenairk III:I


  Redbridge District, City of Marlennak


  “…Dark be’ith the days, and haunted be’ith the nights, in what was once and shall n’er be again. Too grand for the greedy, too holy for the wicked, the dream that was dreamed an n’er seen by eyes that would n’er return home...”---Dwarven folk tale passage regarding the myth of the lost Kakisteele mines. Circa 1335 B.C.


  Axes, hammers, picks, strong and sturdy blades, and armor with every manner of spike and blade decorated merchant armorers and bladesmiths in Redbridge, one of many districts deep in the city of Marlennak under the Misathi. Zen grew up with four or five merchants that specialized in such smiths and forges, here, there were fifty or more. Heavy instruments of war, thicker than a human man would wield, and all with a black glimmer to the finish from the iron that was below the city. The smiths called out from the open shops in the dark red stone piled next to and above one another, calling for passers by to check their metals and buy some steel. Zen looked to the architecture, massive curved pillars reaching each other, holding up the fifty feet of ceiling above them. The echoes of pounding anvils and clanking hammers were music to his ears.


  Heads turned to the mixed lot with father Drodun that toured the tight quarters on their way to Blackbridge. The minotaur, happy to be able to walk tall in the open caverns, received the most stares and solicitations since he could likely handle any heavy weapon they could forge. The red bearded dwarves gazed upon the golden elf and the dark haired woman as well, as much awe at their beauty as suspicion as to what such women were doing here. As for James, they paid little mind. Azenairk shook many hands, entertained many a questioning merchant, and spoke softly and quietly as to his home and family history in Boraduum. They could tell by the look, the black beard and roundness to his eyes, that he was from the Bori Mountains. The same, he was a priest of Vundren and garnished much respect from all he met.


  “Should ye’ care to be better armed or such, let me know then. I can arrange to have the smiths come to ye’ instead of dealing with the crowds down here.” Father Drodun mentioned when none of the merchants were in earshot.


  “I would, actually, be likin’ a hammer like this one I have here.” Azenairk spoke up.


  “Father Thalanaxe, ye’ have a fine weapon there. Knowin’ Boraduum families and all, it is passed down, is it not?” Drodun commented, curious as he was.


  “Tis’, aye, but…well…I have me reasons then.”


  “Very well then, I will be arrangin’ that for ye’. I settle for only the best steel and fairest price. I know the best forge in Blackbridge, I will take ye’ to it then.” Drodun looked to gather the rest. The ladies were bowing and greeting to many a dirty dwarven smithy, James and Saberrak the same on the other side of the busy streets.


  “Seems me’ friends are quite the attraction, father Drodun.” Zen felt safe, felt his friends were safe, and he smiled.


  “Aye, aye at that they are. Dwarves see dwarves all the time, somethin’ different is gonna cause a stir, Vundren’s certaintly on that.”


  “Vundren’s certainty.” Zen agreed and walked ahead toward the stone signs that pointed to the road to Blackbridge.


  “How many, in Boraduum I mean, father Thalanaxe?”


  “Over thirty thousand still, if I recall correct. And Marlennak?”


  “Just over twenty five thousand account o’ last census by the temple. Fazurand is less than fifteen.” Drodun walked with his fellow man of the hammer and moons of their God.


  “Humans be flourishing, Vundren’s certainty there as well. If they stop killin’ each other that is.”


  “Aye, men be too busy fightin’ o’er whose God is their God n’ whose is not. Takin’ heads o’ beasts, heads o’ each other, claiming all the lands they can, then killin’ more for em’ generations later. They done lost sight some millennia ago, n’er gained it back I think.” The priest o’ the Cracked Wall tried to smile, a little sadness to the false grin.


  “Aye, agreed. Though, I have met some that are better n’ others. James there, Gwenneth, their king in Chazzrynn. Another lord in Harlheim or two as well.” Zen thought of his friends, those he had met since leaving his home in the Bori Mountains at the dying request of his father.


  “Ha!, Ha, ha! How many ye’ met, hundreds? That be’ith the problem with men, Azenairk Thalanaxe. Ye’ meet four or five good ones out o’ hundreds, then those get killed off fightin’ the bad anyways.”


  “Or, they pass on well before yer’ time if they do survive, don’t they?” Zen hung his head, knowing that, besides Shinayne, he would outlive his friends by at least a hundred fifty years, if they made it to the century mark. He knew that the minotaur would not, a third of that was their normal lifespan.


  “Ye’ have gotten attached here, to these folk, have ye’ not?” Drodun’s question was rhetorical, he could tell.


  “They are my friends, aye, closest company indeed.”


  “They feel the same for ye’ then?”


  “Aye, as best as a dwarf could tell.” Zen looked to his friends, saying their farewells to merchants they had just met, stepping to catch up with he and their guide.


  “Then, love em’ all ye’ can and keep em’ close. But, remember what is comin’ in the future, my friend. Ye’ have a big heart there, a dwarf can tell.” Drodun patted Zen on the shoulder plate, nice and hard, the dwarven way.


  “How do ye’ do that, have that outlook and not think of it with yer waking mind then?” Zen smiled, thinking of Blackbridge and Castle Vairrek, the two kings they might meet, anything but the thoughts of losing any of his friends.


  “Keep grounded in the true eye, n’ love real in the feel eye.” Drodun smacked his chest, right over the heart, repeating the little rhyme his mother had told him years and years ago to differentiate between feelings and facts through what one saw.


  “Ha, me mum used to sing the same tune to me and me brothers. Long time since I heard that. Thank ye’ father Anduvann.” Zen smiled, a real one this time.


  “Any time, any time, father Thalanaxe. Allright! Shall we head down further, to Blackbridge?” He said it loud so that the gathered companions of Azenairk would hear it over the hammers that began again now that their visitors had passed along.


  “Aye, aye indeed!” James did his best dwarven accent, smiling as his friends shook their heads. James saw the smiles. “It was close though, you must admit.”


  “Come on, James Andellis o’ Chazzrynn, it be time to take the long walk to Blackbridge.” Drodun turned, taking roads that few, other than dwarves, had seen in thousands of years.


  The walk took an hour nearly, yet none complained of it. The fiery sconces that lit the way were heftier than the minotaur, spaced out every few hundred feet. Drodun told them that the flames would burn for a week before they needed refilling. The redrock road, covered in a thin film of ash mostly, was wide enough for twenty dwarves before the stone guardrail on either side. Only Zen could tell of the five companions, but the road twisted and turned and was at a slight incline down the entire time. They passed manorhomes into the very stone, some with stairs spiraling up a hundred feet before a square door could be reached. Others were stacked, windows with no glass, no doors in doorways on the walls, yet laughter, feasting, drinking, and children playing echoed in the deep of the Misathi.


  The ceiling was as non-existent at times as the ground below the roads and bridges. Deep chasms of utter black, celings with no end save a ridge or wandering stalagmite, and walls to their right and left that vanished into the grand beyond. They stopped halfway, gazing across into nothingness with no light. No ground, ceiling, or walls, just a bridge that arced to the next solid rock. The cool air did not move, no light shone when the sconces were far, yet never out of sight. Even the echoes did not return in the depths of Marlennak.


  A last turn on the red stones and they beheld it, Blackbridge. The name fit well, as they all saw an immense bridge of black iron and rock, some hundred feet across and nearly a mile long. The guardrails were sheer spikes of metal, and the pillars holding it up numbered in the hundreds from the black rocky floor a half mile down. Over the bridge was a wall of gray and red stone, cracked in the middle, and it connected to a massive round topped temple that boasted a metal hammer and two moons from the dome, the symbol of Vundren. Beyond that were several more temples of smaller fashion, a giant rectangle of a stone bulding with twenty floors, all of which had candles aglow in hundreds of windows. Forges buried under rock domes poured steam into the open sky beneath the mountains, at least twelve, all the size of surface castles themselves.


  One single cylinder of red stone rose from floor to ceiling behind and over them all, six bridges arcing out from different floors, and symbols decorated and etched into every open space of outer wall. A spear, a round shield, a sword, an axe, a hammer, a helmet, a suit of armor, and a pick, every one of them glowing with divine light of gold and blue. No one moved, even Azenairk froze at the awe and majesty of such a sight. The center of Marlennak was a mile across, stairs led in every direction, and surrounded by a crevice that looked to have no end.


  Father Drodun spoke softly, letting his guests take in the view. Most lost their breath, even other dwarves could not tell how it was built all those thousands of years ago, but here it was.


  “This, be Blackbridge. In every war and invasion we here in Marlennak have had, this bridge was n’er taken, not once. In some battles, that lasted weeks mind ye’, this bridge held over ten thousand dwarves fightin’ to protect our center.”


  “How…how was this..built.” James stammered it out, his eyes resisting the need to blink.


  “No one knows that, Sir James, no one knows. It be lost in the histories o’ our people.” Drodun continued.


  “That there is me home, to the left upper window there, on the wall. The wall is cracked, by a giant king they say, one that Vundren himself slayed and threw into the crevice. The Temple o’ the Cracked Wall was built by order of Vundren himself. And over there, ye see the forges, the mines are below them there, bringin’ our tough and heavy black iron from deep in the stone. Best one is my cousin, Jederak’s, we will be seein’ him soon I think. Lady Gwenneth, there be yer’ books in the tall rectangle, the Historium Calaudrumm Vem, or Library of King Calaud the First of Marlennak. Not much on magicks I would assume, as we don’t be practicing the dark stuff much, but ye might find interest in the ten or twenty thousand or so tomes.” He paused, so much to say his mouth had run dry. His flask quenched quickly the thirst of his throat, and he continued.


  “Lastly, the cylinder like structure ye’ see there that is nearly three hundred feet up, that be Castle Vairrek. They say the first kings here were told what to craft by Vundren, and to remind them, he drew with his holy finger upon their first building, the castle. It been glowin’ for thousands o’ years, and we here been craftin’ and fightin’ with every weapon we make ever since.”


  “It is so amazing to see, I almost want to just stand here and watch.” Shinayne never knew that dwarves could build such things of beauty and wonder.


  “So ye don’t want to be goin’ in then, me lady?” Drodun looked to the elven woman.


  “Oh yes, yes I do. By all means, lead on.”


  He led them in, he and Azenairk receiving trusting nods from plate covered dwarven guards by the dozens, black spears and shields, razored and polished helms, and dark green cloaks and gloves of lizard leather. Up close, the buldings were even more ominous and grand. Polished marble of greens and reds, fires in braziers the size of small homes, and house banners of kings long gone marked their road.


  “Now, we did skip a few areas here in me home, case ye’ be stayin’ awhile then. Ye’ saw Redbridge and southside but, on the other side o’ the center here in Blackbridge, there are two more districts. Ye’ have northside, mostly common homes and hunting grounds, mold farms and some other mines be there. To the west there is Greenbridge, sure ye’ be likin’ that. The finest meadhouses and whiskey distilleries in the three dwarven kingdoms be there, n’ a few inns and spots to sleep for the travelers we get here n’ there. We fight, we drink, and we make weapons to kill things and drink after that. In quiet times, they let us o’ the cloth try n’ keep some peace and tradition goin’.” Drodun pointed out the bridges that led out to the other districts as they wandered near the center of Marlennak.


  “Who is it ye’ fight, with such a deep city and all? Boraduum has few that would dare trouble us, but this is a nation ready for war, is it not?” Zen was curious as to who could still war with such a place. In Boraduum, the city was closer to the top, built in the outer walls, and had parts of the fortress on the rock face. Here, nothing but a door would give hint there was a city underneath.


  “Oh, mind ye’ there now, the mountains, outside and within, boast a swarm o’ nasties we fight all the time Azenairk. Ye’ got the cannibalistic Mogi giants to the south, green salisan lizard folk to the north, ogre from Bloodskull right west in the Misathi here, deep giants and sky giants, hells I heard ye’ even had a dragon followin’ ye’ here, ain’t seen one o’ them ever, thought they be all dead. Last war was with the ogre, bout’ fifty years past now. Yer’ father came up with Boraduum for that one he did, Vundren rest him. Fazurand sent soldiers too. Now talk about a deep city, Fazurand has rivers o’ molten ore and caverns o’ crystal they say. We here though, are always ready for a war, father Thalanaxe.”


  A soldier approached Zen and Drodun, eyed the rest suspiciously, then whispered into Drodun’s ear. The conversation looked serious.


  “Aye, very good then. I will be in with em’ in a moment.” He turned to Azenairk.


  “What is it then?”


  “Seems our king wishes to meet the travelers that braved Deadman’s Pass and a dragon, King Rallik that is. Ye’ be famous already me friends. Come on now, and mind yer words, our king he will pick a fight over anything, Vundren bless em’ both.” Drodun turned toward Castle Vairrek.


  “What about your other king…” Zen paused.


  “Therrak? He wishes to meet ye’ as well, but…” Drodun paused.


  “…but what?” Saberrak huffed.


  “King Therrak wishes to meet those that brought a dragon and an army from Willborne upon the Misathi close to his kingdom. I was told he is not pleased much t’all.” Drodun turned and walked ahead, waving them to follow.


  “Great, one king hates us and the other thinks we are brave. Now what?” Saberrak looked down to Zen.


  “And one other there wishes to see ye’, me higher up is all.” Drodun interjected quickly as he went toward the castle.


  “Oh by Vundren’s beard, a High Hammer in the king’s courts, this may get a bit complicated then.” Zen furrowed his brow, rubbed his bald head, and turned to his friends.


  “What does that mean, Zen?” Saberrak did not understand.


  “It be all in Vundren’s hands now, just do not say anything about---“


  Zen was cut off. “It will be fine. You men worry too much, let the ladies dazzle these men to their knees and flatter them until they drool.” Gwenneth raised her chin, ran her fingers through her dark hair, and walked with Shinayne to Castle Vairrek.


  “Yes, I am sure o’ that, but do not mention a word of---“


  Zen could not finish again. “Together, my dwarven priest, we will be strong as always.” James slapped his shoulder plate and urged him forward.


  “I know, I know, but try not to speak about where---“


  “Come on father Thalanaxe, best not keep the kings a waitin now!” Drodun yelled it back over as they went under the last arch of Blackbridge.


  “Saberrak, do not let anyone mention the box, the key, the dust, the deed, or anything about Kakisteele or where we are heading. Not a word, please.” Zen whispered it so that other passers by would not hear.


  “Very well, but why?” The minotaur was confused.


  “Just trust me on this, tis’ trouble we do not need.” Zen breathed deep, composing his posture, pulling his beard, and said a silent prayer to his God of the mountains.


  Zen walked in behind the rest, only Saberrak lagging behind near him as they entered. It was silent here, on guard always Zen had noticed. Not like Boraduum where family squabbles, formal courts on mining lines, and disputes over which family had expansion rights and which did not were common every day. The church oversaw as witnesses there, high priests and bishops to give direction, patterned more after the human churches of Alden generation by generation. Here, it seemed the High Hammers of the Fazurand Temples still held a seat in the monarchy. Agarian speech was just as common as Dwarven in his home, unlike here where some understood, few spoke it, all clinging to their old traditional heritage. Zen knew that Marlennak was still unchanged, he saw it everywhere though he had never set foot here until this morning. It saddened him to see a people so unknowing of the outside world, yet perhaps, he thought, it is better this way.


  He felt the box in his pouch, still there. He smiled, shaking his head.


  Father, I am in Marlennak now, and it is as you said, a splendor to the eyes it is indeed. Me friends are sure and strong, tell Vundren he has protected me well, though I am sure he already knows. I am honored to do this, for our family, forgive me for doubtin’ ye’. I have to go now, kings to meet and likely a High Hammer o’ the temples. Tell God I could use a bit o’ help here, to make it out quiet and all. I love ye’ father, I am on my way.


  



   


  Exodus III:VII


  Castle Vairrek, Center of Marlennak


  The silence vanished once the great stone doors pushed open. Even the guards grimaced as a storm of noise rattled their ears inside black iron helms. Lantern light of yellow mixed with fires of orange, wooden chairs slid by the dozens, stone tables were pounded, and steel of every forged sort clanged with the howls, yells, cheers, and raucus that was the throneroom with two thrones. The ceilings bounced the commotion from the high reaches of at least ten dwarves tall, forty or fifty dwarves pointed and tried to yell their words louder than the next, and green marble floors held up animal rugs and tables of engraved steel mugs galore. Two thrones of golden square slabs, golden steps leading up to their cushioned seats, sat opposing each other north to south on the far walls. The hammer and moons rose from the back of each throne, sculpted of gold as well, yet those symbols were the only items not making noise or motion in the chaos of the castle.


  Drodun raised his hand as he walked in first, nothing happened. He took his battle axe off his hip, then a shortblade from the other side, and then a belt of throwing hammers from under his robes. The priest set them down on the left center table, where hundreds of weapons were covering the fifty foot length, and piled two or three high. Drodun reached for a mug from the right center table, and raised it to both kings in their thrones. The noise carried on as if he and his visitors did not even exist. He drank the black mead, then slammed the steel mug down on the stone table.


  Silence, sudden deafening quiet from every dwarf inside. All eyes were on him, and his guests, only breathing could be heard. A small dwarf, only two feet at best yet with a full grown beard, ran up and grabbed the mug. The gnome, one of many if one were to look down and around, ran off holding it over his head and out a side entrance to fill it.


  “Yes, aye, speak then father Drodun Anduvann o’ the Cracked Wall. Ye’ bring yer’ King Rallik the visitors that braved the pass and the dragon then, do ye’?” Rallik, king of the south and of the mountains acknowledged the priest. His gray beard was braided long and low, his robes of dark reds over black armor were edged in white fur and rubies, and his dark eyes seemed to glimmer with a bit of excitement. His mustache hid any smile on his round face, yet dimples under his crown of golden mountain peaks gave his joy away. He lifted his black shining warhammer and let it thud beside his throne as he was done speaking.


  “Naah, nay! Ye’ have broughten those that angered the old wyrm from Willborne n’ woke her up, is what ye’ did! And don’t be forgettin’ the Mogi, sure we will have the lot o’ them to kill of as well. Stirrin’ trouble in the pass, all I be seein’ here.” Therrak, king of the north and the city, hefted his gold engraved double edged axe, letting the domed tip of the shaft hit the floor at his throne, he was also done speaking. His brow furrowed, thick red curly eyebrows over a brushed and frazzled matching beard, and black polished full armor of ornate decoration. His crown sat atop his helm, speartips from a golden band, his cape and gloves were green leather, and his eyes squinted tight at the visitors.


  Drodun motioned with his thick neck, his head turning to his guests, trying to get them to come close to him. They were hesitant in the grandeur of the thronesroom and sudden silence with all eyes going from north king to south king and finally to them. Saberrak stepped up to Drodun, the rest behind the minotaur.


  “Yer’ weapons, ye’ need to put em on the table there, all o’ ye’. Tis a sign o’ peace and goodwill it is. And if ye’ want to speak, ye’ have to drink n’ slam it, lest no one here will hear ye’. Tell the others.” He whispered up to the leaning horned warrior.


  Saberrak nodded, pulling off his two greataxes and stacking them onto the table to his left. The stack wobbled. He looked to the others, raised his eyebrows, and stood back behind their representing priest once more. Shinayne unstrapped Carice and Elicras, her matching elven blades, then another longblade that was across her back, and then a curved knife from her hip. As she placed them gently on the piled table, James placed his broadsword and a dagger and his enchanted shield on with the rest, followed by Zen who put his warhammer and shield down ontop of them all. The pile shifted, slid, and the crash of a hundred weapons and shields hitting the floor around the visiting dwarven priest sent noise once more to every corner of the room. The disbelieving company began to yell, harassing, commenting on who would have dared knocked all the weapons over in such fashion.


  Baah, baah dammit!


  Naah, nay, fool!


  What the…my blade..awww!


  Don’t scratch me…axe!


  Damn foreigners…me shield, what the!


  Azenairk turned three deep shades of red, one after the other, as he began picking up the weapons of his friends and the many dwarves here. Thank ye’ Vundren, thank ye’ father, for the humiliation, so kind o’ ye’, Thank ye’ Vundren, thank ye’ father, for the humiliation, so kind o’ ye’ Zen repeated it over and over in his head, not daring to open his lips right as of now.


  Saberrak and Shinayne helped, then James joined in the cleanup. Drodun stood, red in the face a bit as well, with Gwenneth by his side. She carried no steel, no weapons, so she waited with her chin raised to the dwarves that stared and glared. She winked every so often, just to catch a few eyes, which she did indeed. She thought her time should be better spent at distracting, diversion from the accident, and a bit of social recovery. She walked forward, staff in one hand and raising the other. All eyes were upon her as her friends finished the last of the stacking.


  “Great Kings of Marlennak, I am---“


  “Baah, naye, nay! Hudekk ans verder vaud! She has to drink, first! Tradition!” The heckling from all the dwarves, including the kings, was deafening.


  “Ye’ have to drink first, Lady Gwenneth.” Drodun whispered and pointed to one of the dozens of mugs with thick black mead.


  “I have to drink that? All of it?” She looked to the bits of foreign objects, small as they were, floating on the surface of the liquid. All eyes upon her again, now she realized what the smiles she had been receiving were for.


  “Aye, then slam it down, hard.”


  “Very well, simple tradition. Sure tis not that bad.” She smiled, arrogantly, more stares and smiles as the silence reigned again. Her friends finished just in time to see her take the mug, a little gnome waiting in anticipation of his refilling duties.


  She lifted it, it was indeed heavy with one hand, larger now that she had it up to her lips. It smelled of licorice, roots, mildew, grass, dirt, and spirits. She nodded to those around, even her friends, and drank. Down her chin it dribbled, her face going from arrogance to squinted suffering rather quickly as dwarven smiles grew larger. It tasted worse that it both smelled and looked, much worse. Bitter, strong, like wine that had been filled with everything a dank cavern and a farm had to offer. She felt small pieces of things go down her throat with the black wash, she felt it trying to all come back up. She stopped halfway, eyes watering, but she could see the nervous looks of her friends, Drodun, and the smiles of the dwarven men. She could tell they would be pleased to see her stop or vomit, as if they were waiting for it. She mustered what strength of stomach she had, and finished the mug. Her breath echoed in the empty handled container, she waited to ensure it stayed down for the moment, and wiped her mouth with her sleeve. Gwenneth slammed the mug to the table, taken just as fast by the gnome. She noticed another two miniature dwarves waiting with towels and a small mop, both looked disappointed. Everyone else looked amazed.


  “Great Kings of Marlennak, I am Lady Gwenneth Lazlette of Vallakazz. I wish to offer my deepest thanks and gratitude for the daring rescue of Marshall Tannek Anduvann and his Southern Outguard Scouts. Your city, father Drodun here, and your people have been nothing but kind and with warm welcome. It is an honor, and great pleasure, to meet you and be safe in your marvelous kingdom.” Gwenneth bowed, deeply, trying not to vomit the mead. Drodun translated as she had been speaking for those that did not understand Agarian. When he finished, all clamored and pounded the table, as she had hoped.


  “Nice words there m’lady, nice words indeed, ye’ done this sort o’ thing then before, have ye’?” Drodun whispered to her ear, feeling relieved that the bit of mess had been recovered and that she kept down the mead. No human lady had ever done that before, she was the first.


  “Yes, I was at noble court and teaching classes on the arcane at my academy by the age of fifteen. I was raised in rooms, well, similar to this you could say.” Gwenneth stepped back, next to her friends, all who looked at her with appreciation, especially Zen.


  “How bad was it, Gwenne?” Shinayne whispered.


  “Not at all actually, rather sweet and delicious.” She hid her smile, hid her aching stomach, tightened her angry bowels, and nodded for Shinayne to go next. She kept her composure as the elven noble walked forward with Drodun.


  “Gwenneth!” Zen whispered accusingly, shaking his head. He knew what traditional speak-mead tasted like, it was the awful bottom of the vat that was given away to the church.


  “Oh, come now. It will be fun, just watch.” She smiled as Drodun and the gathered dwarves argued a bit. Seemed they forgot that he had drank a mug, therefore had the floor, and wished to speak. It took a few minutes of heated debate in the dwarven tongue, but he was allowed.


  Drodun raised his hand, pointed to Zen to translate as he gestured to his friends, and bowed to each king. He pulled out the thick tome of visitors from a satchel on his belt and opened it. “My kings, my high hammer Brunnwik, fellow dwarves, I, father Drodun Anduvann o’ the Temple o’ the Cracked Wall, bring ye’ great and noble travelers. The lady Gwenneth ye’ met from an honored house in Chazzrynn. They be led by a priest o’ the temple, a devout o’ Vundren from Boraduum. He is the last o’ his line, the last Thalanaxe. Son o’ the late and mighty Kimmarik he is, I ask ye’ to welcome Azenairk Thalanaxe.”


  Zen walked forward, head bowed as the fists slammed the stone tables and Drodun patted him hard on the shoulder.


  “Uhh, hmmmm…” Shinayne nudged Drodun in the round belly, she assumed he had forgotten she was there. He smiled to a robed dwarf, all covered in hammers and moons of green and gold, not paying much mind to her at all. She shrugged, seeing how things went in this tradition of theirs, and took a mug.


  “No, Shinayne, no!” Zen whispered, knowing her refined elven pallat would not tolerate it, too late.


  The elven noble drank three rancid gulps, felt the mold flavored pieces, thought she felt something move in her mouth, and spit it all out over the floor. It was the worst thing she had ever tasted, she gagged, and looked for her waterskin. The laughter erupted from half the room, and from Gwenneth, even Saberrak chuckled upon seeing her squirming visage. Shinayne bowed, wiped her mouth with an offered towel from a little gnome with a little mop. She walked back behind Drodun and Zen, right next to her robed friend.


  “You, my dear Gwenneth, are so clever, clever indeed. So clever in fact, that I may have to ponder a bit of revenge.” Shinayne smiled to Gwenne, sarcasm dripping with word and amused glare.


  “I cannot hear you, dearest Shinayne, with all the laughter and all. Could you repeat that please?” Gwenne smiled back, tears in her eyes and a rumbling in her stomach.


  “Oh just you wait, just you wait.”


  “How bad is it? I cannot drink it, but tell me, is it truly that foul?” James was curious.


  “Your problem was with the wine, James, you should be fine. And yes, it is the foulest thing a person could drink indeed.” Gwenne answered, leaning across Shinayne toward James amidst all the quieting commotion.


  “Sure, you warn him after I get to try the delicious and sweet version. You are in for it my lady of Lazlette.” Shinayne smiled, keeping her composure intact. Her mind swam with plans at playful revenge. “Just you wait and see.”


  Zen took a mug, breathed deep, and swallowed it all with his eyes closed. Tough, chewy, bitter and dwarven speak-mead it was, he had tasted it before. He slammed the steel to the stone, nodding to the smallborn gnomes, the dwarves had put their unfortunate of stature to kind use, much like they did in Boraduum. The foreign priest raised his hand in the simmering volumes of the thronesroom of Marlennak, eyes of the high hammer and the kings upon him.


  “Great King Rallik, great King Therrak, High Hammer Brunnwik and gathered dwarven lords, I am Azenairk Thalanaxe and I am in yer’ thanks and debt for such hospitality. Me friends be my true company that---”


  “What brings ye’ to our doors, all the way from the Bori Mountains, then?” The high hammer spoke, thudding his mug down after a fast drink of mead. He stood and sat just as fast, gray and red beard braided tight, bulbous nose over his mustache, and shaved head with a bit of sheen or oil to it.


  “We traveled from Chazzrynn, on a great quest for the minotaur, and ourselves I s’pose. Ancient relic found in the south, needed to get to safety in Soujan Mountain, north of the Zuran there, in Harlaheim. We had some troubles there, some wars and such with surface folk and beasts, led Saberrak Agrannar o’ the Grays to be getting’ captured. We freed him in Devonmir, and well, got chased into these here mountains of the Misathi. Thanks to you and yours, Marshall Tannek and his lewirja friend, we are safe in Marlennak with ye’.” Zen bowed to the High Hammer, the leading priest of Marlennak who answered directly to the Moon Hammer of Vundren, in the sacred temple forge of Fazurand.


  “I knew yer’ father, young Azenairk, knew him well. He done fought with our father in a few battles, sorry to hear o’ his passin’ and that you be all that is left o’ the Thalanaxes.” King Rallik smiled from his throne, thudding his hammer upside down when he was done speaking.


  “Aye, I knew yer’ father and yer’ brothers, Vundren rest em’. I have a few daughters that be comin’ o’ age soon, if ye’ be thinkin’ o’ stayin here in Marlennak and holdin’ yer roots for growth. I could have ye’ meet---“ King Therrak was interrupted.


  “Naah, naye! You was about what, ten or twelve when his brothers was here? Ye’ cannot remember yer’ crown half the time, doubtin’ yer’ mind remembers them t’all! And yer’ daughters, baah, speakin’ o’ beasts they is---“ Rallik was overpowered by the booming voice of his brother, the north king.


  “I does so ye’ bleedin’ grayhair! Their names was Geadrik and Tadnek Thalanaxe, hah! And don’t ye’ be startin’ bout me daughters again! Ye’ be jealous cuz’ yer’ little king cannot make any future kings tis all! If ye’ knew how to use it---“ The king of the north was silenced by Rallik.


  Dwarves now scattering to sides, half to the north, half to the south, in front of the thrones. Azenairk and company were on the south side with Drodun, watching the spectacle escalate. Mean looks, stares with iron faces and beard pulling began, and it looked as if the room would explode into battle.


  “Ye’ better watch yer’ words little brother! That be no talk to a king, even from the younger king that our father, Vundren rest him, made a cute little throne for so he would stop his cryin’! Ye’ probably thought t’was a potty fer yer’ kingly shart and just sat---“ Rallik thudded his hammer over and over as he spoke, mirroring the pounding axe from across the room from Therrak.


  “That be it! Ye’ done said it this time, I challenge ye’ words old brother! Let war decide it, I choose from yer side---“ Therrak waved his fist, pointing over the visitors who stood in shock.


  “No gnomes and no women! Watch yer’ choice potlicker!” Rallik cautioned with a wave of his warhammer. He looked to the north side, picking out the youngest dwarf he could see.


  “I know the rules mugsnuzzler, I know em’ better than ye’ do! I pick, him! That one there, he be on yer’ side Rallik, the one with the blue sash n’ the beard!” Therrak could not choose the women, the minotaur looked too big and could likely drink a ton. He thought of testing Azenairk or Drodun, but the human man was the obvious victory.


  “And I choose, that one there, young master Droghinn, new Marshall o’ the Northern Outguard Scouts!” Rallik pointed to his man, and the dwarves and gnomes all clustered to the center of the room in a wave of stampeding commotion.


  “Vuumber, vuumber, vuumber!” The chant of war began, Saberrak and Shinayne dove for their weapons, as did Zen. Gwenneth backed up, ready to cast something or throw up, she still was not recovered from the speak-mead. James stood still, not sure why all the dwarves from the north side and their king were all pointing at him. The companions were ready, blades and weapons drawn, stances set for a battle, even James Andellis finally grabbed his blade from the pile.


  “What they doin’?” The High Hammer Brunnwik looked to them, then to Drodun Anduvann.


  “Oh, oh, no! Not that kind o’ war me friends, naye, naye.” Drodun walked a few steps and eased them down, then waited until they relaxed and put their wares of war back to the table in the pile. Everyone was again staring at them.


  “Sir James, ye’ are the chosen defender o’ King Rallik o’ the South and the Mountain. Ye’ have to take three meads, then three flasks o’ whiskey, faster than Marshall Droghinn there, or King Therrak wins. Ye’ can’t puke it, drop it, spill it, or stop. First one done, wins the war. Then the other king cannot be insultin’ the other for a week. Ye’ ready?” Drodun looked concerned, knowing that a human would likely not win over a dwarf, even a young one like Marshall Droghinn Duunimer.


  “I cannot.” James thought of the wine, his pain, his past.


  “Ye’ have to, it would be the worst insult ye’ could give to the kings, and to yer’ friends.” Drodun pleaded, not wanting any further fighting today or any more embarrassment. Everyone in the room was silent in stare at what looked to be, a human knight reluctant to drink in the very important traditional dispute between the kings of Marlennak. They had stopped actual fighting between families and clans long ago, this was their only way. They all began to whisper.


  “I will not drink.”


  “I will stand for him.” Saberrak stepped up to Drodun.


  “Ye’ cannot, ye’ were not chosen. You neither Azenairk, nor you ladies. Law is the law.” The priest of the Cracked Wall hung his head. Never once had someone refused the war of the mug and flask in Marlennak. The whispers grew from throne to throne, each side talking louder.


  Alden help me.


  James’ forehead was perspiring, his hairline and temples as well, and his left hand began to shake and tremble ever so slightly.


  Alden, send me a sign, something.


  “This here, is Sir James Andellis, Knight of Southwind Keep, Knight of Chazzrynn, and a very decorated soldier! Help him take the table for King Rallik now will ye’?!” Drodun did a bit of motivating, a little boost to the morale of this man.


  Alden, anything. Woman’s voice, someone, something, please…


  “Very well, this one time, and one time only.” James stepped forward to the table of mugs and flasks, face to face with Droghinn Duunimer, Marshall of the Northern Outguard Scout who defended King Therrak. Cheers went up to storm the ceilings, the stone shook, and the mugs rattled. James faked a smile, receiving a grim stare from his redbearded staunch opponent in return, then the same from his four friends. He knew exactly what they would say, what they were thinking, and what terrible past incidents at the hands of the bottle that were on their minds at this very moment.


  The mead had an odor yet he could smell the spirits inside just the same. The whiskey flasks were open and the aroma of strong liquor hit his nose. His eyes relaxed, his heart fluttering like a hummingbird in heat, James felt it. The overwhelming powerlessness that told him it was fine, he could do this, he wanted to do this. He lifted his mug, same as Droghinn standing across from him, he raised it high to King Rallik behind him. The dwarves cheered and yelled, stomped and pounded, and James did not look to his friends.


  The door opened, letting a fresh rush of air into the warming room, then a battle axe, a spear, and lastly a steel shield slammed ontop of the weapon pile on the left table. James turned, as did everyone else in the room. A dwarf in plate armor took a mug, drank it, and glared at Droghinn Duunimer.


  Slam


  “Ahhh, I see I do, aye. This is how it be then? The men o’ the North Outguard Scout be tryin’ to stab a cheap victory with their new Marshall! We all knows the Southern Outguard be the real dwarves o’ Marlennak, aye there Droghinn! How about ye’ step up against a real Marshall, if ye’ not be yellow n’ green all on the backside then?!” Tannek Anduvann, Marshall of the Southern Outguard Scout slammed his mug down, putting a new crack to the stone table to his right.


  More pounding, stomping feet, rallying cries for Tannek to be allowed in the stead of the visiting human from Chazzrynn. The south side wanted their Marshall to step in, the north side said nay and wished for James to stay and take the table with Droghinn. The north wanted victory. The kings pounded their weapons to their thrones and all went quiet.


  “Yer’ call, Marshall Droghinn, ye’ decide who be yer’ challenger then.” King Therrak nodded.


  The pause lasted forever it seemed. Droghinn staring at James, then the grim look of Tannek staring back, and the moments turned long indeed. Victory over a human, or a challenge of honor against an older dwarf, north versus south, his pride hung in the balance.


  “North Outguard don’t be fearin’ any scouts o’ the sissy south! Aye, I take yer’ challenge Tannek Anduvann! For King Therrak!” Droghinn raised his mug to the king behind him.


  James was still, frozen with the mug next to his face, ready to drink. He felt a hand take his arm lower, Saberrak’s hand. Then the mug was removed from his grip, Zen took it and handed it to Tannek. James came to, snapped back to reality all of the sudden, he smiled, waved, and walked back by his friends.


  Thank you, whoever you are, thank you


  “That was close, stay back here with me, knight. These dwarves seem to take the drink seriously, and you need to take staying away from it just the same.” Saberrak gave him a pat on the shoulder, but left his hand there.


  “Thank you, Saberrak. Dually noted.” James got half smiles and second glances from Zen, Shinayne, and Gwenneth. He knew no one was as relieved as he was to be standing back next to the minotaur.


  The first mugs went up and down fast, faster than any but the dwarves of Marlennak could swallow the thick speak-mead of blackened spirits. The second, then the third, each dwarf pounding his empty to the stone table harder each time. Tannek had a half second lead, the younger Marshall grabbed for a flask just as his opponent slammed the first whiskey container down. The second flask went up to Tannek’s lips and beard, the dwarves of the north pounded the tables and cheered. Then the third whiskey raised and he stopped. Droghinn Duunimer had just finished his first flask of whiskey, he was slowing, in obvious trouble as sweat appeared on his brow. He belched loudly, paused, it looked as if something more than air wished to surface. His trembling hand went to lift flask number two, and it was grabbed.


  “North Guard ain’t nothin’ but shart, boy! Let me show ye’ how tis’ done then!” Tannek Anduvann drank his last flask, then drank the second and the third of Droghinn Duunimer. He slammed them down, a second apart, each steel container echoing above the roaring crowd. “Ahhhh haaaahhh! For King Rallik o’ the South and the Mountains!” The men of the south hollered with an intense ferocity that was as if they had just won a war.


  Droghinn hung his head, held his stomach, and sat down to rest. King Therrak lowered his head as well, took his crown of spears off and rest in on the arm of his throne. The dwarves all mingled within minutes, no one recalling who was on which side after a few mugs and flasks tossed back and down. It was as if the end of the world was avoided by all and this was the celebration. Everyone had to yell to speak, even the kings themselves. The little gnomes never stopped moving in and out to refill.


  Zen watched, smiling at it all, it reminded him of home, a bit escalated, but a dwarven kingdom it was without doubt. Saberrak shook his head, accepting a few mugs of mead himself, the taste did not bother him in the slightest. Water, refreshing water, was brought for James and the ladies. Everyone had been taking turns meeting and greeting the five travelers, they shook hands and gave big chested dwarven hugs, and all here seemed to forget the purpose of the meeting and the contest that had started the whole days’ affair.


  “This is actually pleasant, once you get used to it, Zen.” Gwenneth watched some dance begin then a few more contests. The mead and playful antics had lightened her rigid demeanor.


  “Agreed. And this drink is not that bad, I could get used to it.” Saberrak concurred.


  “Without all the threats of violence, this sort of celebration reminds me of gatherings at home, in Kilikala. Well, outside in the fresh weather and with nature, that is. And, with refined foods and wine, and fruit. There is meditation too, and …nevermind. You understand, right Zen?” Shinayne was trying to think of home when two dwarves went tumbling and laughing over a table, brotherly fighting over a flask of whiskey.


  “This is dwarven life. But, I understand elf, I do.” Zen grabbed a passing mug. He raised it to each king, then to the High Hammer Brunnwik, then to wherever Drodunn and Tannek Anduvann were in the middle of the room. He drank, savoring the speak-mead, and closed his eyes to think of Boraduum.


  “So Zen, is this what it will be like when we find Kakisteele!?” James yelled from the crowds of joyous dancing and drinking.


  Both kings looked up, then to each other. The High Hammer, all fifty or more dwarves, the two drunken Marshalls, even father Drodunn. Zen spit the mead out onto the floor from sudden shock, his coughing and choking turned his face red. Saberrak grabbed James by the arm and squeezed, trying to hide what he was doing yet shut him up, forgetting he was three feet taller than any dwarf here.


  “Ssshhh. Do not mention that here, James.” The gray minotaur whispered.


  “Why not? He has the key and the deed, and we are all going together on---“ His arm was being crushed, he took the hint, everyone was listening. James was quiet.


  “Father Thalanaxe, ye’ would not be goin’ to search for the lost mines to the west, would ye’?” King Rallik of the South questioned rather calmly.


  “Uhhm…no, I was just…I…had told James here that…dammit…yes, yes King Rallik, yes we are.” Zen hung his head. His face was red, his heart had stopped, then it beat again. He knew that every eye in here was on him, they had met him, and he had kept it secret. He felt sorry for his friends as well, for they too would endure the ridicule.


  At first it was whispers. Then commotion, translating from Agarian to Dwarven tongues, then someone broke into laughter. Just one, then the rest in turn. Kings from thrones of two, priests of Vundren, Marshalls and soldiers, noble dwarven men, even the little half sized offspring gnomes piped in with quips and laughter. They pointed, slapped their knees, fell down on the ground, and even turned their backs as if the five of them were not there. Some shook their heads in disbelief, others baah’ed and naye’ed that it could not be true.


  Azenairk knew his friends were standing around him, he felt them there. Still, he would keep his eyes closed until it was over, or tolerable enough to say his farewells. He had seen his father and even his father’s father, too into their mugs, receive the same reaction in Boraduum, several times. It was ridicule and humilitation he did not care to endure. He looked to Gwenneth, she was standing proud with him, as was Saberrak. Shinayne looked angry, not at him, but at these dwarves. James, his head hung low in the deafening laughter, low from having misspoken on accident. Zen was grateful for his friends, he smiled, and closed his eyes to wait a bit longer for it to be over.


  Ye’ be serious? Kakisteele, they lookin’ for it?


  The mines, the ones that don’t exist?


  Him? He follows the drunkard’s fairy tale he does?


  Poor women, they all be goin’ to die then?


  Baah, waste o’ time even seein’ em here!


  Ain’t nothin’ there, fool of a priest!


  Sad it is, folk still believe in that shart n’ story.


  Send em’ out, get it over with then!


  The hammer and axe of the two kings could barely be heard as they tried to stop it. The High Hammer raised his hands for silence. Nothing, they had too much mead and whiskey, even the guards at the door began to talk behind them. Tempers brewed, anger boiled, the hospitality turned into a spectacle of five travelers obviously on a journey that no one approved of. No one could get a word in past the barrage of accusation and offensive queries.


  Azenairk was thankful that almost all of it was in dwarven, no one but he could make out what was being said besides a name and curse here and there. Then he felt something on his waist, something in his pouch, and he went to grab her arm. Too late.


  Shinayne leapt up on a table, reached down for a mug, lightning elven speed beyond anyone here. She raised it amidst the laughter and finger pointing, and drank, drank it all, and threw the mug to the stone where it bounced and rolled until there was silence. Her face composed somehow against her stomach, she raised the leather pouch in the air, producing an iron box from inside, and she opened it, staring at the silent dwarves of Marlennak.


  “Shinayne, no! No, do not---“ Zen reached for her legs, but she was too quick.


  She raised an ancient key, draconic writing upon it, rusty and heavy in her hand. “This, my rude and intolerable hosts, would be the key to those mines that do not exist.” Her aquamarine eyes flared and stared in anger at those gathered, even the kings on the thrones, even the priests. She put the key back and pulled out the bag and the rolled ancient parchment.


  “And this, I was told, is the dust of your ancients to pour down the throat of some demon that guards Kakisteele. And here, the deed that passes the ownership, several millennia old, with my friend’s family crest upon the top.” All eyes looked, dwarves rubbing them to get a clearer view, heavy breath and quiet translating in the thronesroom. She heard Zen’s head thud on the stone table behind her, heard her insides roiling with the speak-mead, but she cared not. Shinayne could not allow her friend to simply lie down and take such verbal abuse.


  “And where did ye’ be getting’ that then, elf? Did the priest tell ye’ that, tell ye’ it existed then? Baah!” King Therrak of the North pounded his axe tip on the stone.


  “Tis’ a fool’s errand, a deathwish in any regard, would that it even existed over two millennia later. Ye’ be a fool of an elf to follow, and yer’ friends too.” King Rallik thudded his hammer. The crowd began to talk, then louder, without the insults as much as a true conversation. They ignored the golden skinned elf standing atop their drinking table.


  She took another mug, drank it, hearing the sighs from Zen below. Shinayne tossed it to the floor, empty. “Then I am a fool, but I will cross steel with any dwarf who would say that to my friends, or up close to my eyes. I have had this confirmed, by the dragon Ansharr of Soujan Mountain, it does exist, and we are going. The next man who wishes an insult, can draw his blade and meet me outside this room.”


  “Enough! Enough there elf, mind yer’ words. Therrak, ask yers to leave then, and I mine. Priests and High Hammer stay, and these travelers with father Thalanaxe. The rest, out. It be a private matter o’ the thrones as of now.” Rallik stood, walked to the center of the room, all bowing as he passed.


  “Aye, out men, back to yer’ duties then. Me brother and I have some discussin’ on the matter.” Therrak stood, waving his hand and axe as the room emptied. He too, met in the center of the room. It was quiet now, very quiet.


  Shinayne hopped off the table, her stomach ready to burst, her anger cooling. She handed the box to Zen, his head still face down on the table. She poked him, and he put out his hand for the rusty container with his family heirlooms.


  “Sorry Zen, I felt it and ran with it. You know how I am, with you all the way to the end. I think I am going to be sick now.” She patted his bald head as he stood, then looked for where she could vomit the mead.


  “Aye, ye’ deserve it.”


  “Me too, my apologies. I should not have mentioned it.” James patted his shoulder too.


  “Aye, ye’ should have kept yer’ lips shut.”


  “I was supposed to tell them not to bring this up, right?” Saberrak lowered his horns a bit and looked to Zen.


  “Aye, nicely done.”


  “Forgot.” Saberrak smacked Zen’s armor in apology.


  “Aye, I would be sayin’ so.”


  Zen looked up to the dwarven kings, he bowed, holding the box with the key, the dust, and the deed to the lost mines of Kakisteele. He waited, silently sweating and exhausted.


  “Oh, stand up then, last o’ the Thalanaxes. Let us see what ye’ have here on yer’ foolish journey. Surely Vundren brought ye’ here for a reason.” King Rallik looked to the box that his guest placed on the table.


  “Tell us how ye’ have this then, from who gave it from whom n’ all that. Ye’ got yer’ attention now, spill it out then.” King Therrak looked at the old rusty iron box, surely ancient indeed.


  “Ye’ really intent on heading west to find this then?” The High Hammer Brunnwik joined the table as well.


  “Aye, aye we do.” Zen breathed deep, preparing to retell the tales from his father, father before that, and all that led he and his friends to this day here in Marlennak. He sat down, everyone gathering around, for it would take quite some time.


  Tannek looked to Drodun, Drodun looked to Brunnwik, then they looked to the corner where the elf was vomiting up all the good speak-mead.


  “Mop!”


  



   


  Johnas III:III


  Castle L’Herrim, City of Harlaheim


  “The filet is to die for, truly, I must know your chef King Richmond. The food in Chazzrynn is not even in the same realm of this exquisite Harlaheim cuisine, and do not get me started on the wine. Alden have mercy!” Johnas Valhera laughed, flattering with every course served. He sat across from the young king, next to Prince Edians Del Barrato of Caberra, and beside Sir Phillip who was now the acting Seneschal of Harlaheim by promotion.


  First the crab potstickers with honey walnut reductions and figs were served with a rose’ dergolian wine of a fresh three year vintage. Balric was asked to leave and take care of urgent business of holy spiritual importance during the first course. Sir Sebastian had been called upon by his squire moments later. As if nothing were amiss with an empty seat for the queen and the cardinal as well, Johnas continued his commentary on the noble dinner with those twenty that still dined.


  Second was the summer salad of grapefruits, spinach, sea scallops, and soured cream and dill dressing. It was served with a fine ruby red of over twenty years from the northern jantheer district of Harlaheim. Johnas had stated that it was eloquent and refined beyond the southern pallats of his kingdom.


  The festival had been lingering outside in the square where thousands of peasant folk and merchants danced and drank around the statue of Saint Tarumin. The noise still a murmur through the stained glass windows of the castle. It was new, golden, a pious man bowing to God Alden who had a feathered cross in his hands, handing it to the young priest who was now an Aldane patron saint. Over twelve feet tall, the statue symbolized so much to the people of Harlaheim, yet seemingly little to the nobility. Johnas, Richmond, and the others had all retired to the grand dining hall of L’Herrim only a few minutes after the unveiling. They watched from three stories above, waving now and then through the glass and pacing of posted guards on the balcony.


  “I am done, put a fork in my royal ribs. That was absolutely divine, Richmond. That fifty five year hedronet caville was the best red I have ever let touch my tongue. Tell me you do not have dessert?” Johnas waited, Balric and Ariili should have been back a course past. The dirty deed with Lord Poullan and Lord D’Mirillesoun should have but two cold corpses to show by now, he thought wickedly.


  “I do, actually. But, let us wait for the Cardinal, your Bishop, and my Seneschal, shall we?” Richmond ate delicately, slowly enjoying the tender beef with his fine wine. He was suspicious as Johnas seemed to be distracting from the missing guests, trying to keep conversation alive. He wondered if he was aware that Sebastian and he had been speaking in private.


  “Very well, agreed, tis your home and I am but your guest and---“


  “You are, and you are wonderful at pointing the obvious. Thank you, Prince of Valhirst.” Richmond nodded to his noble guests, all but Johnas Valhera.


  “That could have been a sleight, was that a sleight m’lady?” Johnas looked to a rather fat noblewoman across the table with his query, smile showing no insult taken. A few giggles from gathered nobles let out.


  “One would think so, if one paused their mouth and allowed their ears to hear. Have some more wine, I insist.”


  “Oh, well thank you indeed. How very kind, your majesty. May I offer some to the rest of the table, on your generous behalf?” Johnas stood, not waiting for an answer, and snapped his fingers. The four young servants, three men and one women, brought three bottles each and began to open them.


  “I do not believe, correct me if I am mistaken, that I had said yay or nay to your question as of yet.” Richmond smiled, seeing his guests all tensing as they finished their main course. He had not seen his servants ever react so quickly to another noble, in fact he did not recognize the four with the wine at all. He nodded his head twice to one he did know, alerting him to be ready.


  “I do sincerely apologize King Richmond, but I feel that it is…ahhh, Bishop Balric, Cardinal, Seneschal, fine of you to rejoin the dinner. Would the king kindly allow them to be seated once more?” Johnas bowed deeply to both the two men and his doppelganger in disguise, then to the king of Harlaheim. Ariili, appearing as the Cardinal, went to a chair beyond the dining hall before anyone answered, he seemed distraught.


  “By all means, of course. The antics, pardon, the service of Prince Valhera should not be missed. We should invite the whole of the city in fact, and you could pour them all wine. Perhaps when next you visit.” Richmond turned his head, picking up conversation with his Lord Treasurer at the table. The ice broke, nobles chatted quickly as to avoid the annoying prince of Chazzrynn and the quips between he and the king.


  “Is it done, both on a permanent journey?” Johnas whispered to the black clad and priestly looking Balric. He poured wine to whomever was next to him, without even so much as a glance.


  “It is, you filth of hell, it is. But, I was followed.” Balric put his hand over his goatee, hiding his mouth and speaking with a fake smile. He could not look at Johnas. He had just killed two more noble men, his saber in their backs and shortblade across their throats in their own homes. The necklace would not allow him to stop, nor scream for help, nor even speak. He had to do it, he was helpless.


  “Sir Sebastian?”


  “No, I lost him easily after but a few city blocks.”


  “A woman then, northern Kivanite with olive skin and red hair dressed in green robes? Large sword at her side?”


  “Yes. How could you know that?” Balric was surprised, he had described her perfectly. He closed his mind, hoping Johnas would not know that they had spoken on his recent return trip.


  “She was watching me from the crowd when we arrived, assassin most likely. Northern Altestan has ties with the blended Agarians that still hold lands in Kivanis. She looks the background, is interested in me, and obviously there are those in the northern empires that hold me responsible for that incident with the Headhunter warship that sank, courtesy of the fugitves with the daughter of Lazlette. If they sent an Altestani with a blade, he would stick out here and be easily marked, so they hired her. Very simple actually, dear Balric.” Johnas sat, nodded for more wine, raised his goblet, and motioned for the servant to pour some for his Bishop as well.


  “I hope her blade strikes true and I get to watch you die.” Balric smiled, toasted his glass to Johnas, and drank.


  “Now now, what sort of toast is that? You have but two more men to kill, and then it is over. Well, for you that is. You should feel imminent relief coming your way. I will handle the killer lady from Kivanis. You stay on task.” The patriarch of the White Spider chuckled as he whispered.


  “I will not kill any more men, I am done. Five is enough, take what you need and release me.” Balric tried to reach for his blades, nothing, he could not act against Johnas.


  “No choice, sorry. Prince Edians Del Barrato is staying at La Trillmoure, the temple districts’ finest inn. Take him in the alley behind it when he approaches, kill him and return. Caberra will insist on justice after their daughter, and now their son, have perished or gone missing while in care of Harlaheim. Then, just Richmond remains. Now go.” Johnas Valhera smiled and stood as Balric did.


  “Your grace, the Bishop is retiring for the evening. He is not used to travel, and I am afraid the trip to your impressive kingdom has exhausted his sacred spirit. May he be excused?”


  “Of course, my servants will show him to his room.”


  “Not necessary, your highness. They already have, I thank you for your hospitality.” Balric felt as though he had to speak aloud in any defense of Johnas or his plans and orders. It came over him like a force of habit he knew not existed. The necklace, via the controlling platinum ring Johnas Valhera wore, had sway he could not contend with. Only his thoughts and whispers could release his anger now.


  “Good night Bishop D’Vrelle.” Richmond paid no mind, enjoying the dinner and watching the Prince of Valhirst cautiously.


  Throughout the dessert of hot steamed chocolate puddings with crème’ de orange and fresh raspberries, nobles left and said their good evenings to their king, the Caberran Prince and the Chazzrynn Prince. The old Cardinal had retired to a chair in the corner, apparently dozed off some time ago. Sir Phillip nodded every so often to Johnas, who nodded back. Sir Sebastian watched every motion, it was obvious he was nervous and troubled about many things, yet said nothing.


  “It is my time, good king, I must speak with you tomorrow on more serious matters. Please allow time for you and I alone, if you would be so kind. I bid you good evening.” The Caberran Prince bowed, his accent deep and elegant, yet his dark brown eyes stated he meant not to waste another day before discussing the details of Rosana, his missing sister. He had been told she was killed by a mob in the recent revolts, then he was told she was found dead in Saint Erinsburg having been butchered by Lord Cristoff’s men. He had heard she escaped with some treasonous knights by other informants he had here. Nothing added up, but it would tomorrow.


  “Of course, Prince Edians, of course. You have my entire morning if need be.” Richmond smiled, yet nodded that he knew well what they would be talking about.


  “Prince Johnas, it has been an experience to dine with you. I am sure we will speak tomorrow as well, no?”


  “Possibly, I cannot be for sure though. Either way, enjoy your rest and have pleasant walk to your suite.” Johnas smiled, stood and embraced him in Caberran custom.


  Sir Sebastian stood as well, bowing to the few remaining nobility. “I retire as well, and I believe your suite is on route with my new keep. As newly appointed Lord Knight Errant, after the terrible tragedy with Lady Florin and the guillotine, I am still becoming accustomed to my new directions. May I escort you, Prince Edians?” Sebastian looked right at Johnas as he spoke, then nodded to his king.


  Johnas saw it, he knew the game. He had not expected them to be so ready his first night here, but they had found out. They knew who he was, but they did not have any idea whose web they played in, nor how many and where his spiders were hidden.


  “Splendid idea, streets here are most dangerous after such revolts so recent, I am certain of it. Sir Phillip, should you not join them? Safety in numbers, I am told.” The Prince of Valhirst nodded to Phillip, then to Sebastian, then the king.


  “I agree, safety in numbers indeed.” Sir Phillip followed the Prince of Caberra and Sir Sebastian out of Castle L’Herrim.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  I told you, I have no control over it, over anything I do.


  “I can read your thoughts, the wind lets me hear the things you think. Just keep speaking to yourself as your mind is the only thing free right now.” Angeline of Charity kept pace with the dark robed man. Her senses had guided her to him as he left L’herrim once more, this time she had brought help.


  I am going to the temple district, La Trillmoure Inn, and I will be waiting to kill the Prince of Caberra. Johnas knows of you, he thinks you an assassin hired by Altestan. You have to stop me, whoever you are, or kill me before more are dead. Balric kept walking, hands on his saber and shorblade beneath his priestly vestments. The night was muggy, fog was creeping into the sidestreets as the green moon cascaded its eerie glow to the old stone city.


  “I am Angeline of the Knights Soujan and I am not going to kill you, Balric. I have a plan to get that necklace off of you, but the ring first, from the Prince of Valhirst that controls you. When you turn the corner, do not fight what happens, remain calm. I will return soon.” She turned down an alleyway and waited in the Gimmor lit shadows.


  Excellent. I am now going to kill a Caberran Prince, and the red haired lady that can read my mind disappears. This is hopeless. Balric thought aloud in his head, now unable to see Angeline.


  I can still hear you, Balric. I can speak to you this way, just keep breathing and letting the wind pass in and out of you. Angeline projected her mind to his through the winds. She thought hard to the sewers, the balconies of old gray stones and spires, and the dark sky itself for assistance.


  His steps turned down unlit cobblestone, onto Gil’Ourille Street, near his destination. The sahdows parted, moved, shifted quickly and he drew his blades.


  Flash


  Balric stifled a scream, he was blinded by bright light that came and went with a few strange words from the unseen. His body twisted, the necklace urging him ahead to fight, yet some force was restraining him. He fought until he was on his knees and dripping with sweat. His palms caught his fall, the blades meant for Prince Edians fell to the street, and he just shook and trembled. It took every shaking muscle to look up as his vision returned. Blurry, hazy, yet he could make out a man. Gray hair and beard of white, black and white robes and sashes, and he carried a black metal staff that was aglow with blue energies. His hand was pointing at Balric, forcing him down to the ground, but a smile of genuine care was upon his face.


  “Who are you, old…man..?” It was difficult to speak, he was grunting in effort to get his swords and make it to the inn to kill as he had been ordered.


  “I am Kalzarius, friend to Angeline and her knights, foe to Richmond and his. I am going to hold you here, for a bit. It will not be pleasant, and for that I hope you accept my apology well in advance.” The master of the arcane was using a fair degree of his concentration to hold this man in place. He surmised another master of the arts must have made the necklace, for it was strong indeed to tax him so.


  “The Kalzarius?”


  “I hear that often, yes, the one and only as far as I know. And you are Bishop Balric D’Vrelle, so I am told. Shame we could not meet under better circumstances.”


  “I am no bishop, no priest either. I am a general in the secret order of the Broken Wing of the Crossguard Legion, an assassin for the church of Alden. I only tell you now because in moments, one of us will die.” This famous man, who he would have loved to meet otherwise, was stopping him from his orders. The necklace now forced him to see Kalzarius as an enemy, one that he must also kill. His hands struggled for his blades as the arcane forces held him down.


  “Who crafted…this enslaving bit of jewelry for you, Balric? It is indeed…testing my strengths here and now. I must know.”


  “A wretch of a half dead wizard…named…Salah Cam. He works for Johnas Valhera and the …White Spider…sort of…it is…well, complicated.”


  “And if we were to remove this necklace? What then, assassin?”


  “I would stop Prince Johnas from killing the King of Harlaheim and claiming this kingdom as his own.” Balric was on one knee now, his body wracked with pain, yet his hand still reached for the saber.


  “Good, then I will trust dear Angeline and not end you right here. We have company.” Kalzarius looked to the street from his view from the alley. Two men walked, speaking quietly and moving at a quick pace toward him, their hands on their blade hilts. Behind them six others darted through shadows, moving closer by the moment..


  “I have company, you mean. For you are a dead man!” Balric got to his feet, saber and shortblade in his hands, robes rippling with the arcane forces against him. Inch by inch, he backed Kalzarius down the alley.
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  The fog lifted her over the wall and onto the balcony. Winds whipped the cloaks of guards in front of their helmed faces. Torches snuffed out from the sudden gale and clouds passed overhead to block the light of the green moon. Angeline thanked the weather in silent prayer, and slid over the rail outside the dining hall. She listened through the glass, waiting for her moment, watching from a pressed position against the outer wall of L’Herrim Castle. The voices were muffled, she focused on her blade Charity asking for better hearing, and it was given with a faint feeling of love and appreciation.


  “I will sign only if the Legion is under my command, not yours Cardinal. This trade route discussion with Caberra and Chazzrynn needs no papers. Rebuilding this kingdom, with your assistance of course, seems more of a stranglehold than an agreement. Let us rectify that.” Richmond looked the mess of documents over, not at all happy with what was proposed.


  “Yes, yes. But sign and we will make the adjustments. I assure you, I am the Cardinal of the Aldane. Our bishops need to see you agree with their help, they need reassurances as well, your majesty. Yes, yes.” Arilli was doing well he assumed to himself, appearing old and insistently wise. He touched the king’s hand gently, smiling.


  “Your majesty, these papers are just that, easily burned or altered if need be, just sign and---“ Johnas was cut off, his smile vanishing.


  “Valhera, your little display at dinner is rather fresh on my mind, so do not attempt to placate me with tricks and fine words. I know your reputation well enough.”


  “I am hurt, deeply, Richmond. I was playing to the crowd, as you well know. Think nothing of it. If they feel you and I are friends, they will see a coup for a coup. If they see us as rivals, all the better for them to feel they have a side and say in your kingdom. I am making enemies here, to leave you with friends when I go back home. Think ahead, if you would.” Johnas thought he had him, twisting and snaking with every chance he was offered. He nodded to his deadliest men and woman, disguised as servants here, and they went to change.


  “I will sign this one only, and that is final. The Crossguard Legion will remain in force at the capital, under the guidance of the church and nobility, until peace, safe trade, and prosperity are returned to a level that satisfies both King and the Aldane. There, the rest can burn.” Richmond the Second signed the single parchment knowing full well he would have what he needed as far as military strength with the army of Alden here. He could write letters as to dismissing them when he had accomplished what he needed.


  His eyes opened wide as he set the feathered quill down, the Cardinal waved his hands over the parchments and the same signature began to write on each and every one, ink from thin air, perfect duplicates. He looked up from the table, staring at the high priest of the church of Alden in shock, and watched his form, face, and clothing shift and turn into a duplicate of himself. Richmond heard the laughter from Johnas, saw the movements of those unknown servants from behind tapestries, and watched as the Prince of Valhirst drew a shining wavy kris blade.


  “Guess this will start sooner than I had expected.” Johnas smiled.


  “Guards!” The King of Harlaheim drew his ornamental rapier, never having used it before, then he doubled over in pain. The window crashed open, shards of glass shattering over everyone. The blade of Johnas pulled from his chest as moist air raged unnaturally from outside.


  Twenty armored guards fought the gale and rushed to protect their fallen king. Eight more servants appeared, drawing rapiers and charging Johnas and the false king. The Prince of Valhirst backed up with Ariili. He eyes caught a figure leap through the air and land on the table, she was surrounded by owls, bats, pigeons, and a hundred more swirling birds. The winds died down, the fog and clouds lifted from their abnormal flow, and a red haired woman glared at Johnas Valhera from atop the long dining table as she drew an exquisite hand and a half blade from her side.


  “Diamond, Emerald, Silk, and Ruby! Show our hosts here some southern hospitality!” As Prince Valhera looked for a clearer view of the lady with the birds, four scimitars and four shortblades pulled from scabbards of the servants by the wine rack. Masked now, all in black leather and garb, the four of the Emerald Eight moved in between their patriarch and the twenty four guarding the dying Harlian king.


  Complete chaos broke out in the dining hall. The false king had no one fooled and Ariili was mobbed quick by four royal guards. The four deadly agents of the White Spider slashed and stabbed, rolled and dove, cutting fast through armored soldiers of Harlaheim. Three grabbed their bleeding monarch and made for the doors. Then a swarm of avians of every type formed a tight line in the air and crashed into Johnas Valhera, dozen after unrelenting dozen. Feathers flew, screeches and shrieks echoed off of walls in the night, then the emerald kris blade began to slice a path. Johnas drew a dagger and swatted his way toward the woman.


  Angeline met the prince of Valhirst, blade to blade, parry to parry. Their blades danced up and down in chops, then side slashes, then thrusts as the faster Johnas backed his opponent away from her pets. His face was scratched, his hands both pecked and bleeding, yet he smiled and stepped in on the mysterious woman in green robes. Her blade was heavier, longer, but parried everything he managed to assault her with. The steel rang viciously, as if the blades hated each other more than their wielders.


  The four assassins of the Emerald Eight had killed seven and left four more screaming on the red carpets. They stuck close, eight blades weaving from what seemed one opponent, and stepped surely, killing quick anyone within reach. Their skills with parries and bladework were unmatched here with royal guard of Richmond. The feinted scimitar slashes were followed by deadly shortsword thrusts that punctured steel and flesh faster than the slow armored men they faced. Once five to one odds, now only ten on four.


  The birds and bats swarmed him again, this time circling like angry bees and he was the nest. Johnas swatted and ducked, then began moving forward once more. His female killer ran at him, leapt, kicked off the wall, and landed behind him. She looked back from the broken window she had entered through, sheathed her blade, and held out her hand with a smiling face looking to her adversary. An owl, white and brown one of small size, dove by her and dropped something in her hand. Then, she was gone out the balcony.


  Johnas looked to his rather torn up hand, held it up to his face as the battle raged on and the birds all scattered for the open window. The ring was gone.


  “Balric!” The Prince yelled, stepping over a bleeding and bulging doppelganger trying to change form to the King again, and joined his four in cutting down any survivors.


  Richmond ran down the stairs, shrugging off his guards help, dropping his blade as he held his bleeding chest. He reached the throneroom, there was Sir Phillip. He had men with him, he knew he was safe and would see Johnas Valhera beheaded along with his creature. Richmond knew he should have listened to Sir Sebastian when he came to him about the Cardinal, hopefully it was not too late.


  “Phillip! Help me, Johnas has attacked! Save your king!” His lips tasted of blood, the pain was sharp and deep.


  “Men, seize this false creature that appears as the king, and take its head!” Sir Phillip drew his rapier and his men stomped toward the king.


  Richmond turned and ran the other way, stumbling and holding his bleeding wound. He heard the screams of his guards and blade wielding servents from up the stairs, so he ran toward the front doors to L’Herrim in hopes the crowd would protect him. The passage opened, more guards came from the stairs as fog rolled into the foyer.


  He looked up to his left, Johnas and the false King with four masked men approaching quick. To his right, the balcony had royal guard taking aim at none other than him, their own king. Behind, swirling in panic as he was, Sir Phillip marched with more guards all pointing rapiers at him. Richmond ran into the fog as fast as he could, not able to see anything.
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  The staff pushed back, a saber and shortblade crossed over it, inches from his own throat. Kalzarius was ready, the words arcane of a spell to incinerate this assassin had passed his lips and waited for a final gesture. “Balric, stop!”


  Kalzarius’ words held power, Balric felt the arcane energy force him back a foot or two. Yet the necklace had him lunge right back through, intent on murdering this wizard. “I cannot!”


  “What goes on here?” The accent was Caberran, yet two blades unsheathed from behind them.


  Balric rested for a moment, he sensed his priorities had changed. It was Prince Edians behind him. He turned and lunged, disarming the shamshir in one unforeseen chop. His shortblade aimed for the chest, parried at the last moment by a rapier from Sir Sebastian who was more than ready. He countered with his saber, knocking down the rapier of the Harlian knight. He saw two targets, then he stopped.


  “Run Prince, run!” Sebastian stepped in front of the Bishop, between him and the visiting Prince.


  “No, stop! It’s gone, Kalzarius take it off!” Balric dropped his blades, struggling to reach under his robes and get to the necklace.


  “Kalzarius? What are you doing here, what is all of this?” Sebastian picked up his blade, and the blade of the Caberran Prince. He stepped on the two swords of the Bishop and kept his sword pointed an inch from his chest.


  “No time Sir Sebastian, no time. Help me get this necklace from Balric’s neck. I will explain later.” The old master of the arcane assisted the black robed Harlian man. The necklace, heavy thick platinum, glowed as it fell to the cobblestone.


  “What is that that it glows so?” Prince Edians Del Barrato took his blade from the knight.


  “Luiminaro duthes sestralic!” Kalzarius pointed his fingers, unleashing a ray of orange and purple light. Moments later, a puddle of melted precious metal seeped into the stones of the street. “Nothing now, nothing. Angeline must have succeeded.”


  “Who is Angeline? What is the meaning of this, you must tell me!” Sebastian still held his blade to Balric.


  “We must save your king, unworthy as he is. Your kingdom is under attack on the most high and noble level, Lord Knight Errant. Prince Johnas is---“ Kalzarius stopped.


  Bells gonged from the castle cathedral, moments later from another. The Prince of Caberra, Balric, Kalzarius, and Sir Sebastian listened, frozen in the night, as the bells tolled and rang throughout the city. They tolled for only one reason in such manner, the king must be dead.
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  “Attention!” Sir Phillip came to point, all the men as well.


  The throneroom was dark as Johnas Valhera helped the guards carry a very dead looking Richmond down the spiral stairs on a wooden stretcher. Ariili the doppelganger looked pale, blood on his royal garb, unmoving. It looked believable indeed. Johnas’ cuts and blood looked real enough, as they actually happened minutes ago, though not from any blade. Four masked bodyguards watched from shadows and hidden vantages within the castle, cleaning their weapons of the blood from the butchery in the dining hall. None of them had as much as a scratch.


  As the duplicate body was presented in the hall, three hundred men of the royal guard, Harlaheim capitans, and ranked Crossguard Legionairres all knelt in unison. The bells tolled again, and Johnas took knee next to Sir Phillip by the throne. Tears ran from many a man, false ones from those where Richmond once sat, and a few tired sobs echoed in the castle.


  “Did you attain our missing monarch, as expected?” Johnas, face streamed with false tears and forming scabs, whispered from his lowered head.


  “He will die from bleeding, if my men do not get him first. They are on his trail. Either way, he sits dead before us here.”


  “Not good enough, I do not play well with failure.”


  “Your Bishop was supposed to take care of it, not I. I do not play well with blame.” Phillip looked from his respectful position of sorrow, tears in his eyes waiting to fall.


  “Well spoken. I had not expected the woman, whoever she is. I will send out my four to eliminate them. Balric, the woman with the birds, Sebastian, Richmond, and the Prince of Caberra will die tonight. You do as ordered.” Johnas looked to the priest that entered. He would be concerned should the doppelganger in guise as Richmond be young, but Ariili could control his very bloodflow and heartbeat with ease in his ancient age.


  “And what would those orders be?” Phillip stood as the priest raised his hands and waved the honor guard of Harlaheim to take the body to the cathedral.


  “You are the Seneschal. Now, you have the throne. I want Willborne next. Katrina knows too much and is moving fast.” Johnas stood as did the rest of the men in formation. He wiped his eyes.


  “You still need Chazzrynn, Prince Johnas.”


  “I already have it, I received word this morning.”


  “And Caberra?”


  “Trade and peace agreements signed by Edians and Richmond and the Cardinal, it is done. Once we take our armies, mass them together, Shanador will come to their senses. All in good time, be patient.”


  “And what will your title be then?” Phillip lowered his head, placed his hand over his heart in line with the floor, a soldiers salute as the body of the king exited L’Herrim Castle.


  “King of Chazzrynn, Regent of Harlaheim, Ambassador of Trade to Caberra, and eventually, Lord Protector of Willborne. I think those will fit nicely as I work within my webs toward Shanador and Altestan. You will take the brand, the oath, and refer to me as your Patriarch. I have much to teach you, Phillip.” Johnas hid his smile, the doors shutting, the men standing in salute awaiting orders.


  Seneschal Phillip stepped in front of the throne. “Capitans and generals, legionairres of Alden, men of Harlaheim, an attack upon our sovereignty occurred this evening here in L’Herrim. With the assistance of Prince Johnas Valhera of Chazzrynn, the assailants were deferred, but only a few killed. Our king, Alden rest him, did not survive the assault.”


  Phillip paused, letting his youthful appearance and sorrow show itself to those gathered. He looked as though he could not continue, yet he did with much outward effort.


  “Lord Knight Errant Sebastian, Bishop Balric D’Vrelle, and the visiting Prince from Caberra have gone missing and are suspected as the plotters of this most heinous assassination. As Seneschal, I must see justice done. With Florin’s demise and the queen’s disappearance, their motives are now plain to see. They want Harlaheim to fall.” Heads turned, shocked murmurs began, and Phillip restrained his grin as the doors opened suddenly. The timing was perfect.


  “Seneschal Phillip! Another atrocity!” The Cardinal was being held up by two royal guardsmen, blood over his white robes of the feathered cross, gray hair all amiss and frazzled.


  “What has happened your grace?!” Johnas boomed over the gathered company, drawing his blade half out and stepping forward.


  “The Bishop, one of mine own, yes, yes, Balric has charged into the Cathedral L’ Sann, cut down the guards and taken the body of the king! None survived! Sir Sebastian and the Caberran Prince were with him! What wickedness runs riot in the night, such madness!?” Ariili fell to his knees in shaking horror and sorrow, back in guise as the Cardinal. The guards tried to help him up, the scene was sad and the words infuriating all at once.


  “Perfect, bravo, I applaud you doppelganger.” Johnas whispered under his breath.


  “By order of the throne of Harlaheim, with the blessing of the Cardinal of the Aldane, I demand the heads of those responsible!” Seneschal Phillip drew his rapier and pointed to the open doors of L’Herrim.


  “The king is dead, long live the Seneschal!” Johnas raised his blade beside Phillips, crossing his steel over the rapier and resting it gently on top, where it belonged.


  “Long live the Seneschal!” It boomed from over three hundred voices in the night, all saluted with anger and outrage, all wanting revenge for the murder, and all loyal to the man now in front of the throne. They marched out into the city to find the assassins of their king, to find his stolen body, and to bring justice.


  



   


  Exodus III:VIII


  Castle Vairrek, City of Marlennak


  “The holy stone tome shall be divided for safe keeping, each remaining king shall carry a fourth to his domain. To Boraduum go’ith the Words of Law. To Fazurand travel the Words of Faith, and in Marlennak they will protect the Words of War. Kakisteele will keep the Words of the Forge, all hail the Golhiarden, the Words of God, testament of Vundren. May he bless us in our desperate times.”---From the breaking of the tablet, Dwarven Book of Kings, passage one hundred eighty six. Circa 1801 B.C.


   


  Sitting on the stone table, surrounded by tomes harboring ancient dust, were the iron key, the dust, and the deed to Kakisteele. Azenairk accepted the iron box, full of rusty runes, back from the High Hammer and placed it in his pouch. He looked up, sighing in the long hours of what must have been night or early morning. He could not tell by the lack of sky, just by his weariness and the tired looks on the faces of Gwenneth and Shinayne. King Therrak and King Rallik poured through books handed them by Brunnwik, acolytes of Vundren ran with gnomes back and forth to the Historium Calaudrumm Vem, and candles dripped down their already cascading and formed stalagmites of wax that reached the floor.


  “That says it, right there, no denyin’ it brother.” Rallik pointed to the ancient Dwarven Book of Kings, despite four volumes of other histories that lay on the stone table.


  “Aye, but it says there that the only King o’ Kakisteele was never crowned formally t’all. Says that he was Mudren Sheldathain is all, it don’t be sayin’ who he married, just that he had a wife and children. We needin’ to find who his wife were to see if the deed is authentic n’ can be traced.” Therrak rubbed his brow, plucked a red eyebrow, then rubbed his beard.


  “There be nothing there to see me’ kings, I have done searched em’ all. No records of who she was, just the name Sheldathain over about five er’ six times.” Brunnwik rested in a chair, he was exhausted. There was about close to nothing, not anywhere. It seemed the place of myth, was just that.


  “That family name I never heard of, and I know them all in Boraduum.” Azenairk picked up his heirlooms carefully and put them back in the box.


  “None with that name here neither, not in Marlennak.” King Rallik sighed and sat back down. He reached for his mead and drank.


  “Nor in Fazurand, I visit the Moon Hammer often, bout every three years or so at the temple. Never heard that name besides in these here old books. Sorry father Thalanaxe.” Brunnwik felt awkward, he did not want to say the words that were on all the minds of those here. “Sheldathain, Sheldathain, rings a bell in me’ head, but likely from these tomes I dig into from decade to decade. History n’ all, just that.”


  “So, what are ye’ sayin’ then?” Zen sat, next to Shinayne who was deep in meditation.


  “It be forged, a folly, old as it is. Ye’ got nothin’ here and nothin’ worth risking yer’ neck over, Azenairk.” King Therrak felt awful. Having heard the story of how these folk met, what they had been through, and the hopes they had, he hated to be the one to speak the disappointing words aloud.


  “That cannot be true. I, we all, heard the words from the dragon. Ansharr would not have led us astray.” Gwenneth remained standing in frustration, looking to words she could not read, flipping pages with symbols she did not understand. “I need to learn the dwarven tongue.”


  “Don’t ever be trustin’ a dragon. They supposed to be all dead, n’ for good reason.” Rallik nodded to Gwenne.


  “Aye, the fact ye’ slew two, met and spoke to another, n’ got chased by the mother o’ the two ye’ killed would make the five o’ ye havin’ seen the most dragons in what, bout a thousand years, give er’ take. They be part snake and serpent, forked tongues n’ all. I’d kill one before believing it, even if it told me that me’ mountains was red and the sky be blue.” Therrak concurred with his brother.


  “Then what do I do with this then, I have it for a reason.” Zen felt his pouch, he would cry if he were not so drowsy.


  “It be all ye’ have from yer’ late father, old Kimmarik, Vundren rest him. Keep it, remember him for the warrior he was, but stop yer’ dreamin’. There ain’t nothing’ there but death and ruin, ancient Altestani sorceries and curses, and folk tales to lure the hopeful to their ends.” The High Hammer had to say it, had to stop them from going, he had grown fond of them. The name Sheldathain lingered on his mind, having seen it somewhere, but he could not remember.


  “I made a promise to my father, on my words before Vundren, on his deathbed. I cannot break those, cannot take em’ back, n’ I’ll be damned if I don’t die tryin’.” Zen stood, pounding his fist on the table, then marched off into the city to find James and Saberrak. They had gone to Greenbridge to secure rooms for them all, but they had been gone half a day.


  “Zen!” Gwenneth shouted, waking the quiet highborne elf from her rest.


  “Let him be, Lady of Lazzlette, let him be.” King Rallik shook his head.


  “What have I missed?” Shinayne stretched, stood, and bowed to both kings as she yawned. “Where are the men?”


  “Azenairk has gone off angry tis’ all. He don’t want to be facin’ the truth that what he has is not what he and his father thought. Ye’ need to talk to him, calm him down, and turn him from this deadly course. There is nothin’ to find, Lady T’Sarrin. Whatever was there is long gone, or long cursed, whichever is worse. Speak some sense to him for us, would ye’?” King Therrak pleaded with the elven woman.


  “Well, we are going to find it, whatever is there, regardless of who says what. I gave my word, as did we all, and Zen gave his to his father. This sworn journey goes beyond books and scary stories I am afraid.” Shinayne bowed once more.


  “Ahhh, dammit! Ye’ be just as stubborn n’ foolish as Thalanaxe then! No use talkin’ to an elf for common sense, I shoulda’ seen that one on the horizon.” Therrak barked at Shinayne, not happy with not getting his point through to her.


  “Yes, you should have, your majesty. He is my friend, he is alone on the Agarian continent, just like myself. I can only imagine what rests on his mind and shoulders, what burden he takes with his morning meal, and what would happen were any of us to leave his side. So, say all you wish, we will listen humbly, but we will head west.” Shinayne motioned for Gwenneth to follow her, bowed one last time, and left the halls of Castle Vairrek.


  “Head o’ rock she has between those pointed ears. Gwenneth, ye’ be educated n’ all. Talk some sense into yer’ friends, don’t let them go where nothin’ but death be waiting for them. For me.” Rallik spoke softly to the lovely human lady with the dark hair and green eyes, he too, had grown a bit fond of them all.


  “And for me.”


  “Me as well, for Vundren’s sake.”


  Gwenenth looked to the two kings of this magnificent city, and to the high priest of their God.


  “I will see what I can do.”
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  “Gardik ust vun Attorhek, domthik uturri, the Pub o’ the Bearded Hammer, rooms available. First tavern and inn once ye’ step over the Greenbridge. How would I be guessin’ to find ye’ here, Saberrak Agrannar o’ the Grays and Sir James Andellis?” Zen sat at their table.


  The place was well lit, for a city underground anyway. There were pipes and musicians with stringed ivory fiddles blaring merriment, stocky wenches with stockier bearded men, and dwarven soldiers and women danced and drank to a tumbling degree. Greens and swaths of red hung from bronzed rafters, hammers, picks, and axes hung on walls, and coins tossed in every direction as the ales flowed from the bartops. The mugs were piled up, some flasks lay dripping on the stone table, and James groped for yet another with his head down and resting in the spills.


  Saberrak had two chairs, elbows resting on the table, watching this festival of little men drink happily and talk loudly to one another. He was not understanding but a few words, yet it seemed so simply fascinating that he could not do much more than stare. He had sipped his mead twice, waiting for a fight or some bloodshed, but it looked as if that would not happen here. Everyone that came up to him patted a horn, or both, and bought him a mug or just spoke to him as if he were the greatest thing they had ever seen. They all smelled of mead and whiskey, but he lowered his edge just a little and allowed a smile in every once in awhile.


  “Ye’ let him drink then, did ye’?” Zen looked to the gray gladiator, his friend, with disapproving eyes.


  “Hardly. I got stuck trying to piss in that little room in the back, couldn’t get out. They need to make this place bigger.When I did escape, he had polished off three mugs and two flasks already. Kept saying he let you down and would not listen.” Saberrak huffed, flaring his nostrils at Zen.


  “Aye, and now he’s piss drunk. Why didn’t ye’ stop him?”


  “I did.”


  “Don’t look like it to me.”


  Saberrak lifted James’ head up by the hair, revealing a swollen eyebrow and a small trace of blood in his left nostril. He lowered his head back down, nicely.


  “I did.”


  “I see.” Zen shook his head.


  “You know how he gets, sobbing, the anger, the slurring of his words. He reached for his blade again, talking of, well you know, so...I helped him sleep.”


  “Good man, good man. Don’t tell the ladies, I can’t be tolerating their criticisms right now.”


  “It didn’t go well, did it?” Saberrak lowered his head, eyes to the table, he knew the moment he had seen his friend come through the doors to the pub.


  “No.” Zen lowered his head as well.


  “They found nothing?” He sighed, looking around the room of joyous drunken dwarves, wishing he could have that feeling, for Zen anyway.


  “Nothing.”


  “What will you do then?”


  “What would you do, if you were me? Cuz’ right now, I am at the point o’ losin’ faith on the whole matter.” Zen slid his mug of mead aside.


  “Let’s see. You have no family, correct?”


  “None.”


  “You swore on your father’s dying words to find this place?” Saberrak let James fall onto his shoulder, drool trickling down onto his gray hide.


  “Yes, yes I did.”


  “We have a trail of enemies behind us, looking for us. Assassins, dragons, corrupt kings, a whole mess trying to stop us, right?”


  “Vundren’s certaintly on that, yes.”


  “You have four of us willing to die with you if you choose to go. We obviously have nothing better to do.” Saberrak grinned.


  “Ha! Ye’ all must be crazy indeed, or desperate for me’ company then!” Zen smiled and laughed.


  “We must be. Seriously though, and don’t get all sentimental here like the elf would, I do not care one bit who says it exists or not. The point is that the five of us are going to find out, for ourselves, for you.” Saberrak lifted James over his shoulder and went to take him upstairs.


  “Are ye’ worried its not there, or if it is, what in all the hells is down there this long?” Zen smiled up to Saberrak.


  “No. I do not worry, and fear is afraid of me, remember? You get us there, and I will let you know if I get worried about anything that my axes can’t handle. I am with you, regardless. I have nowhere else to go.” Saberrak huffed out his chest, the dead weight of the drunken knight was taxing him on so little sleep.


  “Having nowhere else to go is not a good reason to go and die for this, ye’ know that?” Zen watched for Shinayne and Gwenneth, kept his eyes to the door.


  “It’s good enough for me. Defying the odds, proving others false and wrong, and doing what they say cannot be done, that is a journey I will take any day.”


  “Baah, besides all that then, what if we are wasting our time? I’m not sure of it, no one believes in it.”


  “I believe in you, and you are going to Kakisteele. So there is one, and I would guess you have a few others.”


  “Speakin’ o’ them, I see em’ walking the street outside. Best get him up there, I’ll go and fetch em’ once ye’ve gone.”


  “Get some sleep, priest. We need to be moving on soon.” Saberrak ducked his horns and head under the cramped dwarven ceiling, up the small stairs, James in his care and carry.


  “Aye.” Zen nodded, feeling the slightest bit better about their predicament.


  He sat alone, in a dwarven pub of another city, another expanse of mountains, far from where home used to be. His people would be arguing over mines, the laws of this or that, drunk and fighting in a city of families and clans. Here in a city of war, they drank and danced, he smiled at the irony. Red beards in place of black, deep brown eyes instead of lighter and rounder ones, and darker steel and rock made everything different to him. Yet, for all its darkness, Marlennak seemed brighter somehow, there were no painful memories, no loss here, and Azenairk did not feel chained to failure. His mind wandered the past.


  “Are you waiting for two beautiful women, all by yourself here father?” A chuckling golden haired elven noble, followed by a raven black haired southern woman sat at his table. The dwarven women raised their chins and puffed out their chests as all their men took second and third glances and stares.


  “Aye, maybe. But you two are not me’ type. Need em’ a little thicker, little shorter, some meat on the bones ye’ know.” Zen smiled, drank some mead, and rested back in his chair.


  “The beast and our knight, are they here?” Gwenne waved her hand to attain some service, she was hungry.


  “Aye. Asleep upstairs. We all have rooms, nice ones I’m sure. Saberrak picked the place.” He chuckled at his own sarcasm.


  “That is less than hopeful. What do we eat here, I mean, in a dwarven city? I need tea.” Shinayne asked the dark eyed young serving girl for a hot tea as she passed.


  “Nuthek, marz vunth.”


  The look of shock was momentarily horrifying from the girl and Zen, who once again spit his mead out and began coughing.


  “What did you want, tea, elf?” Zen spoke through his wet beard and red strained face.


  “Yes, why? What did I say?”


  He leaned to the curly haired young girl. “Nathuk, marrth vun etha.” The server girl looked relieved, smiled, and went to get some hot water from the back.


  “That’s what I said!”


  “No, you told her you wanted her hot blood in a jar. I corrected and asked for a cup of hot water for tea.” Zen laughed, tears in his eyes, his face hurt.


  “Close enough. Your language is difficult.”


  “Let me order the food. Mostly eggs, goat, cave cabbage, breads, and turnips. You would likely order something from the crypts were I to let ye’.”


  “Zen, about heading west. I think we all need to sit and talk, the five of us. What if there is no---“ Gwenneth was cut off.


  “We are going. There is no discussion. Do not let kings and high priests sow the seeds of doubt here, we have enough of our own.” Shinayne snapped back.


  “I realize that, but there is nothing, no trace. Only words of a dragon that---“


  “A dragon that saved our lives on the mountain, gifted us with many a rare enchanted token of her graces, and is nearly two thousand years old. Books are written, rewritten and read by those that were not there. Ansharr would not lie to us, and I would believe here over a book, in any tongue. Why are you taking their side, Gwenneth, it is as if---“


  “I am not taking sides, I am using logic in place of emotion. I am looking at all the facts to the contrary, all the opinions, and surmising that we are going on myth here, not the truth. I like to know what I am walking in to, if there is anything at all. It does not look like there---“


  “Look? What do you see? Are we there? No, we are not, therefore nothing to see. Do not tell me you can envision what is there or isn’t, you are not that powerful Gwenneth.”


  “Putting our lives on the line for fairy tales and old stories does not make us heroic, it may make us dead or lost. Even Zen said that---“


  “Zen took an oath, as did we all, to each other and him. I support him, even when others, kings, wizards, priests, or anyone else, would tell him otherwise. I have lost my appetite.” Shinayne left the table and went through the Bearded Hammer Pub to her room above.


  “Well, next time maybe I should be in the conversation. Naah, twas’ more amusing to listen to the two o’ ye’ fight over it.” Azenairk drank his mead down.


  “I am merely stating that further research could be done. The place is not going anywhere, if it is there. We could check records in Acelinne, Fazurand, perhaps Armondeen. I am sure that the kingdoms closer to this Kakisteele and ruined Mooncrest, if they are true at all, would hold more information. I think we are ill prepared is all.” Gwenneth smiled at the serving girl, then to her dwarven friend. She took one of the mugs that were set down, knowing Shinayne would not be enjoying the tea.


  “Gwenneth ye’---“


  “I know, I know. I am too reliant on fact, my upbringing I suppose. Books hold such power where I was raised, such absolute power. But not all books are the same, this is a spiritual matter, a matter of faith, and I have no experience in such things.” Gwenne lifted the cup of tea.


  “Gwenneth stop, ye’---“


  “Perhaps that is why I am so frustrated, besides the dry and hot mountains, the long walks, well I do not actually walk much in truth.” She closed her eyes, blowing a little to the surely hot water, and took a drink.


  Her face soured. She gulped, for a lady would never spit at a table in front of people, not a noblewoman.


  “Ye’ have my mead.”


  “Yes, yes I do. I would like the elf’s tea please. Thank you.” Gwenne slid the mug over to Zen, reached for the one he handed her, and drank the tea this time.


  “Better?”


  “Not much.”


  “Hard to find what ye’ want with yer’ eyes closed and mouth flappin’, ain’t it?” Zen smiled.


  “Point well taken dwarf, point indeed.” She smiled, quietly enjoying the tea and early morning raucus of the little dwarven pub.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  His body was shaking, someone grabbing him in his sleep, a dream, then a hand went over his mouth. He jolted, reaching for his axe by his bed. The assailant held tight in the dark, Drodunn struggled, failing to reach his weapon, whispers, many whispers in the early morning hours in his room.


  “Drodunn…Ssshhhh…wake up. Father Drodunn, it is me, Brunnwik.”


  “What? Hells, this is a dream then, the High Hammer would never be comin’ to me room in the dead o’ night. Die demon o’ me’ foul dreams and---“


  “Shut up. I need ye’, now. No armor, no axe, be quiet and follow me.” High Hammer Brunnwik put his hand back over Drodunn’s mouth.


  His eyes adjusted, he saw his brother Tannek in the dark, the High Hammer, and no one else. He blinked twice, rested his posture, and sat up.


  “Hello High Hammer, little brother. What be the meanin’ o’ this then?”


  “No questions, just need another set o’ eyes, another man o’ the cloth, and someone who will keep quiet.” Brunnwik pulled Drodunn to his feet.


  “Come on brother, quickly now.” Tannek stepped out of his room in the Temple o’ the Cracked Wall, crept out the passages, down the stairs and out into the silent streets of Marlennak. Brunnwik and Drodunn followed.


  An hour later, through cavernous passages seldom used, down stairs of the oldest stones, into the crevice they walked. Castle Vairrek and the temple were now a mile and a half up above them, iron pillars and sharp rock greeted them as they traveled the dark. The gate of iron in the rock face was decorated with the hammer and moons of Vundren, locked with a skull of unpolished bronze.


  “What we doin’ in the old crypts then? To open that will get our beards taken off, heads included.” Drodunn knew that ancient nobles were supposedly buried here, sealed off when it filled up, nine generations past or so. It was surrounded by granite smattered iron mostly, too difficult to expand.


  Crack, crack


  “Guess ye’ will be the taller o’ the two of us then.” Tannek did as the High Hammer had asked him, get him into the sealed tombs. He had told the Marshall he had been having nightmares of the darkest sort, the name Sheldathain kept ringing in his head.


  “Open it.”


  Creak


  “It’s open your holiness, now what?”


  “We go inside.” Brunnwik knew if they were found out by the kings, he would be stripped of title, sent before the Moon Hammer, and likely exiled. Vundren had strict edicts about disturbing the dead, no matter the reason.


  “You first.” Drodunn pointed to his elder of the cloth, and to his younger brother.


  Tannek Anduvann strode in, there was no smell, rows upon rows of bronze placards faced him, built flush with the gray stone. The writing was old, covered in dust and ash from the city above, and every step he took told him he was not supposed to be here. The cavern was high, twenty dwarves or so, and every five feet across or up, there was another marker of a dead dwarf’s permanent resting spot. Thousands were entombed before him, an iron ladder and scaffold lay silent, yet he kept walking ahead in the dark.


  “How much further, there be a wall up ahead.”


  Brunnwik tried to remember his dreams, they had been vivid all night, but with his age they were but foggy now. “Right side, I know that much. Uuhhh, second tier, near the back I think.”


  “Ye’ been here before High Hammer?” Drodunn was trembling, holding his hammer and moons tight in his hands.


  “No need to whisper now I s’pose. Aye, when I was young, bout say hundred twenty years past now. I remember somethin’, or somethin’ wants me to remember it. Not sure.” Brunnwik began wiping the dust from bronze plates, reading the inscriptions.


  “Very reassuring then.” Tannek grimaced and shook his head.


  “No, no, no, no, dammit! This could take days with all the dead around us.” Kings of Marlennak, noble lords, great warriors, rich dead dwarves was all he saw.


  “What name ye’ looking for then?” Tannek did not like being here, it was far too quiet and still. He started wiping his hand across markers as well.


  “Sheldathain.” Brunnwik kept looking, now moving to the other side of the passage in the tomb.


  “Mudren Sheldathain, first and only King of Kakisteele?” Drodunn stated.


  “That would be the one, let me knows if ye’ find it.”


  “I just read it to ye’, High Hammer.” Drodunn looked again, the years of birth and death were not listed like the others, but the name was right there next to him.


  “By Vundren’s armor, so ye’ did! Now, we open it.” Brunnwik pulled an iron bar and some steel wedges from his robes.


  “Oh no, no, no , naye and no. We cannot open that, we be sent to the hells by Vundren for this.” Drodunn prayed, closed his eyes, and heard the sound of the metal popping metal.


  “Well…ye’ found it for me, so…ye’ are just as to blame already. Might as well help…and get it…over…faster…father Drodunn.” Brunnwik grunted, pulling the bronze plate off with Tannek.


  “Ye’ cannot say that to me, I be a priest, and ye’ are the High Hammer. Ye’ made me come down here!”


  “Tannek, did I force yer brother down here, or did he come of his own footsteps?” Brunnwik lowered the bronze placard to the ground with the Marshall.


  “Just help out, brother. Ye’ walked down here free, yer elder asked for yer help and ye’ came. Stop yer’ gripin’.” Tannek looked at the stone slabs, a rectangle of sealed smooth granite with family names and symbols of sacred burial all over it.


  “Allright, allright. But ye’ be taking me’ atonements three times and relieving me o’ any guilt here, right?” Drodunn lifted with hs brother and slid the stone coffin out onto the floor of the tomb.


  Thud


  “Aye, I will, now open it.”


  “This is sacrilege in the highest offense, I cannot believe---“


  “Ssshhh! Shut yer’ beard!” Both Brunnwik and Tannek gritted their teeth glared at Drodunn.


  The stone popped, old air blowing dust out from inside, and the dwarven men slid the stone off carefully and set it down. Brunnwik laid his tools next to it and said a prayer to Vundren for light. He waved his hand toward the ceiling and green illumination appeared from the stones and shone down onto them.


  “See, if God was angry, he would not be answerin’ me’ prayers, would---aahhh!” Brunnwik froze, not expecting to see what he now saw. Drodunn and Tannek had the same reaction.


  “Would ye’ look at that!” Tannek spoke first, his mouth had gone dry from it hanging open so long, just like the other two with him.


  Before them, in the coffin of the first and only supposedly mythical King of Kakisteele, there was no body. No corpse or set of bones, not even dust or debris to say there had once been. A polished and radiant suit of plate armor rested, the steel was golden, thin, yet looked like nothing they had ever seen. Like overlapping half moons on the shoulders all the way to the greaves and boot coverings, it was beautiful without flaw, and engraved with etchings of anvils and hammers. The helm was matching, open faced and rimmed with a fused spiked crown with rubies, emeralds, and sapphires. Laying on the armor, arms folded as a resting body should, the gauntlets grasped an axe or hammer of unique design. A golden hammer on one side of the head, yet a blade like an axe on the other, the shaft wrapped tight with red leather and engraved with ivory plates. A stone tablet lay at the feet of the armor, inscriptions in the old form of the dwarven tongue.


  “What does it say, High Hammer?” Drodunn was curious now, despite opening a sarcophagus with no body and seeing the most beautiful ornate and invaluable battle dress fit for a king.


  “Here lies the only memory of Mudren, son of Sidderen, of Clan Sheldathain, King of Kakisteele, guardian of the Words of the Forge, blessed by Vundren. Blessings upon those that find this should they be his heir, blessings to the elves of Tintasarn, and blessings to the men of Mooncrest. Blessings upon the fey of the shrines, blessings to the angels in the clouds, and blessings to the dragons of the mountains. Nothing remains yet may his four children see brighter days, may they carry this Hope of his people, may he and his Queen Tehrina Undrabek, live in the halls of Mount Maonell, forever, with God.”


  Brunnwik had tears in his eyes. “Undrabek, I have seen that name in the books at the Historium. We need to go.”


  “What we do with this, then?” Tannek looked around, no one to see them, but taking it all the way back up a two hour climb did not look appealing.


  “We put it back.” Drodunn grasped his necklace in silent prayer.


  “Aye, we have what we need. We have the name, Undrabek.” Brunnwik lifted with Tannek, sliding the stone back on the coffin, then heaving it back into the hole in the tomb wall.


  “Now what, me’ High Hammer?” Drodunn finsished his prayer, asking for guidance.


  “To the library, to the books, then to the kings if what we find is close to what me’ thinks we are going to find.” Brunnwik marched back out of the tomb, the brothers Anduvann with him.


  “And what is that then?” Tannek took the lead, scouting ahead in case anyone was aware of them down here.


  “That Azenairk Thalanaxe is the true heir to Kakisteele, that it does exist, and that we can prove it.”


  “That would make him a king then, right?”


  “Aye, aye it would.”


  



   


  Kaya III:III


  South of Gillian, Kingdom of Shanador


  What is that?


  Looks like a brand, a spider.


  What does it symbolize, father?


  I do not know, my lord.


  Will she live?


  I am trying, God wills what God wills.


  Will she ever walk again?


  I saw her in worse form on the rocks, only Alden can answer that.


  She was the only one alive?


  Yes, though I cannot say how she survived the fall. Divine grace and the mysteries of the heavens, the only answer sometimes.


  How many were there?


  Thirty two I counted and buried. Yet, the wolves had surely taken some of the corpses, more helms and swords than bodies I am afraid.


  Harlians?


  All indeed, by the crown and rose chevrons I saw, from Devonmir by the stamps on their blades.


  Harlaheim will see much more of that with Richmond on the throne, Crossguard Legion or not.


  The Cardinal will not allow atrocities like that to continue, I know him well.


  I know Richmond, he will not do anything, but he will order it out of the cities and have others do it for him. He is not above even the foulest deed, just too cowardly to do it himself.


  You know what we do then?


  What is that? Take his pregnant queen, his two best knights alive, and his northern city and head west on some myth? Live in exile following strange divine signs and words, seeking heroes we admire, and hope we do not all die in the process?


  That, yes, although with less sarcasm.


  Sorry father.


  You are forgiven. We pray, Lord Cristoff, like for this woman here, we pray.


  Healing an injured woman, yes a miracle I agree, is not the same as the eight thousand souls that now try and buy food before the harvest from Gillian.


  It is, I pray now for her, whoever she is. I pray to Alden that Gillian has exactly what we need. I pray for guidance, for you, and for the the people. Prayer is asking, it never hurts to ask.


  Garret, you make it sound so easy.


  It is, it is called letting go of what is making you think it is difficult. Then, ask. You are a pious man, blessed, and if thousands would follow you in this manner, it is not due to the shine on your armor or the magnificence of your horse. It is God given to men, the ability to lead without force.


  My Lord Cristoff, a man from Shanador requests your greeting, outside here.


  The Lord of Azarris Keep? Lord Wydrich?


  No my lord. They say he passed a few weeks ago, leaving no heirs. Most of their people have left to Gillian to seek out family. They say they have an empty castle, stables, and lands for the most part. I believe they have a surplus of crops, my lord, and they will invite us for a time.


  You see Cristoff, just ask.


  Father Garret, I will return soon. Please watch Rosana for me. I will leave Sir Karai here, and take Leonard with me.


  Kaya could only listen, it was muffled, hard to hear. Her body was numb from the pain. She did not sleep, could not tell if she was hungry or no. They gave her water often, though poured through a cloth and dripped into her mouth as her jaw would not move. She had no idea who was speaking, what they looked like, all she saw were blurs of steel inside a covered wagon with white cloth. The man that washed her and prayed for her had a gentle touch. He had cut off her clothing, slowly, as her blood had dried it to her swollen skin. She perspired in the heat, perspired in the night with the pain, and could only breathe and moan. She could not move.


  “Alden, our father of sacrifice, Lord of Heaven, take the infections from this woman, take her pain, heal her body that she may live, I ask in the name of the feathered cross, your will be done, Amen.” Garret repeated the prayer seven times, laying his hand on the broken body of the woman before him.


  The touch was soothing, warm, she tried to smile.


  “Very good, I do believe you just smiled. Rest now, rest and sleep without pain my lady…”


  Kaya fell asleep, yet less restful dreams came to visit. Chalas Kalaza the brown minotaur, slashing his blade through a hundred men to get to her, Johnas Valhera stabbing her over and over in the throat, and pale elves of the Sassari family from Shalokahn danced upon her grave. The minotaur ate his way up her legs as she lay in her own coffin, Johnas drank her blood as it all spun above flames, and the elves kept dancing in hell. She awoke as the blood was dumped into her mouth from her own severed appendages.


  “Aaahhhhhh….ahhhhh….ahhh…” was all she could let out in the tent. It was night, she could see stars and the white moon through the flap, through her own tears of horror.


  “Easy now, just a dream, just a dream. Garret said you had been having them. Rest, it is just a cloth with water, nice and cool. Here now.”


  The woman’s voice was soothing, a rich accent carried her voice, Caberran or Harlian, Kaya could not tell. The cloth did feel comforting across her brow. She could make this woman out a bit, the low light from only a few candles helped. Her vision had gotten better out of her left eye. Rich dark hair tied in tails and noble braids lay down her shoulders, her tan face was beautiful young, about her own age or less, and her eyes a rich brown shining with care. She was pregnant, the round tummy gave that away despite the evening gown of loose white cloth covering her thin frame.


  The cloth went dry, then it was wet again. The taste was awful, bitter, like chewing leaves with lime and grass. Kaya scrunched her face from the acidity, causing more pain to herself.


  “Careful now, this is rather bitter I am told. It will help you sleep, help you with the pain, and keep the nightmares away. Father Garret’s instructions I am afraid.” Rosana watched as this poor woman struggled with life, with breathing, with sleep and pain. Her unborn child kicked, squirmed, and was most active at night. She could sympathize with sleepless agony and discomfort. The cloth dripped more green drops of the herbal mixture from the priest, and the once queen watched the woman fall back to sleep.


  Her dreams were less violent this time, darker though, full of shadows. Spiders made of skeleton parts and fastened with auburn hair climbed from every corner and came in every size. Her body was covered in brands, her face, her hands, even her breasts as she looked at her naked form in the black lake she stood over. Not spider brands though. She shuddered, but the eral spiders just walked around aimless. No, they were brands of a black falcon, of the feathered cross of Alden, of skulls and trident forks with flames. Her womanhood was raw, it itched, it was cold. She looked around for the cause spotting a row of burned beds asmolder with corpses holding their crotches. They looked up in death, glazed eyes of men she had never seen, all waving her to come forward, to pleasure them again. Kaya ran, her legs became eight legs without flesh, and she skittered as a spider and fell into the lake of black.


  “Ahhhh…ahhhh…help…help…falling…ahhh.” Kaya T’Vellon managed a few words, light from outside came in fast as the tent flap opened.


  “My lady, another nightmare, eh? Sir Karai!” Cristoff yelled behind him as he knelt next to the woman Garret had saved.


  “My lord?” Karai was still in his morning clothes and chewing on eggs and bread.


  “Send for father Garret, she has awoken.”


  “Yes sire, but he is at the abandoned church north of Azarris Manor. He is in prayer with Queen Rosana.”


  “Then ride out and bring them back, sir.” Cristoff’ voice was stern, serious, he did not often take that tone with anyone.


  “Your lordship, right away.” Karai bowed quick and left the tent.


  “Do you need water?” Cristoff looked around for the cloth and bowl.


  “No…thank…you.” Kaya spoke as best she could to the handsome man with the gray beard and long hair. She could see bright eyes, a tan face, and regal nose on this Harlian man. He had a crown, small as it was, but she guessed him a humble man. He reminded her of her late father to some degree.


  “Ahhh, you can speak. That is an excellent recovery then. Amazing indeed.” Cristoff sat, waiting in uncomfortable silence for the priest in early morning, not knowing what to say.


  “What is your name then, since you can talk.”


  “Kaya…my…lord?”


  “Kaya then. I am Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third. Well, I was. Now, well, I will not bore you with details. You are in good care, be certain of that. You are lucky to be alive, and even moreso that father Garret found you.” Cristoff went to leave, hoping someone more skilled was available to watch over this crippled woman.


  “Details…please…my…lord.” Kaya eked the words out so soft she thought they might not reach his ears.


  He stopped in the flap of the tent, looking outside to Azarris Manor and the surrounding tents and lands his people had stayed upon the last few nights. Cristoff sat back down, pulling his chair closer to Kaya, trying not to stare at her broken face and body. It was now mostly purple, a little green, and still swollen in most places.


  “Very well, I suppose you have earned a good story then. Where do I begin?”


  “The…beginning.” Kaya smiled, though it hurt, it was her only way to show humor laying on her back, arms and legs wrapped up tight, covered in white cloth head to toes.


  “I can start there, very funny indeed. I was the lord of Saint Erinsburg until not too long ago, passed down from generation to generation. I am the third of my name, and like my forefathers, I have defended my city and lands, and the kingdom of Harlaheim, against every enemy. I only retreated once, and I returned three nights later and defeated that army. I was young then, not like now.”


  “You…are…not…old.”


  “No, I suppose not, thank you. Anyway, the king we have now, has been dealing, killing, destroying the name of our country, and running it into the ground without a care. Talks of revolt whispered, my cousins acted upon it, and they died for it.”


  “I…am…sorry.”


  “That is the risk, they knew it, I knew it. My wife and children left years ago, wanting to live with her family in Caberra, in peace, away from politics. So, alone, I have ruled and watched my kingdom fall from poor king to worse, and done little. Then, I met some folk, on my cousins’ honor I had agreed to take them somewhere, and it all changed. My whole life, my outlook, my thoughts, and I realized how much time I had wasted in not searching for something better. I rooted myself in Bradswellen Castle, therefore my people as well, all awaiting the next war or tragedy.”


  “And…these…people…changed…you?”


  “No, not truly. We had a moment, where we heard God speak, and it was the first time for me. Years in the church, not once did I hear words to my prayers. Then we had a few battles, and these folk helped me win back my castle from the kings’ armies. I heard God tell me to follow them, but I did not. Then, my dead cousin’s wife came to me, with child, yet married to our most wicked king.”


  “The…lady…is…a…queen?”


  “Yes, she was the Queen of Harlaheim. Arranged marriage you see, from her father, the king of Caberra and our current king, Richmond the Second, well his father actually planned it when the children were young. That is why she wed my cousin, Savanno, she did not know her father would truly make her go through with it. But he did, and she kept it secret. And, it nearly killed them all and brought down the entire kingdom. I knew of course, but I kept it secret as well.”


  “Why?…did…you…love…him…that…much?”


  “Yes, but despised him the same, my cousin. Lord Knight Errant of the kingdom, and of the Order of Saint Tarumin. I loved him, because he was better than me, more bold, I admired him above all others. And, he married my first love, she chose him back when we were young. I carried that resentment until the day he sent a knight to find me and beg for help, and I buried those feelings and went to his rescue. It was too late, he went for her in the city, and he was killed. Now, she is in exile with me. I am sure the church and Harlaheim would see us dead, so we travel west, to a new beginning.”


  Kaya saw his tears, not falling yet, but they were there. She cried too, though with all her perspiring, no one would know.


  “Sad…I am…sorry…my…lord.” Her eyes were closing, back off to sleep.


  “Don’t be. Everything happens for a reason. I just spent most of my life not listening to it. Now, I follow the heroics of those that have saved me, inspired me, and carry an honor and valor I always wished to serve. They are the most unusual company I must say. But, Mooncrest and the mines of Kakisteele sound better than burned alive in Saint Erinsburg or waiting for the guillotine.”


  “Did…you…say…Kakisteele?” Her eyes opened just a bit, hearing a familiar word.


  “Yes, why? You have heard of it?”


  “Yes…yes…I have.” She tried to smile but had no energy left.


  “I hope you do not mind the trip then, for that is where we are headed, Kaya.” Cristoff watched her drift off once more.


  “Sounds…good…to…me…very….good…”


  



   


  Lavress III:III


  Southwind Keep, Chazzrynn


  Rain poured from a vicious summer storm, the night was interrupted by thunder and lightning constantly, and the air inside the keep was humid with so many packed inside. Wolves howled to one another in the brief intermissions, letting each other know of the bountiful food the battle had left around Elcram and Southwind Keep.


  Inside, the scenery was no more pleasant. The dead and dying lay covered in tents in the courtyards, the screams of saws and medicinal tools echoed from the cathedral, and victorious soldiers kept vigil beneath a king that lay dying upstairs. It was somber, quiet, and sticky with blood and rain in the air, mud and steel on the ground. It had been hours since anyone had come to give them word, piece of mind good or otherwise, on the status of King Mikhail. The arguing, even through stone walls, was evident to all.


  “I told you, Lord T’Vellon, I am the spiritual guide of Southwind not some miracle worker!” Chancellor Marcus Mederris was covered in blood, his own, ogre, other men, that of his king.


  “Chancellor, church, Alden, God’s man, whatever you call it. Just do something!” Alexei had seen enough. The king was resting, barely, yet not doing well. He noticed his pale face, a gray look around his eyes, he had seen death come before to others. This looked like none other.


  “Get him to Vallakazz, dammit! I have priests there at the Temple of Golden Mercy, they can work miracles of healing, I assure you.” Aelaine Lazlette was in tears. She had watched two bowls full of bloody wooden splinters be removed from Mikhail’s chest. The blood was dark, thick, and now slow moving.


  “Vallakazz is five days by carriage, and the king cannot ride! He will not make it three, especially in this weather!” Marcus yelled. He breathed deep, small knife in one hand, tweesers in the other, he wiped the sweat from his forehead and began to remove the last few pieces of splintered wood.


  “Calm yourselves, calm. I know a place, two days from here. If I get permission, there are those there that can heal this to as much as a scratch in minutes.” Lavress Tilaniun, the only elf here, spoke his mind. He knew the Temple of the Whitemoon could work wonders beyond human capability, but humans were not allowed there. He patted Liogan Andellis on the shoulder, letting him know he was doing well in assisting the Chancellor.


  “Not a chance, savage.” Alexei bolted back with a look from those slate blue eyes that warned not to mention it again.


  “Lord T’vellon, is that how you treat visitors and heroes? Without him, your keep may be in ruins.” Lady Aelaine bit back.


  “I will take savage as a compliment. Nonetheless, he will die most likely. The wound has been open too long, the mud and wood will infect his blood and body, and he will not be here if you continue what you are doing now. He needs fey healing, so you have a choice.” Lavress looked to the king of Chazzzrynn, then to Marcus.


  “You have to return that book there, do you not? Surely this is to handle your own matters, not save our king.” Marcus paused, pointing a bloody knife, then resumed.


  “I can leave to the Temple of the Whitemoon at any time, I am offering help to save him. Unless Lord Alexei is to order my arrest, again.”


  “You had him arrested?” Aelaine was shocked.


  “You have your city, and I have mine! Yours does not have the threats mine does, so we handle things different here, Lazlette.”


  “You…you’re the elf that Middir and I spoke about to Lavalandara, the Arcane Magistrate of Kilikala, you are the hunter from the courts of the Whitemoon. You have the fourth stolen tome then?” Aelaine remembered, she had seen him before from afar in her crystal, before her daughter Gwenneth had left.


  “At your service, Lady of Lazlette. And yes, I have the fourth book. And yes, I know Lavalandara very well.” Lavress bowed a little, then gave his greeting of the Goddess from heart to lips to forehead.


  “I would trust him, I know of who he serves. Please Marcus, Alexei, let us take him to the sacred temple, let Lavress lead us, let us save our king.” Aelaine pleaded.


  “Not a chance, Lazlette. Moving him would likely kill him. I will not let him become another victim of the ogre like my father, we will save him here, in Southwind.” Alexei T’vellon was stone, immovable, focused yet all in a daze.


  “Your father was once my husband, it would do you well to act a bit more like him!”


  “I am truly sorry to disappoint, I did not grow up with such privilege as you and your daughter. I have what I learned from him before the ogre butchered him. If you do not like it, you know the way back to precious Vallakazz.”


  “Are you going to just let this boy allow the king to die, Marcus? He is what, twenty five or so?”


  “Lord T’vellon has command, my lady, I must obey. Liogan Andellis, a little quicker with the towels boy.” Marcus kept working the last of the splinters out.


  “Yes Chancellor Mederris.”


  “I believe…I have a say…and command…do I not?” Mikhail blinked his eyes, spoke soft, a rasp of a voice remaining.


  Everyone hit a knee and bowed their heads, all save Liogan who was holding the towel over the wound.


  “Your majesty, what is thine command.” Lord T’vellon did not blink, just stared, awaiting an order like a true soldier.


  “Take…me…to…the…temple of the…Whitemoon…send word…to my…only heir…my…son…Bryant…stop the siege…on Valhirst…bring my…crown…and sword. My army..is..ordered…to…stay…here…under…your…command…Lord…T’Vellon.” His eyes closed.


  “Yes, your highness.” Alexei stared at Lavress.


  “We will need a carriage, our fastest horses and men, and supplies for two days. Liogan Andellis, I need it done in ten minutes. Understood?” Marcus was packing his tools as fast as he could.


  “Understood Chancellor!” Liogan ran for the stairs, a mass of soldiers and knights in his way.


  Alexei walked up to Lavress, smiling, hand on the hilt of his blade. He leaned close. “If this fails, and he dies, I will spend my days and nights to find you. When I do, your head will rot on a pole. Are we clear?”


  “I am glad we had this chat, Lord T’vellon. I go to save your king, do not ever threaten me again. Are we clear?” Lavress put his hands to the handles of his weapons, and smiled.


  “We understand each other well then, good luck.”


  “Likewise.” Lavress turned his back, without bow or salute, and followed the troupe with the king into the yards.


  Men, many men, came to the room now that it was empty, seeking guidance on what to do, silently awaiting the words of Lord T’Vellon. They could tell by his demeanor, not to speak until spoken to.


  “General Fandruss, organize the men and get them down for the night. Tomorrow, rain or no, will be a long one indeed. We need to rebuild the defenses, bury the dead, and plan our counterattack. Captain Shilde, send messengers to Loucas, Hurne, Roricdale, Vallakazz, and Addisonia, tell them we need reinforcements to Southwind. And someone get me a fast rider that can make it to Valhirst to stop the heir Prince’s siege. Now!” Alexei T’Vellon tried not to think of his dying king, the elf or Aelaine, only the instincts of war and survival, duty and command surfaced. Salutes and affirmations to his orders were all he cared to hear, and were all he received.


  The soldiers carried the stretcher, covering it with the Chazzrynn flag, as whispers and prayers wailed silently in Southwind. The horses were ready, supplies loaded, and King Mikhail was placed in a covered royal wagon. Fifty men awaited orders, but none knew who was in charge. The king moaned as it moved, the rolling wheels sloshing in rain and mud, and nervous stallions followed a running elven hunter out the eastern gates of Southwind. Chancellor Marcus, Lady Aelaine Lazlette, and Liogan Andellis watched as all eyes fell from view in the storm of night, all with glimmering hopes and confusion, all behind them now as the gate closed.


  A lone rider, drenched and leaning into his saddle, nearly asleep, passed Lavress on his way into Southwind.


  “Rider, Chazzrynian, wake up.” The hunter of the Hedim Anah shook his leg and grabbed the reins of his worn brown steed. Half drunk, the rider went for his blade as he awoke. Lavress put his hand over the hilt and looked up at him.


  “I am with the men of Southwind, with the king, are you hurt?”


  “No, no, sorry. I am Kerri, messenger from the first brigade under Prince Johnas, I rode from Vallakazz on orders from the current captain, by the name of Vermillion, my lord.” He fumbled through leather packs and found a well covered cloth wrapped metal scroll case, green silk and fine embroidery upon it. He handed it to Lavress, just as Aelaine Lazlette rode up beside him. Fifty men ahorse in guard formation, the Chacellor and Liogan in the carriage, Kerri surmised with the royal flags and all, this was his destination, albeit a few hundred feet before the gates.


  “Here, this is likely not for me.” Lavress handed it up to Aelaine.


  The Lady of Lazlette concentrated for a moment, an invisible barrier of force came into being over her head, covering all at the forefront from the rain. She opened the scroll tube, removed it. It had the royal seal of Prince Johnas Valhera upon the wax. She broke it, unrolled it, and read. She tipped the tube up and a golden ring with a sapphires and falcon engravings fell out, finger attached. Her head raised a few moments later, most somber, she took a deep breath and bowed to the messenger signaling him that he may carry on to Southwind. She put the decomposing ringed finger back in the scroll case, trying to maintain her composure.


  “Thank you, my lady.” The rider headed west to the gates.


  “What does it say?” Lavress looked up to Aelaine.


  “Here. This stays between you and I, swear it.”


  “As you wish.” Lavress took the scroll under the cover of magicks from the Lady of Vallakazz.


  Dearest Uncle Mikhail Salganat,


  If you have received this scroll it means only one thing, that your siege has failed. I am not in Chazzrynn at the moment, I assure you, but I am well aware of your plans, and the plans of your son, to oust men from my throne in Valhirst. I had hoped it would never come to this, but it has, so I must do what any Valhera would. Your attacks upon me, my city, and my people are unwarranted and unjust. I have dealt with the insanity of your rule long enough. I must assume, upon your passing, your son will rule in similar fashion to the detriment of the kingdom. You are no longer my king, I declare open war upon you and your crown. Be it known that I have your only remaining heir, precious young Prince Bryant, I have sent a small token of his as you will see. If you wish to see him alive, meet me in Valhirst, disavow him and yourself from rule, and declare me the sovereign of Chazzrynn. If you do not arrive within two weeks time, I will hang your son from the walls of my city as I would any prisoner, and invade Loucas. You may save many lives with simple words, or I shall take many at the same result. The choice is yours.


  Your loving nephew,


  Johnas Valhera


  Lavress looked to the carriage, began to walk there, then stopped. He met Aelaine’s eyes, bowed his head, and handed the scroll back to her.


  “Not now, not in his condition. This could kill him were he to know of it. To the temple Lavress, with great haste if you would.” Aelaine was crying, wiping her eyes so the men would not see. Her only child, Gwenne, was missing, she knew the feelings all too well.


  “As you wish, my lady”
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  “Of course we lost the battle, but, we will win the war, oh yes we will…trust me sweet Vanessa…trust me.”


  “And how do you know that, Eliah is it?”


  “Eliah Shendrynn, yes, that is me, indeed. Salah Cam rests, his terrible afflictions are causing him much distress. He has placed me in charge of the armies of Avegarne and Mun Parr. I am the one who taught him, and I am no stranger to giant beasts and bloodshed.”


  Vanessa looked at this golden skinned elf with suspicion. She had never heard that Salah Cam had a mentor, or that he learned his skills from a highborne from Kilikala. She glanced to Fadim, his dark eyes watching her as much as this strange nuance.


  “I heard Avegarne lost his son, Sajogarne, in the battle of Southwind. Tension now brews with the ogre, what are your plans to ensure the continued war? Johnas will want answers.”


  “The trolls are late with their numbers, typical really. But hundreds more are arriving soon. They say that they are waiting for a sign, something from their God or to that degree, something is arriving, Mun Parr, their queen has seen it. Regardless, I have a little surprise for Lord T’Vellon, do not be concerned Miss Blackflame. The ogre are angry, they want revenge.” Eliah in body, but Salah Cam in spirit, did not like the testing questions from this girl, not one bit. He knew she was either a whore for Johnas, or that Balric fellow. Either way, her skills were minute in comparison to his.


  “I never told you my last name, and we have just arrived from Valhirst. How is it that you know me?” Vanessa wondered if Salah Cam knew she was Sapphire of the East of the eight most deadly of the White Spider, and if he had told that to this elven wizard as well.


  “Salah spoke of your beauty often, a Caberran girl he drooled about at length. I can only assume it was of you he spoke.”


  “How is it you plan to rally the ogre, in detail please.” Fadim, Crimson of the North, another one of the Emerald Eight, wanted specifics.


  “I have powers that will take the dead, our dead, and raise them back up against them. As that happens, dear Fadim, and they kill more, I will animate their dead as well. By the time they recover, the trolls should be here. Then we all charge in force. Very simple. Any more interrogation?”


  “Perhaps. Where is Salah Cam? As you are not one of us, I will need him and his warlock mirrors to contact our Patriarch in Harlaheim.” Vanessa would not let up easily. Something foul lingered in the air. Not the well dressed elf in such a drab and ruined place, not the missing Salah Cam, but something elusive was at work here, yet she could not place it.


  “I told you he rests, a deep slumber. Not to be awakened, no, not at all.”


  “We will see him, now.” Fadim put his hand to his shamshir, removed his black hood with the other, and positioned his feet pointing forward with just a small slide of his heels.


  “An Altestani man giving me orders, here, in my…Salah’s stronghold? I would expect better manners, master Fadim.”


  “I have not given my name either. You had better have a good explanation, Eliah Shendrynn.” Fadim was ready.


  “Something is not right, we will see the old man, I insist.” Vanessa stood, wand in her hand from her robes quick, pointing at the elven stranger.


  “As you wish, disrespectful humans. I will take you below the tower of Arouland, to see him. Follow me.” Salah Cam was annoyed, he had hoped they would not have made the journey. Tired of Johnas and his spiders, the political gambit he cared not for, his new body walked down the ruined stairs. Before he had swapped the souls in his ritual, this war and treasonous dealing with the White Spider had been exciting, vengeful, and a test of his powers. Now, only the young new body he had was of interest. He wanted out, wanted them gone or dead, Salah Cam wanted his freedom.


  The air went cold as they went from ten stories above in a ruined spire to ten floors below into a ruined undercity. Ancient stoneworks, old pillars under the earth, collided with tunnels and bridges that looked hardly traverseable. Much was collapsed, or had and leaned precariously upon other frames of rock ready to fall. The moisture rose as small ponds and lakes appeared in the torchlit dark of the troll warrens. The Vateric Ocean sent crashing waves of a past storm from the west into the cliffs outside, sending echoes and murmurs through the rocks down here. Still further, more stairs in the dark, red beady eyes of trolls watching from the distance as their elven lord and his guests went lower under ruined Arouland.


  “You see, the trolls must stay under, separate, for the ogre and the trolls hate one another. Some sages say they were once one, sons of the giants. They believe Annar cursed them, left them when they say demons took him away. Now, they are very different, the ogre and the trolls. One is ferocious, hard headed and strong, loving war, craving bloodshed. The other, they are like pack hunters, hard to kill as they regrow, yet soft skinned. It is an amazing evolution, these two species of giant beast, it truly is.” Eliah, as he appeared to be, rambled as they entered a gruesome chamber far underground.


  A circular room opened before them with rotted tapestries too old to decipher their purpose. Green lit arcane sconces danced. Shadows flickered upon old wet stone walls. Chains rattled with ogre and troll victims, dead and rotted but with green light shining from eye sockets that turned on hard and dry vertebrae. Their mouths looked to talk, but the organs were either gone or perhaps their minds lacked any sort of ability in this state. A pit, a dark circular crevice where air seemed to swirl but made no noise, was in the center of the room. It knew they were there, no doubt something lurked or watched from the endless hole of black, anyone could feel it.


  “Come, come in. Salah Cam rests in here, on the other side. Just be careful, sometimes the dead ones, they might try and give a little shove. Come, come.” Eliah walked past the specimens and subjects chained up on the walls, around the pit of darkness, and to a small alcove on the far side and stood next to a stone table with a body upon it.


  Vanessa hesitated, seeing the pit and the deformed yet animated dead looking at her, she could not walk ahead. Fear had held her feet. Fadim walked ahead, minding his steps as the dried and disembolwed corpses struggled to reach him, heads turning in silence with mouths agape. He ignored the green glows and rattling chains, and made his way to the highborne elf. He kept close eye on the elven longblade he carried, the wand on his belt, and the hands, especially the one with the platinum ring he seemed to roll back and forth on his finger. Something was not right.


  “It is him Vanessa, he sleeps. He is alive, well, as he was when I met him in Valhirst. His smell and appearance are none the better, yes it is Salah Cam. Where are the mirrors, elf?” Fadim did not touch him, but it was the old wizard laid out on a slab, breath going in and out, eyes shut. For such a rotting and scarred old husk of a man, the small resting spot did not seem that out of place.


  “Mirrors, mirrors, yes. Here.” Eliah waved his hand, saying the word Vutrinium as he had learned in his time here, and the wall behind the alcove with the slab opened, the stone lifted and slid into the ceiling on enchanted power.


  Another hidden room lay beyond, this one like a study. Desks of old stone, shelves built into walls, skulls on walls held candles that came aflame as it appeared. Scrolls and books hid rats, chains on ceilings dangled many a bat, and the smell of old parchment and mildew assaulted Fadim’s nostrils.


  “There, there, he uses those to write messages to you, I think. Though I have no idea how. Your trinkets, of whoever you all belong to, are most difficult, yes?” Had to keep up the lies, had to play dumb he did, Salah Cam was nervous with his body next to him. He knew Eliah was trapped inside it, yet he had to keep the body, his body, alive in case something ever happened to the dark magicks the thing in the pit had taught him to employ.


  “I shall inform Johnas of our arrival and await his commands.” Fadim sat next to the mirrors, having been taught how to use them as all the Emerald Eight had. “Alone.”


  “Yes, of course. None of my concern, I would not know what was written there anyway in that odd language you use, no.”


  “I would meet with Avegarne, see the ogre now, Eliah. Take me to him.” Vanessa needed to know that the ogre king was still in the war, still thirsted for blood, and still honored the deals of Salah Cam and Johnas Valhera.


  “Quite a walk to the old Teirenshire castle, will master Fadim find us? We could wait.”


  “He will find us, when he has finished.”


  “Follow me then, follow me. Errand boy I am, it would seem.”


  Heading south, over lakes of brackish water, Vanessa followed Eliah Shendrynn. His pace slowed, past the trolls, into dark cavern with dripping drops from above. He slowed more. His eyes focused, concentrating on his bats in the study. His eyes of teal closed, glowed orange from under the lids, putting his sight into his pets. He wanted to know what words this Fadim would send to Johnas, if he suspected what had transpired, his paranoia forced him to spy.


  “What is it, why do we stop?”


  “I see something, on the surface, yes, hold on one moment, I need to concentrate.” He lied again, holding still.


  The tablets were out, the arcane phrases and words of passage had been traced by the Altestani assassin. He was writing, but not to Johnas. Salah Cam watched, he studied the words being traced on the white tablet, mirrored by a secret code that changed on the black one. Through the sight of his bats above Fadim, he looked back and forth, deciphering what was written in the arcane tongue.


  Jhaleem


  I am in the ruins of Arouland, and it is far from destroyed. The man you and our emperors inquire of, Johnas Valhera, indeed has an army comprised of ogre, trolls, and shapeshifting creatures. He employs women and allows them to use the blade and learn the arcane. He now has an elf from Kilikala and a sorcerer that has learned the secrets of necronomy and controls the dead. He plans to take Harlaheim, Chazzrynn, and deals with Willborne and Caberra as well. His webs run deeper than you had thought. It has taken years, but I now know all of his positions and members. He does little to seek out those that killed our cousins on the trade visit, he is not concerned. This man Johnas is aware of me, his whore surely has told him of her suspicions. Send your fastest ship and meet me along the coast of the Vateric Ocean, north of here. I will leave when I have destroyed the dead, these thieves of the arcane, and the elf. Something lurks in a pit, it whispers to me, the powers of these people have once again risen. It is time to act.


  Glory to Altestan, glory to Yjaros, glory to the Emperors,


  Your brother of the Yaj Alinahre


  Fadim


  Salah Cam smiled, Eliah’s face that he now had followed his emotions as his own body. He watched as Fadim sent another, shorter, message to Johnas Valhera in Harlaheim. It stated simply that they had arrived and all was as it should be.


  “What is it?” Vanessa watched as the strange arcane sight vanished and Eliah’s eyes opened.


  “How well do you know this companion of yours, this Fadim?”


  “He is of our highest order, like myself, that is all you need to know. Why?”


  Eliah snapped his fingers, trolls came with claws scraping stone, red eyes closing in, dozens appeared from the outer darkness under the ruined city.


  “He just sent a very informative message to someone.”


  “Of course, to Johnas. We have our orders to---“


  “No, my scarred beauty. He sent it to Altestan, to his brother.”


  “How could you see that…what do I do?” Vanessa did not want to believe it, but she knew his allegiance was questionable.


  “My bats, my pets above saw it. You have a traitor with you, Miss Blackflame. I have heard what Johnas does to traitors.”
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  The outer stones that marked the sacred territory brought painful memories to his heart. Lavress paused, waiting for the trees of summer and the warm winds to send him a sign that he was allowed to pass within. Glancing over his shoulder, at the caravan of fifty that waited with the dying King of Chazzrynn, the wood elf hunter prayed in the sylvan tongue, he prayed silently that they would stay back where he had instructed and not get curious. The wind answered, the grasses blew and the trees whisked, all the greens below and blue sky above told him without a word to enter. He went further inside the grove, passing where Jevendial had been killed, not a sign. Then strode to the stones where Bedesh the satyr had lay bleeding to death and fired an arrow into the Nadderi elf, Kendari.


  The temple doors of enchanted stone were open, soft melodies rang from inside, and the flitting of small forms caught his attention. Lavress knelt and waited, as was custom, and made the sign of peace to the Mother, from heart to lips to brow.


  “You bring a splendid gift, and foul company, blessed of the Hedim Anah. Rise.”


  The voice was deep, not at all happy, and heavy steps came forward as Lavress stood and looked forward. An ogre, yet not as the ones he had seen in Southwind Keep. This one was perhaps seven or so feet all, stunted, with small tusks and deep purple eyes. He was stocky and strong, yet had a peaceful disposition unlike his heritage, his hides of animal skins clean, and he held a spear of twisted wood at his side.


  “I have a dying king, the ruler of Chazzrynn with me. I need your help, the help of Princess Ramaya-nun.”


  “It was folly to bring them here. You know the laws. She cannot leave the sanctum underneath, and he cannot enter.”


  “Then I will ask for an exception to be made.”


  “Humans are not welcome here, they are a poison to her realm, you know this. They spread like disease, and bring more suffering and death than the worst of plagues.” The runt of the ogre kind shook his head.


  “I will speak to the princess, and beg mercy for a dying man then. I gave my word I would try.”


  “You have permission to enter, I was sent to greet you. I am Grnikol, guardian of the temple for Ramaya-nun. Her priest waits to meet you as well, Lavress Tilaniun of the Hedim Anah.” Grnikol turned, glancing up out of the grove toward the distant humans that waited, shaking his head.


  “You are an ogre, is that correct?” Lavress followed to the steps.


  “No, I was born to the ogre. Small and weak I was, and in the city of Bloodskull, the runts are tossed down the mountain to lure food closer to the hunting grounds. I lay screaming for days they said, waiting to be eaten, kinsmen watching above to kill what came for me. A hiroon found me, took me mercifully, and brought me to a temple long ago.”


  “I knew a hiroon, Jevendial, brave warriors indeed.”


  “I know them all, seventy four of them that survive. Jevendial was a good friend, he is missed.”


  “I will find the Nadderi that killed him, and my friend the satyr as well. Someday soon, I hope.”


  “When the Goddess wills it, it will be done. Her will is what saves us, and we are the few that can hear her voice from wherever she is.” Grnikol took a knee deep in the earth, making the sign of the mother. Lavress did the same.


  The stone was as clay, the earth was dry down here, like Caberra though they were far south in Chazzrynn. The stones were rounded and smooth, sandstone, and the trees that grew underground had a myriad of blue and orange leaves that hid the hundreds of sprites, nixies, pixies, and all manner of little fey that watched and played.


  “Lavress, we have heard so much of you, young one. Blessings upon you from Seirena.”


  Her voice was full of laughter, light hearted cheer, and Lavress smiled as he looked to the dark twisting throne of vines, illumination and sparkling essence dancing throughout the sacred chambers.


  “Princess Ramaya-nun, daughter of Lanaru-fin, daughter of Seirena, I come to you with urgent need. The king of Chazzrynn is dying, his only heir a prisoner, and I have vowed to help. I have completed my tasks set forth by the Order of the Whitemoon, I have recovered the last stolen book.” Lavress took the golden tome from his sachel, laying it below the feet of the fairy that ruled this temple.


  Her hair flowed like whirlwinds, twirling in circles of red curls atop her fair skin and deep green eyes. Rings that glistened, jewels sparkling, and her smile seemed to control it all. Just under three feet of majestic beauty and divine grace, Ramaya-nun looked to the book, then motioned to her priest to her left to inspect.


  “Niastae, great sphinx, and priestess of my house, would you be so kind?”


  A fourlegged lion with white wings and the face of a beautiful woman strode from the temple proper, sniffing the book and bowing to her princess. “Yes, it is indeed what the Hedim Anah promised. We must travel to Gualidura and see it safely to Queen Ganidaea.”


  The hair of the petite princess fell over her pointed ears, the twirling and flowing stopped, and her face went stern.“You may not heal this king of men, nor may he enter, nor may I leave. It is forbidden, no exceptions for men.” Ramaya-nun answered coldly.


  Lavress had not mentioned and exception, not yet. She had read his heart and mind quickly without him even knowing. “Then what shall I do, your highness, for he is dying.”


  “Choose. One who does not practice the arcane, one that is not a priest, one of no relation to us or him. Bring a man to me, a pure man, if he passes the test of the Goddess, if he can withstand her will through me, he may pass the gift on to this king and save him. If he fails, he will use it on himself, he will relish in the fleeting feelings of it, and it will slowly vanish. Then, your king will die, and we must kill the pure one. It is the only way.”


  “I do not know these men that ride escort, I, how would I know?”


  “I do not know them either.”


  “This is most unfair, to place the life of a king in the hands of a stranger.” Lavress felt a twinge of anger in his voice.


  “It is most unfair? That one of the Hedim Anah brings humans to a sacred temple? Some would say it most unfair I do not see you stripped of honors and title for this transgression.” The small voice of Princess Ramaya-nun held power, love, but no compassion for the men outside.


  “My title and honors mean nothing in the face of a dying king, in a realm ready to fall into wicked hands, with the ogre and trolls, and war---“


  “Then if title and honors mean nothing, you merely bring me a dying man. You surely have seen many, why this one do you wish to save? Are others imposing upon you, or did you offer?”


  “No, he is a good man, a good king. His son is imprisoned, and should he fail to save him, the realm…will of the Goddess be done.” Lavress looked to his feet, he knew he had to go and find a pure man. The voice of Seirena flowed through her grandaughters, it was not right to question them. He bowed and ran out of the sanctum, past Grnikol and the swarming giggling sprites, and to the stairs up to the surface.


  “Best hurry, Lavress Tilaniun, he does not have long.” Ramaya-nun smiled, her hair wisping like tornadoes once more, her voice carrying to the elven hunter.


  “He still does not understand at times, it would seem.” Niastae bowed her head with a braided white mane, stretched her wings, then lay down over the golden tome.


  “No, he is young, just a few centuries old. He will learn to hear her will with ease in time. Never like us, he is male.” Ramaya-nun looked to Grnikol, the orphan runt of the ogre, her guardian and protector of the temple.


  “Hmmmm…grrrr…hrmmpphh!” Grnikol walked toward the entrance, not liking the games his princess played at times.


  Lavress ran, harder, faster, the summer sun setting soon in the east. Up the hills, through the groves of banyan trees, and into the camp he sprinted. The tents were set, the horses tied, and the men looked at him with suspicion.


  “Liogan, Liogan Andellis!” He searched for his young archer, the brave boy of Southwind, looking nearly in panic.


  “Here master Lavress! What is it?”


  Men stood, crowding to hear what the bother was, if their king would live or no. Aelaine and Marcus appeared from the king’s tent, waiting for word from their elven guide. Tension that was already present tightened more.


  “I need you, now. Come with me.” Lavress grabbed his arm and began to run back to the temple.


  “What word, Lavress, will they take him in?” Aelaine asked, almost pleading as the Chancellor shook his head.


  “We will return soon.” was all Lavress said.


  “Where are we going, why am I going? Liogan ran, not truly in objection, just nervous.


  “Are you a virgin?”


  “What does that have to do---“ he received a stare from his savage elf friend.


  “Well, yes, but do not tell the men. I don’t want them to know.” He blushed.


  “Your secret is safe with me. It may have just saved your king.”


  “The fact I am a virgin? What are you going to make me do?”


  “Nothing like that, serious now Liogan Andellis. Mind my words. Whatever you receive, you must give away with no thoughts of yourself, do you hear me?”


  “Yes, allright.”


  “Whatever you hear, whatever they say or promise, remember your king is dying in his tent.”


  “Anything else?” Liogan was scared, curious, but more fearful of the unknown than ever.


  “Yes. Do not touch anything or anyone.” Lavress smiled, running to the stairs where Grnikol the stunted ogre guardian waited for them.


  “Greetings, Liogan Andellis, we have been expecting you. Lavress, you must wait here.” Grnikol smiled to Lavress, receiving the same in return.


  “How do they know me here?” Liogan looked frightened.


  “Do not worry, they know more than you and I can imagine.”


  



   


  Exodus III:IX


  Southern Doors, City of Marlennak


  “Outeessiddllee grlllooo.” Dalliunn Cloudwatcher whispered and padded ahead in the dark of night, gazing overhead at the stars, leading the five companions past the open door.


  Azenairk kept close to the lewirja, and kept quiet. His mind was wandering to his flight from Boraduum, out the south doors there as well. It brought back memories of his father, his promise, and all the trouble he had left behind. It weighed on him, yet carrying on was the only relief he ever felt from it.


  Gwenneth followed Zen, taking in the fresh air and open spaces once more. Shinayne and Saberrak walked past the door, nodding to the guards that thought they were going out scouting with Dalliunn and would be back soon. Marshall Tannek could not be found, nor his brother, and Zen did not wish to wait any longer. James struggled in the rear, his head throbbing and stomach churning. Even the crescent light from the white moon and the millions of stars at night hurt his eyes.


  The magnificent pillars and stairs, the grandeur of Marlennak, all of it was behind them as they walked west back toward the pass from days previous. No one spoke, they had already said what needed to be said, heard what needed to be heard. It was weighing on Zen, and the rest of them knew it. It was time to leave to their journey once more.


  As they passed the tunnels, the valley of Deadman’s Pass opened from east and west before them. Zen stopped. He pulled his brother’s shield from his back, then a warhammer of black steel he had purchased in Blackbridge. He set them down on the rock, then drew his warhammer, the one from his father, having had it passed down since he was a child.


  “I know ye’ can’t understand me, Dalliunn. But, here goes anyhow. Ye’ done saved us in the pass, three times over I think, and I got no beads for ye’. But, my father gave me this when I was a boy, and I carried it with honor me’ whole sixty odd years now. I want ye’ to have it.” The dwarven priest handed it, two hands holding it out, nice and polished.


  “Frlllyym mougasssi?” Dalliunn reached for the warhammer, his eyes wide.


  “Yes, for you.”


  The fourlegged lion-man took his crude edged stone hammer with the bone handle and handed it to the black bearded dwarf before him. “Frlllymmo trrrlllga.”


  “For me? Well I don’t really…allright, a trade then.” Zen took the weapon, putting it on his left side and hefting the blacksteel hammer of Marlennak over his shoulder as he picked up his shield.


  Dalliunn swung the hammer, lighter steel than the heavy black they used here. He seemed to like it. “Hiiilousii neerrllga?”


  “Yes, we are heading west, that way.” Zen pointed to the right. “A long way to go, my friend.”


  Dalliunn, not letting go of the warhammer for a moment, licked Azenairk on the cheek. Then to Shinayne, Gwenneth, and James the same. Saberrak gave him a pat on the shoulder and nodded, giving the hint not to try it. He jumped up, licked a horn, and padded of back to Marlennak, swinging the hammer round and round with every few steps and watching the sky.


  “Ye got the fresh water and food for travel?” Zen asked, staring to the west in the dark of night.


  “Yes, we are set. Are you sure you want to leave this way, Zen?” Shinayne asked quietly.


  “Aye. They don’t believe it, they be tryin’ to have Gwenneth talk me out of it, and you all as well I am sure. We be just goin’ on faith and promises anyway, why wait around for more opinions? I know what they will say, I have heard them all before.”


  Zen waited, waited for contradictions from the ladies, maybe James even. There was silence, the mountains made more noise than his friends did right now.


  “Are we going to start out, or stand here til morning?” James spoke first, someone had to. He walked to the west.


  “No objections then?” Zen turned to face them.


  “Plenty actually. But I would not be here if they mattered in comparison.” Gwenneth smiled to her dwarven companion and walked ahead with James.


  “Elf, minotaur, any last words?”


  “Just try and keep up.” Saberrak jogged ahead.


  “You have a lot of doubts, Zen, make sure that of the four of us are never among them.” Shinayne ran after her scouting partner.


  “Aye, won’t happen again. Farewell Marlennak and great kings. Kakisteele, we be comin’.” Zen looked to the dark mountaintops, smiling as he charged ahead.
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  “Wha…wha…arrgghhh…uhhh…what is it then?”


  “Brother, ye’ drink too much, makes ye’ hard to wake up.”


  “Me neck, where the hells am I?”


  “Historium, sleepin’ with yer’ head down on the table. High Hammer found somethin’ o’ interest. Come look.” Drodunn smacked his brother on the back of the head, enough to widen his eyes.


  “Been forever it seems, and just somethin’ o’ interest? I’d o’ found the damn lost mines myself by now, if they existed.” Tannek hated the smell of books, this was the only place in Marlennak there was never to be any excitement.


  “Right here, right here it is boys.” Brunnwik pointed down at a page, a page among thousands within the fifty or more tomes he had strewn all over the massive stone tables. Sconces of divine light flickered, the silence was choking, and three dwarves sat alone amidst thousands upon thousands of years of history, locked in the top room, in secret.


  “Too tired to read it, what is it?”


  “It says that a lady named Undrabek died in travel to the Zuran Mountains, all her belongings to her eldest daughter, Gherrina, one of four children that made the trip to Fazurand just over two thousand years ago. The deceased had a surname she wished not to be mentioned, but for posterity, twas Sheldathain.” Brunnwik smiled, his wrinkles above the gray beard tightened.


  “So, if there is anything, it is in Fazurand. Likely tucked away with all their wealth and vaults under the temples.” Drodunn sat, not very inspired at the latest.


  “Nope. Says here, in this book, Undrabek children taken into adopted family, named Arnepyke, three girls, a boy, and unnamed heirlooms of great value.” The High Hammer sighed, looking to his lesser priest and to the Southern Marshall.


  “So, they got adopted in, normal for any clan that lost their parents. What of it?” Tannek put his head back down.


  “Fazurand always denotes each and every bit of value, down to the last gold coin when that happens. Like all the rest here, except this one and one other out of thousands.”


  “So they had something, maybe important, something they did not want to---“Drodun was cut off.


  “…did not want anyone, in any city, to ever know of. Exactly. Then, Gherrina Arnepyke marries Ackupha Joudeppe, a gem cutter with a very deep set o’ mines he owns. She takes the name Joudeppe. They has themselves a girl, firstborn, name her Vulanri, which means what? Come on, what does it mean?” Brunnwik barked the question to his two assistants.


  “Means hope, don’t it?” Tannek did not follow.


  “Exactly. Just like the tablet, “carry the Hope”. Says here that Hope Joudeppe, inherits untold heirlooms, second place it is not specific, as Fazurand always is. War of some dragons and giants, blah, blah, blah, and right here!” Brunnwik was stirring them up, excited more than he could handle.


  “What? What does it say?” Drodunn was anxious.


  Brunnwik jumped to another book, the brothers Anduvann in tow over his shoulder. “Gherrina and Ackupha are among those killed in Fazurand in the war. But, Vulanri, Hope, Joudeppe leaves the eastern dwarven city, and to here!”


  Another book, another table, this one about Boraduum and its lineages. “Vulanri Joudeppe enters Boraduum, and eventually marries who…?....who…?”


  “Well who then dammit, I be’ all excited here!” Tannek growled.


  “King Nentariun the Fourth, of clan Thalanaxe. Yes, clan Thalanaxe boys! Says she brought three great gifts that will not be mentioned beyond the iron box they are contained in, are of sacred nature, and will be passed down to their children without written word due to historical and religious value. Nentariun the Fourth was the great, great, great, great, great grandfather of Kimmirik Thalanaxe, Azenairk’s father.” Brunnwik breathed out, tears in his eyes, matching the eyes of the only other two in the room.


  “Dust, the deed, and the key. How many is that?” Tannek whispered, afraid to talk.


  “Tis three, brother. Three items in an iron box.” Drodunn sniffled.


  “I don’t believe it, we just let the heir of Kakisteele into our city, showed him around, and made fun of him in front o’ fifty dwarven lords, and our two kings.” High Hammer gulped, wiped his eyes, and looked at all the books.


  “We just met a king?” Tannek still could not fathom it.


  “Aye brother, we need to tell our two kings and the nobles o’ the thronesroom. Find Azenairk Thalanaze and his companions, and settle this the right way. They be stayin at the Pub o’ the Bearded Hammer, they bought rooms for two nights, send messengers to fetch em’.” Drodunn looked around, no, no one else here.


  “Aye, I will.”


  “The armor, the crown, the hammer o’ that strange gold steel, we need to send for it and get it to its rightful owner.” Brunnwik sighed, straightening his robes, knowing it would be an argument indeed to admit how they found their answers.


  “And how will we explain all that, the crypt and all?” Tannek stood, stretched, and slapped his face a bit to make sure he was not dreaming.


  “I will accept all the blame there, brothers Anduvann, no worries.”


  “No, can’t do that. I’ll stand with ye’.”


  “Me too, all in this together now. Stength in numbers.”


  “Allright, allright, I don’t be likin’ you two that much now, but enough to share some blame, let’s go to the kings.” High Hammer Brunnwik led them out of the Historium, past the Temple o’ the Cracked Wall, and into Castle Vairrek.


  An hour passed, the empty thronesroom sat quiet. The guard had said the kings were awake, but nothing more. Another hour, Tannek was sleeping, Drodunn too, and the guard told the High Hammer that the kings were having breakfast, but dressed for court. One more hour, the guard saw three sleeping dwarves in the thronesroom and decided not to tell them the kings were on their way, each with the noble advisors they had eaten their morning meals with.


  “Well, seems the High Hammer and his priest, and the Southern Marshall, all be sleepin’ it off in our room, eh’ brother? Must be imporatant.”


  “Aye, let em rest. Not much on the agenda today in any regard.” King Rallik waved his hand, noble dwarves taking seats around the snoring three.
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  “Storms to the south, blistering sun rising high ahead in the west, another beautiful day in the Misathi!” Zen could not have been happier to be out in the open again, going the right direction made him feel closer to fulfilling his promise with each step.


  “Not sure I agree with the cheer, but the storm is certain. Heading west, like us.” James held his hand over his eyes, his sweat smelled like whiskey and mead, his fingers trembling as he stayed behind his friends.


  “Aye, strange clouds there. Have ye’ seen our scouts Gwenneth?”


  “No, nor our royal escorts, nor any shade. Just heat, red rock, mountains, and more heat. Did I mention how hot it is?” Gwenne had changed into her blue student robes, still dark and absorbing the rays of the sun, but better than her master graduate black garments.


  “Thank Alden for white tabards and the breeze in the pass.”


  “Hold up now. Somethin’ not right ahead. Look.” Zen put his hand up, gaze focused to the south side of the vale.


  There to the left and halfway up the side of a small peak, stood Shinayne and Saberrak. The rock was scorched black hundreds of feet across and half a mile long. It looked like a line of black ink had been drawn from above across the slope. The elven noble and the gray minotaur stood amidst some sort of rubble at the genesis of the burned scar of stone, stood still and quiet.


  “I counted fourteen, and twice that in humans with melted metal over their bones. Two of the totems, one there and one over there, also burned to near cinders. Quite a battle.” Shinayne looked over the charred remains of human soldiers, horses, and skeletons nearly three times her own height.


  “Same giants, Mogi as the dwarves called them, like the one that Azenairk killed. Horses with leather saddles, humans with steel, all burned in a group here. The line continues, so the dragon was flying past them when it happened. Less than two days I would say.” Saberrak could smell the black blood, the Mogi blood, even after being burned alive by the flaming breath of the dark wyrm. He looked to the totems, pieces of horned skull seemed to watch him, perhaps only because he knew they were beacons.


  “Seems your winged friend does not care for humans, horses, or the Mogi giants, Gwenne.” She spoke loud enough for her approaching companions to hear. Shinayne kicked the horned skull from the ruined totem that Saberrak was staring with.


  “I don’t think she cares for anyone, or anything. Just revenge and fire and food. They are ahead of us, then, right?”


  “Would seem that way, keep a watchful eye up in the air everyone.” Saberrak huffed.


  “She had riders, three if I recall. A woman, a man, and a red minotaur. These were some of those soldiers from Willborne. I wonder if they are hunting the dragon, or us?” James was confused.


  “Let em all kill each other, we just keep ahead and stay outta their way. What is that over there though?” Zen pointed toward the end of the line of blackened rock. Small piles of something had attracted crows.


  Shinayne led, then Saberrak behind her. The rest trapsed down to the level ground of the valley and kept pace. As she got closer, the crows flapped in defiance of interruption. They warned with caws and squawks, but eventually took flight to the peaks as the elf came close.


  “Oh Siril have mercy.”


  “What is it?”


  “Hundreds of chewed off hooves with horseshoes, piles of armor without bodies, and a blanket of blood and scraps covers it all. She fed here.” Shinayne was revolted, the view was horrific.


  “She does not like steel then, good to know.” Saberrak huffed. The humor did nothing for his friend.


  “What is it up there?!” James yelled to Saberrak and Shinayne.


  “Tell them it’s nothing, no need to worry them.” Saberrak’s deep voice was low and quiet.


  “We cannot kill that dragon, it is impossible. That beast could take on armies, cities, it melts the stone and steel with its breath. I think there is plenty of need for concern here.” Shinayne waved her hand for them to move on and shook her head casually. She was worried, but agreed that the others did not need to see this grotesque scene, nor hear of it.


  “It does not know where we are going, and it will tire of searching if it is truly looking for us.” Saberrak tried to be reassuring.


  “But I felt it, in my meditations, it is looking for us, horned one. We killed its children.”


  “Then we will do the same to the mother if she crosses us again. I do not fear---“


  “You don’t fear anything, but some things you should.”


  “Why?”


  “Keeps you wary, on your toes, keeps your edge, I don’t know. Healthy fear is good sometimes.” Shinayne walked down the slope.


  “I have my edge, always. I fail to see the point of fear. It is a disease, a sickness, spreading among people and rotting the individual. It serves no purpose that a healthy instinct of survival does not already provide.” Saberrak followed.


  “Survival instinct? With a dragon?”


  “All the same. Kill it before it kills you. Find a weak or soft spot if there is one, and tear it open.” Saberrak huffed.


  “Sounds bestial, like an animal or savage.”


  “Thank you, minotaur will do just fine.”


  “Well beast, lead on then.” The highborne waited for her gray gladiator to take the lead as they passed their three friends.


  Hours passed through the high peaks of the Misathi Mountains with but an occasional bird or hyena in the distance. Sweltering heat rose as a constant mirage ahead of them. Shade directed their steps more than direction. The valley was barren, devoid of plants or trees, not an oasis of fresh water shown itself through the day.


  Rocks would tumble from the clifftops now and again. As they looked quickly, nothing was there. The elven swordswoman and the gray minotaur would climb to inspect, finding nothing each time. Totems of horned skulls dotted the trail, standing silent and watching without eyes as the five companions traversed Deadman’s Pass.


  As evening came and the moons appeared, strange noises rose from the south and north, echoing among the numerous vales. There was chanting in the distance, then closer, then far again. It was no known language to any of them. Sometimes seven or eight voices, at times but one, all deep female voices accompanied with the intermittent scream of ecstasy or pain, it was hard to tell. Clouds brought the breezes and cast the sun quickly to the east, and the chanting grew louder, closer, yet nothing could be found as to the source.


  “That noise is not what I be wishin’ for after a hard day o’ travel. No sir, someone shut it up.” Zen took off his armor, piece by piece, then his shield, and lastly his enchanted helmet.


  “Night is upon us, too dangerous to go scouting. I need water, lots of water.” James drank from his waterskin, then spit it out all over the red rocks.


  “Alllgggttthh! It’s sour! And, it is yellow! What did you get this filled with, Shinayne? Tastes like, vinegar with spoiled meat.” James reached for his other waterskin. He opened it and smelled, it was the same.


  “Mine as well.” Gwenneth smelled her water.


  “And mine. They all be spoiled! Elf, where did you get---“


  “I filled them from the well, with the dwarves in the south gate. It was water, I drank it then, we drank it all day. Mine too, it is polluted with something.” Shinayne felt something, the skin on her left cheek and ear were tingling. To the north, something was there.


  “The food, look.” Saberrak unrolled one of the bundles of dried meats, bread and cheese. It was dry, curled, brown and black as if it had been left outside for many days.


  “That was fresh this morning when we left, I assure you. You all know, we ate early this afternoon, it was fine then.” Shinayne was flustered, hungry, thirsty, and now thouroughly irritated. She looked to the north. A set of dark eyes on a large head caught a glimmer of moonlight, just enough for her to see before it vanished behind the cliff.


  Shinayne ran up the slope in the dark, her friends calling to her with loud whispers. She heard the thing running away, down the other side, long fast strides, heavy steps. Faster she went, straight up, her hands scraping the rock as she pulled herself up even faster. Carice and Elicras were out in a flash as she reached the summit of the small mount, nothing. Another valley appeared into more mountains, bluffs, and crags. No motion stirred, nothing caught her eyes, whatever it was, was gone.


  “Damn. I will find you, whoever you are. Be sure of that.” Shinayne T’Sarrin sheathed her blades. She stood, watched, and waited for whatever hunted her and her friends.
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  Smack!


  Smack!


  “Allright, allright! Who is it then?” Tannek stretched his arms up, his face stuck to the stone with his own drool, neck cramped and aching.


  “Get up Marshall, now please.” It was the voice of the High Hammer, he stood, opened his eyes, then looked again.


  “Oh Vundren’s shinguards, we in trouble then?” Tannek saw the fifty or so nobles, his brother and several more priests of the temple, the kings, and another two hundred dwarves of various northern and southern families. The room was full, he was in the center, with Drodunn and the High Hammer, all eyes staring at them.


  “Aye.” Drodunn commented quietly.


  “Aye and then some.” Brunnwik said in turn.


  Tannek bowed to each king, receiving nods in return. He had never seen the room so quiet, nor so packed with beards.


  “Tannek Anduvann, Marshall o’ the Southern Outguard Scouts, ye’ be charged with breakin’ into the sacred crypts, defacing the burial marker o’ a former dwarven king, opening a sarcophagous o’ said king, and then failin’ in yer’ duties as Marshall by sleepin’ in the Historium and me thronesroom instead o’ takin’ charge o’ yer’ men. What be yer’ answer?” King Rallik was not happy, he seemed embarrassed to list the charges to one of his best dwarves.


  Tannek looked to Drodunn and Brunnwik, both holding their hammer and moons symbols from around their necks in quiet prayer. The room was all looking at him now. He reached for a mug of mead, shook his head and smiled, then drank it down. He set it quietly on the table, not feeling too vigorous yet.


  “Aye, naye, naye, and aye.”


  “Yer’ brother and the High Hammer already said aye to each charge! Don’t be tryin’ to lie or sneak on this, Marshall!” King Therrak of the North slammed his axe tip down hard from his throne.


  “Aye I broke in! Naye, the placard was for a king that ain’t buried there. Naye, the coffin got no damn body, so I didn’t violate nothin’ but an empty suit o’ armor! And aye, I fell asleep after! Your majesties.” Tannek bowed, angry disposition on his brow and in his eyes.


  “Watch yer’ words Anduvann, ye’ be talkin’ to a king! These charges be serious!” Rallik looked at him hard, almost pleading for him to be quiet as much as he was angry.


  “Aye, could be. But I was talkin’ to a king yesterday, the one that is heir to Kakisteele! I be sure that he would like to know what we found out!”


  “Brother, be quiet now.”


  “That is another matter entirely! I heard o’ yer’ books and findings from the High Hammer, I heard it from Thalanaxe and his elf who heard it from a dragon, and I ain’t gonna listen to that fairy tale rubbish no more! The sentence for breakin’ into those there crypts o’ great kings, sealed by the temple o’ Vundren, is death!” King Therrak boomed across the thronesroom, his voice like thunder on a bad day.


  “Tannek, just be calm now.” Brunnwik whispered.


  “Aye? Death is it?” Tannek was not listening.


  “Aye, it is! Ye’ be the Marshall o’ the South, Tannek. Do ye’ wish to ask mercy?” Rallik was pleading with his angry tones, hoping Tannek would take a knee.


  “Mercy? For findin’ the lineage and proof that Azenairk Thalanaxe has rights to Kakisteele? That we have a king here in our city, right now? That the place did, and does, exist? Mercy, for findin’ the truth? Naye, to hell with yer’ laws and decrees, I be keepin’ me honor. Bring Azenairk here, let us show him what we found.” Tannek heard the moans from his brother, the High Hammer, and the shocked gasps of hundreds gathered. The murmurs and whispers started, then were silenced as both kings slammed their weapon heads to the stone for silence.


  “We do not have any king in Marlennak besides the two o’ us right here. Whether yer’ findings be true or no, doesn’t matter Tannek. They all left last night out the South doors, the ones ye’ were supposed to be guardin’. Yer’ men let yer’ stupid lion-man take them out for a scout, and they headed west. Dalliunn returned alone, with Thalanaxe’s warhammer.” Rallik sighed, knowing this was serious indeed.


  “Bein’ ye’ was thinkin’ o’ doin’ some good, likely for yerselves or foreigners, we kings will make an offer o’ mercy. Those thick heads o’ yers better accept it. Only for that, and yer’ esteemed titles and positions here in Marlennak, I offer one hundred years each, in the mines. Brother?” Therrak passed his judgement, slamming his axe to the stone.


  “Agreed.” Rallik tapped his warhammer reluctantly and lowered his crowned head.


  “Naye!” Tannek stood tall and yelled it. “I say naye!”


  “Brother, what are ye’ doin? We are dead, thrown into the crevice or beheaded otherwise. Shut yer’ beard fool!”


  “Naye!”


  The dwarves, from kings, to soldiers, to priests and nobles; all rose in disbelief. They shouted for death, for Tannek Anduvann to be charged without mercy, and they roared at his insolence.


  “Ye’ understand the alternative, Marshall?” King Rallik sat back in his throne, trying to figure what his man was doing.


  “Aye.”


  “Ye’ be a fool of a dwarf, a disrespectful southern whelp! Ye’ spit mercy back at me? I spit at you, Tannek Anduvann!” King Therrak spat on the ground, a bit stuck in his red beard, then spat again with rage.


  “I be a fool? I say ye’ are the fool, King Therrak!” Tannek grabbed a mug from the table as the crowd gasped and silenced at the insult.


  “Ye cannot challenge a king, Marshall!” Therrak boomed from his throne.


  “Why? Is that law then? Or is it cuz’ ye’ be all yellow and green on yer’ backside still sittin’ on yer’ potty-throne, like King Rallik says?” Tannek drank the mug down, slammed it to the stone, and glared at the northern king.


  “I could have ye’ killed for breathin’ right now, I should see ye’ drawn and quartered in front o’ the whole kingdom!”


  “That would be easier, aye it would. Have someone do it for ye’ then, coward. Or, ye’ can face me at the table here, like a dwarf.” Tannek glared, the king glared back, sweat dripped from everyone as fear took hold.


  “Kings challenge! Five mugs, five flasks! I win, ye’ die a horrible death of an insolent southern dwarf, in public fashion, not worthy of a grave or marker that ye’ ever was!” Therrak stepped from his throne as applause and roaring cheer shook the entire castle.


  “I accept! And if I win, me brother, the High Hammer, and myself take the remains of Sheldathain and the Southern Outguard Scout o’ four hundred dwarves and is exiled to the west instead! Ye’ keep yer’ hundred years in the mines, and shove em’ where the picks don’t dig! Do ye’ accept, King Therrak?!” Tannek countered the challenge, not wanting to live a hundred years victorious in the mines, bragging to the stone.


  Silent again, all dwarves looking to Therrak, then to King Rallik, then to the three in the middle of the challenge tables that the northern king approached. Therrak thought, too late to back down now, I would look less than confident if I did not accept. Must look invinceable here, I cannot lose, I drink all day and night, all I do is drink, I got nearly a century on this young one here. He won’t win anyway, who cares about some lost armor, what ye’ sayin’ Therrak? See this one dead n’ drink him down…”


  “I accept!” It just came out, the moment seemed to rule his words. The gathered dwarves went into a state of frenzy, complete disbelief that this could ever happen. A king had never been challenged, let alone accepted.


  The dwarves stood on tables, chairs, even each other to get a good view of the table. King Therrak of the North and the City faced Marshall Tannek Anduvann of the Southern Outguard. They cheered and chanted as five steel mugs of speak-mead, and five flasks of whiskey were placed in front of each man. The dwarves of Marlennak chanted, stomped their feet, and pounded tables, all with death or exile on the line.


  “Vuumber!”


  “Vuumber!”


  “Vuumber!”


  



   


  Angeline III:III


  Tunnels Beneath the Tower of Kalzarius, City of Harlaheim


  “He is asleep, he will need much rest. Have water and food ready when he awakens. The wound was deep.” Angeline looked down to Richmond the Second. He was healed by her touch, she had asked the ground below her feet, and the stone answered with golden light that had gone through her hands. Now, he lay peaceful. She had given the ring to Kalzarius before he left to raise the protections of his tower.


  Sir Sebastian knelt next to him in the dark cavernous passage. Balric leaned his back to the wall, deep in thought. Prince Edians of Caberra stood next to Angeline, the woman that had appeared in the fog carrying the bleeding King of Harlaheim. They all waited for Kalzarius to return, waited to see if the men in the shadows had managed to follow them, and waited for someone to speak. The bells had rung, the king was declared dead, and the five of them ran and hid under the tunnels below the tower where the old wizard had led them.


  “What sort of God do you pray to that would allow this man to be healed, lady knight?” Balric broke the silence.


  “I do not pray to any God, but to all that would listen.”


  “Must be a demon indeed, to have mercy on Richmond the Second.”


  “And why does a Harlian hate his king so?” Prince Edians interjected.


  “He is not worthy of the blood in his veins. He corrupts his kingdom with deals and treachery. He kills and has others kill and wage war, I know, I have been tracing his steps for years throughout three kingdoms.” Balric spat, seeing this man saved was the last thing he cared to view now that he was free of the necklace and Johnas Valhera.


  “That is my king you are speaking of, bells or no bells, bishop.” Sir Sebastian looked up from his kneeling, hands on his rapier that he had been resting his head upon.


  “I am no bishop, I am a high ranking agent of the Aldane Order, the Broken Wing of the Crossguard Legion. My mission has been to counter or cut all the connections our king has to illicit dealings, and report them. Church and others, there were so many. You serve as a knight to a child and a butcher, Sebastian. Time to wake up.”


  “Mind your tongue, traitor. Or I will wet my blade with your blood. The only treachery has been that of the man you arrived with, the Prince of Valhirst.” Sebastian stood, staring at Balric.


  “I am well aware of Prince Johnas, and agreed, he is from the pit of hell itself. He has controlled me with that necklace long enough to know he needs to become a corpse. But, the Cardinal is under his control as well, he is a doppelganger of some renown among his kind, named Arilli. There is much you do not know.”


  “Then where is the real cardinal, spy?”


  “Dead. The shapeshifters kill those they assume before they go public in disguise. Johnas said he was dead before the Legion reached the Harlaheim border. Now, they control the Crossguard Legion that is here, nine thousand men.”


  “That is my uncle you speak of. How could you let this happen?” Sebastian had known something was wrong with the Cardinal, now he knew what it was.


  “I had my orders from Javiel, who received them in secret from the Broken Wing. With Javiel dead, I truly do not know what to do next, besides killing Johnas Valhera. I need to get to Shanador, alone.”


  “If you were Harlian, you would put a stop to this, or help anyway you could.” Sebastian was bitter. He knew some of the battles and sieges had reeked of foul play, the one he and the late Bernardus and Florin led on this very tower above him sat on his mind.


  “I am Harlian. I am loyal to the church of Alden and my order. To see Johnas dead, his doppelganger with him, would serve all three, and our ruthless king. I will kill Johnas, then I must find my contacts in Shanador and report in.” Balric drew his saber, then his shortblade, checking the edges.


  “As long as we are all divulging our secrets, here and now, I am afraid I must reveal.” Prince Edians drew his shamshir, then tossed it to the ground.


  He continued after the quiet stares had lingered.


  “I am not a Prince of Caberra, son of a king, nor brother to Rosana, wherever she is, dead or alive. I am Sir Rodreigo Dell Amarr, Lord Knight of the Order de San Tarum in San Tevida, Caberra. I was sent by my king, my order, and the church to pose as a Prince and gain access to the upper nobility responsible for the deaths of Sir Sulian, Sir Savanno, and possibly the Queen.”


  “Why such deception then, Sir Rodreigo? Why not a formal investigation?” Sebastian was at his breaking point, so much confusion over the last week had his head in pain.


  “Lord Dell Amarr will do, if you would.” He corrected.


  “Fine, Lord Dell Amarr, just answer, would you?”


  “After what your king, this one here, ordered on his own people? He wages war, slays knights, burns cities, and lays siege to anyone with power or honor that could threaten him. He beheaded a bishop on false papers that have somehow disappeared. No king in his right mind, especially after losing a daughter, would send their son here to talk to Richmond the Second. Not unless they had an army behind them and a blade in their hand.” The Lord of Castle Dell Amarr and knight of the sacred order continued.


  “I assumed that I would be marked to die, you see, Richmond would have me killed. Those six men in the shadows, they were mine own. I had also hoped that other corrupt nobility would be revealed by my disguise, and so it was. The cardinal who changed my trade agreements, the Prince of Chazzrynn who had a false Bishop at his side, and Sir Phillip even.”


  “Sir Phillip? No, not possible, he and I have been like brothers since we were knighted nearly a decade ago. We serve the king of Harlaheim, good or bad, we serve.” Sebastian was angry, looking around for his sworn brother of the crown and rose, even though he knew they were all alone.


  “Then where is he, Sir Sebastian? You see the three people around you, I believe they are the only ones you can trust. The wizard perhaps, but in truth, your troubled kingdom is about to have new leadership. Who is the Seneschal?” Rodreigo smiled.


  “Phillip?”


  “Yes, and where is he now?”


  “With the Cardinal, tolling the bells, and…”


  “And accepting his crown most likely, yes. I had not thought it would happen this quickly, but Johnas Valhera is behind it, Caberra is sure of it.”


  Balric was surprised, assuming he was the only one that could know, having been next to the Prince of Valhirst for so long. “How is it that you know this, as it is indeed accurate? Who is Caberra’s spy?”


  “No spy. We pay for information in gold. Katrina Willborne sold Johnas out for a beautiful keep just south of the city of Ispirra, in my kingdom. She has been selling her notes to us throughout her mercenary years. Her hopes of a united nation of Willborne had dried up the last few, and she finally wished to retire. Richmond would have been wise to pay her fee, but we all know he is a fool. He had Sulian and Savanno murdered, and thought he would not be the suspect, that the Order would overlook it. He deserves this, his people do not, but he does indeed.” Lord Knight Dell Amarr sat back down, tired in the early hours of morning.


  “Now what?” Balric looked to Angeline, but there was no one there.


  “Where did she go?” Sir Sebastian turned, nothing.


  “How long has she been gone?” Rodreigo was stunned as well, he never saw her leave.


  Sebastian looked over the body of his sleeping king, laying peaceful on his side. He went to remove the bandage, then noticed Richmond’s eyes were wide open. Tears streaming silently from each one, his shoulder soaked with sadness in the cavern. Sebastian felt his stomach ache, his heart and chest rippled with pain, his throat tightened. He lowered his head on the pommel of his rapier.


  “Your majesty?” As he whispered, both Balric and Rodreigo took a knee, hoping he had not been awake long.


  “Your majesty, how much did you hear?”


  “I heard enough, I heard it all.” Richmond had been awake since Angeline’s words about his rest had stirred him.


  Sulking in his own remorse, hearing what others around the continent thought of him, all his secrets revealed, Richmond sobbed out loud at the monster he had become. He looked through watery eyes, laying in a cavern below the ground as a monster should, hoping one of them would simply put their blade through him and end his miserable life. A thousand blades could not hurt as much as the emptiness he felt right now. He missed Javiel, who he had killed. Florin who betrayed him, Rosana who had never loved him, and now Phillip and Johnas Valhera had his kingdom. Sulian and Savanno who were his bravest, and now most deceased knights, and even Kalzarius despised him. The church, Caberra, Chazzrynn, even his own people required bloodshed and victory to even notice him. It came, wave after wave, relentless his thoughts and feelings were. Yet, he lay there, sobbing uncontrollably with three brave men behind him in silence, the king of Harlaheim had been saved by a woman and doubted he deserved even that. Besides his own death, Richmond wanted nothing more of this world. He assumed the feeling was mutual. The outloud cries had no words, no shame, no humility, just streamed from a broken man that was once king. They sat silent, listening to his cries.
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  The stone gave way, loosed in silent reformation, and Angeline of Charity walked into the alleyway near L’Herrim Castle. She had traveled through the very stone, nearly half a mile, where no one could see. She thanked the stone and the earth with her thoughts, the stone wall quickly molding back to normal as if nothing had just emerged. The sun was rising in the west, the shadows grew quickly from the spires of central Harlaheim, and the bells tolled once more as plumes of purple smoke rose from hundreds of buildings in respect for the monarch all believed was deceased.


  She met the crowd that gathered, blending in with her hood of dark green over her head and her sacred sword hid under the robes over her back. She listened to the air, the breeze carried messages to her mind.


  Leave them to their decisions, you can be of no more help here. Your journey is to the west, the daughter of Lazlette, you will see when you find her. Do not cry for the kingdom or the wickedness that governs it, these are not your concerns. They will unfold as they need to, without you. To the west my child, to the west…


  Angeline listened, but she still had to see evil for what it was, she wanted to try and pierce the disguise of the shapeshifter beside the Prince of Valhirst. She wanted to know how she could not read him, and what his sword was. The people thickened, space to move dissolved, and the square was overrun with citizens. The lady of the Knights Soujan listened to their thoughts humming in the air.


  Well he didn’t live long then, wonder how he died?


  Poor king, hope they gut the one that killed him…


  He was worthless anyway, hope they throw bread again…


  First the Bishop, then the king, who is next to die…


  Harlaheim hasn’t had a ruler worth the smoke in so long…


  God bless his family and his knights, Alden save us…


  Closer to the balcony she writhed and shoved, weaving past children and beggars, merchants and women, and men of the great city that had been through so much. It was quiet, even for morning, with so many thousands packed tight. The Cardinal approached, white and blue robes with a golden feathered cross atop his ordained hat. He waved his hand, the crowd grew louder, he waved more with both hands to silence them and made the symbol of the cross then circled it. People fell to their knees, bowed, repeated the holy salutation over and over. Tears fell, children wailed, women cried aloud.


  Angeline focused, on the creature in the guise of the most powerful man of the church in the Aldane world. His thoughts were tight, he was trying to conceal them. She hummed, Charity hummed, and she tried harder.


  Yes, yes, no one here knows, I am the Cardinal, I ate his brains and his heart I did. Where is this alden god thing now, I do not see him here, no, no. Morsels to feast for my children to come, growing in me, yes ten there are, time to come soon. Ariili’s little ones will eat their way out of him and have a city to dine upon, yes, yes.


  The visions accompanied the thoughts, she had tried too hard. Her mind shook off the sight of pale skinned creatures with black eyes and fangs eating their way out of a larger one like them. They devoured and grew, devoured and grew, then she closed her eyes and focused on something else to stop it. Angeline felt ill, she looked up, and saw it.


  Wrinkled skin, bloated white flesh, it was bulging at the midsection. No sign of a cord from birth, no parts of a man or woman between its legs, just naked white flesh with black claws on its feet and hands. It looked in pain, struggling to stand, its enlarged solid black eyes were dull, its pointy ears hung limp from a hairless head. The stomach moved and shifted, things moving underneath, and this doppelganger that only Angeline saw through, wrapped its hands over them as if they may burst out.


  Just seeing through its ability to disguise its flesh was enough for Angeline, she was now holding her own stomach. She breathed slow, in and out, calming herself and letting her vision return to normal. The crowd rose once more, hands in the air and tears ran down tired faces. The bells tolled again in the distance. Phillip stepped forward, Johnas behind him. The people silenced with Seneschal Phillip’s raised hand.


  “My people of Harlaheim, last night in this very castle, our beloved King Richmond the Second, was murdered. The priests and the Cardinal did all they could, but alas, he did not survive.” Phillip lowered his head, as did Johnas. The wailing began, sniffles, a people in love with a crown were heartbroken.


  “With Queen Rosana missing and believed to have been killed at the terrible battle of Saint Erinsburg, the crown has no heirs. For now, until another noble lineage can be found, I, Seneschal Phillip Hiragille, will act as your king, and humble servant of Harlaheim.”


  The crowd was mixed, boos followed cheers, cries blended with shouts. The people wanted Richmond, they wanted Rosana, many wanted Sir Phillip. Trumpets blared from the outer walls lined with royal guard and Crossguard Legionairres of Alden. Flags went to half mast, the crown and rose of gold upon purple with crimson trim fluttered, and the people silenced once more. Johnas Valhera handed the crown to the Cardinal whose shaking hands could barely receive it.


  “May it be known, that Prince Edians del Barrato of Caberra, Bishop Balric D’Vrelle of Harlaheim, and Sir Sebastian Caunerier of Harlaheim are wanted in collusion with a red haired northern Kivanite woman. These four, with accomplices we already have obtained, are responsible for the death of King Richmond the Second and for stealing his body from the church in gross deprivation and treason. Ten thousand gold crowns to anyone who finds them, dead or alive.” Phillip bowed to the people, looking as saddened as possible.


  Gold, gold flung from the balconies, bread from the guards, and promises from the soon to be king. The people stampeded, fought for the coins and the food, and none paid mind to the red headed northern Kivanite woman in green robes that weaved her way closer to the castle. Angeline kept hidden in the shadows of early morn, the shadows of her hood and robes, then blended into the very wall of L’Herrim Castle.


  “My son of Alden, Phillip Hiragille, Knight and Seneschal of the holy realm of Harlaheim, do you vow to uphold your kingdom?” The words were feeble, tired, the Cardinal was perfect, yet not for acting unbeknownst to anyone present.


  “I do Cardinal Desmonde.”


  “Do you swear on the tome of the Aldane to rule well, just, and with honor and love?” He held the crown in one hand, the holy book in the other, and he teetered in obvious pain.


  Phillip placed his palm on the book. “I do.”


  “Then with the power of the Aldane, the will of the church, and the voice of God, I pronounce you King Phillip the First of Harlaheim, may your rule be…aaarrrghhhsssshisss…ahhh!”


  The Cardinal collapsed as he placed the crown on Phillips head. The crowd fell forward in shouts of terror as he nearly fell over the balcony. Johnas and Phillip caught him at the last moment then helped him to the guards and priests that rushed to his aid.


  Johnas wasted not a moment, raising his hand with King Phillip’s. “The king is dead, long live the king!”


  “Long live the king!” The crowd chanted as more coins of silver and gold tossed from royal guards and the nobles on the balcony.


  “Long Live the king!”


  “Long live…” Angeline heard it as she passed through the stone walls, as disgusted as she could be, she knew it was not her affair. Only the doppelganger mattered to her now.


  She withdrew from her passage of the rock, ancient walls of L’Herrim closing and reshaping behind her. Angry old walls, they did not care for walking through at all. She felt it, as if the very foundation had hate built up over thousands of years. Up the stairs, guards were scattering toward something, someone was screaming.


  The ages old tapestries hung silent, great kings and queens upon stallions, statues she passed as well. She drew Charity from behind her robes. That garnered her some unwanted attention from servants and glancing guards.


  “Assassin!” Someone yelled it, but she kept her pace toward the upper hall adjacent to the balcony, the false Cardinal could not have gotten far.


  Angeline turned the corner, kicked in the door to her right, and there it was. Four armored guards, three priests, and four servants all mobbing the screaming Cardinal. They were all trying to help with what they thought was blood, all save the strange servants who were just trying to cover screaming mouths with their hands.


  Some turned toward her, this red haired northern Kivanite woman, who beheld a hand and a half blade of unmatched elegance. Angeline took one knee to the floor, guards coming, and focused all she had through Charity, asking for the strength to reveal falseness on the wind. Seconds later, the screams of loss at a dying Cardinal turned to screams of horror. The weakened shapeshifter could no longer hold its guise with the strange forces the woman summoned against it.


  There on the ground in the upper hall, sat Arilli, a twitching doppelganger covered in deep blue blood. Its stomach torn in two places, two small rodent sized duplicates of itself were gnawing on its face, more eating their way out from the inside. The servants backed up slowly, silently. The guards went mad at the sight, smashing the little ones as they hissed and screeched. The priests fell to prayer, all but one who joined in destroying the madness. Eight more crawled out with black fangs bared, and eight more met their ends as halbreds and stomping boots greeted them into this world. The four servants pulled up masks from under their common garb, black masks, and withdrew curved scimitars and hidden daggers as well.


  Angeline did not wait for them to turn on her, she ran down the stairs as fast as her legs would go. Her mind was weary from passing through stone twice, from all the focus in the crowd, and the immense strain of revealing Ariili for what it was. She felt fatigue wash over her. A dagger flung end over end from above the spiral stairs, she parried it safely away with a slash of her blade. Another whistled by, she ducked and it landed into a framed painting of Richmond the Second. A third grazed her hair, the fourth landed in her shoulder, deep.


  Still on a dead run, the lady of the Knights Soujan dodged past armored guards that fumbled in surprise before they could even yell, By the time they shouted and were ready, she was two halls and three turns past. She pulled the curved dagger from her shoulder, blood running hot into her green adorned robes and clothing. No time to heal, she tossed the dagger behind her, clattering on the stone and then onto carpet.


  “Charity, help me.” She asked outloud, sweat glistening on her light olive skin, pain shooting down her arm as she ran to the northern entrance to the castle.


  The doors flung open with a gale of wind, the ten plate wearing guards were knocked down, covering their faces from the sudden storm of air and assault of the doors they protected. She ran with the invisible burst of wind, into the northern square, past the new golden statue of Alden and Saint Tarumin, then the air calmed. People stared, yelled, pointed and shouted as Angeline made for the sidestreets, sword in one hand, holding her bloody shoulder with the other. She followed her blade, its whims, not her own will.


  An arm wrapped around her waist, pulled her into a doorway, then the door slammed. She struggled, it was dark, then she saw blue light, two blue lights.


  “Quiet now, Angeline of Charity, be still.”


  The voice was deep, his grip released, his eyes blinked. She blinked, adjusting to the dim room, only a trickle of light shone from the front of what smelled to be a bakery. The blue light came from his eyes, she had seen them before. His outline was of a well muscled man, nearly seven feet tall, black beard and wearing old peasant clothes of white.


  “Annar?” Angeline sheathed her blade, fell to a knee, looking up at those irridescent blue eyes that met hers. Her blood dripped from the soaked sleeve of her robe, pattering onto the floor.


  “I was waiting to find you alone. I expected to meet you outside of the city. I need you to take me to the west.”


  “You are, you are…the son of Seirena, the God of strength and…why do you…” Her words trailed off into nothing as his hand touched her shoulder. She blinked, a long blink that had untold minutes she could not recall. Her arm felt no pain, her stomach no hunger, her mind was clear and refreshed.


  “I am many things, yes. But I cannot travel without protection, not any more. My will on the world is nearly gone, I have passed it on to another. I have no great temples left to give me praise, I will explain on the way.” Annar showed no emotion, just looked, breathed, and waited for Angeline to stand and take him where he dared not go alone. The world had changed over the last several millennia, and he did not understand it. Cities, one sun instead of two, humans everywhere, it was all very strange.


  “It is my duty, my honor, to protect you, Annar son of Seirena. Follow me.” She felt the words from inside, from her sword, and from the air.
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  “That is rather messy, I dare say, what a monster.” Johnas rubbed his face, the scratches bothered him as he knew others stared at the temporary imperfections to his handsome complexion. The pile of Ariili, in true form, unmoving with ten squashed little Ariilis was disturbing, but he had seen worse. All that bothered him was that he had not known how doppelgangers reproduced, and that he was not made aware ahead of time. Now he knew.


  “Now what, will we need another doppelganger to pose as the cardinal?” King Phillip removed the heavy crown and set it on a pedestal. One of the Emerald Eight closed the doors and drew the curtains behind him.


  “My king, my king, what terror infiltrates here? What demons are these that haunt the Aldane?” The priest, the only one not in shock, stood by the four royal guards. None bowed, they had forgotten in all they had seen that their new king stood before them. The doors leading out of the hall shut, then the doors to the stairs down closed as well. Masked agents, three of four, moving quickly as their Patriarch now stood in the room.


  The priest was ignored as if he were not in the room.“No, I feel with a few more speeches like that, and with the Legionairres under your command, you will do well. Balric did manage to kill the five nobles with any tie to a claim for the crown, so that is indeed safe.” Johnas Valhera put one finger on his throat, dragged it down to his sternum, then touched near his left eye. The sign was seen by his three deadly assassins, the sign of no witnesses.


  Two masked servants plunged their blades into four royal guards, the third sliced the necks of the two priests in shock, and King Phillip drew his rapier and drove it into the one asking the questions. Seven bodies fell to the floor, reaching for something, their blood spreading in seven pools on white marble.


  “Well done Phillip, you learn quick. How is your shoulder?” Johnas stepped over the carnage and sat in a plum colored velvet cushioned chair.


  “Burns like hell.” He had received the brand of the White Spider this morning, taken the oath to Johnas, and was King of Harlaheim a few hours later.


  “Your only concerns are this, and you will have my full assistance. Finding the Kivanite woman, Richmond’s body, and the three fugitives, Balric, Sebastian, and Edians. Your bounty will spread easily, but I feel our agents will find them first. Once that is done, simply maintain peace here with the Legion. The Aldane will not withdraw them until they investigate the Cardinal’s death and meet with you, and a crate and a half of paperwork over years will pile up before they return to Shanador.” Johnas reached for the grapes on the night stand, popping them one by one into his mouth.


  “By then, I will have my own army to replace the one you are taking.” Phillip sat across from Johnas, pulled a kerchief from his regal armor plates, and cleaned his blade.


  “Indeed, are the ships prepared?”


  “They are. You will have the entire five thousand of Harlaheim’s finest, and thirty of my ships. That leaves me with two thousand men, nine thousand legionairres, and forty galleons. I can keep peace with that, I would hope.” Phillip smiled.


  “I would hope so, King Phillip the First, but, I will be leaving you some assistance nonetheless.”


  “And what, praetell, would this be in reference to, my Patriarch?”


  The knock at the door stopped the conversation, two agents listened, heard what they needed to hear, and opened it for their fourth. A rolling cart for the banquets preceeded the masked servant, covering the warlock mirrors.


  “Impeccable timing, come forward, all of you. Read me my latest words from agents abroad, would you?” Johnas propped one boot on the chair across from the night stand, relaxing in a room full of blood and death.


  Phillip watched as the agents weaved their fingers in traces of arcane patterns on a white marble slab, then did the same on gold lettering on a black marble slab. Then, more words appeared on the white one, all in a language that he had never seen. “Marvelous. And each city has one of these, that can contact you?”


  “Each Domenarch must he himself, or a trained wizard in his employ, use these to report in weekly or as needed. You, Phillip, will be replacing Florin in that regard and learning how to use the warlock mirrors, so watch closely.”


  “Vermillion of the South has nothing to report my prince, nothing since he informed you that he had captured Prince Bryant of Chazzzrynn.” Diamond of the Mountain read steady, without any emotion, just as Johnas liked.


  “Next.”


  “Crimson of the North and Sapphire of the East have arrived safely in Arouland, nothing to report, all is as it should be.” He had never met any of the other agents, besides his brothers and sister here in the room, but he did not show his interest, only read what was there.


  “Good, the war is moving along then and Salah Cam must be behaving. Next.”


  “Cadius of Devonmir says that Jade of the West is dead, killed by Chalas Kalaza, the brown minotaur. He says that Rinicus has also been slain, and the Lords of Devonmir demand answers for a recent attack to their arena and barracks. They wish to meet with you, or they will take matters into their own hands as they have lost many men and slaves over this incident. Also, Cadius says that this minotaur has taken over operations in bloody fashion there, and Sylette Sassari of Shalokahn is most dipleased by the recent news that Kaya T’Vellon has murdered her cousin, Vossir. He has rebuilt the mirrors, and mild control is being attempted.” Diamond of the Mountain realized now that he was part of seven, not eight. He felt sad, even though he had never met Jade of the West.


  “Now here, Phillip, is where action is required. All the chaos that is in Devonmir will require a few of the Emerald Eight to straighten out.” Johnas furrowed his brow, he hated hearing of his favorites meeting their ends. Phillip looked confused as Johnas raised his head back up.


  “I am sorry, truly. The Emerald Eight are those I have trained myself, for many years, and are the deadliest with the blade, their killing, stealth, and their undying loyalty. Their names are given by me, covers to hide any identity. Each one watches the actions of many domenarchs and one other of the eight, keeping this organization of mine, honest.”


  “So I heard four in the messages, one being dead, who are these four then?”


  “Diamond of the Mountain, Emerald of the Ocean, Ruby of the Sea, and Silk of the River. Quadruplets, all brown hair and brown eyes, three boys, and Silk is the sister. I had them since shortly after birth, ingenious of me, I might add. Once you see the small moles and scars, you will know who is who. Took me years.”


  “Impressive.” Phillip could barely tell that Silk of the River was a girl, they were all identical in hair, eyes, skin, and motion. Only the girl was a bit smaller and had some feminine curves that she tried to hide.


  “Speaking of, Diamond, did you get the woman responsible for these little hit and run attacks upon us?”


  Diamond of the Mountain shook his head.


  “No? She is well trained this Kivanite woman.”


  Diamond unfolded a dagger from a black cloth, his curved dagger he found on the hall floor, still red with the womans’ blood. “I will track her, Prince Johnas. It will be easy with this.”


  “Excellent, at least we have something.” Johnas nodded back.


  “They can track with just the blood? I could use those skills here indeed.” Phillip watched as the black robed assassins moved about the room, sharpened blades, all in silence.


  “Silk and Diamond will be staying here, with you. My gift. However, Ruby and Emerald will be travelling to Devonmir. Meet with Cadius and Chalas there, meet with the old sorcerer lords, and send me word of what will need to be done to keep the peace and prosperity.” Johnas stood, having no further business in Harlaheim that he could think of.


  “My Patriarch, my Prince, it has been a pleasure. I will knight many loyal blades, kill our enemies, and see Harlaheim to better days. Then, to Willborne.” Phillip put his crown back upon his head, stepped over the blood pools on the floor, and walked Prince Johnas out of L’Herrim.


  “Remember to announce my position as regent of Harlaheim, the papers are already signed and in the vaults. That peace agreement explains my need for soldiers, make that public as well. Send money every month, I have taken as much as the ship will hold for now.” The Prince of Valhirst walked down the halls, receiving bows and curtsies just as King Phillip did. His king, his man, so his kingdom.


  “The mess in the upper hall, will…”


  “Yes, the eight will have your agents take care of the bodies. You will meet your contacts and branded members soon, but you only have twenty or so in the city. Harlaheim has been a sorespot for me, here in the capital, and in Devonmir. You have your work cut out for you, I expect great things, King Phillip.” Johnas turned and embraced him having seen his men from Chazzrynn waiting for him at the western gates to L’Herrim Castle.


  “Safe journey, good conquest, and next I hear from you it will be King Johnas Valhera of Chazzrynn, no?” Phillip waved.


  “Yes, yes indeed it will.” Johnas walked with his armed guards and soldiers to the docks and piers that had the Morninghawk and another five thousand soldiers that would be returning to Valhirst with him. He breathed in deep the fresh salty air, people waving and bowing as he passed. Here he was already regal and noble beyond that of an ordinary man. In Chazzrynn, he knew, he had some wars to wage and men to kill to achieve that. Johnas smiled more at the thought of it. Despite some loose ends here, this felt more like his seat than in Chazzrynn, it felt like victory. The Prince of Valhirst nodded to the captain, and boarded the Morninghawk, destined for home.


  



   


  Lavress III:IV


  Temple of the Whitemoon, Central Chazzrynn


  Liogan Andellis was in a daze. The grass moved and spoke to him, the trees whispered his name, naked dryads with perky breasts and leaves in their hair snickered at him. Everything moved, the touch of air made his entire body tingle. He stumbled, the stones outside moved right in front of him. “Hello there, smooth white stones, hello.”


  Hello Liogan


  “The stones talk too, what about the trees?”


  We hear you, can you hear us?


  “Yes, banyans, you all hear me. This is like a dream.”


  He wandered the grove, talking, touching, sitting, standing, and meandering in a newfound world of pleasure and mystery.


  “How long will this last, the king---“


  “I told you, no interfering. If it is Her will, he will go to his king and save him. Too much time fighting the wicked and being surrounded by humans has dulled your sense of her mystery, Lavress. Your faith is not what it likely was when you were taken by the Hedim Anah.” Grnikol stood outside the stairs, next to the deadly elven hunter, watching this young boy with the gift of the Goddess.


  “Time is precious, this kingdom is in great danger. The men who rule Chazzrynn will not survive what I fear brews in the west. Eliah Shendrynn, in league with Salah Cam, the ogre of Avegarne and the trolls of Mun Parr, it is a force that a kingdom without a king could not stop. This Johnas Valhera, he plots from the east and has the kings’ son captive. Were the king to die, all of Chazzrynn may fall from our lack of action.” Lavress stewed, will or no will, he still wished to do what could be done to stop his enemies.


  “Perhaps the Goddess sees what you cannot, what no one can. The kingdoms of men are likely not her concern as much as the preservation of life. Do not judge or love by titles, names, or words. I am an ogre, cast out due to my size and raised by the temple, but still an ogre. Do you think me an enemy?” Grnikol stood, spear of twisted and enchanted wood secure in his hands, resting upon it as he watched Liogan dance and frolick in the grass.


  “Of course not. You are the guardian and protector of Princess Ramaya-nun, of her temple, and of all within.”


  “And all that was given to me was Her will, not my doing. Great things come from patience, men think great things come from destruction, conquest, and the rush of word and blade over others. That is why they live short lives of a most meaningless existence. They have forgotten Her, and for the most part, have forgotten her children. Alden, who gave his wings and blood to them on the earth, is the only one they still pay any mind to. Is that what it takes? For men to worship and believe, they need to see and see with blood and with their own eyes. Even then, they will eventually twist the faith, forget, and shed blood of innocents in the name of their worship. It is not what the Carician Gods of the Whitemoon set out to achieve for the world, for it to survive the dark father. Men are corrupt, and you may learn that in the most painful way, Lavress Tilaniun.” Grnikol watched as Liogan climbed the hill, twirling and touching everything, then he stopped and stared, frozen. Grnikol turned and walked down the stairs.


  “But not this morning, Grnikol, not today.” Lavress smiled and stared at the wonder of Liogan and his behavior.


  Liogan crawled like an animal on the hunt, closer to the top of the hill he crept. Peeking, then ducking, then peering over, he spotted the tents in the distance. Curious, he ran closer, hiding behind each tree and stone. The horses looked at him, and he to them.


  “Magnificent stallion, who lives here?”


  The men that ride us, the king’s men. What are you doing?


  “I am hunting, what should I be doing?”


  Your king is dying, I think they wait for someone to heal him.


  “Where? I might know someone.”


  In the big white and blue tent, the one with the falcon flags.


  “Thank you great beast, I will see what I can do for you.”


  Liogan crept, on all fours, to the tent with the pictures of falcons that moved when the wind told them to move. Men moved out of his way, a pretty robed lady in black waved her hand and they listened. She opened the flap for him, and in he went. Marcus shook his head and looked to the grass then began to pray quietly to Alden.


  There was a man Liogan recognized, gray and black trimmed beard, round old face and very little hair on top of it. He was pale, peaceful, dressed in nice clothing, except for his chest and arm that had white cloths and red stains. He sniffed, the arm smelled bad, so did the shoulder and his chest. The man was barely breathing, but his eyes opened.


  “Young…Liogan…Andellis…you look different…what…is…it? Tell…your…king.” He could barely see, hardly talk, and this young boy of Southwind had a golden glow around him. He knew he was dying, or already dead perhaps.


  “You smell sick, what is your name?”


  “I am…Mikhail…Salganat…your…king.”


  “I can make you better, but you have to promise me something first.” Liogan sat, like a dog, his tail would wag were he to have one.


  Lavress stood outside the tent, next to Aelaine and the Chancellor, fifty men gathered close.


  “What is he doing? He is like an animal in there, on the floor, licking things. What did they do to him?” She was angry, nervous, the king had stopped breathing twice this morning, only to resume with much blood in his coughs. The silent men, some of Vallakazz, some Southwind, yet all of Chazzrynn, watched with disapproving eyes.


  “I have no control over the will of Seirena or her priests. We cannot interfere.” Lavress was calm, patient, standing in front of the flaps of the tent like a guardian himself.


  “He is asking strange questions, like it is not him. Can this be hurried?” Father Marcus was frustrated, yet not as much as Aelaine.


  “No, it cannot.”


  “I…will…promise to forget…this place…and remember…to…honor…God more…often…yes.” Mikhail was fading.


  “And, give Liogan, that’s me of course, a knighthood and let him go with Lavress Tilaniun wherever he wants.” Liogan scratched in various places that a grown man would refrain from scratching in front of a king.


  “I promise…to…ahhh..uhhh…eh…” Mikhail’s eyes closed, his last breath gave out.


  “Then may you, Mikhail Salganat, have all that I have inside me, I heal your injuries and infections, and hold you to your words. Do not forget what I have shown you, do not forget to give my children honor!” The voice was not his own, his hand touched the king’s shoulder, golden light brighter than the sun flashed.


  “That was not Liogan’s voice, that was a woman’s voice! Who is in there with our king!?” Aelaine fought to get in, Lavress would not let her pass. Marcus Mederris stood with him.


  “Stop, Lady of Lazlette, please. We cannot interfere.” He restrained her arms, shielded her eyes, he knew that voice and that glow, and who was truly in there.


  The soldiers were divided, they wanted to see and help Aelaine, yet they were afraid to disrupt whatever was happening. Then they heard it, loud and clear after the stange glow faded, laughter. Jovial, sincere, laughter rose in the tent from their king and Liogan Andellis.


  Lavress let go of the Lady of Vallakazz, let the men pass him by, it was their moment, not his. He stood in the flaps of the tent, watching the soldiers crowd around Mikhail. His bandages were removed, the wound never was if one were to look. Marcus Mederris saw the flush and full face of his king and hit his knees, feathered cross in hand. Aelaine wept, standing as the king stood before her, her hands over her mouth, fingers trembling. Liogan was laughing, Mikhail was laughing, though they knew not why.


  “Lady Aelaine, Chancellor Marcus, Liogan Andellis, I thank you all and all of you fine men of Chazzrynn. I could not be more blessed to have such loyalty and love in my kingdom. Now, now that I feel well enough for my armor, where is the army?” Mikhail did indeed look healthier than he had appeared in a decade.


  “In Southwind your majesty, they await orders, or our return.” Chancellor Marcus, still on his knees, gave the update.


  “And the battle there, you were victorious I recall. Where is that elf, Lavress Tilaniun? Ah, hiding outside the tent I see. Come in my brave elven warrior, come in.”


  “Your highness, glad to see you alive and well.” Lavress bowed.


  “Much thanks to you. I am indebted to you and your order, whoever they are. I cannot recall much, but that I know.” He smiled to the savage elf.


  “I am honored only that it succeeded, and that you are well, your majesty.” Lavress smiled to Liogan, knowing it was him that truly saved the king, though neither of them would remember much of it.


  “Now, what news of my son? How goes the siege in Valhirst?”


  That decade of refreshing vigor faded, Mikhail read the faces of Aelaine and Lavress. No one else made comment, just looked to one another as if someone else had the answer. The Lady of Lazlette and the hunter of the Hedim Anah just lowered their heads, trying to remain still. Without words, they gave away to the king that there was something they did not want to say, eyes they did not want to meet his on this subject, and Mikhail sat back down.


  “Tell me. Tell me what has happened to my only son.”
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  The rock hit him in the chest this time. Clack, clack, clack.


  Another, this boy was ruthless, it hit the leg. Clack, clack.


  “You are not much of a prince now. I think you are good target practice for stones though.” Oggidan had been sent by Vermillion of the South to keep an eye on the prisoners, Prince Bryant Salganat most of all.


  “You would do well to run, young one. When my father comes, and his army behind him, Valhirst will be---“ Thud, the rock hit him in the mouth then bounced along the stone floor.


  Clack, clack, clack


  “With you chained up to the wall like this, I thought it would be easier to hit your face. In the dark, I am still only getting one out of six or so, those are not good odds.” Oggidan laughed.


  Blood dripped from his split lip, his head had several lumps, and his entire torso ached from days and days of these rocks from this curly red headed bastard boy with one hand. He looked to the other cells, his men chained similar. Some had been killed, some hung from the walls he had heard when guards talked too much, and some were sold to the Taberlo slave trade.


  The sounds of war and siege had stopped yesterday, whatever assault his remaining soldiers had attempted had come to an end. His missing ring finger throbbed, but they had burned it shut with a hot brand after they cut it off. Bryant remembered the battle, the severed tongues of his men, men that he was tricked into killing. He recalled the fight between he and the black robed man known as Vermillion, the one who did not talk much. It all happened so fast. Their blades locked, two shortblades against his shield and broadsword. There were flashes of steel, dodges, parries, it looked glorious at the time. Then, all went black. His temple throbbed the worst, knowing he had taken a blow from a sword pommel there, and awoke here, in chains.


  Thud, clack, clack, clack


  Right in the forehead, Bryant raged out in anger, the chains stopping him ten feet before the boy leaning against the bars with a handful of stones in the dark.


  “Direct hit! I am getting better at this! And do not ever call me boy again, or cry about your father. When he does come, he will die too. We have a plan for your daddy, be sure of that.”


  “Then why not kill me now?”


  “Prince Johnas wishes that honor for himself, wants to see you beg.”


  “Will not happen. The king will see this city leveled to the ground before that, I know my father.” Bryant walked backwards, resting against the wall again. The smell in here was awful and full of mildew. The only light was a torch of strange green light some fifty feet down the prison walkway, and the food was but old bread and ground salty meat served with stale water. He was weak, hurt, and constantly tormented and tortured by this boy and other agents.


  “You invaded with a thousand men from inside, and four more thousand laid siege. Now, you have nothing, they all retreated. Your father got that many more? No, Vermillion says he don’t. And when Prince Johnas returns, he is gonna have many more.” Oggidan picked up his rocks, walked back to the bars, and took aim.


  “Returning from where?”


  Thud, clack, clack


  It hit him in the chest, he winced on instinct now, his whole body was sensitive from the bruising that was surely underneath these dirty rags.


  “Harlaheim. He has more than one kingdom ya’ know, he will have them all, like the Altestani did up north on their continent. Then, Johnas will be a great emperor too, you’’ll see.”


  “Is that what he tells you? Ha! Is that before he cattle brands you, or after? Stupid little whelp, whoever took your hand did the people a disservice by not finishing the job and ridding a bit of idiocy from the world.” He tried to invoke some anger, get some more information from the boy, likely at the cost of great pain.


  Thud, clack, clack


  His elbow spasmed in sharp pain, his laughter stopped and his face turned red trying to fight the ache.


  “Won’t work, the Emerald Eight are training me, orders of Prince Johnas himself. Then, I will take my revenge on Kendari, I will take both his hands, and his head. We’ll see who is stupid then.” Oggidan was serious now, sensitive to his missing appendage still, he threw harder.


  Thud, Clack, clack


  The glancing blow went off his ear, but Bryant turned his head quick anyway, sighed, then dropped limp. His arms hurt, but he did not move, he left his mouth open a bit to look uconscious. Another rock hit him, below the neck. He remained loose despite the pain, it took all he had not to grimace or flinch. He heard the footsteps come closer.


  “Shart, shart on me! I focking killed him! Wake up stupid prince, shart, shart, shart, I am---gggllllgghhh!”


  Bryant kicked up with his legs and pulled with all he had left in his arms. His calves wrapped around this boys’ neck. He twisted his body, turning Oggidan over sideways, then locked his feet together and squeezed. His shinbones were tight on the windpipe and back of the neck, no sound issued. Oggidan reached for his shortblade, since his gauntlet blade was by the bars and his pile of rocks. Bryant twisted the other way, nearly breaking the boys’ back as he turned him over again. He wrenched back and forth, then heard the steel sword hit the cold stone, he kept squeezing. Something moved, a shadow, then his forehead was struck and all spun into darkness.


  Gasping for air, his eyes nearly falling from their sockets, his head ready to burst from the pressure, Oggidan crawled around the floor in search of his breath. A rough hand pulled him up.


  “I told you to be careful, to watch him, not to fock around like a fool. Is this man in a cage?” Vermillion’s deep voice was intimidating, even to other trained killers.


  Oggidan nodded.


  “Is he a warrior, a killer, trained to fight?”


  Oggidan nodded again.


  “Then why would you poke and play with a caged and wounded animal? There is nothing more dangerous, is there?”


  Oggidan shook his head no, holding his throat and rubbing it in hopes the air would return soon.


  “Next time, he will kill you. Sword or no sword, he will do anything to be free. What will you do?” Vermillion picked up the gauntlet blade the boy used for his missing hand, then his shortblade and handed them to the Oggidan.


  His voice eked out from the small swollen passage in his throat. “Make sure there is no next time, keep my distance.”


  “Correct. It is like the moon I showed you, your boundaries are like a circular moon around you in every direction. This, is no different. Upstairs, time for another lesson.”


  Vermillion of the South drew his paired shortblades of masterful quality, and silently walked up the stairs. He looked back to make sure Oggidan followed, glanced at Prince Bryant who was breathing heavy and out cold, then turned and continued up. He would hang three more for the prince’s attack, after he cut out their tongues. Then he would grind them and serve the tongues again, another meal fit for a prince.
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  The riders charged off with the sealed letters from their king, six men in all. The rest broke camp, packed their gears and tents, and readied for war. The letters had been simple, send me your men, to Valhirst, prepared for war. They rode to Southwind Keep, Saint Gavrielle, Addisonia, Vallakazz, Silverbridge, and even the capital city of Loucas. After his grieving sight of his sons’ finger and royal ring, having read the letter from Johnas Valhera, Mikhail had resolved not to give in to terror, extortion, or any demand or trick of the Prince of Valhirst. If it was war Johnas wanted, he would get it. His crying had lasted hours, but his resolve was stronger.


  The sun was warm, the breeze felt refreshing, but the king cared not. He was as stone, cold and quiet, armored and armed, and sitting atop a white steed awaiting the ride to Valhirst.


  “Your majesty, Johnas wants you to meet him in all out war, you are walking into a trap. The man is always steps ahead of you, why take his bait?” Chancellor Marcus, despite his queries, was dressed in his armor and ready atop his brown mare.


  “It is in Gods hands. I cannot leave my son to die in Valhirst, yet I will not give my crown to that wretch either. If I wait, he will attack other cities, murder nobles, and take it one way or the other. My only hope is, I can outnumber him with aid from the other lords and cities, and hit his walls faster than he thinks I will.” Mikhail looked east, waiting to give the order.


  “I will stay with you, as I know he has been rumored to house wizards among his council.” Aelaine vowed to herself not to get involved, she hated war. It cost her former husband in Arouland fourteen long years ago. Yet, she could not leave now, her king would need her.


  “And, Johnas has doppelgangers, I have seen them. Surely the man who greets me, and my son on the field, will be but those creatures in disguise. I know what I charge into. God knows, so hopefully my prayers will be heard.”


  “Your majesty?” Liogan Andellis, back to himself now, took a knee before his mounted king.


  “Yes, young Andellis, bearer of a proud name, what is it?” Mikhail thought of James Andellis, the man from the battle of Arouland that he had field knighted at sea after boarding his ship. He smiled, knowing that truth and glory came in mysterious ways sometimes.


  “My name, sire? Why is it proud?”


  “Sir Baril Andellis and I fought in a war or two together, and Sir James Andellis was the lone survivor of a war with the ogre, even faced Avegarne alone. Good men, both of them. Carry the name well son. Now, what is it you wanted to ask me?”


  “I was wondering, while your son, Prince Bryant, is inside, and you are outside waging the big war and all, well…”


  “What, you are afraid to charge in? Thousands upon thousands frightens you, Liogan?” Mikhail spoke loud, not wanting to hear anymore pessimism on his actions, least of all from a young soldier.


  “No sire.”


  “Good. Does victory frighten you? The flags of Chazzrynn and of your king over Valhirst and a conquered enemy?”


  “No sire.”


  “Excellent, then what is it you need from me?”


  “Your son sire, they will kill him, won’t they? If you do not surrender, I heard the Lady say it, but she won’t tell you.”


  “That is, possible, but he is too valuable to Johnas, it is a bluff that---“ The King of Chazzrynn had rarely in his whole life been interrupted.


  “With all due respect sire, I don’t trust em’. I request permission to go in at night, infiltrate their city from the docks in the bay to the east, and rescue your son while you have them distracted to the west. There, I said it, whew.” Liogan was sweating.


  “That sounds a bit insane, like a suicide attempt young soldier. You, alone, in a strange city, at night? Are you well?” Chancellor Marcus looked at Liogan.


  “No, I will not be alone. Lavress Tilaniun will be with me. We can do it, your highness.” Liogan looked to Lavress. The savage elf had a look of shock on his face, having no inclination that he was involved in any of this.


  “Lavress, mighty brave of you to offer such a task to a man who is not your king. I commend you once more.” Mikhail felt at peace, something stirred that told him this was allright, yet his mind could not think of one logical reason why he would agree to it.


  “Your majesty I---“ Lavress began to tell him no, he had not offered, and had no idea of this ridiculous mission. He was cut off by Mikhail before it emerged from his lips.


  “But, I cannot send a soldier to die in the depths of Valhirst on such a mission. Were I younger, I would go myself.” The king looked to the sad face of Liogan Andellis.


  “No, your majesty?”


  “No, but I can send a knight to that noble and brave cause. Kneel.” Mikhail drew his sword, golden enchanted broadsword glimmering in the sun, his banners whipping in the breeze ontop of a green hill. He could not tell why by just thinking, but he was doing as he should, something inside told him that.


  Liogan knelt, tears weltering but not falling, he lowered his head. He felt the sword of his king touch his shoulders then lay flat on his head. His heart froze, not sure if it was beating too fast, or not at all.


  “Do you swear to defend your king, your kingdom of Chazzrynn, and the people against any enemy?”


  “I do, your majesty.”


  “Will you fight with honor, with bravery, and show no fear?”


  “I will, my king.”


  “Then, Liogan Andellis, soldier of Southwind Keep you are no more. Rise, Sir Liogan Andellis, Knight of Chazzrynn!”


  Sir Liogan rose, looked up to his king, trembling at the age of almost seventeen. “Your majesty.”


  “Sir Liogan, you have asked your king to infiltrate Valhirst amidst a war, and rescue the heir prince to the kingdom. This mission is most dangerous, would you choose someone to accompany you?”


  “Him, my lord, master Lavress.” Sir Liogan pointed to Lavress, all men looking to the elf.


  “Lavress Tilaniun, will you accept this mission for the King of Chazzrynn, to help Sir Liogan save my son?” His eyes were wet, he felt something in his throat, he fought it.


  This boy is dead if I do not go, we are likely both dead even if I do. The Goddess saved him, through the other, but I am not to get involved. He is a quick learner though. He looked to Liogan Andellis, his archer from Southwind, now a knight.


  “I accept, your highness. We will rescue Prince Bryant.” Lavress bowed his head.


  “To Valhirst! To the Prince!” Mikhail raised his blade high, reared his stallion on the hill, and charged east, toward the city of his nephew.


  “To the Prince!” All fifty men, Aelaine, the Chancellor, and Sir Liogan raised either hand or blade and chanted the same. They followed their king down the hill to the east, ready for war. All hoping an army would arrive to wage it with them.


  Lavress looked north to the grove in the distance. He saw Niastae, though no one else would see the sphinx behind the sacred stones, not on a glorious charge with their king. He saw Grnikol, swarmed with sprites and pixies, outside the banyan tree circle. They had been watching, listening from afar, hidden by the trees and grasses that surrounded the Temple of the Whitemoon.


  The hunter bowed, then gave the sign of peace and love, from heart, to lips, then brow. They returned the blessed sign, then wandered back into the grove beyond sight. He ran after the ensemble with a revived king, a young knight, a mighty lady of the arcane, and a Chancellor of Alden. Lavress knew his mission now, though not from any one being within his order of the Hedim Anah. He knew his going had come from the words and will of someone much higher than that.


  



   


  Exodus III:X


  Dead Man’s Pass, Misathi Mountains


  “Is that…water?” Gwenneth looked to the waterskin Shinayne held out. Her vision was blurry, the heat had been terrible for three days, it was making her sick.


  “Drink. It is bitter, from a spiral cactus we found, but it will help.” Shinayne was tired, the midday sun reminded her of their predicament, stole her strength, and even she had to rest in the shade of a rocky outcropping.


  “How much did you get?” James, a little more used to dehydration from his years of drinking only wine, was faring only mildy better in the scorching vale.


  “Two skins worth, Saberrak found them actually. Here, take the other.”


  James drank little, saving it for Zen who plodded up to them and into the forgiving shadow of the rocks above.


  “Is that water, tell me it’s water. Just lie to me and say it be water.” Zen was covered in sweat, his head was burned, his ears peeling, dragging his armor on his shield with a leather belt tied to the armstraps.


  “Just for you, take it, I am fine.” James handed the skin to the dwarven priest.


  “Ahhh…bitter water, warm, but it does the trick, eh?”


  “Saberrak is looking for more of the plants. They have water near the bases of their roots. It is quiet out there, not even a vulture, nor hyena, nor crow in sight for a day and a half.” Shinayne drank what little was left in the waterskin Gwenneth handed back.


  “Any more of those skulled totems?” James let the warm dry air blow on his face, closing his eyes to rest them from the constant glare.


  “Plenty. Recent blood painted on a few as of late, they are watching us. I sense them in the peaks and highpoints, I hear them at night, they are waiting, hunting us.” The elf looked around the cliffs now, seeing nothing.


  “How many?” Zen asked, savoring the water in his belly.


  “I heard as many as eight chanting from one spot, women. I have seen none though. Saberrak says there are more, he can smell them.”


  “What do we do, hunt them?” Gwenne blurted it out, not wanting to move.


  “No, they are quick, that is what they want, for us to track them and tire. We would waste our time. We could set a trap. Lay out in the open, feign injury and moan, that may get them to come closer. But, keeping west and moving fast is the best bet. They surely are not going to follow forever.”


  “What if they just want us far enough away from Marlennak? Far enough that no one will be near to hear or help?” James did not like planning against those he could not see, nor being hunted so far from any civilization.


  “How far Zen, how much further to Evermont at the end of the pass?” Gwenne tried to wake up fully, her mind just speaking what came to it.


  “Eight, nine days for certain. Maybe more. We sure picked the wrong season to do it.” Zen stood, knowing if he didn’t, he would have a harder time standing in a few minutes as his body relaxed.


  “Those storms would sure be nice to have, they would bring some refreshing rain to the valley. Shame they never pass any further north, they just hover over the southern side of the mountains, day after day. Strange weather here.” Shinayne watched the clouds, they nearly seemed the same, every day, going from east to west. She shook her head, the heat and monotony was getting to her mind. She needed to meditate.


  “No dragon either, right?” James asked, not at all frightened. At this point a fight, some fire, anything was better that the dry starving and thirsting in the valley.


  “No, no sign of her. Likely gave up or we lost her. A wyrm that size cannot hide, we could spot it ten miles away in the sky. Come on, let’s get moving.” The elven noblewoman smiled to her exhausted friends, seeing them to their feet, and set out ahead to find her horned companion.


  Shinayne saw Saberrak up on a cliff, she ran up to stand with him. He was still, she made some noise to let him know she was approaching, still he did not move at all. She walked up to him, admiring the wind in her hair and the view of a dozen valleys, more treacherous and small than Deadman’s Pass. She looked to his face, his eyes were faintly blue, effervescent, like shadows of sapphire hung below his brow above the tattoos. He looked down to her then the light vanished.


  “Your eyes again. What is it?”


  “I can feel him, he is going to return home now, but cannot find the way alone. He has a guide, she is taking him somewhere north of here.”


  “Who?”


  “Annar.”


  “Well, that is good then, I would guess?”


  “Not sure.”


  “What do you think it means? If he is who the scroll says, what you believe him to be, then home would mean a good place. Gods belong in the heavens, right?”


  “Not sure. I never learned these things, remember?” Saberrak was calm, curious, dealing with feelings he had not asked for nor knew how to interpret.


  “You have your path, our path, and our journey. You freed him, if he needed any more of you, you would know.” Shinayne grasped, she did not know much of that sort of thing either.


  “No, I do not feel I need to go, just that I am, I can, he is…”


  “Connected.”


  “Yes, that.”


  “I feel that often, with Lavress. It is different, but the same. Cherish it, feel it, do not fight it. It will help when times are most difficult, I assure you.” Shinayne put her hand on his shoulder.


  “How do you know?”


  “I don’t. But, it is better than trying to silently surmise it all on your own, on top of a cliff, in the middle of the sweltering heat, while we need to be finding food and water. Come on, Saberrak Agrannar o’ the Grays, come on.”


  He smiled, just hearing his name felt like nothing he had ever experienced. He had always been Saberrak the slave, the gladiator, son of Tathlyn, a piece of property meant to kill. He followed his elven partner, scouting down into the valley, running when any man would give up, any ordinary minotaur would tire, but not him.
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  Water, cold and wet, then more was dumped on him. The bucket hit the rocks, he heard laughter, much laughter from all around. Tannek tried to open his eyes, he raised his hand to shield his face, even the shade was too bright.


  “Get up brother. Me wife, Chordene, she wants a word with ye’.”


  It was Drodunn’s voice, he knew his wife never liked him, he tried to stand even though he could not see anything yet. He fell, more laughter rose from so many around, his head pounded. Tannek knew he was still drunk, his legs were almost numb and his stomach felt as if he would vomit any moment. He rubbed his eyes, trying to see.


  Smack, smack


  “Allright, she wanted two words then.” Drodunn corrected.


  Tannek felt his face turn red from the hard slaps of his brothers’ wife, he knew them well all these years. He had earned many.


  “Taking the long road to the mines, eh? Hundred years it is then.” Tannek saw his men now, armed, staring at him and none too happy despite the laughter at his inebriation.


  “No, brother.”


  “Life in the mines? I hate that king, really I do.”


  “No, not that brother.”


  “Shart, they gonna have my own men execute us then? Blasted Therrak. He always hated the southern scouts, jealous he was. Thought it would at least been a toss into the crevice.” Tannek stood now, wobbly as he was. “At least I go out drunk. Allright, get it over with.”


  High Hammer Brunnwik handed him an axe, patted him on the shoulder, and walked back by Drodunn.


  “What? I gots to do it to me self? Now that is just too much! Ye’ tell Therrak to come down and handle it like a dwarf, like a king should!” His eyes saw blurred outlines now, the northern doors, but his southern men. Wagons, five hundred armed men around him for sure. One wagon had a stone coffin. A look of confusion washed over him.


  “I am dead already. This not be real. I lost, and they killed me, and this is Mount Maonell, the home o’ Vundren. Oh, shart, they killed ye’ too?” Tannek had tears in his eyes.


  “No brother. Ye’ won.”


  “I won?”


  “Ye’ don’t remember, do ye’?”


  “Nope.”


  “Do ye’ remember the rematch the next day, for a hundred more men and double the supplies?”


  “Nope.”


  “How about the rematch last night, for King Therrak’s battle axe?”


  “Nope, can’t say that I do.” Tannek looked to the axe in his hand, it was not his. It was definitely gold and kingly, much like King Therraks. In fact it was.


  “And the last one, this morning? For his underpants? Ye’ remember that one?” Drodunn shook his head.


  Tannek pulled his trousers open, looked, they were not his. Nice and silky and green with axes and spears lining the cloth. Laughter erupted from the five hundred dwarves around them at the north doors of Marlennak.


  “These aren’t mine, brother.”


  “I know, ye’ won all damn four challenges. It got a bit stupid toward the end. Neither one of ye’ could really talk much.”


  “Aye, bet it did.” Tannek laughed as much as his throbbing head would allow.


  “So, we’re all officially exiled. With five hundred dwarves, the relics of Sheldathain, hell the whole sarcophogous on a wheeled wagon, and ye’ be in command.” Drodunn patted his brother on the shoulder, smiling. Then he punched him right across the face, knocking him to the ground.


  “Aye, I deserve that I s’pose. Any more?”


  “No, ye’ be my brother, I love ye’, but aye ye’ deserved that one. Ye’ always drink too much, and well, ye’ escalate things a bit. Kings underpants and axe and all that, what the hells were ye’ thinkin’? Now, we can never return home unless the kings both pardon us. And ye’ know one of em’ won’t.” Drodunn pulled his brother back up to his feet.


  “Aye, ye’ know, yer wife hits harder than ye’ do though.”


  “That is cuz’ she really hates ye’, especially now.”


  “And you?”


  “Naye, yer me blood, an Anduvann, we are all in this together now, like it or no.”


  “Now what?” Tannek looked around.


  “If it were me, I would raise that damn axe ye’ won really high. Then, I would yell somethin’ like on to Kakisteele, or to King Thalanaxe, or thereabouts. Up to you.”


  “Which way we goin’, before I sound off and look a fool?” Tannek whispered so no one would hear.


  “North brother, the wagons won’t survive the pass through the mountains. We make for the Shanador Tradeway, open road. That way we can catch Azenairk somewhere before the Kaki Mountains, they got a three day lead on us, and no supplies. So we need to hurry.” Drodunn smiled, his eyes motioning toward the north.


  “Is it really out there? Ye’ think?” Tannek looked to his older brother.


  “Aye, ye’ better believe it is, at least until we find out different.”


  Tannek Anduvann, former Marshall, turned to the five hundred men in front of him. He tried not to fall over.


  “Men o’ the Southern Outguard Scout! Ye’ no longer be dwarves o’ Marlennak, today, ye’ be Vundren’s chosen!” Tannek Anduvann raised King Therraks axe high.


  Tannek!


  Tannek!


  Tannek!


  “We be headin’ west, exiled we is, chasin’ after the rightful king and heir to Kakisteele, and the holy forge of our Father! I know there ain’t no sissies in me’ company, there n’er was one, and n’er will be! So, me western scouts o’ the sacred forge, me holy battlebeards of the lost mines, march north! To King Thalanaxe!” Tannek yelled until his voice went hoarse.


  To King Thalanaxe!


  Five hundred and three dwarves, and one lewirja that had just emerged from the northern doors on a full run, yelled loud and proud, surely the kings deep on their thrones felt it, and heard it clear as day.


  “Well spoken brother, always escalatin’ it, but well spoken indeed.” Drodunn walked with the High Hammer Brunnwik who was guarding the coffin, sitting upon the wagon pulled by eight donkeys all reined together. Drodunn sat with him, and took the reins.


  Tannek petted his lion-man friend, happy to at least have him on this treacherous journey into exile.


  “Allright boy, we take the lead, just like old times.”


  “Weelllserrry filllimigga?” Dalliunn Cloudwatcher asked, Zen’s warhammer in hand, bounding ahead of his bearded scouting partner.


  “Aye, we will find em’ don’t worry, we will.” Tannek looked, one last time at the doors to Marlennak. The pillars were grand, the northern steps were massive, but his journey to nowhere seemed larger than life at this very moment.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Saberrak walked into the valley after a large turn in the pass. He stood by the latest totem of horned skull, bones, feathers, and blood. He looked back, Shinayne had not caught up yet, he looked up, nothing. Night was approaching, the sun in the east fell behind the peaks of the Misathi. It had been seven days since Marlennak now, and the noises in the night were closer. Last night he heard the chanting, but his friends would not let him go. He was tired of it all, his friends were getting no sleep, all of them watching the cliffs under the stars. The minotaur pulled his enchanted axe from the dragon’s cave and cut the totem down. He picked up the horned skull, twice the size of his own horned head. He unfastened his belt.


  Shinayne watched the peaks, rounding turn after turn in the pass. They had found spiral cactus several times, and the last three days had been mostly downhill. They all had made good time. Zen found a way to eat the plant by boiling its spikey leaves without the roots or red flowers. It tasted like grapefruit, almost. Regardless, they had some water and energy, the complaining dwindled to a dull roar instead of a constant turmoil. Her thoughts stopped their positive outlook, seeing what looked like Saberrak relieving himself on a ruined totem.


  “No! What are you doing?!” She ran toward him, but he had finished and was halfway up the slope when she arrived. She chased up the slope, not sure what he was doing, but certain it was not a good idea.


  “Here, skulking bastards! You want to follow me?! Follow this!” Saberrak roared and threw the horned Mogi skull, covered in his own urine, down the south side of the pass into the valley far below.


  “What are you doing, taunting them? You fool.” Shinayne was nearly out of breath, and not in time.


  “You need no sleep, nor I for the most part! But our three friends, they do! They toss at night with every noise, they wake up constantly, and it is wearing on them Shinayne.”


  “I think it is wearing on you more than anyone. You want a fight, you want to kill those that would dare hunt Saberrak Agrannar, don’t you?”


  “I want us safe, that is all.”


  “And that was safe?”


  “No, that was to let them know that we do not fear them.”


  “We, or you?”


  “Me, I do not fear them or their games!”


  “And pissing on a skull proved that how?”


  “So they can come and track me, find me, face me anytime they wish.”


  “I am sure they will appreciate the gesture, nothing says face me like pee on a skull to a cannibalistic giant tribe.” Shinayne chuckled, shook her head, and walked back down the slope to head west.


  “Well, now they know! Don’t you!?” Saberrak yelled from the bottom of his chest into the southern valley.


  The five companions traveled until the moons caressed the stars. Their sleepless night was haunted by screeches of women, sliding pebbles from high cliffs, and far off chanting in a strange tongue. Footsteps awoke them all on two occasions, but even with quick magicked light from Gwenne, there was nothing there.


  The next day the sun was covered in clouds, an eastbound storm, too high to give any rain, whipped debris constantly. The sun was shielded, but their faces and bodies still took a toll of fighting the winds and the dust that burned their skin red. By evening, the trek had resumed its normal ups and downs, and the winds had slowed to a reasonably tolerable breeze.


  They came to a worn wooden bridge, a winding ford below it, and the smell of fish washed over them. They raced to the river, but it was dry from the summer heat, the fish rotted in the dried mud. They tracked a mile in each direction to see if water had accumulated anywhere close, but it had not. Evening came, their water was empty. They had not seen a totem or a spiral cactus the whole day.


  Camp was similar, the stars were covered by light clouds, the moons cast a wicked glow through the mists of the sky, and no one could sleep. Hunger hurt, the thirst nagged, and weariness mixed with paranoia put everyone into a terrible silence.


  Saberrak snored, falsely, waiting for the elf to meditate or at least turn her back. When she did, he quietly got up and meandered ahead. He stopped, looked back, no one was watching. The minotaur walked some more, still his friends slept or rested without knowing he was gone.


  He removed his leather and hide boots, his belt and bags, everything but his two greataxes, one in each hand. Naked, he stalked out into the Misathi Mountains. Up slopes of warm rock under his toes, past another vale, over two cliffs, he even traversed a rock ledge in the dark unlit night. He set down his axes, took the collected red dust from a cavern corner, and dusted his entire body. Then he spit on his axes, wiped the red sand all over making a paste to hide the sheen from the steel. He wiped the same on his horns. He imagined he looked much like the red minotaur with the dragon now, but he did not care.


  Further south he stalked, toward the chanting and the footsteps that had plagued them, day and night for so long. He saw a fire, green fire. Then two, then ten he saw as he kept heading south in between peaks. They were spread out far and wide, miles to the east and west, many well ahead of where they were now. The chanting grew louder, he was close to one, maybe a few hundred feet. Saberrak crouched over a bluff and looked down to the green fire in the night.


  He saw the Mogi, not the old feeble woman that Zen and Dalliunn had killed. No, these were men and younger women, even children. The men had horns galore on their heads, nearly sixten feet tall they were. Gray skin, thin muscled physiques, braids of black hair braided down their backs, and they all had tusks like a boar or an ogre. The women were smaller, by a foot or so, and the children ranged from seven to twelve feet tall. The smallest Mogi he saw was as big as him, the rest, twice that or more. The women had long nails of white and no hair, while the men had black nails and braids. Besides breasts, one would hardly know the difference.


  The minotaur watched, these naked gray giants with solid black eyes danced around a green fire. Six men, eight women, and six looked to be with child, and four children. Their pupils were miniscule slivers of silver, just enough to tell where they were looking, but nothing else. The men jumped up and down, the women chanted, the children just watched.


  “Raaghaha, rahaga, mogaha, ramogahi!”


  Over and over it went, the same words, for an hour. Then they all stopped. They all looked to the sky, at things that Saberrak could not see. He looked around, then it came out from behind them, to the south, and they fell to their knees and waved their arms.


  A taller male, scars of strange designs upon his chest, walked forward. He had chains and feathers adorning his horns, a spear made of vertebrae all tied and to a point, and he jingled when he stepped. He threw a bag, made of patchworked skins, toward the fire. Dozens of spiral cactus fell out, roots and all. The Mogi tossed them into the summoned fire, strange and green, yet it ignited them the same. Now Saberrak knew why it had been days without seeing any.


  This decorated one, pointed to a female, and she approached. He took her by the arm, she did not struggle. It was her time. He plunged the spear into her chest, pushed again and it came out the other side. He removed it, yet she still stood. The leader reached his hand inside, pulled out a black heart dripping with pasty black ichor, and ate it. She fell into the fire, without scream or objection. All six men, seven women, and four children ate the female that crackled on the fire. They ate every bit. Legs were passed, arms as well, the bone knives came out and so did the organs shortly after. Saberrak turned away, more from the sense of normality they had in eating their own than the actual sight of it. When he looked back down, nothing but a horned head and bones remained. The leader was offered the head, and he sucked out the eyes and the insides with horrible slurps. When he was finished, the skull was polished and eaten clean.


  The shaman, as Saberrak had guessed him to be, stood in the fire now, seemingly unaffected. He lifted another skull above his head as the other Mogi waved their arms again. Shadows flitted in and out of the fire, danced from the sky and into it, almost as if he controlled them. Then he saw it, he saw himself.


  The green fire crackled, the skull he had thrown them was in the fire, in the hands of this giant shaman, and Saberrak saw an image of himself rise from it in the flames. The image however, was red and naked, as he was this very moment. The Mogi all screeched, chanted again, and the minotaur felt the hair on his body stand up. He went to stand, the image stood. He raised his right hand with his axe in it, the image in the flickering green flame did the same.


  “Rahagama, udhara, mogamhahada!” The Mogi Shaman pointed up to the cliff with his spear, the six males grabbed their spears and pointed. They pointed right at Saberrak.


  He ran. Not from fear, but from common sense. Saberrak ran like the wind in a hurricane. He jumped rocks, they still pursued. He dove over ledges, they kept coming. He turned, twisted, veered this way and that, he could still hear the thunderous chase behind him. He turned into a cavern that faced north, it was a dead end. Saberrak backed up into the cave, it was nearly fifteen feet high. He looked left and right, almost twenty feet across and twice that deep. His axes were at his sides, he crouched, horns lowered.


  The first of the giant gray cannibals leapt over the cave entrance from the south, it kept running. Two more dropped down in front of him, they stopped, looking to the east and west, then they ran ahead. Another Mogi landed, slid in the rock, and it kept searching out in the valleys.


  That’s four, the shaman sent six hunters. Just wait for the other two to pass, then run for camp. Just wait Saberrak.


  He talked to himself for minutes, then he stood. Two bone speartips shone in the faint light the clouds outside allowed. The spears came in, followed by their stalking wielders. The Mogi hunters ducked under the cavern ceiling, sniffing the air. Saberrak waited, trapped in the back of the cave. Their eyes glimmered toward him.


  He ran again, surprising them in the silent indenture of the mountain. Right into the middle of them, spears slamming into stone as he reached their legs, the minotaur jumped into the air and swung both greataxes out as he passed in between the gray giants. He landed, rolled, and turned up on his feet just in time to dive out of the way of the spears again. Both Mogi were split across their ribs, bleeding black down their sides.


  They charged him, thrusting spears to keep him at bay, yet he did not stay down. Saberrak crossed his axes to block one spear, then turned his shoulder and snapped it. The next one came for his chest, he spun, axes out, and cleaved it in two as the bone tip pierced the red rock floor. Their black clawed hands used their spears as clubs, rearing back to strike him, but their heads and broken bone shafts hit the ceiling. The minotaur lunged savagely, cleaving an axe, then the other, into the stomach of the Mogi to his left. He watched the other one rear back to hit him as his back was exposed and defenseless. He dropped his grip, leaving the axes buried deep in his opponent, and hit the floor.


  The bone club smashed his axes even deeper into the Mogi on his right and it fell to the its knees. Saberrak did not hesitate, grabbed his axes, pulled them free, and cleaved wildly into the shins and thighs of the Mogi that still stood. Black blood splattered the entire cavern. The gray gladiator chopped down on the necks as giant arms reached for him. He cut off the arms that grabbed, then continued to butcher the two Mogi giants until their heads fell free. His breathing was heavy, his arms tired, but two lay dead at his feet. He took the braids, heads attached, and the broken spears.


  Saberrak walked to the top of the cliff before his camp, covered in black sticky blood that smelled of rot. He did not care. He took the spears, thrust them into the rock over and over until they held firm. He stepped onto a pile of windswept red stone, smooth and warm in the dark, and planted the heads, one on each spear. He took his axes from the ground, and roared like a beast into the Misathi Mountains.


  Shinayne jumped up, hearing the savage yell of her friend to the south. She turned, Zen, James, and Gwenneth were up as well. She strapped on her blades, waited for her friends, then she heard it. Footsteps. They all drew weapons.


  “Gwenneth, I need light, bright as you can when I give the signal.” Shinayne whispered. Gwenne nodded and readied her staff.


  The steps were closer, closer now than they had dared come before. Shinayne waited, crouched, then swished her shortblade.


  Gwenneth spoke quietly, “Hiviarthes!”, and golden light as the sun in the morning illuminated the vale of Deadman’s Pass.


  They expected a Mogi giant, maybe several. They were not prepared for what strolled down the slope. Saberrak, naked, red dust covering his gray hide walked toward them, axes in hand. His blades, horns, and body were streaked with black streams of blood. Behind him, two decapitated heads were speared on top of the ridge for all to see. The braids waved in the breeze.


  “Saberrak, what have you done?” Shinayne gasped.


  “I paid a visit to our stalkers. I don’t think they care for me much. The feeling is very mutual.” He walked past them to get his clothing.


  “How many are there?” Zen looked around, listened, waiting for them to come any moment.


  “Ten or so camps, roughly fifteen in each camp. They are all around us, even ahead to the west. Half are male hunters.” Saberrak put his belt and cloth back on, then his boots.


  “That would be around seventy Mogi hunters then. Alden have mercy.” James grabbed his gear and began putting his chainmail on.


  “Two less now.” Saberrak huffed. “They have been scouting ahead of us, taking the cactus. I saw it.”


  “Now what do we do?” Gwenneth waited a second before she had her answer.


  “Rahaga mogahara ragahamahas!”


  The war chant grew louder, male voices this time, echoing from camp to camp, tribe to tribe across the mountains. The hair stood up on all their necks, all save Saberrak.


  “We run, that is what. Let’s go.” Shinayne grabbed her gear.


  “They can see us in their fires, they watch us with those shadows. Destroy every totem you see, quickly. If we do not stop, they can’t tracks us as fast. Keep to any caves, they don’t fight well when they have no room to stand.” Saberrak ran with Shinayne, grinning from horn to horn.


  “I suppose you are happy, now that we are going to be mobbed and eaten by giant cannibals? They are cannibals, right?”


  “For certain, I watched them have dinner.”


  “Wonderful. I do not want to die here, Saberrak.”


  “You won’t.”


  “Not very reassuring at the moment.” She kept running.


  “They will follow me, not you. Remember that, they track by the blood of their own, and I won’t be washing it off any time soon. I will be the bait and the decoy this time, you just keep heading west Shinayne.” Saberrak smiled.


  “You enjoy this, don’t you?”


  “No, enjoyment would be a good fight. Slaughtering evil giants, protecting you from cannibal tribes, through the mountains of certain death, I cannot think of the word to describe it.”


  “Pleasure?” Shinayne looked at him as they ran ahead.


  “Close enough.” Saberrak smiled, running in the night, the hunt was on.


  



   


  Kendari III:III


  Ruins of Stillwood, Eastern Kivanis


  Early morning dew put a shine to his boots, dampened his black cloak, and made the lifeless forest glimmer with the intermittent rays of the western rising sun. The birds watched him pass, rabbits sat still, and not a sound emerged from what a normal forest would evoke at dawn. His footsteps, quiet as they were, made the loudest noise within earshot. Kendari knew he was here, he was home, in Stillwood.


  He passed the outer wall, in moss covered deprivation it was, and continued inward. Three towers, once grand brown marble of ten stories each, had but thirty feet of foundation that was wrapped with green and gray vines.


  “The three towers of the Maglesh, my you have not aged well at all.” Kendari smiled, though his stomach ached in shooting pain. He knew that his deal with the demon Nareene would protect him from most holy and sacred places that his curse prevented him from entering, but this area was likely beyond her hellish powers.


  His mind wandered, envisioning what the entrance to Stillwood used to look like. Tall white and gray trees covered in green ivy and vines it was. It was often full of visiting highborne elves of gold from Kilikala. Scattered families from the tan savages in Gualidura lived here too. Even the occasional monarch of dark hair from Shalokahn would venture to Stillwood to implore the mighty court of the Whitemoon. But his people, the Loestal River elves that founded Aloeste and New Aloeste, the elves that lived on the Agarian continent long before the northerners knew of it, they ruled and called Stillwood their home.


  Kendari walked past, his nausea was mild yet he continued in. The grove of trees, once flourishing with bridges for children and swings as well, now sat dead and white with bare branches. He saw a score of homes, what was left of them. The crumbled temple to the Hedim Anah, the steps to the auditorium where plays and song used to decorate the air with sound, and the cursed swordsman walked through the merchant district that was but overgrown and empty.


  You used to play there…


  You once bought honey and apples for your mother here…


  You sang in the Ehlirien Choir there as a boy…


  Do you still remember…


  “Silence!” Kendari drew his blades, the voices came from all around him. He saw nothing, but heard the words, four different voices in the elven tongue.


  His abdomen throbbed, he knew he was near now. He passed the castle of the rulers of Stillwood, a grand but slim manor once, now toppled and buried in leaves and weeds. Kendari walked further in, further east, toward the center of his home of birth. The statue of Siril, majestic still and standing in elven grace over fifty feet high. His hand reached for a statue across, a statue that lay broken. The arch that once marked the entrance to the open court of the Whitemoon was shattered. He looked to his left, he saw the face of Seirena, cracked stone eyes staring back at him.


  Four hundred years ago, you were here…


  You should not have returned, cursed one…


  Your home still stands, go and see…


  You learned the art of the blade in that grove…


  You had friends and family here, remember…


  “I said silence, damn you! I remember, I do not need your haunts or whispers, rest and leave me be.” Kendari turned full circle, nothing in sight. No noise, no motion, not a single living thing stirred or sounded. He was alone.


  The cursed elf felt the sickness, his body began to sweat, this place was too strong. The memories flooded, the feelings attacked him, and his hands began to tremble as he approached his childhood home. One would never be able to tell of all the dilapidated and ruined houses which was which. But, Kendari knew. A thousand dwellings, roofs long gone, walls falling in, overgrown with wicked looking brush and roots of dead trees, but he counted his steps from the statues. The third road, barely visible now, fourth house on the left, and he was home.


  Kendari hit his knees, his swords dropped to the patches of grass and cobblestone, and he wiped his marked face with his gloved hands. He looked up, still two stories tall, red stone on the bottom, wooden double doors with gold handles, and bleached white wood for the walls and frame. The windows held stained glass no more, roots of trees had shifted the whole base to a strange angle, but it was his home. There was no doubt.


  You were born here, raised here…


  You ate your meals here, ran out the steps…


  Your room was the one on the right, go in…


  “No! Shut your mouths, all of you! I will kill you, show yourselves, I will cut each of you down!” Kendari stood, pain shooting up his chest now, nearly intolerable. He was crying, he could not control it.


  You already did, all of us, remember…


  “I had no choice!”


  We all have choices, you chose to murder your entire city…


  Those that were with you all took their lives…


  Only you remain…


  Do you remember your friend, Bilrossi the Small…


  Your friend you killed while he slept, the twig, helpless…


  “I had no choice!” Kendari fell back down, the emotion, the memory, stronger than any sword he had ever met.


  Your family, they pleaded, they did not believe it…


  You wanted fame, glory, to win and to rule…


  You hated your father for loving your brothers more…


  So you killed them too, all of them…


  “I was young! I did not know what would happen!”


  We all know right and wrong, it is instinct…


  You chose to ignore it, and now you have won…


  You are the deadliest elf with a blade…


  And what do you have for it, Nadderi…


  Go to your tree, go and end it, take the sword…


  “No!”


  Kendari stood, in great pain, shaking. He picked up his swords, sheathed them, and stumbled in search of the tree, the tree of Nadderi, the tree of judgement that had the thorns. He remembered them putting the thorn in him, the pain had never stopped. It was still there four hundred years later. After the battle was lost, his surviving mercenaries had all committed suicide as their faces changed like his, all but Kendari had ended their lives immediately following their sentence, as did most so judged and cursed.


  He fell again, crawling now, he passed the stairs that led down to the sacred tree of Stillwood. It was here that judgement was passed, very seldom, as elven sin is rare. The curse had been administered to forty three before his company were captured. Kendari and his surviving men numbered seventeen that night, and sixteen put their swords through their own chests moments after. He had met only a few like him ever, but they were pitiful creatures that deserved death, and he had given it to them. Since Stillwood was abandoned, no one knew nor recorded when, or if, the elves of the other kingdoms came here to punish their guilty in the old tradition. As far as he knew, Kendari was the only Nadderi alive.


  He looked up, his vomiting had ended as nothing but bile remained. The tree hovered over him like a thousand guillotines. White branches full of nails, seven trunks twisted into one, roots that climbed and dove into the earth like giant serpents, and black thorns were the only fruit that the skeleton of a tree bared. A rusty elven blade, curved and stained, rested in its driven spot in one of the trunks. He remembered when the elves offered it to him, when they pulled the nails out of his arms and legs, his body next to his vanquished and dead comrades. Kendari recalled the sickness, the hatred that nature felt toward him all of the sudden, how his hair darkened and his skin paled with the spiral black marks that never left. He remembered running, screaming, being chased by the Hedim Anah into the Gimmori Mountains. Then he was visited by Nareene, a priestess then, and mortal. She worshipped Vasentanessa, the lover and judge, but in secret she worshipped another. By the time he knew, she was gone, the deal done, and his chest had the flames of hell to mark ownership of what lay inside.


  Kendari looked up the tree, over a hundred feet of death waiting for him in the silence of Stillwood. The Nadderi tree called to him, without words, it told him to take the blade and join the other elves it had cursed. He spit on it.


  “I will outlive this curse, wait and see!”


  No you won’t, Kendari kinslayer, you will die here…


  You want redemption, justice, and forgiveness…


  It will never happen, not ever, the Gods despise you…


  But you may die fighting…


  “And which hunter of the Hedim Anah or guardian of your pathetic temples do you wish to see slain?” Kendari calmed his voice, resisting the urges and messages to end himself, defiant to the taunts of the spirits that lingered here.


  Not one that can be slain, but all who cannot…


  They honor that request for you, to see you to your end…


  Now you must die, and die you will, finally…


  Kendari glanced around, the sky darkened with sudden breezes and clouds. The wind whipped leaves and brush. Footsteps came from every direction. Slow steps, cautious steps, he saw the feet as he sat on his hands and knees. Transparent, devoid of color, just white to gray to black they were, but feet walking in Stillwood. Hundreds at first, then thousands, their soft steps crunched the grass and ground into a deafening breach of the dead peace that existed. Swords drew, thousands of swords, phantasmal swords from all those that died in Stillwood that night four hundred years past.


  The Nadderi swordsman stood. He met the hateful gazes of the dead, they remembered him well. He drew Shiver in his right, then the holy crossblade in his left, held reverse. He crouched low, and looked at the horde of spectres that waited. He smiled at the ghosts of all the elves as he stood in front of the Nadderi tree, green eyes glaring at his father and brothers, his childhood friends, the army of soldier swordsmen he had killed. When the battle took place centuries past, his army was two thousand strong, he and sixteen had been captured after a nearly victorious battle. Ten thousand dead in his revolt, and they all stood here before him in undeath, swords drawn on just him.


  Time for judgement, Kendari of Stillwood, time to end it…


  “Not even close.”


  



   


  Cristoff III:III


  Shanador Tradeway, North of the Misathi Mountains


  “How many did your men count, Sir Leonard?”


  “Two hundred nearly sire.” Leonard was breathing heavy, his steed as well, it had been a fast charge back in the summer heat.


  “Sir Karai?” Cristoff sighed atop his stallion.


  “Just over that in the foothills, my lord.” Karai patted his mare.


  “How far is it if we retreat to Gillian, father Garret?”


  “Five days at a quick pace, Lord Cristoff.” Garret was nervous, four hundred ogre from Bloodskull now stood between them and the west.


  “And to Belbeyre, how far past them?”


  “Maps say about six days, my lord. We could head north, to Acelinne, it would be but three days. Tis’ a safe distance.” Capitan Broushelle added.


  “No. If we leave north, we expose ourselves to another side, open ground. They would surround us quick. Charging cavalry would be useless, remember the women, the children, all those that cannot fight. We keep close to the mountains.” Cristoff watched another scout, this one on foot, run up and take a knee. He was covered in sweat and gasping for air.


  “My…Lord!”


  “Easy son, rise, what did you see?”


  “Stormbats, leaving another…score of ogre…like messengers…another two hundred…coming from the …western…slopes!”


  “Six hundred ogre? The bats must have informed them of our coming. I knew they were pets of someone.” Sir Karai drew his rapier.


  “Likely about our numbers and supplies. Tis’ summer, near harvest, that is when the ogre raid I have heard. We have even numbers, but one on one against an ogre, we won’t last but a few hours before they…” Broushelle paused and sighed.


  “Reach the people.” Sir Leonard finished the words for him.


  “If we were not loaded with wagons and commoners, we could charge through, over and over, break their morale. But, if we do that, they could come directly for the supplies and the defenseless, which is what they want.” Cristoff looked to the west, seeing the first of the massive beasts cross the tradeway road. Within moments, he saw hundreds. Over ten feet tall, spears in hand, stringy hair and bloody skin banners, the ogre covered the road from the foothills.


  “Bloodskull is said to have ten thousand ogre up in their city in the cliffs. If we delay, more will come.” Father Garret held his feathered cross tight.


  “I heard twenty thousand.” Sir Leonard retorted.


  “Never mind that, we have minutes here to decide. More will come, especially if we run. If we take heavy losses, the caravans will be slaughtered. We need to form a slow moving wall of horsemen, followed by the footmen with halbreds and spears. Every man with a shield if possible. Put the archers in between, keep them low and covered. Once we fire, we keep a slow withdrawl back until we are out of arrows, then we stand. Not one ogre breaches our wall, understood?” Cristoff worried for Rosana and the unborn boy, his people, and that one ogre in the ranks of the caravans would kill dozens.


  “And if they overrun us, what then?” Sir Leonard drew his sword, nodding for his squire to gather his men.


  “Open combat, drive them to the mountains, corner them, do all you can. God save us.” Cristoff drew his longsword, the pyramid pommelled blade from the elven mercenary.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  It was their spot, their kill, their take of any and all that was here. Ullirut Blackeye knew that this could bring his tribe great respect in the city with what these little men had. His bats had been killed, so he sent more, they returned and told their old witch, his mother, that human men came from the east with small swords and horses and supplies. An easy kill it would be, plenty of slaves and food, and human treasures that would all be his, all for the Blackeyes.


  Ullirut stood, twelve feet tall, the tallest in his tribe. His one eye of seagreen gazed to his family, all in bits of steel armor, hides of most anything, all dyed black, and all with their right eyes burned out at birth leaving a blackened socket. He saw the army, maybe six hundred men, easy for his tribe to kill, a good fight it would be. The Deadspears would not go to the low grounds to hunt, neither the Mountaintusks, the Rottenclaws, or the Bonefaces. Only the Blackeye were bold enough, and the Bloodskulls.


  He wanted the glory, wanted the name of the city in the mountains to change, it had been Bloodskull for many generations. Ullirut was tired of giving to the chief of chiefs that sat the mountain, the tribe that held the name. Kahamut Bloodskull was the seventh one of his tribe to keep the city and his tribal honor. No more. Ullirut knew that treasures, victories, steel, and glory would allow him to challenge Kahamut Bloodskull. If he won, the city would be named Blackeye once again, and he could be the chief of chiefs in the seat atop the mountain over the city.


  “Nethtut, Kirrut, Aggund, Lutto, hergi ughth newarst ukathi!” Ullirut, strongest and tallest, chief of the Blackeye, ordered his brothers and sons to walk with him to give greeting to the five that rode their pet horses ahead on the road. Five came, so five would greet. He knew men would beg and offer treasures, they always did.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  “What is going on, my queen? I hear the people talking, they are frightened.” Kaya could talk much better now, her jaw had healed over the last week, thanks to father Garret.


  “Roasana, call me Rosana please. I am no longer a queen.” Rosana, heavy with the discomfort of the wagons and restless child in her womb, peeked out again from the flaps. The caravan had stopped, it had been nearly an hour. She saw the ogre now, she had never seen one before, only heard stories. From such a distance, she could only make out that they were tall, hide wearing savages, nothing more.


  “Very well, Rosana then.”


  “Ogre they say, from Bloodskull. Lord Cristoff, Garret, his knights, and Broushelle are riding out to them. The army is in a line, waiting. I do not think Cristoff would allow a fight, not with all of us so close.” Rosana held her belly, the kicks were neverending, the heat here was suffocating without the ocean breeze.


  “Ogre? Tell them they need to charge, charge the leader or the tallest ones, kill them first…get them back!” Kaya tried to stand, she could not, her legs were still bandaged and healing, her hips were wrapped tight, and her left arm as well. So much had been broken.


  “How would you know that, a lady and all? Rest, you need your rest Kaya.” Rosana patted her head, eased her with stroking her hair, and peeked again.


  “I fought ogre, many a time. They do not negotiate, they do not greet, and they only follow the strong. Trust me…ahhhh!” The strain of her blood pumping harder hurt almost everywhere. The pain settled her down regardless of her struggle.


  “Calm yourself, calm. The men will handle it, I am sure. I know Lord Cristoff, he will not let harm come to us. You fought ogre? Truly? Where?” Rosana peeked again, the men getting closer to the ogre. Five of the tall beasts were walking to greet them now.


  “In Southwind, Chazzrynn, my homeland. I have killed many.”


  “What sort of lady are you, a soldier, a mercenary?”


  “You could say that I suppose. And you, Rosana, what sort of woman are you?”Kaya laughed, it hurt, but she laughed.


  Rosana chuckled, the pain and pressure was not pleasant, but the laugh felt good anyway. “Not like you, no. I am not brave, nor trained with a blade. I was never allowed. I grew up in the palaces of Caberra. Dresses, courts, dinners, jewelry, and my fathers’ rule. There was no fighting for his daughter, only his sons, my little brothers. I did kill a man though, more accident than anything.”


  “How is that? An accident you say?”


  “Yes, it is a long story, but I found myself hiding in a stable. There, the dying nephew of my husband, a knight, he gave me his blade. There was an assassin behind me, he thought I was someone else. When I turned, he had stepped closer to grab me and the rapier just went through him. I had my eyes closed, I could not have hit the wall had I tried, but I killed him.”


  “And the knight, he lived then?” Kaya smiled, thinking of how her blade rarely missed its mark, eyes closed or no.


  “No, Sulian Lisario, no, he died there. He died saving me, just like my husband, Savanno. Swords and war kill so many in Harlaheim, it is, it is very sad.” Rosana wiped a tear, just one, remembering all that had happened months ago.


  “I am sorry. Chazzrynn is much the same. I am afraid my past has had its fair share of bloodshed.” Kaya was somber, forgetting the ogre threat, thinking of Southwind Keep.


  “You are wanted, perhaps in exile?”


  “You could say that, yes.”


  “Then no worries, dear Kaya. For here, we are all running from something or someone. Is that why you were found the way you were, the past caught up?” Rosana stroked Kaya’s hair, then picked up her brush from her vanity box.


  “Yes, I finally had nowhere left to run.” Kaya was crying, she remembered now, the chase, the kiss of Norrice, the jump.


  Rosana brushed her hair, trying to calm the broken woman, broken like she was in more ways than one. “A new beginning awaits us, believe in that. At least you are not married to a king in another country, no?”


  Kaya laughed, they both did, it hurt but they could not help it, tears streamed from pain and laughter the same. “No, that I am not. Nor am I with child, though at least you can walk.”


  “Soon Kaya, soon you will walk. Then, maybe you can show me how to wield a blade like a real woman.”


  “Yes, I could do that. It would be an honor, Rosana.”


  “Honor is for men. Let us make it, fun, like sisters. I never had a sister, only brothers.”


  “Same for me, only a brother, and I was the eldest as well, though not by much. Sisters it is.” Kaya smiled.


  “My last name will surely follow me in many ways, and yours?”


  Kaya thought hard. “Yes, mine will have quite a price on it.”


  “Then, we shall take Lord Cristoff’s, Bradswellen. Sounds regal and noble, what do you think?” Rosana chuckled.


  “I like it, Rosana and Kaya Bradswellen, sisters.”


  “Now, to get him to agree to that, that is the difficult part.”


  “He loves you, still all these years, I can tell when he speaks of you.” Kaya looked to Rosana.


  “I know he does, I know.”


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Cristoff Bradswellen the Third held the reins tight, his steed was not like his well trained stallion, Leonis, that perished on Soujan Mountain. This animal had not been around ogre, the dead, or anything but other horses and men. It was jittery as the beasts approached. Capitan Broushelle was sweating in his armor and old age. Sir Karai and Sir Leonard stood stoic, mounted, staring as the setting sun glared across their shaved heads. Father Garret, youngest of them all, seemed as calm as the breeze.


  “Whatever they say, let me respond. Remember, we have nearly eight thousand people back there, their safety comes first.”


  “Yes sire.” Both exiled knights of Saint Tarumin and the old Capitan of Saint Erinsburg acknowledged their lord.


  “Do you speak ogre, Lord Cristoff?” Garret was praying, asking Alden to bless his pious knights of the saint of sacrifice, the loyal capitan, and their leader.


  “No, does anyone here?”


  Shaking heads answered that for him. “Then while you are at it father, pray that one of them speaks Agarian.”


  “I already did, my lord.”


  Five ogre came within fifty feet now, walking slow with long strides. They seemed uncomfortable, being so far from their numbers, as did Cristoff and his men. The horses whinnied, the ogre tensed, and the hot sun stole the breath from everyone. No one moved.


  Cristoff looked to the ogre in the middle. Yellow tusks shone, two from each jaw, straight and bestial. They were all nearly twice as tall as any of his men, dark tan and filthy, and wearing only hides and bits of piecemeal armor here and there. Wooden spears as long as two men, decorated with blood and bones, much like their oily hair, and all of them had but a black hole where their right eyes should be.


  “Rather savage and primitive I would say, sire.” Broushelle whispered.


  “No argument here, but they have reach, position, and sizeable numbers. We talk first.” Cristoff held up his hand.


  “Let us pass, we mean no threat or harm. We are en route to Evermont in Shanador.”


  Ullirut looked to his brothers, no one understood a word this man said. He understood, he had dealt with human slaves and learned the tongue from his witch mother. “You no pass here, horse man. You give to Deadeye.”


  “Give what, a toll or tithe? Very well, if these are your lands and your road, we will pay a tax then. How much?” Cristoff would normally never barter with an enemy, but avoiding a battle here would save many lives.


  “Five hundred and five wagons.” Ullirut smiled.


  “Seems steep, I offer three hundred, and three wagons, three empty wagons.” Gold they had plenty of, wagons they could replace in Belbeyre or Evermont, Cristoff was surprised that it would be that easy.


  “Four and four then, but not old ones or sick ones, strong and young with more women than men.” Ullirut Deadeye bartered as well, knowing he would take what was freely given, then take the rest with bloody force after.


  “Four hundred…strong and young?” Cristoff paused.


  “He means people sire, not gold.” Garret whispered.


  “You want, my people?”


  “You agreed, four hundred, horse man.”


  “Oh by all the hells, my lord there can be no dealing with these things! Be off, beast!” Broushelle had never heard of paying a tax with people, his anger spoke before his mind calmed.


  “Quiet, old slave. I want him now, four hundred and one. You will lick my spears clean.” Ullirut laughed, his brother laughing along without knowing what was being said.


  “You won’t need a spear in the afterlife, primitive.”


  “Broushelle, enough.”


  “We have deal?”


  “No, I do not trade people. Gold, supplies, even horses or wagons, but not my people. No deal.”


  “Bad decision horse man, you are far from man city, lots of crows and vultures to feed here. Ullirut Deadeye give you another chance.” The tribal chief stared with his one eye at Cristoff, then looked back at his mass of ogre, then smiled and looked back to the leader of the men.


  “Ullirut Deadeye will be all dead when we are done with---“


  It happened faster than anyone could respond or anticipate. The shaft of the wooden spear was in Broushelle’s grasp, the tip was two feet out the back of his chest, red with blood. The chief had hurled it with a furious throw from but thirty feet, his brother tossing him another before a single man had drawn a blade. Capitan Broushelle gagged on his words and blood, pulled his horse down with him kicking on the ground, and tried desperately to remove the spear that had pierced his armor front and back.


  Shouts and roars from six hundred ogre sounded the beginning of the charge. Thunderous trampling shook the ground as the breeze carried red dust to the north from the ogre advance. Cristoff ducked another spear, then another whisked past Garret, the five emmisaries of the ogre, with their army charging, had no fear nor honor.


  “Back to the line, back!” The former Lord of Saint Erinsburg knew his men would not arrive before the ogre and did not wish to hold them all with himself and three others. Leaving Broushelle dead on the ground, they charged east to their ranks of readied soldiers.


  “Ready! Loose!” Cristoff, with Karai, Leonard, and Garret beside him, raised and lowered his longsword quickly, and the arrows fired into the charging horde of Deadeye ogre.


  One hundred fifty archers launched their flights, and twenty ogre fell. The charge continued.


  “Ready! Loose!”


  Again the flights arced into the air, another fifteen fell, trampled by their own. Feathers from arrows were sticking out of dozens of ogre, yet they came within a hundred feet now, almost too close for another volley.


  “Cavalry, draw and hold! Halberdiers ready! Archers, fire at will!” Cristoff raised his blade, his knights and priest did the same, then the soldiers on horse drew longswords as the footman took a forward stance. Flights whisteled through the ranks dropping but ten of the charging ogre.


  Screams and shouts of terror rose from behind, fear spread as the populace of the caravan saw their men stand strong as over five hundred ogre crashed into their wall. Spears splintered upon shields, spears took men from their saddles, and the wall was pushed back like an ocean wave receding from the sands. Most men ahorse were thrown from the impact, then they fought to stand amidst the carnage and confusion, and then many never stood at all.


  The ogre split, a third went north to pass the men and get to the caravan, another third into the foothills to the south intent on the same. Ullirut stayed in the middle, cleaving and killing anything smaller than himself. He saw the victory here, his remaining ogre were worth four or five of the scared men now without horses. The steeds ran and scattered, the archers withdrew to safer ground, and the wall fell into a disarray of armored men that had broken the charge, but lost their ranks and formation in the clash. Now the ogre waded into the melee swinging blades and spears wildly through their enemies.


  Cristoff pulled his blade from an ogre chest then stood up. He saw the plan plain enough. He would be occupied with fighting here while over half the ogre looted, killed, and pillaged in the rear. He cut down low across an ogre thigh, ducked an axe swing that buried into his struggling steed on the ground, and then plunged his sword through the ribs and released. It fell dead beside him.


  “Karai, to the south, stop them in the foothills! Leonard, north and protect the right flank of the caravan. Garret, to the women, protect the queen and the people!” Cristoff picked up a shield from one of his dead soldiers and marched ahead with what remained of his men. The soldiers surrounded him, shields high, swords cutting toward the center of the ogre horde with their lord, outnumbered now, and outmatched.


  “God save us.” Night was but a few hours away, and then there would be panic then for certain. Cristoff whispered a prayer for help, he did not think his days would end like this.


  



   


  James III:I


  Deadman’s Pass, Misathi Mountains


  …The Altestani commander plunged his blade through James, through his stomach and out the other side. Whiskey poured instead of blood, and he fell to a knee. He looked up to his adversary, the curved shamshir blade was raised high over his head for a final blow. Just as the turban wearing northern man of dark skin went to finish him, a black scaled dragon swooped down and took off the man’s sword arm with a roaring bite of teeth and jaw…


  …James stood, surveying the red mountaintop he teetered upon, the red sky, the crimson clouds, and the red sun. The Altestani man from the Headhunter was falling, tumbling, screaming at him as he fell forever into the endless slope to his death. The second dragon roared, dove at James, and breathed flames all over him. He tried to scream but no longer had a tongue. He could not run, or he would fall, his body was a skeleton, burned to but armor and bone. He was so hungry…


  …Chasing, they would not stop chasing him, not ever. Mogi giants, with mugs of mead in their hands for weapons were running after him on the red slopes that never ceased. They threw the mugs at the skeletal James Andellis, knocking him down each time, but he got to his feet just before they trampled him. He ran into a cave, red cave, red torches, blood ran down the walls…


  …Cristoff was burning in the cave, so were Savanno and Kalzarius. They were chained and bloody, fires sprouting from skulls at their feet, through the sockets, and they moaned in silent incineration. Kaya was there, so were the dwarves of Marlennak, and so was Taira, the girl he had rescued from sacrifice in Bailey. They all burned slow, not able to lift their heads as he passed. He stood, a skeleton with a sword, James watched them turn from red to black with ash…


  …He was running, down the cavern, trying to reach the outside. His bone feet clacked on the red stone as he ran. His sword weighed a thousand pounds since he had no muscle or flesh. It was storming in the cavern, green lights passed him by, bolts of lightning too, and he ran faster but it never ended. His blue sash fell behind, then his white tabard, and then he dropped the broadsword with the griffon hilt and crosspiece. Just a skeleton of James ran down the empty cavern now, yet light ahead he saw…


  …The dragon was submerged, smiling, her head as big as a galleon. She breathed bubbles, drinking the whiskey and wine that flowed like rivers at the cavern’s end. James the skeleton could do nothing, standing in the wines and whiskies with but his bones. He saw Shinayne float by, then Saberrak, and then Zen. The dragon let them pass, kept drinking, and breathing hot bubbles from the endless bath of spirits. He was hungry, not thirsty, he tried to tell the dragon but James could not speak, so he waved his arms. She rose, flapped, and flew off through the ceiling of the cave, too high for James to follow…


  …”James, where is my father’s sword?” Gwenneth was there now, asking James the bonepile things he could not respond to, he could not respond at all. “James, why have you never kissed me?” Still, he just stared, his skull atop the collapsed parts that were once him. “James, why didn’t you warn us of what you saw or heal us when you knew we would be hurt?” Gwenneth was decaying now, her body withering and darkening, she was becoming like James. “James, why did you decide to drink when you knew it meant your death?” His skull tried to shrug, he could not, he felt the last lingering feeling, his last sense of hearing fading. He tried to move, he could not. Now, there was nothing left to move, and it became dark, so dark…


  James jumped up, sword in his right hand, whiskey flask in his left. His heart was pounding through his chainmail, his face and neck were covered in sweat, and his hands were shaking something fierce. He looked back behind him, Shinayne was there sleeping, Gwenne’s staff glowing faint green for light, Saberrak was snoring, and Zen was as well. All of them were in the same cavern for two days now. He remembered.


  The chase through the Misathi at night and all the next day had nearly killed him. Saberrak had run off alone to lure them away, yet some of the Mogi had followed them as well. The roars, the chants, they had kept running all day and into the night. They hid in a cave, a small one, and they had killed two of the Mogi giants at the entrance. Saberrak was still nowhere to be found. Azenairk had prayed to his God and melded the stone together to seal them in as more arrived. All but a small crack for air and to peak outside remained of the entrance. A day passed, they had argued a lot. James now recalled he had snuck a few flasks from the Bearded Hammer Pub, purchased in secret from the others, and he drank to calm himself. Shinayne had cried a lot, wanting to go out and find Saberrak.


  That next morning they heard many roars, fighting in the mountains, but no one went out. James remembered pounding, Saberrak yelling and slamming his fists into the cavern. Zen had to pray again to move the rock. As Saberrak ran inside, at least fifty of the Mogi were running down the valley of Deadman’s Pass after him. He was covered in black blood, he smelled terrible. Zen closed the cavern entrance right before the cannibals reached him.


  They had taken turns at watch, leaning against the stone and spying out at green fires in the vale. The chants carried on all night, but in the day the Mogi were gone. James drank more, thought he heard Saberrak say he killed more than ten while he was out, but there were too many. That was yesterday, James surmised, but he was not sure. Gwenneth had been freezing the ceiling with her arcane spells, and when it melted they filled their skins from the dripping water. But there was no food. They had all been starving for days now.


  James looked to the whiskey flask from Marlennak. He slid it out the crack in the stone and heard it fall. It was dark out, the flames were there, but not the chanting. He had fallen asleep to the chanting earlier, helped by the whiskey no doubt, but his nightmares had awoken him. The pain in his stomach went beyond pain, it was now terrifying. He knew, surely they all did, that they would starve to death here inside this cave. Zen had tried to meld the stone to forge another way out on the other sides, but they were there too. The Mogi had surrounded the small mountain and were waiting.


  James saw a faint light grow to the left from his four inch crack in the red rock. Sunlight, it was dawn. An agonizing hour passed, then another, the heat would rise in the cave slowly just like the days prior. Then he heard it, crows fighting, squawking at one another, then a snarl. Wolves or hyenas, it was hard to tell. The knight of Chazzrynn listened to the sound of scavengers eating the two dead Mogi that rotted outside the closed cave. Near delirious, James pretended he was eating the dead giant too, he started to chew on his pasty saliva. Then he looked to Zen, bolted up, and ran to wake his dwarven friend.


  “Zen, Zen, Zen! Wake up, open the cave, wake up, wake up!” His nerves were shot, he trembled just from moving, and the hole in his stomach radiated pain and weakness through his whole body.


  “Whiskey. Ye’ smell o’ whiskey James Andellis. Hand it over.” Zen rolled over on the stone floor.


  “I gave it to the giants, I put it outside, it’s gone!”


  “Likely story, what is it?”


  “Food, there is food!”


  “Where? Show me.” Zen was serious.


  “There! Hear it? Ssshh, don’t scare them, open it up and let’s eat.” James was like a child, his mind was on edge, his sleep was scattered, and the hunger had gotten to him.


  “Get the others, quietly now James, careful then.” Zen knelt next to the stone, touching it, silently humming something.


  James woke the others, Shinayne first as she was quick to rouse, then Saberrak who anyone could smell a mile away at this point, and lastly Gwenneth who he thought of kissing for some reason but had no idea where the thought had originated.


  Over the next few minutes of shooshing each other and watching the stone slowly slide and meld away, each of them was paranoid beyond words. Shinayne held her blades with a deathgrip, Saberrak his axes, and James stood in front of Gwenneth as she prepared something magical. They guarded Zen with their backs to the stone walls as if death itself waited for them out on the slopes.


  As soon as their dwarven priest stopped, Gwenneth stepped out and looked. She said something in the arcane tongue, then again, but all of them rushed out with her shielding their eyes and gasping at the fresh air. Three hyenas and four vultures lay still, ten crows fell to the ground a second later, the same. Shinayne and James wasted not a thought and grabbed them all and began throwing them into the cave. Saberrak sniffed the air.


  “Hurry, all inside now! Zen, shut it!” The gray minotaur stood in front of them as they took the last of the sleeping scavenger animals and ran back in the cave.


  Saberrak shoved James suddenly, just in time for a spear of bone to miss his head. The horned warrior’s greataxes slashed up twice, cutting the spear once and knocking it loose with the second strike. Zen was praying loud, sweating, chanting in the dwarven tongue and holding his hammer and moons as his hand pulled the softening rock back closed.


  The Mogi warrior slid off the slope from above the entrance and made for the entrance. Saberrak stepped twice and rammed his horns into the chest of the snarling fifteen foot cannibal. They snarled, roared at one another, wrestled, then the Mogi picked Saberrak up. His axes cleaved into collarbone on each side of its neck, dropping it to its knees in growling pain. Saberrak saw shadows over his head, above the entrance, there were more.


  Black blood poured over the body from the giant, then sprayed the entrance from another axe slash, then covered the floor with the consecutive hacks that took its head. Saberrak dove in the wedge that remained from the divine prayers that Zen evoked to close the mountain cave. His horns were grabbed by another Mogi cannibal that had reached through.


  James took a two handed chop, then another, then a third, and the forearm attached to Saberrak’s horns was severed. The guttural roar of the stone crushing the shoulder of the Mogi outside was almost as horrid as the black blood that ran through the crack of stone Zen had left open. The severed arm twitched then released and fell to the ground.


  The stomping of the slope and mountaintop went on for hours, the angered Mogi had missed their catch again.


  No one spoke, there were no words. James had thought quick, acted fast, and likely saved them from certain death from starvation. They all smelled the whiskey and none approved. Still, no one said a word to him. Saberrak nodded, an unspoken thanks for the food and the timely swordstrokes.


  Vulture and crow necks snapped, hyenas were bled out and skinned, and a fire was started with gathered bones and cloaks they no longer needed. Gwenneth kept the fire going with arcane energies from her staff and Zen prayed to Vundren for the smoke to funnel out the crack so they did not suffocate. Saberrak and James cleaned and cooked the scavenger meat while Shinayne kept watch out the small fissure over Deadman’s Pass.


  With cool water, unpleasant meats, and a cave to keep them safe, the companions en route to the lost mines of Kakisteele survived another day. They heard the chants, listened to the footsteps and stomping to try and gauge numbers, and waited. James ate quietly, rested little, and tried not to think about when, not if, they would have to open the cave and fight their way out against the cannibal tribes of the Mogi.


  



   


  Kendari III:IV


  Ruins of Stillwood, Eastern Kivanis


  Shiver slashed wildly, barely even meeting resistance, but the heat seemed to make up for what the steel failed to do to the spirits of the dead. Kendari whipped the crossblade across immediately after, cutting through five elven ghosts as if they were paper. They faded quickly, angered facades upon the already perished, but the Nadderi paid no mind and kept moving.


  His steps were perfect, blocking transparent blades with a blur of parries, and riposting a hundred times to the doom of those that sought their revenge from beyond the grave. His brothers and father were the first to fall, forever ago it seemed. The onslaught was never ending, now the next morning from whence he was surrounded. Kendari had pushed himself beyond the limits of any soldier, any elf, even past the famed swordmasters of his race.


  He had killed thousands, thousands without armor, flesh, or real steel in their hands. His wounds were few, pinpoint bruises where bleeding cuts would have normally been. The cursed swordsman did not care, he was outnumbered, and against those that wished him dead like them. His longswords plunged through the charging elves, diminishing three at a time. Then he swept in masterful arcs that destroyed ten more of the gray spectres. Diving, rolling, and slashing more from atop ruined stones and dead tree roots, Kendari cut down the last of the haunts.


  He looked around and saw nothing. Sweat rolled in big drips from his soaked hair, down his marked face, and his breaths came in gasps of pure exhaustion. Shiver and the crossblade sheathed, free from blood despite all his enemies vanquished. He had taken their blood four hundred years past. Now, he had taken their revenge and spat it back at them from the still lands they resided in. The grove was quiet, the Nadderi tree with the sword of suicide called to him, and Kendari paced.


  “Bravo, bravo, Kendari the kinslayer revisits his past and is victorious! We are all amused, yet those bodies do not fulfill our bargain. They were already dead for the counting once, my marked assassin.”


  Her voice would enrage him, terrify him here and now, had he the energy or care left. He smelled the sulphur, saw the shadows move outside the circle of elven sacred ground to his left, Nareene was here but Kendari could not see where.


  "Show yourself, demon. And bring me water while you ramble, I have a thirst.”


  “No water where I am at, none at all. But not to worry, I will be out soon, twas but a wound of the flesh that takes days to heal in hell. A month or two here in your time and you will see me Kendari. Be patient.” Her voice echoed in the grove, laughter of a hundred cackling whores, and the foulest creatures all in one.


  “I am most anxious indeed.” He looked, a small rabbit by a banyan tree, sitting quiet, her voice came from it for certain.


  “So why did you come here? To ask forgiveness?”


  Kendari stabbed the rabbit with one fluid stroke that unleashed Shiver, killed the animal, and sheathed it all in one blink of an eye. The rabbit bled then black shadow rose into the air from its blood.


  “No, to end it all.” Kendari tried to watch the shadows but they blended into the air and then to nothing.


  “That was rude, so rude. I thought I had taught you better manners?” Nareene took a small blackbird high in the trees and out of his reach this time.


  “Does it hurt? When I kill you, is their agony? I surely hope so.” Kendari could not reach the bird, so he sheathed his blades and sat against the banyan tree, letting the sun warm his face and the breeze cool his hair.


  “No, it is rather pleasurable. However, keeping this form of communication in a place such as this is quite taxing on my spirit.”


  “You have no spirit, no soul, you are a demon. You take from this world and give to your masters. You are but a tool of a sick carpenter bent on forging evil instruments and spreading death. I care not what may tax you, Nareene.”


  “How very complimentary of you, I will inform Cancuru of your flattery. You will see him soon enough, that flattery may buy you a few centuries less of intolerable torment in Lake Holavis at the end of Tartralam. My master enjoys the exiles that drown in the dead, they go quite mad in their---“


  “Silence!” A woman’s ear piercing voice shredded the near quiet of Stillwood.


  The trees moved, the clouds thickened and stood still, and the ground shook. The blackbird possessed by Nareene looked, as did Kendari, as green light radiated through a crack in the earth and shot into the air. The Nadderi tree moaned, the sword in it crackled with black sparks, and Kendari vomited as his stomach churned uncontrollably. Nareene flew fast to another tree further away.


  “You both are most unwelcome here! What daring audacity would bring you to Stillwood? Either of you?!” Seirena hovered above the crevice in the soil, surrounded by green illumination, her blonde white hair thrashing in winds that were not there, and her green glowing eyes fixed upon Kendari.


  Her voice held a power that was beyond mortal scope. Kendari quivered, he could not talk, he was in the circle of the grove near the Nadderi tree which only amplified the terror and blasphemy that he felt for being alive and here. He reached up to shield his eyes but his hand only got a foot off the ground before the tremors were too much.


  “Kendari was coming to end his life, so it would seem, great mother. I was simply urging him to do so and foretelling---“


  “I hear a temptress speaking, my sons’ voice from one of my birds, Cancuru is it? My second born child, does he enjoy Tartralam? Does he enjoy the exiled purgatory of the dead and the insane? Send him his mothers’ love!” Seirena’s green eyes flared, the bird exploded with shadow and screams of a thousand women and demons in unison. Then, as if nothing happened, the bird flew off.


  “Now, Kendari, surely you came here for something other than disturbing the dead. Speak.” Seirena looked to the sky as if something may be watching her.


  “Just to…end it…is all…unforgiving Goddess…of---“


  “Silence, your quivering annoys me and I cannot stay long. Did you come to die? Because I cannot kill, nor shed blood, not of a living creature on the earth. You, like it or not, are still mine while you live.”


  “No…I want…to---“


  “End the suffering? Find a reason to live? Not from me, Kendari the kinslayer, not from me. How many did you kill, have you killed?” Seirena watched the trees, the clouds, she was nervous out here without any protection.


  “Thousands…I am…not---“ His tremors would not stop, his words were cut off, she was reading his thoughts as fast as they came. He had second thoughts on returning now, her presence caused a pain no one could endure, let alone him.


  “Today does not count, they were already dead. So, you have taken the lives of just over two thousand one hundred by your blades alone in just over six hundred years of life. That is directly, I hold you accountable for only that, though your justice of the curse was due to your assisted leadership in killing nearly ten thousand in one battle. So, am I to forgive you for that? I think no. What have you ever done to deserve any redemption?”


  “The queen…of Harlaheim…I---“


  “Ahhh, yes. You saved one woman, roughly saved mind you, but yes. One adulteress queen, There is one. Do you wish forgiveness? I am forgiving, my son Cancuru, you will not escape that, not ever. But I, yes, I can forgive you.” Seirena smiled.


  “Yes?...then..I am…---“


  “No, not yet. You will retain those marks and your curse until you have redeemed yourself in my eyes. I want one hundred lives saved for every one you killed. That would be two hundred ten thousand three hundred. I would guess you to be in your last century of life, give or take a few decades. You best get busy, Kendari.”


  “Go…to…hell…you---“


  “I know my father sent many of my children there already as they deserved, now they rule there and send their flock to ones like you. Get your mind off of anything I see in your recent past. Take that sword, end it, I have offered my terms of redemption.” Seirena started to fade, back into the crevice, she called to her sanctum in Soujan Mountain.


  “I will…do as..I wish…and I will…see your..words---“


  “Oh, I remember. You cursed me and my son Siril, and all of the Whitemoon, I never forget Kendari. Keep your mind off of Shinayne T’Sarrin, I see your thoughts. My son Siril will strike you dead should you even think to act upon what I just saw. If I had not come, Siril would have, and you would be no more.”


  “I will…go west…and follow…them…and you will…regret…this moment…more…You know..I can…kill her easily.” Kendari, tremors or not, knew when someone showed interest and threatened, it meant they cared enough to mention it. Goddess or not, he knew that Seirena did not like him thinking of that highborne elven woman he met in Chazzrynn. He smiled.


  “You want to be of use, is that your threat? Travel to Armondeen, to Vin Armon then, you will know what to do. Do that, and I will hold the Hedim Anah off of you for three days. Do it not, and I will have my granddaughters summon them now from their temples. Then I will send the guardians of the Temples of the Whitemoon and my Knights Soujan. I will be watching Kendari, my eyes are everywhere. You will be followed by one you will never trick again….” Seirena, Goddess of the earth and life, faded into the green light. The crevice closed as if it never were.


  Kendari stood, his trembling stopped, the pain was sharp in his abdomen. He looked to the sword. He heard a crunch in the leaves of Stillwood and turned. There was a deer, young, nubs for horns, eating grass not five feet away. It stared at him, growled as if it were a dog, and continued eating.


  The Nadderi elf gripped the sword, a curved elven longblade he would never use, and pulled it from the tree. The tree moaned and whispered in anger. Kendari strapped the blade to his back and looked to the deer. He thought he imagined the whole thing, wished he had, but he knew it was his mind trying to rationalize the trauma. He smiled, having defied the Gods once more, and even having something to possibly keep him occupied a month or so. Hopefully, it involved some killing.


  “And who are you then, something I ate long ago? Reborn to follow and torment me for enjoying a meal of you or your family? I hope you can keep up.”


  The deer growled its best growl again as it chewed.


  “You do not frighten me, tell her that. You best hope I do not get hungry in the long journey to Armondeen.”


  It stared, growling, chewing, it definitely understood.


  The ruins of Stillwood were quiet once more. Kendari walked out slowly, head low, thoughts heavy. He kept the sword of suicide there, just in case he felt the need to end his life. Armondeen would take a direct western route of at least two weeks at a fast ride on a strong horse. He looked west, then to his boots, having nothing better to do than either kill himself or kill the deer, so he began to run at a light pace. He looked back, the deer ran behind him. He stopped. The deer stopped.


  “Ths is going to be an agonizing journey.” He looked over his shoulder, the blade of death was right there, anytime he needed it.


  “Not today sword, not yet.” Kendari began west once more, deer in tow.


  



   


  Exodus III:XI


  Deadman’s Pass, Misathi Mountains


  “There comes a moment lads, when all resources are exhausted, there is no turning back, and every strategy is too much a gamble to even try. At that moment soldiers are made by simply choosing the direct approach over suicide or surrender, knowing in thine hearts and minds albeit either choice as being equally matched in odds of survival.”---Words of Gindrach Hulaste, fourth Low King of Evermont, military philosopher for the Kingdom of Shanador, circa 181 B.C.


   


  Shinayne looked out through the crack in the melded stone. The shadows grew, night was coming in a few hours. Three times this day, the Mogi had tried to break through to no avail. Hairline cracks were revealed with Gwenneth’s light however, the keen eyesight of the highborne saw as much. She knew it would not be another night before they broke through. Then, fifty or more on five, trapped in a cave, and Shinayne knew they would meet their ends. The storms brought no rain, but the flashes of lightning from the south and west reflected off of the slopes across the vale.


  “Think, someone think of something.” The elf had filled her waterskins, packed the leftover cooked meats of scavengers, and sharpened her blades three times.


  “We tried to run twice, they will not leave. They have no homes, no predators, and their patience is borderline endless. We are sure there is no other way out, Zen?” James was at his wits’ end with no ideas.


  “None. Could take me weeks or more to go down, straight down that is, and might be for nothin’ anyway. We’d starve before I got us anywhere. I been praying a lot, Vundren’s mountains and all. But, that is that.” Zen had his armor on, he was ready for a day now, just like the rest of them.


  “Saberrak?” Shinayne looked to her horned scouting companion.


  “We have run all day, hid at night. Best I have is that they would never expect us to charge out with the sun down. Surprise might help, all I have, I do not think they will fall for me being the bait again.”


  “Agreed. Gwenneth?”


  “If you can keep me from being skewered long enough, I can unleash quite a bit. But they are big, fast, and everywhere. I have some ideas, but nothing safe, and nothing that won’t require us getting close and them chasing right behind. Sorry.”


  “What we do then? I can’t live with getting’ ye’ all killed on account o’ me.” Zen hung his head.


  “No one knows we are here, no one is coming, and there is nowhere for what, three days?” James checked his blade, examining the edge, it was sharp.


  “Aye, three days is me best guess, northwest to Evermont.”


  “We can starve here, as we won’t catch anymore scavengers, and we can’t wait them out. They are cannibals, they ate the last one of them we killed. They can likely eat one or two of their women and live a week. We won’t last another four days. Unless we ate each other.” James chuckled, he knew not what else to do with his tensions and fears but introduce some humor.


  “My vote is Saberrak, he could feed us for a fortnight.” Shinayne elbowed the gray gladiator as she smiled.


  “Funny.” Saberrak huffed.


  “So, when do we charge then?” James was serious now, he did not want the joke to continue.


  “Can I have an hour, I need to meditate and try to send word to Lavress.” Shinayne sniffled.


  “Aye, make it two. I have me father and Vundren almighty, got some things that need said.”


  “Agreed, I will, well, you know. Whoever listens I guess.” James smiled, walked to the rear of the cavern where they had been relieving themselves, and knelt to pray.


  “Me too.” Saberrak walked toward the left side of the cavern.


  “Who are you praying to then, horned one?” Gwenneth asked.


  “Annar I guess, who else?”


  “Oh.” Gwenne got quiet, being the only one not in prayer. She looked to her books, her staff that glowed, and felt terribly alone all of the sudden as she faced death all by herself.


  Zen picked up on it, just the slight lack of words, the missing sarcastic retort, he knew.


  “And Vundren, I ask ye’ give Gwenneth Lazlette the strength and stamina to help us make it out alive. Ye’ already gave her the smarts and the courage and she be damned fearless as it is. Anything for her would be appreciated.”


  He said it loud, where usually his prayers were quiet. He hoped it worked.


  Gwenneth choked back her tears, even though everyone had their backs turned or heads down. No one had ever prayed for her and she had never prayed. She did not know what to do, what to say, or whom she would say it to.


  “Thank you Azenairk.” She whispered to herself.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Rynnth flicked her forked black tongue slowly, she smelled the storm, the cannibals, and even the giants in the clouds. Her body writhed and snaked from her renewed energy. Centuries underground had made her weak and feeble for her size, but now she felt young. Days upon days basking in the hot sun of the crossroads at the edge of the Misathi Mountains in wait for her prey had warmed her black scales and draconic blood completely.


  She looked to the three horses that remained, not at all hungry anymore. She did miss the screams of the men burning though, she had enjoyed eating them all. Every time one thought ill of her, thought of running, or even spoke, she charred him and those close to him. She did not need eighty weak willed men with horses, not when she had three slaves and was at full strength.


  “Gilthirix vax avux astrixieras.” She hissed.


  Veuric sat on her back, his black robes tied around his waist, pale skin now red and burned. His mind was lost in her will, all he did anymore was speak to her, sing to her, do what she willed when she willed it. His burned face, black on one side, sunburned red on the other, turned toward Queen Katrina and Faldrune the red minotaur.


  “Her majesticness Rynnth says to be ready. Many are coming, and all will die.”


  “What shall we do?” Katrina was weary. She and Faldrune had buried the remains and gear that the dragon had not consumed, seventy men worth, and the hooves and saddles. The heat was exhausting, staying here at a mountain crossroads that no one used was pure boredom, and there was no escaping Rynnth. A small pond kept full just around the northern slope, a natural spring had saved them from thirst. Charred animals and horses were the last ten days’ cuisine, but no starvation. The lady of Willborne knew Evermont was not far, but not close enough for them to make a run for it. Night was coming, there was no escaping the mountains without light to see. The only light was the constant wall of flame that Rynnth lit over and over at the crossroads, breathing to keep the stone melted, the smoke as cover, and the ground impassable.


  “Take positions on either side of the pass, keep hidden. Kill any that do not die from her fires.” Veuric spoke before Rynnth did as her mind controlled him with the blood he drank every few days.


  Faldrune hefted his two handed spiked mace and did as Rynnth, through Veuric, instructed. He could only speak Agarian, and he knew that the wyrm knew his words and thoughts. He kept quiet, always watching his Katrina for when she would make a move or give a signal. He had been spitting most of the blood out when she had made them drink from her tongue or arm, one time he held it in his mouth for half a day before letting it drip out of his nostrils while he pretended to sleep. His eyes still felt the heat, the blood, the will of the the winged wyrm, but not as strong as she might have thought. He knew Katrina had been doing the same.


  The supposed queen of Willborne took her longsword out of the sheath and planted it in the loose sandy soil of red like the mountains. She strapped on her shield, placed her helm on her head, and closed the visor. The crown set on top near perfect, she pulled the blade from the earth, and tried to calm her heartbeat with slow breaths. She was not afraid of the five fugitives that Johnas wanted, that the dragon wanted, nor the giants in the clouds. She was more terrified of what would happen after they killed them all, when Rynnth had no more revenge to take. Would she live to see Willborne again, would the dragon rule the kingdom like her children had ruled Bailey, or would they all become the next meal for the colossal wyrm that controlled them. Katrina thought these things, under her surface thoughts of heat, food, killing, and serving. She had learned how to keep her mind occupied for the dragon while maintaining her sanity and will underneath.


  “Hixreth, timogxeem xastra xuxdery kilaxiast, pruxellex asrex huum vuriu exeth.” She could have spoken in the Agarian tongue, but having a translating priest and the sound of her native language pleasured her.


  Rynnth seemed to laugh at the end of whatever she had just said. They all noticed as she was not one for any sort of humor. Veuric, Katrina, and Faldrune all felt the hair on their arms and necks stand on end.


  “What did she say, priest?” Faldrune growled it out, hating the suspense that Veuric was prone to at times.


  “Rynnth says that you are not to kill them, but take an arm or a leg and incapacitate them. She wants their appendages, she will burn them all slowly, over a week, and watch them suffer.” Veuric gulped, hearing the hissing snicker of the monstrous winged beast he served.


  Katrina looked to Faldrune, he returned the glance, then both blinked slowly to one another. Neither knew what it meant, just that they both meant something, and they knew that she did not know. It was enough.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Auf Alach had stopped, the clouds swirled around the home of the giants of the sky, and lightning crackled from the proximity of the storming castle and the peaks of the Misathi. The thunder was weak in comparison to the pounding fists of over a hundred giants as the bridge lowered out of the clouds.


  They had tracked the dragon to the west and followed. Their home moved slow, but their sight from above rarely missed anything. They had indeed lost the wyrm for nearly seven days and assumed she had gone underground. The last few days however, telltale signs of smoke south of Evermont gave her away. In late summer, with all the heat on the surface, no one but a dragon would want or wish fire during the scorching late afternoon. They had directed their dying king, Arytor the Spear, to guide their floating home south of the crossroads that the slaves used. There, in the distance, they saw the fires of their black wyrm.


  From the walls they shouted praise, from the windows they stomped and drank to the hunt, and from the bridge the women of Auf Alach threw handfuls of leaves and flowers as the chosen of the storm walked out onto the mountains below. Only Udmalyr Sun-born stared in silence. The younger brother that had fell to the trial of the storm hung his head as his two brothers went on to glory.


  Kimtor Seven-teeth stepped first, his bronze greaves, disc plated armor, and round shield all shined under the clouds. His helmet showed his tattooed face and beard of yellow and sprouted his braids out the top. He clanged his massive broadsword to his shield. He looked down to the seven fangs on his chain that held his bearskin cloak. He hoped to add more to it this day.


  Eybrol Raven-hair wore no helm, had no braids in his long black mane, and his beard was neatly groomed like the old statues of Annar. His armor was a solid bronze plate with greaves and gauntlets. He had no cloak, no jewelry, he needed none on the hunt. The younger brother stood a foot taller than Kimtor, nearly twenty seven feet tall. Eybrol had no shield, he needed none either. His bronze greatblade of over fifteen feet came up to his chest as he planted it hard in the bridge and waved his fists over his head at his people. They stomped and cheered, the women threw their traditional plants over his head, and he walked ahead of quiet Kimtor.


  Heavy steps sent rock spilling onto the southern slopes as the two brothers, sons of Arytor, giants of Auf Alach, marched toward their prey. Over peaks and into valleys, they stalked north and west toward Rynnth and her pets. They were silent toward each other, neither wishing to share words. Brothers by blood, but the crown and rule for centuries to come depended upon who took the head of the dragon. So for now, there was nothing to say among the two giant warriors.


  Eybrol hefted his greatblade over his shoulder and drew a dagger in his other hand. The sun beat down, the sweat marked them both as the hunt went an hour away from their floating home.


  “I would much like you to use that dagger on the hunt brother, my victory would be assured with that small blade.” Kimtor Seven-teeth laughed as they walked.


  “Surely this dragon is not a big as you say, Kimtor.”


  “She is, and with that knife you will but make her laugh at you.”


  “It has two uses, smaller brother. One is to take the teeth from my kill.” Eybrol stopped near a turn in the valley they followed.


  “That is my kill you speak of, younger one. But go on, your arrogance may amuse me.”


  Eybrol smiled then drove the dagger into the back of his brothers thigh. He wiped the blood across Kimtors bearskin cloak. His brother fell to a knee, roared in pain and surprise at the treachery, and drew his broadsword. Eybrol walked ahead, with longer strides, and sheated his dagger. He was safely out of reaching distance.


  “The other is to assure that it is my kill, my crown, and my kingdom. Good bye, Kimtor Seven-teeth, when I return, you will call me King Eybrol the Blade, King of Auf Alach.” Eybrol did not even turn to look, he knew his brother would never keep pace now, he had hit true.


  “Curses upon you, I call the Gods and the storms to see you fail! You are as false as your honor you have shown here! I will call you Eybrol Snake-tongue!” He yelled to his brother who had just won at foul play but Eybrol kept walking away to hunt for the dragon. His taunts and challenges fell on deaf ears that only wished to hear his own name chanted upon the throne.


  Kimtor tried to stand, the pain was terrible. He limped, blood running red down his leg, and continued slowly. He stopped, tore the bearskin and wrapped his wounded thigh tight. He knew he would not catch his brother now, but perhaps he could still have victory. The eldest son of Arytor grunted through the agony and shambled forward after his treacherous brother and through the western ends of the Misathi.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  “Now?” James looked to Gwenneth.


  “Ready?” Shinayne looked to Zen.


  “Open it.” Saberrak huffed, his breathing was fast, his muscles bulged and flexed as he gripped a greataxe in each hand. He was crouched low, knowing what would be coming overhead.


  The sun had just left the valley of Deadman’s Pass, the fires of green cannibal shamans were not lit yet, and Zen was not praying by the stone, not this time. Gwenneth began to chant, her staff of Imoch glowed from green to red, three of the five ancient runes glowed deep green, she focused on allowing the energy to flow through her and out her fingers that pointed to the stone wall with the crack. Hovering, she completed the invocation from the staff.


  “Yealvathoor umanti oor!”


  A ripple of deep blue snaked from her fingers then launched over the minotaur and into the stone. The rock exploded outward, two waiting Mogi giants blown off their feet with shards of stone that carried them into the valley below.


  With a savage growl and a horns down charge, Saberrak the gray ran after the cascading chunks of stone and into the pass. Shinayne kept pace, not turning to search the peaks nor survey the enemies on the slopes above. Gwenneth flew out after, James and Zen covering her on each side and on a dead run. A quick axe slash and an elven sword stroke opened the throats of the two giants struggling on the rock floor. No one missed a step nor paused, they knew they could not afford any delays.


  The Mogi howled their hunting cries, then dozens answered, then dozens more after that. From the cliffs all around they saw their prey, running into the valley, their valley, and heading north. The shamans chanted for their souls, calling the hunters to bring them to the fires they would start. The little vermin had killed many of their tribe, disgraced their sacred totems, and trespassed on the Mogi burial grounds where none but Mogi were allowed. The tribes all knew that they must kill them all for their transgressions, and kill them in the fires of their ancestors.


  “Raaghaha, rahaga, mogaha, ramogahi!”


  Spears hurled from the cliffs and peaks aimed at the minotaur and the elf. Too fast, stepping in broken lines to not be hit, the bone projectiles broke and scattered around them.


  “Left!” Zen yelled it loud, making sure Shinayne and Saberrak heard it as he pointed with his blacksteel warhammer. Gwenneth nodded.


  “Now!” James shouted as he saw the elf and the minotaur veer right to safety.


  Gwenneth did not look much past the pointed weapon of her dwarven friend, just to the rocks was all, she did not focus on the horde of things moving upon it. She repeated the chant of the invocation of the quake. Seconds later, the indigo light struck the slope and it shattered into a rumbling mass of stones. Five Mogi giants roared in desperation as the landslide buried them to the knees. They toppled over, more rubble showering and sliding over them as they fought to escape. Shinayne and Saberrak cleared the avalanche as it reached the pass and kept running. Zen and James took the far right as Gwenneth hovered over the loose rock.


  “Right Gwenne, to the right!” Zen yelled again seeing twenty Mogi clearing the peaks not a hundred feet away in the darkening sky.


  “Now!” James saw the footsteps of his friends head to the left, and called it clear for Gwenneth.


  “Inviernas, trebias, taroon!” She pointed the staff to where Zen guided with his hammer. Her hands ached as the relic of the archmage Imoch grew cold, colder than the ice of Vallakazz in midwinter.


  The slope of the mountain, hundreds of feet across, from the edge of the valley to the peak, shimmered with ice. Icicles by the hundreds that grew up instead of down appeared, mists clung just feet above the frosted red rock, and the charging Mogi slid and crashed down instead of giving chase north. By the time they reached the bottom, those that could stand were well behind their prey.


  “Behind us! Gwenne, behind!” Zen turned and saw them, nine there were and not the Mogi that had fallen on the magical ice either.


  “Now!” James looked to the rear, no one was there but the Mogi. He ran steady, keeping pace with Gwenne and Zen was easier than trying to keep up with Shinayne and Saberrak. He turned as she began to chant, three were waiting ahead in the curve of the pass.


  “Zen, behind my fire!” Gwenneth chanted quick, harmless green light erupted from the ground behind them. It covered the pass from north to south, flickered like green flames nearly twenty feet tall and five times that in width.


  Azenairk took a fast knee, sliding on his plate armor. “Vundath, ertha und estra undith Vundren ver!”


  As he finished his prayer he slammed the warhammer into the ground. He turned and ran to catch up as the Mogi cannibals charged the green fires they did not fear, not twenty steps behind him.


  Zen smiled, hearing the sliding of sharpened rock, the growing spikes of stone erupt from the floor in the pass, right behind the fires at a rear facing angle. The Mogi impaled themselves as they leapt savagely through the familiar flickering green light they thought was guiding them, surely from their shamans and ancestors. They roared and screeched in pain, giant slivers of blessed rock gorged through them, holding them helpless as they bled black into Deadman’s Pass.


  Saberrak turned left, then right, watching the eyes of the three Mogi before he and Shinayne. The elf and the minotaur crossed at the last second, confusing the gray giants of death. Their spears crossed, then an axe cleaved deep into an ankle, then another on the middle giant, and two elven cuts took the tendon of the third. The giants fell but turned to grab the blaspheming vermin, just as a broadsword dove into the ribs of the hunter on the right. A bolt of lightning charred through the back of the middle Mogi, dropping it dead.


  Saberrak turned around as Shinayne kept running ahead. He was barely out of reach from the kneeling cannibal but threw his axes both end over end. They drove into the chest of the Mogi that still lived. It fell down on all fours. Zen ran beside it, crashed his warhammer twice into the temple, then once on the back of the head, and it fell dead. James grabbed one axe, Zen the other, both of them tossing the weapons to their owner. Saberrak caught his axes, then all four began their run again as more Mogi swarmed behind them, dozens more.


  Shinayne leapt up onto a hillock of stone, the spear rammed the rock floor where she had just been. She ducked the swing of the shaft held by the Mogi shaman, then jumped up on the side of the slope. Another lunge meant to impale her and the elven noble sidestepped and climbed a few feet higher. She feigned to be losing grip, feigned a slide down, but dug her bootheels into the rock. The fetish covered horned Mogi reached out to grab the sliding elf, now eye level at fifteen feet off the valley floor.


  Carice and Elicras tucked under in a close guard, Shinayne somersaulted right at the face of the shaman. His hand went underneath, his spear rose but not in time, and the highborne elf struck out twice as she passed his horned face. Both enchanted blades cut deep gashes across its neck, black blood poured thick. She wrapped her arm around one of the chains that connected his tusks to the horns on his head, and swung onto its shoulder. Before it could cover its throat or reach for the elf, her blades dove down through the softer flesh between the neck and collarbone, one blade on each side. Shinayne rode the falling beast to the valley, just as her friends rounded the corner.


  They all heard the chanting, now mostly south and east of them. The valleys to the south suddenly radiated a dozen green glows, the sun fell behind the peaks to the east, and the last sliver of light faded on the horizon.


  “Raaghaha, rahaga, mogaha, ramogahi!”


  “Raaghaha, rahaga, mogaha, ramogahi!”


  “Raaghaha, rahaga, mogaha, ramogahi!”


  It grew louder, more of them, the Mogi were angered and the shadows moved in the southern peaks.


  “We killed how many?” James looked south, not believing what he was seeing as more than twenty fires shone in eerie green light behind them.


  “Forty, there or abouts. Nearin’ sixty with the ones Saberrak killed few days back.” Zen wiped the sweat from his face, not daring to take off his helmet.


  “Looks to be a few more than that left.” Saberrak huffed. He began to run north.


  “A few?” Shinayne looked south, then she saw the heads clear the cliffs. Twenty, thrity, fifty, then even more Mogi spread across the slopes of the pass after them. “Run! That is more than a few Saberrak!”


  “A few more than we care to handle.” Saberrak smiled as Shinayne caught up.


  “Gwenneth, behind!” Zen ran as fast as he could go, pointing his warhammer, covered in Mogi blood, to the rear of the cannibal horde.


  “Now!” James kept close to Gwenne and waited for the next wave of Mogi. He knew this night would never end.


  



   


  Johnas III:IV


  Docks of Valhirst, Chazzrynn


  The setting sun in the east was tranquil, the waves gently sloshed into the piers, his city was quiet from here. Johnas Valhera, dressed in the finest Harlaheim robes and garments of greens and gold and polished black leathers, watched the last minutes of light escape over the Carisian Sea. He knew the captain of the Morninghawk was waiting, right next to him. Vermillion and Oggidan stood behind him with fifty of Valhirst’s finest as well. The Prince took long steps, stretching his stiff legs from the journey back home.


  “Yes captain?” He asked, already knowing what the question would be.


  “Your highness, may I take my daughter and wife now. I have done as you asked, more actually.” He trembled, this man was not the monster that Prince Bryant had told them over the years, he was far worse.


  “No.”


  “But Prince Johnas, your word, your honor, what would you have me do?”


  “Nothing. Your ship, well the heir prince’s ship, is now mine. I truly have no further use for you.” Johnas Valhera, Prince of Valhirst, Regent of Harlaheim, Patriarch of the White Spider, and Ambassador of Caberran Trade watched as the Harlian Galleons made port. He smiled, five thousand hired blades, an entire kingdom with a retainer of Crossguard Legionairres to the north, and his crown was surely en route via Mikhail Salganat as they stood on the docks. He had no doubts that the king would come for his only son.


  “I want my wife and daughter, sire. I will do anything, anything you ask. Please.”


  “Vermillion.” It was an order, no words needed. The dark robed man reached into his cloak and pulled out a brand then put it back. The captain, perhaps thirty or so seasons under him, looked to robe and the man wearing it, confused.


  “Then follow me, quietly, surely you want answers.” Johnas walked into his city, watching the people watching him. He wanted no spectacle beyond the army that made landing behind him. Surely with the siege, the rumors, the very king and uncle of the ruling lord of the city wanting his own nephew dead, he would have to pay for a warm welcome to the city he left during all of it. Still, no one dared say a word to their Prince, they knew better.


  His procession grew, from fifty to three times that in guards and councilors. Johnas watched the shadows, yes, his agents moved there as well, guarding him from anything unseen in the emerald city of murder and treason. Castle Valhera greeted him just as cold, standing out from the salty air and moonlit dusk like a giant that wanted to be left alone. Royal guards saluted, men stood against walls off the red carpets minding his approach, and servants went into action as their monarch arrived.


  A turn to the right, then to the left, and his throne above the throne sat empty in the heart of his castle. He thought of going below, but not yet, no, he would wait and save dessert for later. Johnas smiled, thinking of torturing young Prince Bryant, watching him squirm, and then killing him right before his fathers’ eyes as he took the crown of Chazzrynn.


  “Clear them out, Vermillion, all of them. Just you and the mirrors, young Oggidan here, and the captain. Whose name is again? Forgive me, I am terrible with names of those that do not concern me.” Johnas sat, glass of wine poured by Oggidan, warlock mirrors being brought up by Vermillion of the South. He rested his posture, leg over the arm of the throne, and looked down to the weeping captain of the Morninghawk.


  “Kirbend, Kirbend Ronsolly, your grace. I have been the captain of the Morninghawk for---“


  “The Morninghawk, fine galleon indeed. I like her, intend to keep her, but the name reminds me of Bryant. How about, the Medusa?” Johnas thought of the far western isles beyond Armondeen that boasted such fictional women with snakes for hair that could hold a man in terror with their eyes. He liked it, real or no, it would do fine.


  “Fine name Prince Johnas.” Oggidan was sharpening his gauntlet blade that sat where his hand had once been.


  “Agreed, my patriarch.” Vermillion, hood covering his face as always, said three words, more than usual. He had the warlock mirrors unveiled and the doors closed.


  “Change the name of the ship? But that is ludicrous, that vessel is famous in so many battles that---“


  “What news, my shadowy assassin, what news?” Johnas paid no mind to the captain. He watched the tracing of the symbols on the black slab then the identical white marble one. He notice Vermillion was rusty, though his duties had always been more secretive than the rest of the eight, requiring months of no contact at times.


  “Nothing from Sapphire of the East nor Crimson of the North. I would suspect that something is in need of attention there.”


  “Agreed, I will send agents out, as we have no way to contact anyone there besides them. Next.” Johnas drank, watching the captain.


  “King Phillip the First, now Domenarch of Harlaheim, has met with his agents and has begun recruiting. Silk of the River has been tracking those wanted with Balric, nothing yet. Diamond of the Mountain has been teaching Phillip the warlock mirrors to much success. All from the city of Harlaheim, my prince.” Vermillion rarely spoke, he liked quiet, and he rested a moment in between messages.


  “See captain, if you want something done correctly, you must go to the source and handle it with force. Now Harlaheim is back on track, in better form really.” Johnas smiled. He felt the sword throb, not the usual urge, a more reserved one. He knew what that meant.


  “Not now.”


  “Pardon, my prince?” Oggidan thought her heard Johnas whisper.


  “Nothing, continue Vermillion, continue.”


  “If I must. Emerald of the Ocean and Ruby of the Sea have both arrived in Devonmir. They confirm that Rinicus and Jade of the West were thrown off a cliff by the brown minotaur and are dead. The five with the scroll have escaped Devonmir and the minotaur is killing in the arenas every day. Cadius, the house wizard, lives in terror of this Chalas Kalaza, but the agents state they will restore order. The Lords of Devonmir have asked for one hundred thousand in gold and for this minotaur gladiator of yours, and they will call all debts paid. The Sassari family has not named a price for their losses as of yet.”


  “See, Kirbend, if they had asked to have Chalas killed, I would say no. But, it is rather like a trade or sale. I will drop the gold in half and buy ten minotaurs with what I would have paid. In fact, I could send the Medusa to Halay and see about a purchase. Tell them I will consider it, for now.”


  “Who is Chalas, your highness?” Kirbend grew more confused by the minute.


  “Ingenious, my prince, truly.” Oggidan poured more wine. He did not mention, nor really know how to, that Vermillion seemed much less subservient and more independent and informed than any other agent he had met or heard of. He kept it to himself.


  “And the five with the scroll, my prince?” Vermillion was tired of this already.


  “Send word throughout Shanador, Willborne, and Armondeen. If I remember correctly, they may be heading west after something else. Put a price on them, say ten thousand each? That should take care of that.” Johnas drank more, thought more, ignored the sword more as it tried to communicate with him.


  “That was all from below. We have word topside as well, normal things.” Vermillion sat in the corner, he liked the shadows and his back to a wall.


  “Such as?”


  “War preparations, letters to ruling nobles, a prince rotting in the dungeons, Willborne crowning Katrina, and replacing Jade of the West, for a beginning.” Vermillion had much in the way of concerns.


  “We have four thousand in all, now that is nine with what ports as we speak. Mikhail could spend months rousing an army and planning an attack that would succeed, no doubt. However, he will not leave precious Bryant here that long, not with the threat we gave. So, in a few days or weeks with a ragtag army, he will meet his end. Ruling nobles need no letters, they will see the crown, enjoy a funeral, and that will be all that is needed. The Valhera family ruled long ago, it is not as if a foreign invader took the throne. Do not concern yourself with that.”


  “And Willborne?”


  “Katrina Willborne is like us, yet she does not have the blades in the dark. She has an army, yes. Noble blood, well, close enough, so we will give her that. But, when the men rally against her, who will watcher her back? Her pet minotaur, Faldrune? Doubtful.”


  “They say she has a dragon, an ancient beast awakened from under their kingdom. It was rumored to have killed several of those nobles that you speak of. She could be a threat, Johnas.” Vermillion bowed, realizing that he had overstepped his words. It was difficult, the relationship was unique between he and Johnas, but he kept his hooded head bowed until spoken to.


  “Then we will keep an eye on her every step is all. Not to worry, soldiers and dragons, neither make good rulers for long.” Johnas nodded slowly to Vermillion, receiving the affirmative slow nod in return. The sword sent another empathetic and sad throb to Johnas, he ignored it again.


  “And Jade?”


  “Her twin brother Alexei would do fine, capture him, have the forces in the west take Southwind this time, not just a decoy or diversion. I want him prisoner. Perhaps he is more loyal and resonable than his late twin sister.” Johnas smiled, a short smile, it was all too easy.


  “What…what is going on here?” The captain stood tall, hand on his broadsword.


  “It is called politics, dear captain Kirbend. Now, we can go below and brand you, it will hurt, and then you will be one of us. Or, I kill you here and now. The choice is yours.” Johnas stood, walked down the throne steps, and began to take his royal fineries off until he was down to the tight leathers and his emerald pommeled kris blade. Oggidan did not let one thing touch the floor then backed away.


  “I will never be like you scum in the night. I just want to see my wife, where is she, she is not on the Morninghawk and either is my daughter! Where are they?!”


  “Your wife turned my head in the bedchamber a few nights aboard the ship if you must know. Kirbend, as her husband I must ask, were you aware she could do those things with her tongue? Did you ever put her to swordpoint naked? I believe a woman truly comes forth, sexually speaking, at that very moment.” Johnas was sincere in his questions, his eyes were calm and serious.


  “What?” The captain felt anger, disbelief, the tears, he drew his blade.


  “Truly amazing, so I sold her in Harlaheim to one of my harems, I believe King Phillip was focking her the night before I left. Oh, your daughter too, a little young though. When those breasts pop up in a few years, say twelve or so, she will pull in a lot of coin for the White Spider.” Johnas drew his sword.


  “You wretched bastard, demon of hell! You are a dead man!”


  “I will take this as a refusal then?”


  The captain charged, lunged, and slashed wildly at Johnas Valhera. The prince parried, counterattacked with a thrust, the captain sidestepped. He chopped down, then Johnas sidestepped and pierced his shoulder. He swung out in anger, Johnas parried and riposted, piercing the other shoulder. Bleeding, full of rage, captain Kirbend stepped in close and raised his blade to strike the prince down. Johnas slashed across his forearms, twirled as the blade came down, and sunk the curvy steel into the side of the captains’ neck. He released his thrust, backed up from the spurting fountain of blood, and held out his hand for a cloth.


  Thud, thud, clang


  “You see gentlemen, attachment can be a poisonous thing. That is why I will never marry.” Johnas stepped over the body of captain Kirbend of the ship no longer named the Morninghawk. He wiped his blade clean and sheathed it.


  “Time to go below, my prince?” Oggidan smiled, looking to the body. He wanted that, the women, the power, the deadly skills, all of it. He was enthralled.


  “Yes, I believe so. Vermillion, pass orders around, make sure everyone is following through. Oggidan, bring the tiger and the opium, it is time to celebrate.”


  As Oggidan ran ahead, Johnas turned to Vermillion of the South, grabbed him tight to the wall in the dark corridor alone. “You need to be more discreet, Jehrale, others will notice your demeanor. Remember your place brother. You train them, as me, and you will be respectful in my presence. Understood?”


  “Yes my prince, sorry indeed.” Jehrale Valhera, known as Vermillion of the South, nodded to his older brother. To the world, he had died of fever thirty years ago, their mother had lied to protect at least one of the two remaining Valhera males after the wars with Harlaheim had taken their remaining family. He had the scars of her love well hidden under his hood, scars to ensure their family name and that no one would know his heritage.


  “Oh and here.” Johnas handed his blade to Jehrale, taking one of his to replace it. “Mother wishes to speak to you, she is insistent. Have it back in an hour, no more.”


  “Yes my prince, as you command.” Jehrale felt the emerald throb as he unsheathed the blade. Over and over, the kris shortsword was sending sensations in the dark. He replied to the sword he had not held in many years.


  “Hello mother.”
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  Fadim Kerikadahn, exiled Prince of Khedra, waited patiently for the trolls to stop their search here and move on to another tower. They had been hunting him for days, orders from this Eliah Shendrynn and Vanessa for certain. He had killed four so far, taken the easy ones that lagged behind or got distracted. Their bodies were left as diversions since Crimson of the North would move the spine severed corpses around after he murdered them, throwing everyone into disarray and off his trail.


  He had been Crimson of the North for so long that he had begun to forget his own name. His turban was reversed, black cloth over his dark eyes and midnight mask. He crouched, high up in the rafters of rotted wood above the stairwell, hidden by moldy planks and his black cloak. His dark skin had but one benefit on this continent, he could remain unseen much easier than an Agarian.


  His brother, Prince Jhaleem of Khutra, was married to one of the daughters of Prince Alamud Kaven Sa’oom of Khi’Va, a powerful merchant prince that had died aboard his ship, the Headhunter, after dealing poorly with Johnas Valhera. On orders from the Yaj Alinahre, a forbidden nest of noble assassins trained after exile in Altestan, Fadim had reported to Johnas early. He went to prepare his assassination. Normally, the secret sect was out of favor and to be summoned only for clandestine raids into lands that held the unclean. Unclean according to Yjaros and the faith, according to the Altestani and the holy empire, meant elves, dwarves, creatures of the wild and the moons, the fey, and anyone not of human birth from the continent of Ala Sere who bowed to God and feared God. Arcane teachers, practitioners of forbidden necronomy, cults, and temples to other lost deities were their targets when it was to be kept quiet. Despite his exile and loss of title for a dispute with a Soteth sorcerer who served one of the three emperors, Fadim was still of the chosen and destined race.


  It did not work out as planned in Valhirst, someone knew of him somehow, likely Vanessa Blackflame had opened her mouth. His orders were changed, sent to the west, and surely not by accident. Now, he was trapped in some forgotten ruins, hoping his brother would send a ship to his rescue. If all worked well, it would take four months. If not, Fadim was stranded on the Agarian continent. His shamshir was curved and sharp, his knives as well. He was ready to take his long wait and slowly kill everything here that deserved to die.


  Fadim lowered himself to the stairs in silence, crept to the window, it was dusk here in the west. The stars were out in their formations, the white moon shone to guide the dead to God on the green moon, which was but a heavenly crescent. He listened, just trolls clawing along three stories below, ogre in the distance trying to start a fire, and the echoes of massed beasts unworthy of life or blood. In Altestani black markets, ogre tusks or ears of an elf would fetch quite a sum of coin, rich men paid well for those trinkets that no longer existed in the northern empires. Fadim thought on how his brother may like the ears of this Eliah Shendrynn, and how he may take them with his knife.


  Out the window, sliding quiet down old vines and edges of loose stone from the tower, Fadim of the Yaj Alinahre stalked from shadow to deeper shadow. He had destroyed the warlock mirrors but failed to kill the undying wizard, Salah Cam who rested on the stone slab. Trolls had come, too many to face in tight quarters, and he had run. Days of chasing away from that dank sanctum should give him an easy surprise. He headed toward the tower of Arouland, intent on cleaning up the dead and those that could raise them.


  The stairs down held two ogre, both met their ends with slit throats that no one could hear. Fadim was accurate, cautious, and blocked his path by placing their unkempt steel weapons on the stairs in the dark pathways where the green lights did not shine. He continued down, three trolls meandered the cavern before the alcove, playing with a rat that had turned green and lost its hair. It looked like them, soft, red light in the eyes, and black claws. Fadim waited, the rat came toward him, three greasy emaciated trolls in chase.


  Fadim flicked it with his boot, high in the dark cavern it went, shrieking in terror. The trolls looked and tried to grab it, shoving and clawing one another. Before they could react, two perfect slashes of a priceless crafted shamshir cut above their hips, through the spines, spilling black ichor and organs to the floor with two dead trolls. The third hissed and screeched as it caught the rat infected with trollice, then turned toward the flash of steel that glimmered in its outer vision. It felt the blade, then a knife across its throat, then it felt weightless and fell. The red pinpoints of light faded. Fadim crushed the rat with his bootheel in its scurrying flight from torment.


  He danced and ducked past the dozens of struggling dead ogre that were chained, he would deal with them in a moment. Crimson of the North stood over the slow breathing and undying wizard that rotted on the slab. The flesh was gray and withered, black veins for blue, and shadows played around the deep dark eyes that lay closed. He heard whispers, no language, perhaps no words, but whispers from below the crevice that he stood next to. Something was there, down there.


  “You can repair those mirrors? You are certain? Do not waste my time with fancy promises elf. I need to contact my patriarch and inform him of what has gone on here.” Vanessa’s voice was stronger, more confident than Fadim recalled, even from a distance.


  “Yes, yes, I can fix them. I just need some time. Avegarne will do as you say, but with Salah Cam sleeping, well, it has been difficult. I am, not him you see, and they much prefer their own company, the rotted ones, yes.” Eliah Shendrynn was coming too, Fadim had no time.


  “They will get used to me, a woman has her ways. You have just found that out, I believe.” Closer now, outside in the cavern, Fadim raised his shamshir over Salah Cam’s neck.


  “You like the sword? That scimitar is quite enchanted you know, found it here. It is yours beautiful Vanessa, all yours.” Sword? Vanessa Blackflame never held a sword nor knew how to use one, Fadim thought a moment.


  “Thank you Eliah, now we fix the warlock mirrors, find Fadim, and then you heal my scars and burns, as agreed.”


  “Yes, I have just the right mixtures for that, in Salah’s study up above---“


  Squeak! Squeak!


  “What is it my pet, what has happened? You saw what?” The voices were right outside the alcove.


  Fadim had heard enough, he looked at the man who was likely once human, guilty of using necronomy and dealing with the dead. Vanessa and Eliah sprinted toward the room just in time. Just in time to see the shamshir take the head of Salah Cam. Fadim shoved the body off the slab and into the crevice, the head remained, eyes closed.


  “Nooooo! What have you done! Nooo!” Eliah fell to his knees, terrified.


  Fadim drew a knife in his left hand, now he had to kill them. He stopped as his first step began, the eyes on the decapitated head opened. Black mist poured into the air, blacker than oil, and swirled straight for Eliah Shendrynn.


  “Nooo! Get away!” Eliah ran out as fast as he could, but not faster than the raging midnight shadows that slammed him to the ground and poured into his mouth and ears. In seconds, it was over.


  Fadim stood still and stared at what was happening, the dead ogre rattled the chains that held them, and the eyes of the skull closed once more. Vanessa watched as well. Eliah Stood, turned toward them, then vomited all over his chest and fell again.


  “Get out of me! You thieving wretch of a whore!” It was Eliah Shendrynn, but his voice was different.


  “It is mine, focking elf, mine, get out!” It was not Eliah Shendrynn, not his voice at all, but out of the same mouth.


  The struggling elf drew his blade, then sheathed it, then fell to the ground shaking his head back and forth, arguing and moaning to himself, the scene was disturbingly mad.


  Vanessa turned to Fadim, he looked at her in return, and she unsheathed an ornate scimitar of curved elegance, her black wooden wand was already in her left hand.


  “You and your master have allied with the dead, those that manipulate souls and possess, and I pity that you must die here. I will mourn for Balric, for he truly loves a woman named Vanessa who does not exist.” Fadim strode directly at Vanessa Blackflame.


  She met his challenge, the feeble burned and scarred Caberran girl ran to the edge of the crevice, scimitar low to her side. His Shamshir, like a stroke of lightning, slashed at her, she parried it. Fadim’s knife followed, right for her heart, Vanessa parried it with a backslash.


  “Impossible, you are not Vanessa.” Fadim was stunned, she was well trained, like him, it was not believable.


  Vanessa angled her feet toward the right side of the crevice, her face was unemotional, and her dark eyes watched his without so much as a blink. She weaved the blade up to draw his parries, then feinted low to lure his crosscuts. Vanessa pulled back then feinted a lunge, pulling him close with his blades crossed and ready to disarm her. She feinted again, to the left, then the right, putting Fadim off balance fast. Not one blade made contact with the other. As she raised her blade to cut him down, she kicked him in the ribs, the razor sharp tip of her secretly bladed boot penetrated deep.


  Fadim leapt to the stone slab at the last moment before he fell into the crevice. His side was bleeding, his ribs likely broken, he had not expected this. His hands slipped, his shamshir fell into the endless black, yet he stuck his knife hard into the stone that still held the severed head of Salah Cam. Slowly, in agony, he got his shoulder over the edge, then the other, safely out of sword reach from Vanessa.


  “You, you tricked Balric, me, everyone, you are a splendid actress for a whore. Who taught you the arts of the blade?” Fadim pulled himself up to his hands and knees. He knew Vanessa was afraid of the dead ogre, she would not come around to reach him on the slab over the pit. He kicked the shadow spewing decapitated head of Salah Cam into the pit, then held his bleeding side.


  “Johnas Valhera.” Vanessa pointed the wand at Fadim, cold and composed, she waited to see his eyes.


  “Who are you?” Fadim stood then turned to face his opponent.


  “Sapphire of the East. And you are a traitor, good bye, traitor.” Vanessa focused and unleashed not one, not three, but five spinning blasts of red hot fire from her wand into the circular chamber. The rapidly expanding bursts slammed into Fadim, the dead ogre, and filled the entire room in explosive flames.


  Fadim screamed, his skin burning, clothing on fire, and he was blown into the crevice. The only light was his own incineration, all was dark, a freefall with no end in sight.


  His fall stopped a long minute later, his eyes closing, death taking him from the burns that stole his flesh. He felt something around his waist, soft yet strong, constricting and wet. It held him in the dark, the cold mucous extinguished the flames, yet his body was still moving down. He could scream no more, his body had nothing left, he lay limp on a pulsing serpent in the dark. Then orange light appeared below, still moving down, far beneath the surface of the world.


  “No.” He saw the outline of the thousands of feet of tentacle that held him. It was taking him down to something.


  “No, Yjaros have mercy, almighty God, creator of the earth and moons, no.” Fadim was helpless as he saw dozens more of the massive tentacles. They came from something in the ground, rivers of fire far below flowed around the thing. He saw others, held by these worms of the deep, they went further down. The tentacles had no end it seemed, travelling into caverns and holes from a mass that was pulling him in, he heard screams, besides his own. He saw the body of Salah Cam held by one tentacle, the head by another. There were so many.


  “Nooo!”


  



   


  Cristoff III:IV


  Shanador Tradeway, North of the Misathi Mountains


  Cristoff Bradswellen raised his head, shook the blood saturated hair from his eyes, and got to a knee. His mind swam to the raging melee around him. His horse was dead, he had taken another after the initial charge. He had been struck off that steed after deflecting an ogre spear. It was dark, the last of the light was fading behind them in the east replaced by western moonlight. He saw the bodies, hundreds of his men around him, hundreds of Deadeye ogre warriors lay dead as well. The battle still sounded heavy near the caravan, in the hills and on the road, all around him. He heard ogre in the southern foothills fighting the merciless charges of Sir Karai and his cavalry. Cristoff could hear Leonard calling for aid, but there was none. The former lord even made out Garrets voice, calming the people as ogre breached their supplies and began to kill.


  “My lord! Get up, you must call a retreat and---“


  Blood splattered across Cristoff as he was pulled to his feet, the head of the soldier fell. His longsword drove ahead with both hands on the hilt into the ogre, his shield was lost on the field. The ogre roared and raised his axe in fury. Cristoff was weak, but he stepped to his left and split the ogre open from belly to spine as the axe embedded into the corpse of the headless soldier. He dove the point through its back and out through the heart, then fell to a knee, too tired to stand.


  He looked now, squinting to see the field. He had twenty men remaining against over forty ogre led by a bloody chief Ullirut Deadeye, not fifty feet away and closing. He turned to look behind him. Garret was with ten men, fighting the ogre that had made it through to the people, outnumbered five to one. He could not see Sir Leonard, the north flank was a lake of dead bodies. Archers fired from the caravan at the approaching ogre that had trampled their way past his missing knight. Cristoff saw Sir Karai leading another valiant charge into the foothills, yet he had but fifteen horse perhaps against a scattered hundred ogre that were regrouping.


  He wanted to yell, to give orders, but his breath came in short gasps and he had ten ogre heading right for him. He looked, no one to stand with him, no one to sound the retreat, and his voice would not come.


  Here it is then, but I will take the chief with me, Alden mark my words and let me die well…


  Cristoff stood, summoning what strength he had left. He ran, his armor heavy, his men saw him take the charge on foot. Twelve of twenty made their way toward him, ignoring the ogre they fought, all on foot as well. They ran, charging with raised blades and bloody halbreds, toward forty ogre warriors that surrounded the chief.


  Stomping, well timed stomping of thousands came from the foothills behind the ogre. It echoed loudly like thunder through the mountain vales, stopping ogre and man alike to turn and stare. Cristoff slowed, his courage stolen as he heard the heavy steps of what was surely another ogre tribe. Unlike him with thousands of peasants in exile, the ogre had a city of vicious warriors nearby. He had known as much but had taken the chance, for his people and their future. He hung his head as his few remaining men reached him. Then he heard it.


  “Vuumber!”


  “Vuumber!”


  “Vuumber!”


  The sound of stomping was accompanied by a war chant, the ringing of steel on steel, in time with the steps and words. It was terribly intimidating to all the men, most trembled in fear of what would emerge. The people of the caravan screamed in terror of the unknown in the night. The ogre were still however. Cristoff furrowed his brow in thought, listening close.


  “That is not the ogre tongue.” Cristoff looked up, west, into the foothills.


  A volley of arrows landed from the dark sky into ogre ranks, hundreds of flights, twenty of the warriors around chief Ullirut fell to the ground feathered with shafts.


  “Those arrows did not come from us, we don’t have that many archers left.” Cristoff walked forward straining to see what stomped in the dark of the Misathi toward them.


  “Ye’ ogre want a fight?! We be more than happy to oblige ye’ then! Come pick on some yer’ own size!” Tannek Anduvann raised the golden battle axe of King Therrak as he shouted his challenge onto the field.


  “Vuumber!”


  “Vuumber!”


  “Vuumber!”


  The five hundred exiled dwarves, once the Southern Outguard Scout of Marlennak, responded to their leader and marched onto the tradeway road. The bows were tossed to the far left and right of the formation. The archers readied their shields and axes, the front aimed their spears of steel for charge, and they waited for the order to kill the ogre that had attacked the caravan of human men, women, and children.


  “Ughteras, vorbrenn, artariuk dwargeliks!” Ullirut roared his rallying call for his men to charge the dwarves and take all of their heads.


  “Ye’ heard em’ men, they want our heads they do! I hate ogre! Exiled Battlebeards o’ King Thalanaxe, Charge!” Tannek slapped Drodunn on the shoulder and led his men running onto the field. Drodunn raised his axe and charged in, as did old Brunnwik the High Hammer.


  “Vuumber!”


  “Dwarves? From where, how could this, why would they…Thalanaxe?”Cristoff stared as the ogre ran from his caravan and people into an advancing and well formed dwarven army. He shook his head, stopping his minds’ questions, and raised his sword.


  “Knights and men of Harlaheim, flank them from behind, Charge!” Cristoff found his voice, some strength, and ran with his weary men of just over fifty in all. Sir Karai was still ahorse, Garret right behind him, and Sir Leonard emerged bloody but alive from the dark field of battle to kill the ogre, side by side with his lord.


  The moons watched as the two hundred raging ogre, fatigued from battle and bloodshed, met a wall of tight formed dwarven spears. A second row of spearmen plunged over the heads of their brothers, building a pile of ogre corpses. When the ogre gave up trying to charge over their own dead, they split to flank on the left and right sides. Tannek had them all too well trained in fighting ogre, and the dwarves on the sides held up their shields like a sheet of steel. The ogre pounded away, grabbed and tossed dwarves with their infuriated hands. Then the ogre began to fall. From under the wall of shields, the archers snuck low and hacked calves, ankles, knees, and hamstrings.


  Just as Ullirut decided to withdraw, the remaining men and knights of Harlaheim crashed into their warriors from behind, slashing swords with fury, pinning them between spears, the foothills, the dwarven axes and shields, and then there was nowehere to run or escape. His one eyed ogre lasted another minute, maybe less, then he was swarmed by ten dwarves and pulled down in the dark. Every ogre was dead, all but one, the Deadeye tribe was vanquished.


  Torches lit from man and dwarf alike, the caravan approached, the injured were being tended to. Rosana watched and Kaya peered out the open flap of their wagon. Two dwarves held each leg, two men on each arm, and the dwarf with the golden axe held a gauntlet full of greasy hair. He pulled it hard, forcing the huge one eyed ogre chief to look up to Cristoff.


  “You don’t want to see this Kaya.” Rosana closed the flap, relieved it was over.


  “Yes I do, please. Open it.” Kaya asked.


  “Why?” Rosana scrunched her face at the thought of what would likely happen here.


  “Victory is seldom in this world, as is justice.”


  “And salvation?” Rosana looked to her recovering sister in exile. She wanted to know Kayas past, but thought it better she did not, not yet.


  “Yes, that too.” Kaya smiled, seeing the red bearded dwarves meet and talk with the remaining Harlian soldiers.


  “Any last words, beast?” Cristoff drew his longsword.


  Ullirut spit, all he could do besides struggle with the nine that held him.


  Cristoff knew it was justice, and one less ogre. With him dead, they would have no word to Bloodskull to alert others to try the same. He would be saving his people from an assured retaliation. He raised the blade as the dwarven leader pulled Ulliruts head down by the hair for a clean stroke.


  “Wait, wait a moment would ye’?”


  Cristoff thought. These dwarves might prefer mercy, perhaps an honorable fight, or chaining him to the mountain. He paused, pushing his anger aside, thinking of what he was doing. Then he saw the golden axe, the dwarf held it out for him to take.


  “For me men, you get the kill, but with a dwarven axe. Cleaner and easier anyway. They call that compromise I think sir…” Tannek smiled.


  “Lord actually, Lord Cristoff Bradswellen the Third, exiled from Saint Erinsburg.” Cristoff took the golden axe, it was heavy. He raised it over the neck of Ullirut Deadeye.


  “Marshall Tannek Anduvann, exiled from Marlennak. Well met and all. Ready to see the fires o’ hell, ye’ one eyed ogre beastie? Hope so.” Tannek nodded to Cristoff.


  Chop, thud, thud


  Cheers went up into the sky at night, boots stomped, and shields clanged as the ogre chief was beheaded. The injured were healed by father Garret, father Drodunn, and the High Hammer Brunnwik. Prayers and miracles of Alden and Vundren went out in pious requests and they were answered. Just over four hundred were buried, only twelve were dwarves. Just the same, every dwarf paid their respects to the fallen soldiers of both races, as did every Harlian, regardless of the language of the blessings, or the God they were spoken to.


  “Marshall Anduvann, you said a familiar name when you came to our aid.” Cristoff stood in front of the unmarked grave of Capitan Broushelle, paying his last respects to the man that had served him for many decades.


  “I did? Don’t recall much o’ that moment, all hopped on whiskey and battle does that to me.” Tannek smiled.


  “You wouldn’t be heading west, would you? Far west?” Cristoff smiled back.


  “How far west?”


  “Very far west.”


  “To what?” Tannek grinned.


  “Whatever is there.” Cristoff noticed.


  “And what is there Lord Cristoff, do you think?”


  “A place that does not exist?” He saw it in Tannek’s face.


  “You following anyone in particular there?”


  “Maybe a beautiful elven woman and a noble knight, and what about you?”


  “Perhaps, I saw a horned gray beast and a lovely black robed wizardess?” Tannek saw the knowing look, he knew them.


  “And a priest, a very loyal dwarven priest that travels with them?” Cristoff knew he knew, he smiled.


  “Naye, we be following a dwarven king though. He just don’t know it yet. I have his armor, helmet, and royal axehammer with me.” Tannek lifted the flask to his lips, drank, and passed it to Cristoff.


  “Ahh, well, to a good journey then, wherever you are headed.” Cristoff sipped the whiskey, it was strong. He laughed out loud at their incidental meeting and patted Tannek on the shoulder plate, relieved to have the company.


  “Aye, to Azenairk Thalanaxe, wherever he is, and to the fallen men here tonight that died in hopes he finds it. Hope we find him soon.” Tannek drank again, smiling.


  “Yes, and to Sir James Andellis, Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin, and Gwenneth Lazlette.” Cristoff took the flask and drank again.


  “Aye, aye. And to Saberrak Agrannar o’ the Grays, may he keep em’ all alive and safe in the Misathi.” Tannek nodded to Cristoff, then went to set up camp, leaving his flask.


  “We have much to talk about, you and I. Sleep well, Tannek Anduvann, and thank you.”


  “Aye, I bet we do. No thanks needed Cristoff, we dwarves was lookin’ to kill somethin’ anyways. G’night.”


  



   


  Exodus III:XII


  Misathi Crossroads, South of Evermont, Shanador


  James was crouched on the ridge high above the valley, red rock peaks all around him. He looked across in the dark to Shinayne, she was still, poised, on the ridge opposite Deadman’s Pass. He could just make out her eyes and form in the moonlight. The knight of Chazzrynn waited, he knew they were coming. For an entire night they had ran and killed and run some more. Then the next day, then all this past night again, they had fled. They had taken caverns, hid over the peaks, done everything imaginable. The Mogi could not be shaken off their trail, would not cease, and last count had still over thirty that hunted them.


  He looked over his shoulder, Gwenneth and Zen were sleeping, exhausted they were. Gwenne had her head curled up into Zen’s lap, and the dwarf rested his face on her calves, both asleep on a small flat plateau of stone in the Misathi. There were no more blankets, spare clothes, or items of comfort. They had used them all to make enough fire to cook their last meal of vulture, crow, and hyena four days past. James had carried Gwenne up this slope hours ago, she had fainted and collapsed from using her arcane powers too much in the night. Zen was simply done in. His armor used to make less noise when he walked, he had lost many pounds of padding on this journey, and James could tell he was a bit thinner.


  His blue eyes wandered to the north, to Saberrak. He could just make him out as well, standing in the middle of the pass. He had not tired, not a bit. James had killed maybe three Mogi with his blade, Shinayne perhaps five or six, as Gwenneth and Zen had been trapping and assaulting with the arcane and divine together killing dozens and slowing them with many an obstruction. Saberrak, however, had gone off twice and though quiet about it, James knew he was killing many. His ferocity was more and more with each kill, and he grew more silent with each day that passed. James hoped that was a mindset, one that the minotaur would come out of, as it was a bit frightening at times.


  Before he slept, Zen had melded the stone in three places, over large holes and fords in the pass and on the slopes on either side of it. A thin layer of rock, not enough to hold the weight of a fifteen foot cannibal let alone thirty, was over these lowpoints. They could crawl out, but on a run it would drop them ten feet and give them time to hit and run. Saberrak was the bait for one, James on this slope, and Shinayne on the other. Zen said he wanted to run no further, Gwenne lacked the strength, and Saberrak wanted to kill as he was tired of the constant flight. The food was gone, the water too, this was their last stand.


  “Raaghaha, rahaga, mogaha, ramogahi!”


  “Raaghaha, rahaga, mogaha, ramogahi!”


  He heard it, sure they all did, echoing up the vale from the south. They all saw it too, not the Mogi, but the sun. It lit the west from pink to orange. James smiled, knowing at least the Mogi fought and moved slower in the daytime, and he and his allies could see better as well. He watched the sunrise, blinding for a moment, even with the clouds passing in front. Brilliant orange and yellows, rays of gold turned the sky from back to indigo, to a deep dark blue. James followed it, despite the war chant not far off, watching the stars disappear and fade as if they were illusions. Five small ones did not move or blend, but grew stronger with the sun. They were low, it seemed only a few hundred feet higher than him on the horizon, right above a mountain peak. James squinted, they were not stars, they were cut stones glimmering in the sunlight atop far reaching flagpoles, only a few miles ahead to the north. He could not make out the banners, he did not have to, he saw the fortress on the mountainside that held those poles.


  “Saberrak! Shinayne!” He yelled. James drew his broadsword and pointed it toward the fortress city at the end of the Misathi, tears in his eyes, his throat tightened in overwhelming joy and hope of what he saw just ahead. “Evermont! We are in Shanador!”


  Saberrak turned and glanced, then looked to James and nodded. He pointed his greataxe at the horde of Mogi that had just cleared the south ridge, not five hundred feet away.


  James did not look, he stepped over the ridge and shook Gwenneth and Azenairk awake. He had let Zen sleep an hour, maybe more, and Gwenne had passed out well before that.


  “What, wha…where are they!?” Zen snorted as he shot up and reached for his warhammer.


  “Are we dead yet…is it over?” Gwenne stretched and stood.


  “Evermont, right to the north, maybe three miles! Hurry!” James was helping them up, sniffling as they smiled and looked up at him.


  “Raaghaha, rahaga, mogaha, ramogahi!”


  “Raaghaha, rahaga, mogaha, ramogahi!”


  They were close, right down in the pass, the stone shook as the Mogi charged. Gwenne, James, and Zen lost their smiles and climbed over ridge. Three decorated shamans, over forty Mogi warriors, all covered in streaks of black blood warpaint from their own dead. They were spread from slope to slope, too far apart to get more than half in the well laid traps.


  “They got smarter they did, not runnin’ in bunches and lines anymore. Vundren curse em’.”


  Saberrak stared up at the Mogi, their shamans, and twirled his greataxes in his hands. The cannibal giants looked around, their pace slowed, they saw Shinayne and then the three on the other side. They sniffed the air. Then they stopped, twenty feet in front of the covered pits. The shamans walked up another ten, tapping with their spears, looking beyond Saberrak and their prey. Something had them cautious.


  Everyone froze, not a single move from anyone, all save Saberrak who kept spinning his axe handles in his grip, staring and snorting at his enemies, pacing, oblivious to anything else.


  “Ye’ think the city there spooks em’, James?” Zen whispered.


  “Doubtful, it’s miles away, and they are much faster in the mountains than any army of men or even cavalry. If they sense the traps, why not just come around them and get us?” James whispered over his shoulder.


  “On the off chance they can hear us, and understand, do not offer any more strategy on our becoming their next meal please.” Gwenne was rested, her sarcasm gave it away.


  “They won’t eat us, they are cannibals. They will just burn us in their fires and make totem ornaments out of our bones.” James grinned.


  “Allright, enough you too. Ain’t no giant makin’ me into no cursed road sign, let’s move north a bit, see if they follow.”


  The three on the east slope over the pass crept carefully along the ridge. James looked across to Shinayne, she had noticed and was doing the same. They watched the Mogi talking to one another, guttural shouts between shamans, pointing at the gray minotaur, but still no charge.


  Saberrak saw his friends moving slowly north, he did not flinch. He stood. He waited. There was no city, no words, no trap or army that could break his focus. He smelled smoke, burning stone and rock, he did not care. These Mogi had chased him and his friends for too long, they needed to die. It was the arena, a stone valley with no spectators, but to Saberrak he was home in Unlinn. Outnumbered, outmatched in size, but his enemies always fell. Each one of their many horned heads started to look like Chalas Kalaza. Saberrak growled from deep within, and then he took a step and roared with both axes over his head. He wanted them to come. Just thirty feet away, forty on one, he did not care anymore. He got their attention.


  “What is he doing? Stupid minotaur! Run!” Seeing the Mogi break their stillness and charge, Gwenneth ran, then hovered down at an angle to more even ground, staff in hand.


  Saberrak paced back and forth in small steps until he saw the throws, the spears from half the Mogi went airborn at him. They were too close, and Saberrak sprinted toward the right and dove, rolling up to his feet as the bone spears cracked the stone floor behind him. He paced more, waiting for them to fall.


  The first of the Mogi ran at Saberrak, followed by seven other hunters. The rock surface cracked and all eight dropped. Their momentum smashed them together, faces hit stone, knees buckled, spears broke, and ankles twisted as they now looked up from the pit in pain, face to face with a suddenly very menacing gray minotaur. Greataxes cleaved into raising faces from terrible downward chops, Saberrak stepped down the line, around the pit, leaping over arms meant to grab him and spears meant to skewer. Head by ugly horned head, skull by splitting gray skull, he took his first eight victims quickly.


  The Mogi were confused, in disorder, and through the slopes they charged as their shamans seemed to try and stop them. Six fell into the unseen pit on the west side, nine on the east where James should have been. A dozen more came around the now obvious hole that Saberrak had filled with their dead and dying tribesmen.


  The minotaur looked up, storms to the south heading this way. Mogi moving to surround him, Shinayne gone from the right slope, the others not to his left. He ran. Something snapped him back to a conscious thought beyond killing, and he turned and sprinted north after his friends, horns lowered. Saberrak realized he could not take them all alone. He saw Shinayne sliding down into the pass, then Gwenneth floating to meet her. James and Zen were running at an angle toward a crossroads. Saberrak ran past them, turned to the right following the pass, and saw a twenty foot tall wall of flames blocking his path north from slope to slope. He slowed, nowehere to go but through, or back into the horde that chased. They were trapped.


  “Ugithrix ustrax uhhmm ix arith sslexiri!” The voice of Rynnth echoed in loud hisses from beyond the flame.


  Saberrak saw something black, immense and dark raise from behind the wall of fire. The voice had come from there. He ran back the other way toward his friends, knowing their odds were better with the Mogi than what he suspected was waiting beyond the flame.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Udmalyr Sun-born struggled with the throne. He did not know how to use it, but focused on following Kimtor anyway as his hands gripped the diamonds and stones on the arms. It had been working so far, he just hoped it was not too late. His father, King Arytor the Spear, was resting, asleep, maybe from one he would not awaken. Death would come soon.


  The middle son of the king was angry, he had been watching his brothers leave to take the hunt, the only one that had not gone in to drink and boast like the others of Auf Alach. They began betting and wagering who would be king, who would slay the dragon, he wanted to hear none of it. They passed him by as if he did not exist, as he would not be king, he had not lasted the trial of the storm as Eybrol and Kimtor had. Udmalyr had suspicions of his younger brother, when he had asked for his dagger. He said he might need it to take fangs, but he had a feeling, a warning went off in his stomach, so he watched.


  The prince of his sky giant home did not see how it happened, but he saw his younger princely brother far ahead of Kimtor. He saw that Kimtor left a trail of blood and was limping in the distance. He knew, but no one listened. Even his father would not wake. He decided to bring the floating castle home closer, no one had noticed, nor would they as they all splept from days of feasting, drinking, and humping their women. Udmalyr had not been given a wife yet, had not the urge to celebrate as his brothers went to kill for the crown, so he at least wanted to see what had happened. He saw Kimtor Seven-teeth in the valley through the open window beside the throne and kept his course.


  Kimtor felt weak, two days of taking the hunt had tired him with the pain in his thigh. The bleeding had stopped, the bandage smelled of sickness, and yet he was not far behind his younger brother by sheer will alone. The giant had pushed himself, climbing peaks, running down valleys, taking shortcuts to make up for his lost speed. It was not the loss of blood, nor the trek, but the pain shooting in his leg that had tired him.


  With the first rays of the western sun, he saw Eybrol Raven-hair, not more than a mile ahead. He pushed on, like a gallop or a skip to save the agony of putting pressure on his injured leg. The eldest son and prince of Auf Alach thought of taking off his armor, dropping his shield, anything to give him a fair chance at the crown. He knew better, this dragon was nothing to take lightly. He saw many dead of the lesser cannibal tribes that polluted the mountains of the Misathi these last few days. They had not been killed by the dragon or his brother’s greatblade either, something else hunted in the pass but he knew not what it was.


  He drew his broadsword, he smelled more of the Mogi, saw the smoke, he knew he was close. For some reason, Auf Alach followed them, it was not custom, nor was it allowed to be this close to a human city. Kimtor kept running ahead. But, Eybrol would be there first. Kimtor pushed on, gritting his teeth with every step, trying to catch his treacherous brother before he got the kill.
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  “Rrrraaarreeeeaaaahhh!” Rynnth roared and charged through her fire as the cowards that killed her children turned and ran back south. Veuric felt no pain atop her back as they breached the flames, the blood he drank protected him. He patted out his smoldering robes with his free hand as the wyrm clawed and scrambled into the valley. Katrina and Faldrune the red ran into the pass with their scaled mistress, weapons drawn and ready, for days uncounted they had waited.


  Saberrak and Shinayne protected the rear as they charged south toward the Mogi horde. They all heard the roar, felt it shake the stone and pierce their ears. They rounded the turn to the south on a dead run, a dead run with the Mogi as well. The giants, shamans and hunters alike, had heard the warning cry of the dragon and were fleeing even faster than they had hunted their prey.


  The Mogi had smelled what they thought was the female wyrm, smelled her fires, and now they ran as the dragon smashed into the Misathi. They scattered into the mountains, fearful of what gave chase, then one of their shamans was cut in two before their eyes. A giant of the sky castles, a trueblooded descendant of their race, rounded the turn from the south and swung his greatblade through another Mogi, splitting him from waist to shoulder. The bronze two handed sword was as tall as the Mogi hunters were. They scattered more, knowing not to dare fight the ones from the clouds.


  Saberrak and Shinayne stopped and stared for just a moment. The being was nearly four times the height of the minotaur, black haired, sandstone skin, and cutting Mogi warriors in half as they fled. He was coming right for them, right for his friends scattered ahead in the chaos. The ground shook with every step, his blade was running with black blood, the giant was smiling and looking past them with radiant blue eyes. Zen and Gwenneth were fifty feet ahead of them, about to be crushed. James stared from the slope.


  “To the slopes, up!” Shinayne yelled, shoving the minotaur to run to the left before they were trampled. The dragon was right behind them.


  “Alden have mercy!” James looked, wide eyed then looked next to him for Gwenneth, she was not there, neither was the dwarf.


  Zen was right next to her, near the pit, right in the valley. He looked as she just stared, likely in shock. He dove, knocking her into the pit and saving her from being smashed underfoot. The giant sandaled feet crushed into the pass inches from the dwarf, and kept on north.


  A crash of charging giant and stampeding dragon knocked all of them to their knees. Dust flew as the massive creatures collided into the eastern slope. Rock flew, red sand exploded over the valley, and the battle began.


  The greatblade slashed across the chest of Rynnth and spilled her blood as she roared. She bit into Eybrol’s shoulder as they rolled across the stone floor. Eybrol dropped his sword, shoving his arm inside her mouth to open her jaws and release her grip. His blood ran down his chest as her fangs dug through his flesh. He roared in pain, pushed to get to his feet, eyes open wide in fear and pain. Rynth whipped her neck slamming him into the ground, then again into the mountain, then she released as she whipped again. Eybrol rolled ahead, like doll thrown by an angry child. He staggered to his feet and reached for his sword. Rynnth flapped her wings that covered the valley from peak to peak, took to the air, and roared at the giant that dared interrupt her vengeance. Eybrol Raven-hair limped ahead. His smile of confidance was gone, his body torn and battered, as he bled from his shredded shoulder. The thought crossed his mind that he may have made a mistake. This wyrm was much larger than he had believed it to be. “Kimtor!”


  Zen could only see dust and debris in the air, the dead Mogi in the pit, and Gwenneth. She looked up to him as tremor after tremor seemed to erupt all around them from the giant and the dragon. They heard wings flapping, a step, then another. Zen put his finger over his lips, Gwenne nodded, the giant was not five feet from them.


  Shinayne looked to Saberrak, then to James who was running on the slanted ground to them and away from the colossal cloud of dust that massive spread black wings were now dissipating.


  “Where is Zen, where is Gwenne?!” Shinayne yelled as James ran to them.


  “I don’t know, in there, I hope not, I…damn it!” James turned to run back in, then he heard the voice, a woman’s voice from the ridge right above him.


  “Knight of Chazzrynn, would you cross steel with the Queen of Willborne?!” Katrina marched toward the three that had killed her mistresses’ children. She challenged him, knowing Faldrune would take the gray minotaur. She did not care to challenge a smaller elven woman, she would take her down after.


  “We meet again, little gray one.” Faldrune the red lifted his mace from the pass and stalked toward them, he had hoped to take the minotaur this time, a fight he was robbed of when they had lost them in the mountains weeks ago.


  Shinayne thought quickly, she could not carry Gwenne or Zen if they were hurt, she could not heal them either. She turned to Saberrak and James as the woman in armor and the minotaur approached. She saw the dragon fly south and turn back, glaring at the giant that had tried to kill it, flames puffing out her nostrils. She knew her friends were in that battle, somewhere, and Saberrak had to get them out.


  “James, kill her quickly. Saberrak, go save our friends, now.” Shinayne gave the gray minotaur a shove to break the stare between he and the red beast with the mace.


  “What?” Both James and Saberrak said it. Saberrak wanted the minotaur and James thought Shinayne, not he, should fight another woman.


  “You, I see an enemy of Chazzrynn, defend us, orders of your king. You, gray one, you know that rage you have?”


  “Yes?”


  “Use it, charge in there, and get our friends before they are crushed or burned alive.”


  “What will you do?” Saberrak huffed as he looked to the titanic battle raging in a valley full of fire where he hoped to find Zen and Gwenneth still alive. He grinned, it looked insanely dangerous.


  “I will kill the minotaur of course.” Shinayne drew her blades and stalked toward the horned red warrior as James and Saberrak went into motion.


  



   


  Exodus III:XIII


  Evermont, Shanador


  “Sir, Sir, beg your pardons, Sirs, would you allow me a moment?” The watch sergeant of the southern gates pleasantly interrupted the knights that were dueling in the yard for sport, still in their shans and casual attire of morning.


  “One moment if you would, I am near victory over the Bear of Evermont, good watchman.” Sir Jardayne of Highmont, knight general of Evermont under the Low King Symond the Fifth, twirled his wooden greatsword at his larger opponent.


  “Sirs, please, if you---“


  “That is what they all say, my good knight, right before they find themselves on the ground with their shan up and showing off their bits, all in a daze. I dare say, proceed and face thine end on this fine summer morning.” Sir Codaius of Norninne, just over six feet tall but with the weight and muscle of two men, held his wooden sword tight, waiting for another attack from last nights’ challenger at the dinner table.


  The evening dinners had been much more entertaining while the low king met with the other nine in Acelinne. The High King of Shanador, Borgaine the First and his wife, Queen Findyra the Fair, had called a meeting of the kings as rumors had spread of Altestani vessels in Agarian waters. Some said in Chazzrynn, some said Harlaheim, even some reported the northern empires had trade with Caberra and Kivanis. The Aldane Lord Bishops, the High King and Queen, and all ten low kings had much to discuss. Shanador, the largest kingdom on the continent, would always lead and defend the Agarian people against the oppressive north.


  The wooden two handed swords met with a crack, then they heard it. A sound they heard, from the south, bestial and wretched, like a massive bird or dying harpy of great proportion. Both knights stopped, lowered their wooden blades, looked down to their shans, woven cloth girdles that reached below the knee and were open underneath. Family designs and ornate heraldry was woven in, each one for the individual, but only for casual meetings and wear in the hot months, not for battle.


  The knights of Evermont looked up again, smoke of black and dust of red in the distance, at the crossroads, it looked like a battle was warring at the end of the Misathi Pass. Something winged circled, it looked to be a dragon, then it breathed fire into the valley and dove down behind the peaks. Jardayne and Codaius looked to one another, then to the watchman in disbelief.


  “Sir Jardayne, I believe I just saw a dragon, a fire breathing flying dragon in our mountains.” Codaius stared.


  “Sir Codaius, I agree, definitely a dragon. I have never seen one before, you?” Jardayne looked to the man they called the Bear of Evermont.


  “No Sir, not ever. And look, a caravan is heading west on the crossroad, the Tradeway. There must be fifteen of them with that wagon, rolling right into the whole mess I would say.” Codaius looked to a small but long wagon, covered and painted green with people walking alongside the horses that pulled it. “They are in grave danger, let us ride then.”


  “Sergeant, why have you not told us of this? I say, find some better eyes for the watch, would you?” Jardayne scowled at the guard.


  The sergeant of the watch shook his head then ran inside the south gates to rouse the men.


  “And sergeant, bring our squires, real swords, horses, and about a hundred men. Make it quick, to the ready now, time is passing. You still as drunk as me, Sir Jardayne?” Codaius smiled tossing his wooden sword to the ground.


  “Sure as the summer is hot.” Jardayne picked up a bucket of water, dumped it over his head, and shook his long blonde hair until he felt awake. Then he picked up Codaius’ wooden blade and crossed them over the neck of the Giant of Evermont.


  “I win.”


  “No, you have wooden blades over my neck, you have not scored a hit.” Codaius grabbed both practice swords, one in each hand, squeezed, and snapped them in his grip. He let the pieces fall in the grass as the squires began strapping steel to their knights.


  “That is so unknightly of you.”


  “I cannot help that I am big, strong, and made of iron.” Codaius laughed as the horses, armor, and greatswords were brought out. More horses and men followed the sergeant as the knights readied themselves.


  “Well, if you are made of iron, then you get the honor of leading this rescue mission against the dragon. Still claim your metallic composition, Sir Codaius?” Jardayne saddled up with his greatblade in hand, breastplate and greaves strapped tight from his squire, and put his heels to his stallion.


  “I do, I will see it done far better than you Sir Jardayne!” Codaius rode ahead of Sir Jardayne, one hundred armored men ahorse behind them, and sounded his horn of brass and ivory to announce their presence, two handed sword held high.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  James raised his broadsword to his cheek as the armored Queen of Willborne tapped her longsword to her round shield and dropped her visor. They circled three steps after the salute, then James Andellis moved in to meet her. Blades clashed, shields parried deadly strokes, and steel met steel on the slopes of the Misathi.


  He could see the red glow of her eyes from the slits in her helmet, even in the morning sun. James backed up, her reach was greater by inches, her steps lighter even in plate armor, she was not tired from days of running. Katrina swung low, then high, trying to get inside the blade of the Chazzrynn knight. Her blows were strong, far stronger than a woman her size should be, James felt it in his arm from each shield block. He countered, vicious sword slashes toward her arm wielding the blade, then as she parried, he kicked her shield with his boot, sending her toppling down the slope.


  Katrina heard her crown roll off and her helmet was half over her nose. She stood quick, humiliated more than hurt, and threw her helmet to the rocks then picked up her blade. Her blonde hair with gray came loose and her red eyes beamed at this bearded knight of the south who was but steps away.


  “You do not want me angry, knight.”


  “I do not want to harm you, now lay down your sword and let’s kill that dragon instead of each other.” James pleaded, he did not want a queen’s blood on his blade.


  “That is my mistress, my pet, and she will have your corpse for what you did to her children!” The more angry Katrina became, the more the blood directed her mind.


  “Then by all means, continue, your highness.”


  The queen of Willborne let loose a vicious set of chops and sideslashes that backed James up the slope, but he would not give the higher ground. He parried, shield then sword, then jumped and backpeddled. Sparks flew from her heavy swings, but he would not strike her down. James waited, ducked a crosscut, then stood and backhanded her with his shield, knocking her down once more. She screamed and charged up the slope at the knight that would not kill her. Up they went, higher up and away from the pass.


  Katrina threw the shield right at the knight, he ducked it and backed toward a higher plateau. His eyes glanced back for a moment, and she lunged and thrust her blade out far, piercing his side all the way through. James dropped his shield, held his bleeding wound, and backed up more onto steady ground far above the valley floor. The pain was sharp, he grimaced and let out a sigh. He knew he had erred on his masculine bravado and honor. A queen, a woman, seemingly possessed or controlled by this dragon, James thought it noble not to kill her. Now he knew better as his blood stained his dirty tabard and dripped onto the rocks.


  She lunged, knowing he was hurt, her blade right at his chest. James sidestepped, then again, and he chopped her blade from her hands. His elbow smashed her nose, then the pommel of his griffon hilted blade cracked over her head. The Queen of Willborne fell, but James caught her before she went over the ledge.


  He lay down on the plateau, putting his hand under his armor to get his palm over the wound. He focused, silently asking Alden or the lady’s voice for his hand to glow. He slowly felt the warmth, the pain subside a bit, and he rested high above the valley floor next to his enemy queen. His eyes closed, his body gave in, exhaustion took control.
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  Shinayne feigned to block another blow from the red minotaur, both blades crossed in front of her. He growled and swung his spiked mace down overhead and it hit stone. The elf slashed once with Carice across his thigh and once with Elicras the shorblade under his arm. Faldrune counterattacked with another roaring swing that Shinayne ducked under, then another that she leapt over, yet a third that she backed away from entirely. She knew that one single hit could crush every bone in her body, so she kept her distance.


  Horns low, the red brute charged her, she rolled to her left, slashing arcoss the swinging arm wielding the mace. More blood trickled from the distanced cuts the quick elf drew. He turned again, stepping fast, gaining ground, swinging wildly. Shinayne feinted in, he did not even try to parry, she ducked the mace, backing up again. This time her feint was a feint, and she plunged Carice into Faldrune’s chest. His growl was gurgled, his lung punctured, but he grabbed the elf with his left hand around the throat and squeezed.


  “Nowhere to run now.” Faldrune had her right where he wanted her.


  Her eyes bulged, she looked to the mace over head he wielded one handed now, holding her in place. He smashed his horns at her face as he pulled her close. His horned head rammed down, right into the shorblade she held on point with her left hand. Shinayne twisted her body in close, the swinging mace fell right behind her. The red minotaur backed up, shoving the elf off of him, shortblade through the eye and longblade through the chest. He pulled the blade out slowly, using both hands as he growled in excrutiating pain. She picked up the heavy and awkward spiked mace, gasping for air, and walked forward while the beast drew her blade out of its socket and looked to the sky, screaming. She swung at Carice, right at the pommel to drive it in. She missed. The spikes dove into Faldrune’s neck instead.


  Faldrune thrashed, reaching for two more weapons protruding from his body, fell to his knees, and watched his blood pool beneath him with his one remaining eye. He felt the longblade pull from his chest, he could do nothing but sit on his hands and knees, his body was getting numb as the blood ran out his eye, neck, and chest. Then he fell into darkness as the elven steel was driven into his back and through his heart with one clean stroke.


  Shinayne picked up Elicras from the hand of the red minotaur. Breathing heavy, she looked around. No sign of James or the armored woman claiming to be the Queen of Willborne. She ran ahead to where the giant faced the circling dragon, and hopefully where Saberrak had their friends. She slowed, seeing movement to her right. A man, a robed man with scars and burns in black clothing was standing up from the rubble on the slope.


  She went to help him, then saw the red eye glaring at her. He stumbled, pulled a dagger, but feebly. He could barely walk. Shinayne remembered seeing a man similar on the back of the dragon before, he looked to have been crushed. She went to kill him, then he fell to the ground. She kicked the dagger away and continued toward the battle, trying to breathe.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  Kimtor ran, ran faster than he had ever run before. He heard his younger brother calling for him. He ran faster. Not to kill the dragon and take the crown, but to save his brother. He saw Eybrol, covered in blood, one arm hanging useless as the dragon circled and avoided the wild swings of the greatsword. His brother was stumbling, shambling, yelling taunts and waving his sword at the beast. He was almost there. The eldest son of the king saw a blue glow from the pit at his brothers’ feet, a woman, a dwarf, and a minotaur hid among the dead cannibals. He charged up the slope, hoping to dive on this great demon of a wyrm without her knowing. Almost there.


  Rynnth dove, then fanned her wings out quickly. Her slowed plunge worked, and the giant with the greatblade nearly fell over with his swing that missed her entirely. She dropped over him, three sets of claws dug into his shoulders and chest. Eybrol swung the blade up at the dragons’ neck, she caught it with her one free claw as she hovered. The air vanished, pulled up as if by a small tornado, Rynnth inhaled. She opened her mouth, inches over the face of the giant, and exhaled nothing but fire.


  Kimtor roared, watching this dragon hold his brother up in the air and melt the very flesh from his bones. She stopped, turning to see another giant in pursuit, the cloud castle behind him and closing. She dropped the corpse and landed on the ground on top of it. She perched proudly, hissed, her tail weaving a hundred feet back and forth.


  Gwenneth looked up from her tight curling position behind a dead Mogi warrior in the pit, as did Zen and Saberrak. The blue shield of cold had vanished above them. Suddenly a charred and smoking giant hand fell right over the pit.


  Gwenne gasped, then Zen covered her mouth. They all three looked up to the immense dragon over them. The red eyes turned to look down, sensing something while it waited for another kill. Just as its eyes met Gwenneths’ she stood, staff in hand. “Viancai, virilli, vashool!”


  White lightning flashed upward into the sky, through the spined and scaled face of the wyrm. Then another from down in the pit, and then a third as the dragon thrashed its head and neck and backed away. Rynnth’s face smoldered, three of her fangs were gone and one of her eyes was missing. She could not feel her tongue, could not hear the thunder that came moments later on a clear morning, and she shook her head and roared.


  Saberrak threw Zen up onto the valley floor, then Gwenneth, and he pulled himself up after. Over the smoldering corpse of a giant, through the legs of the stunned wyrm they ran, another giant charging behind them. Gwenneth cleared the legs and hovered over the tail that smashed between the slopes. Zen ran up the left side, avoiding the dragon altogether.


  Saberrak made it out of the pit right as a gout of flame filled it from the enraged beast, killing nothing but already dead cannibals. As he passed under, Saberrak slashed both axes into her right rear leg, then spun and did the same to the left. She fell onto her front legs as the minotaur lowered his horns and ran north.


  Shinayne saw her friends running, saw movement in the clouds, giants in a fortress within them. She tried to yell but her throat was too raw and swollen, the thunder from Gwenne’s spell echoed, and the giant stomping and dragon roars were deafening. She waved her blades at them, motioning them to follow her. She turned and ran, leading them out of the pass.


  No one looked, no one could hear it, but the dragon turned her head to Saberrak and whipped her tail in front of him. The gray minotaur was smashed into the mountainside unaware, axes falling to the red rock floor.


  The clouds whipped up debris and red sand, the shade covered the pass and the crossroads, and the yelling of giants echoed from above. Kimtor kept running, shield up in front of him, broadsword out as he charged the black wyrm that sat atop what was left of his brother.


  



   


  Gwenneth III:I


  Misathi Crossroads, South of Evermont, Shanador


  She turned, looking out of curiosity at what happened. She knew Shinayne was leading, saw Zen to her left alongside, but no Saberrak. No James. Then she saw him. Saberrak was not moving, laid out aside the mountain, axes not in his hands. She stopped.


  The castle in the clouds was visible, the drawbridge lowered, the armored giant was nearly at the dragon, yet she did not care. A caravan, painted in festive colors, rolled out into the vale, drawn by horses reined by little folk. They screamed as they saw what was around them.


  “Incartres hulias, megruul!” She felt the staff of Imoch speaking to her, she repeated what came. It glowed red from the emerald as she pointed with her right hand at the dragon. Spiraling black mist sizzled through the air and slammed into the wyrm, melting scale and flesh in between the wings.


  “Jiristas, Kulum!” A piece of the mountaintop broke loose and spun at her command. She hurled it into the giant bridge from their floating city, smashing it off and tumbling with the rock into the other side of the vale.


  Gwenneth hovered closer, feeling no fear, then spears began to rain down from above. At her, at the helpless gray minotaur, the wagon of little folk, and at the dragon. She looked up.


  “Hulias, tiroom, teliast!” Gwenne held up her hand and her staff, the spears turned to dust, dozens of sharpened giant bronze spears. The valley glittered with powdered metal.


  The wall of the giant castle exploded, then again as blue arcing arcane power ripped from her hands into the enemies before her. The dragon turned, inhaled, and exhaled a stream of flame at the woman. The stream shot forth, fire billowing toward her, the small folk that were trying to get their horses back to safety, and Saberrak who was still unmoving.


  “Litius latar, muthunool!” A wall of green energy, swirling winds, and arcane mist sprung up across the vale between she and the dragon. The fires were sucked into the swirling wall, absorbed and dissipated. The dragon continued to breath, Gwenneth held the spell in place. Rynnth breathed again, unable to charge or move forward with her legs slashed open. Gwenne held the swirling wall up as it absorbed another blast of fire.


  Saberrak woke up. He grabbed his axes, shook his head, and saw another giant. This one was armored, it crashed into the dragon and plunged his blade into her neck. The mess of giant and wyrm rolled toward Gwenneth and a painted wagon with little people all running in terror. The fires stopped with another sword stroke, the green swirling wall fell, and so did Gwenneth.


  The minotaur was up on his feet in a dead run to Gwenne. He heard the battle, the screeching, the roaring, the earthquake of massive creatures fighting again. He slid, dropped his axes, and lifted her up off the ground. Saberrak stood and ran north, leaving his weapons and Gwenne’s staff. He saw Shinayne and Zen ahead. His steps were wobbly, his balance off, but he managed not to fall. He laid Gwenne over Zen’s shoulder.


  “Go! Find James, get her healed and to safe ground, both of you.”


  “What about you?” Zen asked


  “Have to get my axes.” Saberrak turned and ran back.


  He did not wait to hear their objections, his lowered his horns and ran back to the battle.


  Kimtor slashed again, this time into the chest. Her tail was wrapped around his legs, her claws into his thighs. One sharp claw was even dug into his infected wound. Her wings battered him as she tried to fly. She bit and hissed, but every bite met with his bronze shield. His blade tried to cut her again, but she held his arm with two of hers. Her blood was everywhere, but she still overpowered Kimtor Seven-teeth. He looked up to his home in the sky. It was moving, Kimtor knew that it was forbidden for it to be this close to a human city, and the lightning and thunder would have been taken for a sign from the Gods to leave.


  His brother Udmalyr was trying to control the castle from the throne, he could just barely see him. Part of the wall was ruined, blasted by magicks from the little human woman. He saw his father, stumbling toward the window above the Misathi, then he saw the spear in his hands. The clouds were forming back over his home, it was heading west now, but Kimtor saw the spear throw, it was a good throw. The spear of bronze landed through the wing of the dragon and into her belly from two hundred feet above, from an old dying king, his father Arytor. He struggled, holding the dragon as she bit and ripped her claws into him over and over.


  Rynnth shrieked and roared, breathing flame onto Kimtor’s shield, taking his braids, burning his arm, and melting his armor into his flesh. She stopped as the axes from a gray minotaur chopped into her back. She felt the horned one run up her spine, then cleaved steel into her neck twice more. Saberrak roared, driving both axes down into the back of her skull. She shook ferociously, throwing the minotaur off. Saberrak leapt, landing into the opposing slope and sliding down to charge again. Rynnth shook again, dazed, blood puring over her horned nose and melted eye socket.


  Kimotor dropped the sword, grabbed the spear, and pulled it out of her. Rynnth screamed and hissed, pain waking her fully once more. She breathed fire again, his bronze shield melted, his arm had a black skeleton for a hand that used to hold the shield, and Kimtor roared as his body burned. He plunged the spear into her chest just as she bit into his good shoulder, flames shooting out the sides of her mouth, now out of a bronze filled hole below her chest as well.


  The pain from them both tore them in two directions as instinct took over. The dragon flew up, pulling the spear from her own chest and dropping it to the valley floor, the arm of Kimtor Seven-teeth still in her mouth. Her blood poured like rain onto Deadman’s Pass. Rynnth’s balance was wobbly, she crashed into the mountaintops twice in her flight south and dropped the ripped off arm of the giant. Twitching, dying, roaring and trying to fly away, Rynnth disappeared south into the Misathi.


  Saberrak lowered his axes but five feet from the giant. He looked up as Kimtor hit his knees. One arm was gone, taken by the dragon and pouring blood down his side. The other was but bone with bronze melded to it. His face was scratched and bloody, hair burned off and helmet smoldering. Kimtor and Saberrak watched as the dragon fell from their sight. The eldest giant son looked to his dead brother Eybrol, then to the gray minotaur. He said little.


  “Take my fathers’ spear and the fangs from around my neck.”


  Saberrak walked in front of him, head low, and picked up the spear. He looked up, his eyes now glowing blue unbeknownst to him. He met the fading gaze of an old giant, holding himself up at an open window. Saberrak stared up at the old titan nearly four times his height, he felt no fear, and he received a nod from the old one as the clouds covered the floating fortress and it faded away.


  The giant nodded to his father as well. Then his blue eyes stared into the glowing blues of the little horned warrior that held his fathers’ spear. “What is your name, brave minotaur.”


  “Saberrak Agrannar.” Saberrak knew this giant wanted his honor, and a quick clean death, he aimed the tip of the giant spear toward the heart to end his suffering.


  “Agrannar? Good name…good name. I am ready.”


  Saberrak ran five steps, reached, and plunged the spear through Kimtor’s chest and out the other side.


  Crash


  He let go as the giant fell over onto the other one, dead. Saberrak looked up to the westward clouds, then to the south where the dragon had gone. All was quiet. Saberrak reached under the bronze armor, melted and twisted, and pulled off the necklace with seven dragon fangs. He put it on. The minotaur picked up Gwenne’s staff and walked slow back north to his friends, head low and looking to the ground.


  Gwenneth looked up, shielding her eyes from the sun. Her body ached from all the power it had channeled. She saw James, Shinayne, and Zen. She tried to stand, but sat up instead. Her head was dizzy. She saw Saberrak walking toward her, the staff of Imoch in his hand.


  “It is done then? It is over?” Gwenneth smiled seeing Saberrak alive and in one piece.


  “It is, thanks to you.” Saberrak looked around. He saw the dead robed man, the dead Mogi giants, even the red minotaur had been slain. Smoke rose from the pit and the red rock in several places.


  “The dragon?” Shinayne sat quietly next to Gwenne, her voice not much more than a whisper from the red minotaurs’ stranglehold.


  “Dead or dying, its wounds were lethal and many.” Saberrak looked south.


  “And the two giants, the ones from the clouds?” Zen asked.


  “Dead.” Saberrak glanced to James.


  “The woman, where is she?”


  James hesitated, just a moment, then looked up to the high plateau. “Dead.”


  Saberrak huffed, he had a sense James was hiding something, but he was too tired to ask.


  They sat, at the crossroads, in peace for many moments of deserved rest. Then, the sound of charging horses from the north and a battle horn broke the silence. They all stood and waited to see what would come out of the mountains next.


  Two armored men, golden blonde hair past their shoulders, rode ahead on large horses, larger than the southern realms boasted. One hundred men behind them, large men, bigger by a few inches in height and thirty stones of weight. Agarian men, Shanadorian men.


  Saberrak looked to the green banner as the horsemen halted their stallions. A black horse reared, proud and regal, upon a shield of silver, the whole flag blew in the breeze. Then a wagon followed behind them on the road, out of the foothills to the east. Saberrak saw the little men, tiny elves, gnomes, thin short goblins, pudgy stunted men, over a dozen little miniature people, yet the men had beards or facial hair. The little men also wore decorated skirts, or so it looked. He noticed the big men ahorse wore the same.They peered around the corner into the pass beyond the crossroads, little eyes checking to see if it was safe this time.


  The soldiers looked too, then all eyes fell on the five that stood before them. Dirty, blood covered with red and black, dusty and ragged. It was silent.


  “You there, Knight of Chazzrynn, are these folk and that beast in your company?” The bigger Agarian man spoke, the one with the horn in his hand.


  “Yes sir they are. We seek Evermont.” James straightened his sash a bit, not that it helped his appearance.


  “Did you five traverse Deadman’s Pass, alone?” The other knight, the one with the stubble of blonde beard spoke next.


  “Yes we did, all the way from Devonmir.” James smiled.


  Gasps and looks of shock, whispers among the ranks and the little folk too, it was hard for them to believe.


  “Need I ask about the dead giants and the dragon good knight?”


  “We would love to tell you, surely, but may we enter the city first? Our journey has left us, well, hungry and in need of a bath to say the least.” James bowed his head in respect.


  “Of course, of course. One hundred pardons, brave knight of the falcon! To Evermont!” The knights gave a respectful escort to the brave warriors before them.


  A small man, a pygmy with dark hair and stubble looked up to Gwenneth and Saberrak. “On behalf of my players and family, I give thee the biggest thanks I, Tubrey o’ Tarnobb, can manage for saving us from the fires of the dragon. If ever you wish thine names in song, be it upon us to honor it.” The little man bowed deep with sincerity.


  “You are most welcome, Tubrey o’ Tarnobb, perhaps Saberrak here would deserve a song?” Gwenneth chuckled, reached down, and patted the little pygmy musician on the shoulder.


  Saberrak huffed, flared his nostrils, and walked ahead to Gwenneth.


  Saberrak looked to her and whispered. “Why are all these people wearing skirts?”


  Gwenneth laughed, she did not know how to answer. She walked, arm on Saberrak for support. Toward a gray and red stone fortress city they walked, built half in a mountainside, with five spires rising hundreds of feet in the air. From those five spires were five hundred foot poles of steel, and atop each one was a gem, priceless in size, that glittered for miles around. Gwenneth looked to the flag of Shanador, a feathered cross of Alden, one of Evermont, and two others she did not recognize.


  You did well, for a novice…


  Gwenneth looked to the staff in her hand, the voice came from there, into her head. It startled her.


  I have much to teach you, but in the wilds it will be hard…


  Gwenne looked around to see if anyone noticed the creepy old voice.


  No one can hear me, idiot girl. Now find that tower, the one that Carados built, there I will teach you much more…


  Gwenneth nodded.


  Good, and mind your way around the priest. He watches me, his kind do not like my sort of power, so we keep this to ourselves…


  Gwenne nodded again.


  



   


  Angeline III:IV


  Road to Gillian, Southern Shanador


  The oranges and apples from the peasant farmers were delicious, yet Angeline felt selfish for eating them alone. Harvest was coming, the people they passed in the rural areas had been out in their fields every morning they traveled. Annar did not eat, he did not sleep, and he rarely talked. His dark, short, curls of hair and beard were neatly groomed and needed no attention, they seemed always perfect. He seemed effortlessly clean and fit with his massive muscular physique. He wore peasant garments, sandals, and nothing more. No weapons, no armor, not even a walking stick.


  For days and nights they had walked, passing beautiful Marille, the ruined Saint Erinsburg, malicious Devonmir, and now they were days into Shanador. He told her to head west, then northwest, then north, he knew where he was going. He just could not go alone, or so she thought. Angeline Berren, now Angeline of Charity, a Knight of the Soujan, one of fifteen, walked alongside the hulking man, the God, perhaps once a God, with many questions.


  “Where is it we are heading, Annar?”


  “Hyrastrian.”


  “I have never heard of that, is it a city?”


  “No.”


  His eyes had that blue glimmer to them, a light from within, yet he walked with his eyes to the ground and never stopped, even in conversation.


  “What is it then?”


  “A holy place, lost and forgotten I would imagine.”


  “To whom is it dedicated, to you?”


  “No, to my brother, to all of us actually, but to Alden.”


  “There are temples to Alden everywhere, especially in Shanador, I could take you to one.”


  “No, those are made by men. They hold no significance to me.”


  “And this one, this Hyrastrian, is significant?”


  “Yes.”


  Angeline was polite, this was the son of Seirena, an immortal, yet his answers were nothing short of direct, short, and frustrating. She remained calm and at peace.


  “How so, great Annar?”


  “It is where my brother landed, where he fell from the sky, cast out by our grandfather. It is where I stood over him, protected him from our wicked brothers and sisters and the demons of the eight hells. It is where they tore his wings from him, took me in chains far away, and where man found him.” Annar looked to Angeline with seriousness in his eyes. “The temple of Genesis, I believe is what your people call it.”


  “There are passages and prayers to such effect, titles of holy texts, but everyone knows the place is but part of the story, not real. I thought there were seven hells?” Angeline had been raised, force fed really, Aldane rhetoric as a child in Kivanis.


  “There are eight, I assure you. Tartralam is at the far end of Mictalan, the abyssal purgatory of the dead that do not find their way. Then Nirakas, Mount Adiyu, Lake Usheole, Abbitos, Khupashe, Jahanin, and lastly Infiernum. Eight. My brothers rule them, so I know.”


  “Then if hell, or hells, are real, what of heaven?” Angeline felt sad, though she knew not why.


  “Six now, there were seven once. Oasiun, Elsiun, Paradine, the sunlit City of Teotopa, Mount Maonell, and the Gardens of Fanrabon.”


  “Was the seventh yours, Annar?”


  “No, the sixth was mine. Castle Gihrasa, the castle that guarded the Gardens of Alden. My grandfather had my brothers burn mine to ashes, but I have yet to see it. I doubt they did.” His voice was grave.


  “I am sorry. So who protects your brother then?”


  “Haddius is missing from Oasiun, my sister is seldom concerned with anything outside of Paradine, Teotopa is dark with Solumet and the second sun gone, so only my two brothers, Vundren and Siril protect Alden and the heavens.”


  “What of the white moon, Carice, is not your brother there?” Angeline was perplexed, she had thought the Caricians all dwelled on the moon.


  “My brother? He is not my brother. No, Megos is imprisoned there, like my mother Seirena is imprisoned to the earth. Banished really, they still hold power, but it is in hiding, exile, for what they did.” Annar smiled, the first one since he had been freed by the minotaur.


  “What they did?”


  “Megos is my father, Angeline.”


  “But Seirena was created by Yjaros, just like Megos, they are brother and…oh.” Angeline gulped, knowing that brothers and sisters having relations was forbidden in most any culture, any religion, and she was mildly shocked.


  “Do not feel that way, it is different for us. Those twisted children and strict laws came from Yjaros, from his judgement of my parents, and into your world. There is nothing wrong with loving your sister or brother in such a way, but Yjaros, thousands of years ago, made it so. He despised it. He is God, then he has his three children, the Primali, then the throne angels are descended from those unions.”


  “Throne angels? You are not Gods?”


  “No, there is only one God, but his children together are just as powerful as he is, that is why he banished them so.”


  “So Yjaros, is God, your grandfather. Megos and Seirena are your parents, and how many siblings are there?”


  “Forty four counting me. But most are from Yjaros and Seirena, we Caricians are from Seirena and Megos born of the earth and moon, Nochtilians and some Gimmorians are from Yjaros and his other daughter.”


  “Other daughter?” Angeline thought hard, taking it all in, a father breeding immortals through his daughters, brothers with sisters, it seemed so strange.


  “She that can not be mentioned, her name is the bearer of curses, no one can speak of her, ever. No mortal would know of her, and we that do will never say. She is death, the dark, and wicked beyond even immortal grasp. And she was banished out of the world by Yjaros, forever.”


  “Like you.”


  “No, far worse. She was the one that cursed us, forced by her father.”


  “Why does he not kill his enemies? No offense, but all the cursing and banishing---“


  “It is forbidden, our blood is his blood, one way or the other. He forbids us to kill one another, mate or love mortals, it is written on the green moon. Only She and He can break the words for her curses, and her words are powerful and real. As long as she lives somewhere, those words of binding hold true. Yet, there is always a way out. My aunt was very deceptive indeed. Yjaros gave all three of them much power, but then took and banished them apart from one another when they used it for themselves, their worshippers, or against him.”


  “So your mother is in the earth, your father is upon the white moon, so your aunt, whoever she is, is on the green moon then, Gimmor?”


  “No, there sit our thrones and in them the council of the Gimmorians and Nochtilians, my brothers and sisters. The Carician thrones sit empty, since the war and the splitting of our parents.”


  “So where is she then?”


  “No one knows. Not even God anymore. I was already imprisoned, but I woke up somewhere around a few thousand years ago, and her name was gone from my mind and memory. She fell in love with a mortal, forbidden in the highest degree, and that Yjaros cursed her was all that remained, no matter how hard I thought. He stripped our memory, all of us, and the mortal world too. So, I do not know her name, or where she is. No one does.”


  “So you then, you were freed from your curse. Surely she could be found and freed from hers.”


  “Yes, a slave to free a slave, it took forever it seems. But her, no, what I do recall, pieces of emotion only, but they tell me that none of us would ever want her free, it would mean the end.”


  “End of what?”


  “Everything. Your world, the heavens, hells, existence as we know it.”


  “Now, not to object to your immortal wisdom, but…”


  “Go on, I have not talked this much in many millennia.” Annar smiled.


  “Are those feelings facts? Or are they placed there by Yjaros to ensure his curses and to make certain none of you would ever have the desire to find her and free her, ever? To have that false fear? Just a thought.” Angeline smiled back.


  “Quite wise. I will have to ponder this deeply when I speak to my brothers.”


  “Is that what is really in Hyrastrian? Your way home?”


  “Beyond wise indeed. You humans have improved while I was away, you are more discerning and inquisitive. It balances the bloodshed and corruption you have spread with your steel, almost.”


  “And who worshipped you in your day then, larger, stronger men who fought beasts with bare hands?” Angeline chuckled.


  “No. Giants, men of earth and sky, minotaurs, and tribes of honor and strength from many civilizations. Then when I was taken, it was corrupted.”


  “How?”


  “My races split, temples destroyed, and my worship went awry without me able to hear it or answer. The ogre were born bestial, the trolls became diseased, and no one led my people as they suffered and became degraded killers. Now, I see reflections upon the earth of those that once, long ago, looked to me for guidance and strength.”


  “What will happen, now that you are free?”


  “I am sure when word reaches my siblings, it will not be good. We are here.”


  “Where?” Angeline looked ahead, she saw a small cliff rising out of a rocky ridge, surrounded by swamp and marsh. There was no road beneath her feet, it was midday. She did not know where she was or how much time had passed. She saw a pillar, several more broken ones, and steps in the stone ridge, all covered with moss and vine of green.


  “Hyrastrian. The temple of Genesis that you say was but a story, we are here.” Annar had tears running down his cheeks into his beard. His mind went to his little brother, Alden, the tearing of his wings, the blood, him holding him tight as Shukuru and Cancuru took him away in chains, thousands upon thousands of years past. He looked at the feather in his hand, his brothers’, he had held it there since that day, all of his imprisonment.


  “How long was it, where are we?”


  “We have been talking for two days, Angeline. We are northeast of a city I believe they call, Gillian.”


  “May I enter with you, to see you home then?” Angeline was out of sorts, she remembered the sun rising and falling, day to night and back again, but it seemed surreal. Her mind was trying to grasp how time moved while they had talked.


  “No, I am sorry. You must travel west, to the daughter of Lazlette now, as my mother wished. Good bye, Angeline. And good bye, Charity. It has been a good talk.” Annar walked toward the old ruins, up the steps, and past the pillars. Then he was gone.


  Angeline stood and watched. Finally, she looked west. She felt something in her hand, she looked. It was a feather, white, perfect, soft. She smiled and started her long walk, not feeling the slightest bit alone.


  



   


  Exodus III:XIV


  Evermont, Shanador


  Gwenneth had not felt this relaxed in years. The bath was warm, the soaps and lotions were divine in feeling and scent, and the quiet peace and rest was beyond pleasure. She stepped out onto soft furs, accepting the towels of fine cloth for her black hair and smooth body from the servant women. The guest quarters of the Low King were unused as he and many of his were away, and the knights of Evermont graciously gave the bold and brave travelers each their own room. It was lavish, all dark wood and dark stone, but with giant unpaned windows allowing light and a view from ten stories above the trailing end of the Misathi Mountains.


  “Vallakazz has nothing that would compare, nothing indeed.” Gwenneth smiled as she meandered to her black and indigo robes of the academy, they were washed and clean, smelling of roses and lavender.


  For two days they had rested, eaten, bathed, cleaned, and rested some more. They had been given every courtesy, generously, without even asking. Shinayne had tried to give them platinum coins or jewels, but both Sir Jardayne of Highmont and Sir Codaius of Norninne, known as The Bear of Evermont due to his girth and strength, had refused any offer from the highborne elf. It seemed that the caravan had paid for everything, believing that they would have perished from either the dragon, the Mogi, or the giants had Gwenneth and her friends not stopped them. True or no, they also were reputed the most famous bards of Shanador.


  The Shans o’ Little Door, they were known, and their coin and words of praise held more weight here than any of them could argue. Four gnome men, three twig women, five or six pygmy boys and girls, and even a mated pair of smiling and pointy eared goblins made up the troupe of musicians and singers that wandered Shanador, city to city, playing in every king’s court. Despite being the stunted offspring of humans, dwarves, elves, and little fey, and not one of them over three feet tall, they had a reputation as the finest in the realm. Gwenneth was excited to hear them play tonight, for they had written a song or ballad for Saberrak, called he faced them alone.


  Knock, knock, knock


  Gwenneth waved her hand and the door opened. Her magicks flowed easily now that she was rested and refreshed. She knew it was either a servant or Shinayne.


  “And how fare thee, Lady of Lazlette?” Shinayne, glass of fine white wine in hand, another for Gwenne and red grapes on the following servants’ tray, strolled into the suite.


  “Two days in Shanador and you are sounding just like them with all the thee’s and thine’s and thou’s. Do not get used to it my Lady of T’Sarrin, you know we are leaving soon.” Gwenne smiled as she brushed her hair and watched Shinayne in her mirror.


  “I know, I know.” Shinayne set the wine glasses and had the young girl set the grapes down on an elegant marble and dark wood nightstand, then flopped onto the bed large enough for five to sleep comfortable.


  “Azenairk insisted by the way, to all of us, that we are not to mention where we are headed, to anyone.”


  “He told me. In case anyone would ask, and they will, we are heading north to Freemoore, one of the cities not of Shanador or Armondeen, a free merchant city.”


  “And why?”


  “Because Zen has family there in the small dwarven district of smiths and architects, on the east side. Cousins or aunts, we are not sure. I hate lying, you know that?”


  “I know, we all do. But, we cannot be sure of who here has eyes and ears that are also for someone else. Remember Harlaheim, Valhirst, even Marlennak?” Gwenneth finished her grooming before the vanity and stood to get her staff.


  “Yes, more than you. I was the one luring the White Spider out at night, the bait, remember?” Shinayne felt comfortable here, as much as she ever had in a human civilization. Her golden hair and skin sparkled with life, he aquamarine eyes were alive and rested, and like the rest of them, the elf was not hungry nor thirsty.


  “I remember, yes. Shall we?” Gwenneth walked toward the door to head down four floors to the king’s hall.


  “We shall, would thou be so fair as to accompany me?” Shinayne laughed, the wine and Shanadorian pleasantries had gone to her head.


  “Ughhh.” Gwenneth shook her head and smiled as she walked side by side with her grinning highborne elven friend. “You realize you are wearing your swords and your armor under those fine black and purple garments, right?”


  “You never know what could happen, cautious, right?” Shinayne would not part with her blades regardless, they and she had become very close in her meditations and katas.


  “Have you communicated with him at all?”


  “Lavress? Of course, just an hour ago. Why, you thought the wine had me all cheerful? I haven’t had a glass yet, Gwenne.” Shinayne thought back just recently to her time with her hunter of the Hedim Anah. He was preparing for something dangerous in the south, she was relaxing from the recent deadly journey through Deadman’s Pass, and their time had been most enjoyable and romantic, in spirit anyway.


  “What did he say?”


  “We really did not talk much, rather private actually.”


  “Oh my.”


  “Indeed.”


  Both women laughed now as they walked into the dining hall of the absent Low King Symond the First of Evermont.


   


  Spiral stairs guarded by woven tapestries of kings and battles gave way to a foyer with chiseled smooth marble statue of Alden wreathed in the feathered cross. Saberrak stood eye to eye with the man of stone that represented mercy and sacrifice. James looked to the chest, Azenairk a bit above the waist. The knight took knee in prayer while his friends waited.


  Please God, Lord in Heaven, Father of Mercy, accept my gratitude if your grace would allow it, for us making it here alive. Please do not let me crave the spirits, especially the wine, and forgive me for any lies I may tell to keep our journey west a secret from those that may do us harm, directly or otherwise. Please forgive me for not killing the woman, the queen of Willborne. I could not kill an enemy while they lay unaware, especially a noble that seemed possessed. I pray she finds peace with her dragon dead, and that my sparing her was your will and not my weakness. Alden, I ask that you continue your watch over us, lay your blessings upon us, and guide my step and sword in the days to come.


  Amen.


  James Andellis stood, making the sign of the cross and then circling it on his chest, head bowed to the statue. He knew his friends were waiting respectfully, perhaps saying their own thanks to who they believed in. His tabard was white again with the feathered cross in red upon his chest, his blue falcon sash was draped proudly, and his grooming and bathing had been well earned. He looked to Saberrak, no longer covered in blood and dust, standing tall with a green drape of cloth across him from shoulder to hip, axes not present for once. He had a large set of dragon fangs on a necklace over his sash, James had not seen them before. Then to his left to Azenairk, his steel plate armor polished, short black beard groomed and braided, and his head recently shaved to a shine. He smiled a smile of relief and thanks.


  “Ready?” Saberrak huffed.


  “Yes, thank you.”


  “That hall beyond the doors here, it is full of knights and nobility and those little musicians. They will all try and pass you wine, and toasts, and all that chivalry nonsense. Sure you are ready?” Saberrak spoke soft, serious, not wanting this meal of honor to be difficult for anyone.


  “I have prayed, I will abstain, Alden’s grace in that.”


  “I could stay out here, take a walk with you, whatever you need James.” Saberrak did not say it, but he was feeling uneasy. He had hoped that James would not want to go in, then he would not have to either. Something, inside, a feeling, it was coming quick and making him unsteady. Whatever it was, he did not care for it.


  “No, the man will be fine, horned one. Let’s go, I be starvin’ for a good meal.” Zen pushed the two forward toward the doors.


  “I heard hyena was the main course, after a bit of crow and vulture salad.” James winked at Saberrak.


  “Ahhh! Do not remind me, ack! Never again, never ever.” The dwarf’s face scrunched, remembering the meal of barely cooked scavengers they had eaten to avoid starvation.


  “I thought it tasted fine.” Saberrak shrugged.


  The doors opened, just as the ones across the hall did the same. Royal servants and dress guards bowed as the guests of the knights of Evermont walked in. The three men on the left, two women on the right, and they met in the middle.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  The mountains were getting dark, sun faded beyond the sky and behind the eastern peaks. Purple and dark blue remained with but slivers of green and white moonlight far above. Clouds whisked from the east, flashes of lightning following close and alerting the peaks of the coming storm. Crows cawed, hyenas snarled at one another, and feathered wings flapped and circled. Each step was a struggle, but down the slope into the corpse ridden valley she walked.


  Her shield of steel, dust covered and scratched, lay before her. She picked it up and strapped it tight. Her helmet she had thrown, crown that went above it, both sat in the red rocks on the pass. She put them on, leaving the visor up to see. Her nose was swollen and bloody, she could taste it in her mouth and throat. Her skull was split, pushing pain into her neck from the steel helm, she did not care. Her body was weak, thirsty, drained from not having the strength of the blood in her. She continued her walk into the vale.


  “Kat…trina…here…help…me…”


  She heard the whisper. Veuric lay on his back, head to the side, crows picking at his stomach and groin. They pulled bits of red flesh, some strings of tissue, and had dug into his organs. He twitched his fingers in response, unable to move. The crows turned to Katrina as she approached, glaring with red sparkling eyes, then flew off with their latest pluckings. She picked up the ornate dagger next to him, sliding it in her belt.


  “She…she…still…calls to…me. South…we…must…go south…and save…her.” His voice came in gasps, his one eye strained to look to his left as Katrina stood over him.


  The queen of Willborne looked back over her shoulder. Faldrune was face down and dead, hyenas chewing his neck and legs in the night. She gazed ahead. Two dead giants, one of them the very one that had told Rynnth and her company to leave the mountains, Kimtor was his name, a spear was through his chest. The other had no flesh on its bones from the chest up, just charred skeleton. The vultures and crows fought over the pit, a pile of smaller giants, gray ones with tusks, all with head wounds and burned flesh. Katrina breathed deeply at the sight of the scavenger buffet all around her, the mounds of buried armor from the knights of Willborne that Rynnth had devoured, the stack of hooves from their horses at the crossroads. She looked down to the broken priest of the ancient ways of Willborne, the keeper of the secret tongue and worship to the wyrms of old.


  “Help…me…up…I…will…live…with…her…blood. I can and…will…help…you…and we…will…take our…revenge…on those that…Ahhhhhhhhhh…..”


  Katrina drew her longsword and plunged it into Veuric’s chest, through the ground below, and twisted until the red light, Rynnth’s red light, went from his eye. She watched as he stopped breathing, eye closed, then her blade pulled free and chopped down across his neck. Katrina picked up the head and tossed it to the hyenas near her dead minotaur. They scattered at first, then went to inspect and fight over the severed head.


  “When I find Rynnth, it will not be to save her, or join her, or partake of her blood or power. Mark my words vultures! Hear me crows and hyenas! I a the queen of Willborne! I will track her by her foul blood, day and night, and I will finish her then give her head to whoever wishes a meal!” Katrina screamed into the valley of Deadman’s Pass, startling the avian scavengers and hyenas that dined. Thunder hammered in the clouds, the sky flashed, and the mercenary queen walked alone to the south, sword in hand, determined to find the dragon and finish her.


  LCMVXIILCMVXIILCMVXIILCM


  The applause faded away in the grand hall of formal elegance, high ceilings, green and white draperies some twenty foot up, and an immensely long wooden table held over forty gathered nobles, knights, and the five foreigners that had braved the pass through the Misathi. They seemed legendary heroes to those around already, assisted greatly by the exaggerated tales from the painted caravan.


  Music and melody graced the room from the smaller table on the far wall, the minstrels’ table, where the Shans o’ Little Door, all fifteen tiny bards, plucked, whisteled, blew, danced, sang, and strummed away for the honored guests. Tubrey o’ Tarnobb with his fiddle seemed to organize and lead the band of little folk, with his small blonde wife, Pirri Ann the Golden, on the harp.


  “May I introduce, in lieu of the great low king Symond, our brave travelers from many a land?” Sir Jardayne of Highmont stood, goblet in hand, dressed in a finely sashed green tunic and decorated shan around his waist.


  “Yay!” The gathered said in unison, holding their cups of glass and silver to the Knight General of Evermont.


  “From Kilikala, the beautiful and graceful Lady Shinayne T’Sarrin!” Jardayne pointed, open handed and graceful, to whom he introduced.


  “Yay!” They toasted and drank as roasted whole pigs came upon platters to the table.


  “From Boraduum in the Bori Mountains, the pious father Azenairk Thalanaxe!”


  “Yay!” They drank as Zen stood and sat back down quickly.


  “Both from Chazzrynn, the mighty wizard Gwenneth Lazlette, and bold Sir James Andellis!”


  “Yay, Yay!” The wine poured, the pigs smelled incredible, the aromas of carrots, potatoes, garlic, onion, and breads followed as more servants brought out even more platters. Despite the cuisine awaiting consumption, everyone waited until introductions were over, and now they looked to the minotaur at the table.


  Sir Jardayne paused, nodding to Sir Codaius of Norninne, who then stood. Then three more knights stood, then the rest of the room stood. The Shans o’ Little door stood on their tables. Glasses high in the air as the breeze whipped the drapes and stromclouds rolled in the distant night. The room was still and silent for a moment, but it was a long moment indeed. James stood up, then Gwenneth, followed by Shinayne and Zen. They raised their glasses, and looked to their gray minotaur friend.


  Saberrak lowered his head, he could not look at them, their tearing eyes, their sincere smiles, his friends that had searched and rescued him from Devonmir against insane odds. He felt pain on the back of his shoulders, sorrow in his chest, something from the window, outside. Not from in here. Out there, somewhere, He was in pain, he felt Annar suffering, he tried to fight it and stay in the moment.


  “And, our guest of honor, the one that braved the Mogi, the giants of the sky, and the horrid dragon, all without a shred of fear. His friends have told me much of his deeds, I am certain I know but little of this warrior, however I know enough. From Unlinn and other parts unknown, I give you, Saberrak Agrannar!” Everyone cheered three times, clapped, drank, and bowed.


  “Yay! Yay! Yay!”


  The gray minotaur, clothed in but tanned hide waistcloths, leather boots, and the drape of fine green, stood. Much out of place, even moreso than Shinayne or Zen, he bowed his tattooed head and horns to these people of Shanador. He had never been cheered before outside an arena. He had no blood upon him, was not about to kill, but the three concise cheers made him clench his fists as if he had weapons in his grip. No one seemed to notice.


  The gathered nobility whispered, servants rushed to fill wines and glasses, and all eyes were upon this mismatch of companions that had been rumored to brave the deadly pass through the mountains, slay giants, and even a dragon.


  She is fair indeed, golden elves rule their race I believe…


  Is he related to any of the dwarves here or in Freemoore…


  Lazlette, I have heard that is an academy far to the south…


  That beast makes the Bear of Evermont look like the cub…


  Why would a knight of Chazzrynn be so far north…


  They saved the minstrels you know, from the dragon…


  Savage looking, but in the pass I heard he killed many…


  Sir Jardayne sat, next to the guest of honor, leaned and whispered. “Lord Agrannar, if you would?”


  “If I would what?” He huffed.


  “Raise thine hand, wave the feast to begin please. Everyone waits for your approval.” Jardayne looked up to the furrowing brow of the minotaur.


  Saberrak waved his hand up, then a little to the left and right. He did not know how exactly it needed to be done. No one moved, just watched.


  He looked to Shinayne who was seated already, but saw him struggling with the formality. She kept her hand low, but moved it forward while unveiling her fingers as she turned it palm up and nodded as she aimed her open hand toward the food. It was graceful indeed. She winked.


  Saberrak did as she had, and the cheers went up and the feast began. Saberrak sat, relieved that no one starved on account of his lack of refinement and culture.


  “Yay!”


  “Would the brave lord Agrannar care to here a tale of his accounts?” Tubrey o’ Tarnobb shouted from across the hall, small pygmy of a man, but a great voice he had.


  Saberrak watched as everyone dined, drank, discussed at the table a great many things. Lords and well spoken knights came and went, messengers bowed and relayed, and the minstrels awaited the minotaur. He waved his hand, slow and graceful, toward the little folk.


  “Yay!” All fifteen Shans o’ Little Door went for every sort of instrument around their tables.


  Noble men with their wives, some without, greeted the guests and knights throughout the dinner. Some talked to the dwarf on the kingdoms of his people. Others spoke to Shinayne about hers. There were many a fine knight that insisted on shaking hands with Sir James Andellis. Gwenneth and Saberrak, despite their valiant acts of heroism, seemed the least popular. Saberrak assumed it was his horns and savage look. Gwenneth was a prodigal student of the arcane, which left her alone in many ways, she was well aware. They looked to one another, ate, and smiled over the table of food as the rest of the room buzzed around them.


  “Sir Jardayne, I am afraid I must depart this rather entertaining feast. Please forgive my absence and that of the Prince of Armondeen.” A strong man with dark eyes, black hair in a pulled tail, and finely decorated plate armor bowed to the Knight General next to Saberrak.


  “I am sorry to hear that, Lord Harron. Express the same to young Prince Rohne for me. What is the trouble?” Jardayne stood, nudging the minotaur on purpose. Saberrak stood, having that sense now in this formal setting.


  “King Ian, his health worsened. Queen Andora of Armondeen is concerned. She has moved him from Vin Armon to his manor, north in Forrivar. The Prince is rather distraught as you can imagine.” Lord Harron bowed, then looked to the doorway where a young nobleman in his teens, dark hair and eyes the same, spoke with a messenger upon a knee.


  “Forgive me, Lord Agrannar, let me introduce one of our fromer knights of Evermont, now the Lord Amirak of Vin Armon in the capital of Armondeen. He is the right hand of his king and queen, high Amirak of the military, and mentor and guardian of the heir prince.This, is Harron Vir Magaste, and over to our right there, that is Prince Rohne, the heir prince and son of Ian and Andora.” Jardayne bowed slightly to them both.


  Saberrak looked this man over quick, he was a warrior. His posture, his hand on his long curved blade, small scars under his trimmed beard and on his hands, the minotaur saw the signs despite the refinery and title. “So, Lord Harron, why would you leave your knighthood and become a lord in another kingdom?”


  “Quite direct is he not?” Harron smiled to Jardayne then glanced to Saberrak, looking him over distantly.


  “Lord Harron was once the Knight General of Evermont, and his blade was mighty in many a battle, Lord Agrannar. After saving queen Andora from bandits of the free cities, he was offered lordship from King Ian of Armondeen. It was an honor that our low king, and Lord Harron, could not refuse from our northern neighbors.” Jardayne smiled. He had been the Knight General for the last sixteen years since Harron had left, and relayed the reasons many a time.


  “Like you, minotaur, I am also known for heroics. Although saving a queen is more profitable than saving the stunted of size.” Lord Harron looked the minstrels that were still warming their instruments to tune.


  “I feel that heroism, regardless of cause or class, is deserving of equal glory. Do you agree, Lord Agrannar?”


  “I fight for my---“


  “Come now Sir Jardayne, he is not a lord of anything. You give too much grace here. Butchers and beasts at Symonds’ table, times have changed indeed since my leave.”


  Saberrak looked to the lord before him, his blue paint so slight around his dark eyes, oiled hair and perfumed aroma, he stared down and growled very low. “I care little for words or titles when it comes to such things, Harron.”


  “That is Lord Amirak Harron Vir Magaste, especially to you.”


  “Lord Agrannar, you must be starving. Please, enjoy the feast while I show Lord Harron out.” Jardayne stepped in, he knew it would escalate. He knew Harron would not stop his well worded chastising of anyone that drew more attention than he. The knights’ only worry was that a minotaur such as Saberrak may not take it well, or worse, may retaliate. He walked aside Lord Harron, formally of Evermont.


  “Now you are saving horned beasts at the dinner table, Jardayne, you could have been more.” Harron walked to the prince of Armondeen. He spoke low as the feast went on.


  “I am content with my title, unlike you were, Lord Harron.”


  “I could use men like you, I have offered before.”


  “And I denied, and still do, with complete respect to thee and thine king. Please, do not ask again.”


  “My prince, it seems that Sir Jardayne is showing us out.” Harron bowed to the young prince.


  Sir Jardayne bowed as well, the two looked like old and young versions of the same person. Same style of dark engraved formal plate armor, high boots, curved dress blades at their sides, even the eyes and hair matched. Thin rich colored faces with high cheekbones, yet Harron’s nose was prominent where Rohne’s was rather small and pretty.


  “Prince Rohne of Armondeen, I sincerely wish you could stay. My condolences, and those of Evermont, go to thee and thine father, King Ian. We will keep his name at the top of the prayer list with the bishop and---“


  “May we go, Lord Harron. This place bores me.” Prince Rohne turned his back and walked out the hall, royal messengers and servants in tow.


  “Ah, to be young again. Good evening, Sir Jardayne. Do not forget my offer.” Lord Harron turned and followed his prince.


  Jardayne looked to Codaius, they shared a nod, one that meant he had offered them both again this night, and they had both refused, again. The Knight General received nods from Sir Valonne of Cailoc, Sir Naghen of Nestrim, and even young Sir Anders of Carrelyn, knights of Evermont who traced their family line to the most recent city beyond Evermont. Upon their vows to their low king, all gave up their family name and honors, and took that city as their noble suffix. Ten knights for each of the ten seats of Shanador, one hundred in all, and all bowing to a low king that bowed to the high king in Acelinne. Five of Evermont’s oathed were with Symond now, and Lord Harron had wasted no time in his attempts to hire away at the loyalties of the five that remained. The music began, snapping Sir Jardayne of Highmont out of his focus on the departed nobility from Armondeen. He took his seat next to the bold minotaur, knowing that the horned one felt and spoke as he wished he could.


  Flutes sang a low long tune, then the small drums and tambourines beat out a soft and steady march, and wood pipes whisteled soft melodies. Everyone ate quietly now, listening as the Shans o’ Little Door played, late as usual. The stringbox strummed, the fiddle hit staccato strokes with the tempo, and the harp covered the harmony with an unearthly elegance. Little Tubrey o’ Tarnobb cleared his throat, then he, a spotted goblin, and Pirri Ann the Golden, sang in trio.


  Saberrak felt it. The melody, the slow harmony, and pain inside of him. He stood, back to the room, and walked quietly to the window facing the east over the Misathi. He felt the blue mist of his eyes coming, he did not want anyone to see. A storm was approaching, the pain in his chest came from up there, from Him, something was happening, yet he could only feel it.


  “O’er the trails of Mountains we travel,


  So much to see and to hear,


  A battle was laid to unravel,


  Yet a bold warrior was near.”


  Saberrak felt the hand of someone on his shoulder, soft, standing with him as his eyes glowed blue and he stared into the sky over Evermont. He looked to his buckle with the fist of Annar, then to the fangs from the giant, and then he saw Gwenneth satnding with him. He felt loneliness, not his own, but from above. Annar was alone, in a dark place that used to be his home. It was cold, and Saberrak shivered in the warmth of Shanador. It was ruined, burned, empty and Saberrak smelled the charred stone of a great castle far away. He lowered his head, fighting tears that were not from him, he had never cried once in his life.


  “What is it, the song?” Gwenneth talked soft, staring out as well, hand on Saberrak’s shoulder, smoothly rubbing his gray hide.


  “No. It is Him, he has arrived home, and it is gone, destroyed.”


  “Him who, Annar?”


  “Yes.”


  Gwenneth thought to argue, to tell him it was illogical to feel such things from such a being, that it was easily explainable as an effect from whatever was in that scroll and now in him. She could have said many things. She continued to rub her hand over his gray hide, smiling back once in awhile as many were likely wondering what was wrong with their guest of honor. The melody played on.


  “The dragon lay flame on the giants,


  Killing and raging all day,


  He would not stand for the tyrants,


  His axes found their just way.


  Thine bravest men would have sought cover,


  Despite we smalls passing the road,


  And while their blood spilt on each other,


  Saberrak went with horns lowed.


  His shoulders throbbed, something trying to pierce them, Saberrak held on to the stone trim around the window with a white knuckled grip. The stone cracked, he gritted his teeth, growling out to the storm as thunder rolled to the west over the city. Wings, his wings were ripping out of his back, finally after thousands of years, Saberrak let the tears fall.


  “Are there wings coming out of my back?” He whispered in pain.


  “No, nothing. Just keep breathing.” Gwenne started to well up, her eyes getting wet now, she knew he was in pain. She faked a smile, maintaining composure. She heard a chair slide, she looked to Shinayne and nodded that all was fine, fake smile, fake nod, but more attention was not needed now with more eyes turning from the music to the minotaur growling out the window.


  “Are they staring?” He huffed out as quiet as possible.


  “I have that all under control. Just keep breathing, it will be over soon.” Gwenneth smiled to the musicians, nodded, and winked. They smiled back, assuming he was choked up over their melody.


  “Oh, oh oh, dead titans and dragon,


  Would that they now are but bone,


  So, raise up your wine and your flagon,


  For Saberrak o’ steel and o’ stone,


  Oh, oh, oh he faced them alone,


  Oh, oh, oh, he faced them…alone.”


  The last note carried, the string, the harp, the trio of voices, and lastly the soft wood flute. All was silent. Saberrak felt it, the song, the pain of Annar up somewhere watching him, he knew that He saw him this very moment from wherever He was. Saberrak shuddered, his muscles bulging, he was lifting a pillar, a pillar of his home and temple off of his throne of stone. Annar heaved it into the dark ashes of his ruins and yelled, wings spread out, he had to let them know he was still here, alive to all the world and heavens. Saberrak roared something bestial, savage, from pain and defiance that welled inside. The thunder cracked loudly with the flashing storm at the same moment, thankfully covering his yell that would have put a healthy fear and terror into anyone inside the room.


  “I am home, let the world know, tell the moons, tell my brothers and sisters, tell my father, I am home. And there will be much vengeance upon the wicked.” The words were gone, the feeling left, Saberrak was back in Evermont now. The blue light faded from his eyes, his body relaxed, yet the tears fell down his tattooed face under his horns.


  The room was silent, moments after the song for Saberrak eneded. Shinayne stood, as did Zen and James. They stood with Saberrak at the window, looking to him, then to the storm, then back to him.


  Tubrey o’ Tarnobb bowed, as did his players, he waited a moment, then looked up.


  “Did Lord Agrannar find pleasure with our melody?”


  Everyone waited, turned to the five guests at the window, and looked with revered silence.


  “Gwenneth, please, speak for me.” Saberrak whispered, eyes tearing beyond his will, looking to the sky and the storm, not sure why he felt to do so or had these emotions of things he could not truly see. He knew he could not turn around, not yet, he needed a little more time.


  Gwenneth wiped her eyes quickly, nodding to the confused looks of James and Azenairk, and the knowing look of Shinayne. She turned and curtsied in grand fashion with a most beautiful smile.


  “Lord Agrannar says that it was the most divine melody he has ever heard. Your poetry and skills are beyond compare and he is too choked for words at the moment on account of your ballad. Please, continue.” Gwenneth waved her hand gracefully and smiled true to all present in the kings’ hall.


  “Yay! Yay! Yay!” The noble crowd carried on in applause.


  “Thank you.” Saberrak whispered to his friends as his eyes searched the sky and the clouds over the Misathi Mountains. For what or for whom, he was still not sure.


  Silently and respectfully, Azenairk, Shinayne, Gwenneth, and James just stood with Saberrak. They could not thank him, there were no words. He had saved them without fear more than anyone could have. He was their strength, and they were his. They watched the sky, as he did, with their gray minotaur gladiator touched with the spirit of Annar.
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  Epilogue


  Vin Armon, Capital of Armondeen


  The storm was suddenly full of vengeance this night. Low clouds fell fast from the eastern highlands and the southern curselands. Her black mare snorted in disapproval despite the proximity to home that it was well aware of. The rain was but sheet after midnight sheet of mist and little more, yet the wind and bolts that the dark sky threw made up in ferocity what it lacked in pour. All the steeds, not just hers, all hundred in the thick of the southern Armondi forest road were uneasy. It was as if the sky had sent a warning after dusk and all horses and riders but one would have stopped for the night. For that one, they pushed on, as would any noble escort with Queen Andora of Armondeen. Fierce thunderstorm or her wrath and disapproval, the choice was easy to decide upon.


  Fortress Arnhast stood menacing with its three twisted towers above the southern reach of Vin Armon, the capital of her kingdom. Andora looked to the black walls when the lightning allowed. All dark in the tower of she and her husband, the tower of the Scepter. The old infermed King Ian was now far north with the clergy of Alden in Forrivar. No light from the tower of the Lance where her lords and knights would gather to maintain their forces. Many a candle burned from the tower of the Talon however, and she knew what that meant. Her Lord Amirak and son were home, and the green moon was full somewhere beyond the gale above.


  “Make way for the Queen!” The royal gatesman saluted, his spear down, and took knee before her. His pointed helm and rain washed armor, both of overlayed steel scale, shone with the torches they had kept lit for their queen Andora and her escorts. Steel spikes rose from clanking gears and chains that raised the ivy covered portcullis.


  “Lord Harron and Prince Rohne have returned?” Her dark eyes and hair, fair skin and elegant curved features, gave the illusion of beauty and desire to most men.


  Knowing her anger and title, most men looked down to avoid a chance look to her chest or a sneaking glance to her lips. All here remembered what Lord Harron did to the last man that made a pass of flattery toward the sultry figure of Andora. The gatesman looked to the skeleton still in the iron cage to the south of the gate. He responded with his eyes low, although a peripheral eye wandered to her smooth white leg beneath the robes that fluttered in the wind.


  “Yes, your highness. Early this morn, they arrived safe in thine castle.”


  “Any visitors or retainers? Lords from other cities sending word?” She simply looked down to make sure none of her men looked directly at her in any way.


  “None, your highness.” He saw her sandaled foot, toenails painted black, the ankle and shape was nearly perfect.


  “Good. Carry on.” Queen Andora dismounted, one of her robed escorts, all women, helped her down. Another handed her wooden staff etched as a snake with scales in the polished black wood.


  Her armies were spread but strong in the Armondi cities of Feldumesh, New Aloeste, Barivow, Vin Osrow, and even with the dying king in the city of four rivers, known as Forrivar. Vin Armon had little, just royal guards to protect and welcome, spies and messengers, and of course her assassins that had been frequenting the merchant city of Freemoore.


  The Nataloni Nochti, Andora’s own hidden trained killers with secret unholy skills that allowed them to perform beyond a normal blade in the night. All men, twenty two now she had, and none of them remembered birth nor childhood after what she and the summoned had done to them. The merchant lords that did not focus their efforts on Armondi trade, seemed to disappear with little trace. Andora hoped to attain the city within a few years time at most.


  Queen Andora walked her fortress courtyard, smiling up at the banners. Orange cloth like fire, two clawed eagle talons of black in the center, one holding a scepter and the other a lance, and the storm continued while they whipped in the night air. She looked up to the candlelight and hoped her son and his mentor had not started without her.


  The guards fell in respect as she passed into the tower of the Talon. Up the twisting stairs she went, orange torches erupting with arcane fires as she approached. She hovered now, her arcane gifts allowing her not to tire the eleven stories to the top. The double doors of black wood were open just halfway. One of her Nataloni Nochti bowed, his all black eyeballs turned solid white to announce his presence to his queen from the shadows. He wore just a black tunic and breeches. No shoes, nothing to keep out any cold or dampness, nor block the sun or heat. Unkempt beard, mess of curly black hair over his face and shoulders, yet he had no smell whatsoever. A scimitar at his side, a dagger always in hand, the assassin had no need for food nor water, pleasure nor drink, and they only spoke to her, and only when asked to. Their only desire was to serve, kill, and worship the Nochtilians, as their queen did. Their only sin would be where they eventually went after death, a quite predetermined place indeed.


  “And why have you started without me?” Andora walked into the eleventh floor and waved her hand, the doors slamming shut with arcane force behind her.


  Harron looked up from the voluptous naked woman across his lap. He pushed back the other young naked girl that was kissing his neck. Then he pushed the feet of the twin girls that had been undressing the heir prince beside him. The women purchased from Yallah to the east were young and intoxicated on wine with crushed kihimin seeds. They would neither remember nor deny anything after it had taken effect, which it obviously had.


  “Started, your highness? We have finished twice today actually. How was your journey?” Lord Amirak Harron Vir Magaste took a quick knee, also bare beneath his open robes. He motioned for the mindless harem girls to do the same. Fumbling over one another, all four managed to hit their knees in inebriated fashion.


  “Tiring and long. Yet, the king rests his last days in Forrivar, far from hearing anything here in the capital. Not that it would matter much in his state. Are the knives sharpened?” Andora took off her robes, her sandals, down to nothing. She set her serpent staff in a corner, ivory skin and exotic curves catching the eyes of all as she walked.


  “Yes mother. The table is ready, the tapestries are up, and the candles are lit.” Rohne bowed to his mother, then kissed her cheek.


  “Gimmor is full tonight, I thought I may miss it if the storm had worsened any. Anything of interest from Evermont?” Andorra threw the black and red curtains back, revealing a stone table with chains fastened to the corners in an alcove. A stone altar depicting winged men and women crawling all over each other had a black box at its base, torches and small braziers came afire on their own, and the girls snickered as the room came alive.


  “Is the queen joining us this evening?” One of the bare naked girls giggled and kissed the neck of Andora from behind, running her fingers through her black curls of hair.


  “Yes, indeed I am. You are just for me, so just sit here on the table, lay down, I will be with you in but a moment my sweet.” She kissed the girl back on the lips, one of the twins of dark blonde curls and hazel eyes. She pulled the curtains to the windows shut, walking around the emblazoned chamber.


  “Yes to be true, yes. No knights took our calling, as usual, however we had word from your uncle, Lord Trehad in Devonmir.” Harron pulled one of the curved knives from the black and gold steel box decorated with eleven skulls in silver.He handed one to Andora, one to Rohne, and then took one for himself. The women were oblivious, kissing each other, fawning and pleasuring the three nobles that owned them, and then each other.


  “And that word was pertaining to what? He can never return here, not after what he did to himself. He is horrid to look upon, regardless of what infernal powers he has learned to command.” Andora shuddered at the thought of what he and his two infernal sorcerer brethren had summoned in Devonmir many years ago. Their bodies and flesh had changed, minds warped, she would never attempt to summon or reach one of the eleven directly. She had seen what the slightest contact had done.


  “No, he does not wish that, not even mentioned.” Harron poured the scented oil, three jugs of it, slowly under, around, and on the table, over the naked woman even.


  “Lord Trehad sent his blue imp instead and it has interesting word, mother.” Rohne took the other twin and guided her ontop of her sister on the table. They laughed and kissed, minds numb from the kihimin seed and wine. They had a hard time deciding whether to kiss the gorgeous prince, the ruggedly handsome lord, the delicious queen, or each other.


  “Very well, the older one then. Save the thin one and the twins for the ritual.” Andora looked up to the perch over the fireplace filled with skulls and charred bone. There he sat, just over a foot tall, wings folded, and waiting patiently.


  “Ushi, wake up, whisper to your master in Devonmir. We are ready.” Rohne danced the older full figured woman to the fur rug before the fireplace and spoke to what anyone else would think just a small demonic statue. Teasing her large breasts with his right hand, knife behind his back in the left, he pushed her to her knees, playfully, and she reached into his robes, the only garment he barely had on.


  The miniature demon turned his dark blue horned head slowly, spread his leathery wings in silence, revealing two squatting scaled legs and two arms with claws that held a small parchment. His forked tail ended in razored black bone, serrated and shiny, and his eyes glowed red as he once again froze in place.


  “Now?” Rohne put the knife to the throat of the bare woman on her knees.


  “Yes now.” Andora noticed the glowing eyes and still frame of the tiny imp.


  Slice


  The drunken girl gasped, reached for her throat, and pulled up two blood soaked hands to her face. Crimson ran red down her chest and between her legs, over her thighs, and into the black furs she knelt upon. As her head slumped, Prince Rohne grabbed her hair and angled her closing eyes toward the small statuesque demon from Devonmir.


  The girl stood, eyes fluttering open, glowing red like lava now. Rohne, Harron, and Andora stood back as the girl bowed and waved her hands out wide, eyes unblinking. The voice that came out was not hers, it was dark, deep, and hoarse.


  “My niece the queen, her young prince, and the man that bred my niece to make said prince, since old king Ian had not the seed. Always a pleasure to visit family.” Her mouth clacked as her teeth met hard on every word that was forced through her corpse from far away.


  “Rise, dark brother of my father. The moon is full this night, and we are in the middle of our ritual to the Nochtilians. This had better be of value, uncle.” Andora stood proud, naked, tapping her bare toes in the pool of blood beneath the standing host for Lord Trehad all the way in eastern Harlaheim.


  The body shambled, awkward steps back and forth, the muscles were hard to move in death. Even standing was wobbly, yet the eyes saw, the ears heard, and the mouth spoke. Ushi the imp stared with his eyes at the corpse of the girl, letting the dark magicks flow through him from afar.


  “I was privy to some rather interesting guests, here in Devonmir. Much has interrupted our peace with the spiders, but something curious has come my way, and now comes yours.” The girl began caressing herself, touching and squeezing, looking at her naked blood soaked form that grew more stiff and pale by the moment.


  “Then speak it, I have much to do here.” Queen Andora did not care to watch her uncle play with a possessed corpse to amuse himself in his old age and condition.


  “Your lands to the south, the curselands, do you know what they hold?” The deep voice came out, a bit of accidental tongue bit off, and a trail of blood dripped from the dead girls’ lip.


  “What they are rumored to hold, yes. But it is impossible to pass even a mile inside the border. Armies of dwarves and of men have tried over the millennia, all to their deaths. Is this your information, an old myth of lost cities and ancient treasures? You are wasting my time, uncle.”


  “You will have to do none of that, if what I have heard and seen is correct. The heir to those mountains was here, he has the dust of his ancestors to make entrance where none others could.” The body teetered, the other girls played on the stone table, not paying the least attention to what transpired or was spoken in the other room.


  “My forces here in Vin Armon are not ready to take an army headed to the ruins, it will take weeks to assemble them here. How would you know of this in any regard?”


  “A few corpses of spiders I read, the Sassari family had one that knew much as well, and a bit of mind invasion during their short visit here showed me much of those that seek it out.”


  “Fine, you have your resources. But I would need to know who I am facing, which kingdom they hail from, and how many men they have.”


  “There is no army, niece, none at all. A dwarven priest and but four companions are all that seek out the ruins of fabled Mooncrest and Kakisteele to your near south.”


  “A minotaur, a gray minotaur named Saberrak. An elven woman, highborne, a knight of Chazzrynn, and a woman from the academy in Vallakazz. Damn it!” Lord Harron laughed and cursed at the same time, looking to the ceiling and smiling.


  “Yesss! How do you know them, breeder of queens?”


  “Yes, how do you know of this indeed?” Andora turned to her Lord Amirak and lover.


  “Because, they were at Evermont, just two days past. They were honored guests there after braving the Misathi pass and saving a group of little travelling musicians. I was right there, I even spoke to the savage minotaur in person. Damn it!”


  “Father, those five are travelling to Freemoore though, I had spies listening in to their conversations in the great hall.” Rohne spoke to Harron, his father, sure of what his servants in guise had shared.


  “He is Lord Harron still, son, at least until King Ian is dead.” Andora waved her finger.


  “Yes mother.”


  “They likely made up a story to throw others off their trail. After the troubles they had in Harlaheim, and the price that the White Spider has on them, anyone would keep quiet and divert. I believe, those lands are deeded as part of Armondeen, are they not?” Trehad spoke, through the now fidgeting corpse of the girl.


  “They are, yes they are.” Andora smiled.


  The corpse fell to the ground, the magicks infernal wearing thin, the voice of Lord Trehad was fading.


  “Beware the daughter of Lazlette, her powers are beyond her years. The minotaur…has…something about him…protects…him…be cautious. Niece…take what is there..all..of it…and ask…in your ritual…for my forgiveness…from…Forcas…in the lake…for my…”


  The corpse stopped speaking and the eyes glazed over black. The skin darkened, the hair fell out quietly, and the body shriveled to a husk. Ushi smiled, spread his wings, and flew out the window, burning a small hole in the curtain to mark his passing.


  “With one tenth of what is said to be there, our kingdom would have all of Agara kneeling before us.” Andora looked to Harron.


  “They are trespassers, indeed what they find belongs to us, it is our land.” Lord Vir Magaste looked to the girls, two of them passed out on the sacrificial table, the other drinking and fondling her nipples as she laughed on the bed.


  “They keep secret from Evermont, they avoided the rest of Shanador, that is why they took the pass through the Misathi. No one will even know when we take it from them, will they mother?” Prince Rohne smiled, his future kingdom about to become larger and more wealthy by leaps and bounds. He had heard that the treasures and forges held golden weapons of untold strength and value, mounds of platinum, and relics that could buy kingdoms from the estimations of myth.


  “No, no one will know. It will be easy. Send spies to watch for them. Organize more men from the other cities, we have nearly one thousand here. I will have the Nataloni Nochti ready, but out of sight. Just in case. Let me work up a nice summoning as well. Shall we proceed?” Queen Andora of Armondeen smiled, walked to the table before the altar, and knelt.


  Harron took the girl that was still conscious by the hair, touching and teasing with the knife as he pushed her against the stone table. He turned her around, pushing his bare body up to her naked form. She smiled as she hoped he would take her again this day from behind, this time standing over the table with the bare bodies of the twins watching. Instead, she felt cold steel across her neck.


  Slice


  Slice


  Slice


  The blood ran across the table, pouring from three slit throats, dripping onto the floor. Harron let his young woman down slow, placing her head at the foot of the altar to the Nochtilians, and her blood fell against gravity as it painted the demonic figures of stone above. Rohne put his bloody edge on the altar, as did his mother. All three knelt in the stormy night. They lit the table, the bodies burning, blood pouring up, and strange light cascaded from everywhere.


  “Great exiled children of an unloving God and a banished mother, we call the eleven this night to tell you of the green moon you were cast from. We offer blood to you, great Nochtilians, the rulers of the lands beyond, and life has been extinguished for thee so thine fires may guide us.” Andora whispered, followed in unison by her son and his father. The torches grew red, the blood pulled up the altar and into the dark stone figures carved.


  “Bless us this night, this harvest, this full moon. Watch our dead, Mowg, guardian of Mictalan. Count our deeds, great Vasariah, and forgive our family misdeeds mighty Forcas. Cancuru, hold our wills true in worship and keep our souls while we sleep the black dreams.” The queen of Armondeen saw the red eyes flare from the three unmoving girls afire, yet she kept her prayers steady.


  “Great Zafiel, punish those that deserve. Lord Typhon, let us murder those that need death. Dark Duke Theronus mark our words in blood, and whisper us thine demands unholy Sarrael. Do not tempt us without reward Yomyae, and make our men as giants of hell in battle great Ussiel. We give to thee for the fires of the underworld you walk, and the forgotten children you lead, Shukuru, Lord of flame and judgment, ruler the hells and firstborn son of God. Send us thy words and wishes so we may serve.”


  “What do you ask, Andora? Three offerings as to three replies, praise our father Shukuru, son of God.” The body of one of the twins spoke in whispers, a demon had been sent from the infernal realms.


  “I ask your guidance, dark one. Are the exiled rulers of the netherworld pleased with us, our worship, and the kingdom that still offers them tribute?” Andora stared into the glowing eyes that gazed back.


  “They are.”


  “Will Lord Forcas forgive my uncle, Trehad, for his transgressions?” She waited in the silence. Minutes passed.


  “He will not. The powers given are consummate with his price and punishment. Do not ask this again.”


  “Would it please the rulers of hell should we take the lost ruins to the south from those that seek to open them, sacrificing the transgressors and building a secret temple there to honor the Nochtilians of hell we revere?” Andora knew if it were kept quiet, no one but they would know of the forsaken lands being cleared, she could do anything there, open worship, anything at all. She waited for the demon inhabiting the corpse to respond. The minutes seemed like hours.


  “Yes, this will please the firstborn children of God. This would please them very much.” The hellfire glow from the eyes faded and the burning sacrificed bodies shriveled to husks on the stormy night of the full green moon in Armondeen.
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