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1

Sajiix Mirhan, Magi of the Amethyst Order, gazed upon the treetops of the forested realm of Emeryvale, oblivious to the autumn splendor before him.  It was a testament to his adult life – ignoring any natural wonder or fascinating conversation due to the detailed scheming within his own mind.  Immersed in his own contemplations, the Magi ignored the blazing sea of reds, burnt oranges, and deep violets that danced with the cool afternoon breeze.  His hands rested upon the cold stone of the thick balustrade that lined his personal balcony, his shoulders set, his green eyes locked beyond the horizon.  Even the sharp cry of a hunting valehawk did little to bring him from his thoughts. 

The Magi stood on a balcony near the top of the Amethyst Tower within the fortress known as the Arcanum.  Its seven towers and various out buildings had been constructed along a line of cliffs on the northern ridge of Vhaalia.  This offered the fortress protection on the west by the roiling waters of the Stormrage Sea and by the thick forests of Emeryvale to the north and east.   The Amethyst Tower stood close to the northern cliffs, giving Sajiix a constant view of the changing seasons within the temperate climate of Vhaalia.  He may have noticed the shifting wonder of nature when he first arrived at the Arcanum, but back then, he was a mere student.  Now, he was a Master Magi with expectations and demands that invaded most of his thoughts.  He had no time for such twaddle as sunsets or the color of leaves.  Only one color concerned him – the color of the Amethyst, the color that represented his Order.  

The valehawk cried out again, its shadow skimming the tower as its massive form passed close by.  Its passing stirred the cooler air, causing it to gust along the balcony.  Sajiix’s purple, mauve, and black layered robes protected him from the cold winds that gusted so far up the tower.  A deep hood that hid his face blew back, revealing a stern, clean-shaven visage that was now showing the deep lines of one reaching middle-age.  His green and amethyst eyes sparkled as he stared eastward, away from the setting sun.  

Sajiix felt comfortable here high along the tower, away from the mundane aspects that lay below him.  Beyond the balcony was his personal five-chambered suite that took up a quarter of the tower this far up.  His living arrangements consisted of a sitting room, two bed chambers, a personal bath, and even a laboratory for him to use at his leisure.  Sajiix had every amenity given to him by his status in the Arcanum.  He was free to come and go as he pleased.  Sajiix was no longer required to teach students unless he wanted to.  It was all any Magi could hope for.

And yet, it was not enough.

It was never enough, he thought with a smirk.  He ran a pale hand along the smooth surface of the balustrade, subconsciously admiring the steelstone.  On his index finger sat a ring of pure silver, capped with a large, eloquently cut amethyst.  Sajiix examined it for a moment, captured by the facets reflecting the dying sunlight.  The ring had cost him a small fortune.  The silver was next to nothing, but the size and cut of the gem drained his personal coffer.  It was well worth the price for such a rare prize.  The size of this particular amethyst was rarer, still.  Sajiix had caught more than one Magi in the Arcanum staring at the immense stone, many admiring, others dismissing it as vanity.  But, the jewelry was more than a narcissistic statement – it was a matter of survival. 

Any person that experienced an affinity toward the elements – towards the magic – could summon the power within them.  But to use it, to force the power to do the Magi’s will, one had to focus that buildup of energy into a gemstone that represented their Order, such as a diamond, sapphire, ruby, emerald, topaz, amethyst, or onyx.  Many Magi fashion their own jewelry or accoutrements to create what is known as foci.  Without their foci, a Magi is as helpless as a blind merchant in a sea of thieves.  Many wrongly assume that the larger the gem, the greater the power that is focused; Sajiix, however, knew that one also had to have the skill to summon more power within, as well as the endurance to produce the continued arcane energy.  If not carefully maintained, the magic can exhaust any Magi to the point of death.

From the foci, Sajiix turned his attention to the slightly weathered hand that it sat against.  They were smooth and strong hands, lacking only color from the sun.  Sajiix saw them differently.  He saw the creases, the wrinkles, the aging that was beginning to show between the fingers, along the curves.  It was a constant reminder that he was running out of time.  

For too long, Sajiix believed himself to be impervious to anything thrown at him.  His mind was sharp, his arcane focus was powerful, and he was fairly certain that women found him irresistible.  He was close to reaching his fortieth autumn, and he was beginning to notice little moments that spoke volumes to him.  Sajiix needed more sleep to get through the day, his garments needed taken out around the waist, and just a few days prior, he had lost control of the magic.  His concentration had slipped for only a fraction of a second, but it was long enough to have caused serious damage had Sajiix been fighting for his life.  He had no desire to grow any older; to become feeble, imperfect, and unwanted.  But, the only way to reverse the effects of aging was to increase his power.  And to do that, he needed the Shadowgem. 

The Shadowgem was a fist-sized amethyst of immense wealth and power - one of the seven famed Gemstones of Val’Cryys.  Val’Cryys was a Magi of incredible strength and intelligence who, as legend has it, was able to control all the orders of magic.  As he grew stronger, he fashioned seven large gemstones containing the elemental essence of those orders: An amethyst for shadow; a ruby for fire; an emerald for earth; a yellow topaz for air; a sapphire for water; an onyx for death; and a diamond for life.  But, the wise Val’Cryys eventually realized that these gemstones would cause nothing but chaos for those coveting them.  To stem the growing avarice of those around him, he and six of his students hid each gemstone away in places unknown, keeping their locations secret through death.  The Gemstones of Val’Cryys eventually become a legend, a merchant’s rumor, a farmer’s tale told to fascinate his children. 

But they were not legend!

Eighteen years before, Sajiix and a few companions were appointed to collect the Purestone – the Diamond of Val’Cryys – from a priest in a war-torn land.  The priest was a scholar of the gemstones and his studies led them directly to the diamond that sat at the base of a statue in a run-down chapel located in a run-down village.  Sajiix recalled the moment he had cradled the large diamond in both of his still-young hands.  It was cold to the touch, yet burned his skin as surely as molten steel.  Sajiix could sense the power within the diamond, could sense it as close as a starving man can smell food amongst a passing farmer’s caravan, but Sajiix gained nothing from touching the gem, nor would he.  He was a Shadow Magi – a Magi from the Amethyst Order.  Only the amethyst Gemstone of Val’Cryys would allow him to tap into its vast potential; a gemstone not seen on any realm of Vasalius for over two-hundred years.  

Since that day, Sajiix searched Vasalius for any sign or clue of the Shadowgem.  Every resource known to him was used; every favor was called in, every link to his past severed by the obsessive nature of his search.  Eighteen years, he thought as he stared at his hands.  How much have I lost just for the dream of gaining so much?  He had lost friends, lovers, and a different life that could have led him to glory instead of infamy.  Sajiix shook his head, tearing his vision away from his hands and the rapidly lengthening shadows of the Amethyst Tower as the sun began its descent into twilight.  He had much work to do before he could rest and pining over his lost years would only lead to a foul mood.

A gust of autumn wind sprung up as he turned toward the wide opening that led to his suite’s main chamber.  He paused to adjust his cloak, noting the darkness that had claimed his room, its numerous candles still unlit.  He sensed the figure standing in the darkness before he actually saw it.  It was well concealed, using knowledge and power only learned through shadow magic.  Sajiix had channeled the power of his magic to his foci within two steps of first noticing the intruder.  He held onto it, letting the buildup continue in his ring, letting the energy swirl and caress him.  A piercing aura of violet light began to radiate from the Magi’s left hand, allowing Sajiix to see the black-cloaked intruder standing just inside the double doors.  The figure stepped forward cautiously, its hands folded within the voluminous sleeves of its cloak.  

Sajiix pulled back on the power, letting it slip away.  The glow of the amethyst on his foci faded to a deep purple, but the Magi kept it ready in case the intruder decided to attack.  For the moment, the mysterious figure only stood there, its hands remained in its cloak (a good sign for a peaceful resolution).  Sajiix stood guardedly, his right hand slightly extended at his side.  He still could not see within the darkness of the stranger’s hood.

“You have made a serious lapse in judgment by entering my quarters uninvited,” Sajiix told the intruder.  “Show your face and tell me what it is you want.”  The Magi gestured slightly with his foci, giving the hooded figure a clue as to what awaited if he failed to comply.

The intruder remained standing and removed two thick hands from the sleeves of his cloak.  They were covered with blue-black fur, the palms lined with leathery pads.  The figure’s strange hands then pushed back its silk-hood and Sajiix released the arcane energy he had stored in one surprised gasp.

“Lynth?”

The creature that stood before Sajiix was slightly shorter than him.  Its face was that of a panther, with large yellow eyes that studied Sajiix intelligently.  The same blue-black fur that covered its hands covered its face as well.  A soft snout was centered there, ending in a wide black nose.  Long, thick whiskers drooped from the sides of the snout, ending well past the chin.  Two gleaming fangs of white protruded from its mouth.  Large, tufted ears capped the creatures head and swiveled from back to front as it carefully examined its surroundings.

“Yes, it is I, Sajiix Mirhan,” the creature spoke with a fluid bass that seemed almost ethereal.  “And it is you that has made a serious lapse in judgment.”

Sajiix shook his head, trying to clear it of the shock from seeing the Zynnashan for the first time in nearly a decade.  “I do not understand, Lynth.  What lapse in judgment?”

The beast took one step toward Sajiix, pointing a finger at the Magi.  “The Purestone has been taken from us.  It was stolen by an outsider.  The light from the diamond is now extinguished from our lands.  The Highguard have decided to allow the armies of Zynnasha to come for it.”

Sajiix glared at the finger Lynth pointed at him, knowing that underneath was a dagger-tipped claw as sharp as any steel.  The Magi quickly regained his wits and walked around the Zynnashan’s arm into his common room.  He did not bother to look behind to see if the beast followed him inside, Sajiix just expected he would.  As he moved amongst his lavish furnishings, Sajiix’s mind scrambled for coherency to what Lynth had told him.  

The Purestone was stolen; the same diamond that Sajiix had just moments ago been thinking of.  Known by many names, the gem was coveted by not only the Diamond Order of Magi, but also the House of Diathanos – the church that worshipped the Diamond God of Light and Life.  The diamond had been given to the Zynnashans after its use in the Theenian War.   It seemed the only logical thing to do as the Arcanum and the church were ready to destroy each other over who was to keep it.  

“Stolen by whom?” Sajiix asked, striking flint against a steel rod and lighting a set of thick beeswax candles that lay grouped on top of the stone mantle that capped a massive fireplace in the center of the common room.  

Lynth’s yellow-gold eyes flared in the candlelight, his black pupils retracting to nearly nothing as he stared hard at Sajiix.  “We do not know, but our injured claim it was a group of humans who fled south.  They sailed their ship toward the shores of Kaalmoore.”

Sajiix nodded, using one of the candles to light another group.  He was still amazed at how well Lynth articulated his speech with such a mouthful of teeth.  “They escaped?”

“They did.”

“And you came to me…?”  Sajiix let the rest go unasked.

Lynth watched the Magi light more candles and shifted uneasily.  “It is well known that you covet the Purestone.  You have been to our lands many times to see it and have traversed them in your effort to find the amethyst.

“You alone have the power and the desire to take it.”

Sajiix turned and laughed, the shadows from the candlelight flickering in a mad dance.  “I shall take that as a compliment, old friend; however, even if I did have the power, I would not be so foolish as to take anything belonging to Zynnasha.”  The Magi gazed intently at Lynth.  “Besides, that was given to your people in good faith.  I gave that to you in friendship.”

“You have betrayed friends before.”

The Zynnashan said it matter-of-factly, with no hint of scorn.  Sajiix stepped closer to the panther-beast, his eyes blazing.  “I did not steal it,” he snarled coldly.  “Nor did I hire anyone to do so.  You have come here on a false pretense, Lynth.  I suggest you pursue these thieves elsewhere.”

“I apologize if I have offended you, Sajiix Mirhan,” Lynth said with the same neutral tone.  “But, you must be made to understand that my people are coming to Kaalmoore to find the Purestone.  They are not coming to bargain, they will not parlay with the human king of that realm.  They will sweep across the land until the thieves are found, and the diamond returned.”

“The Highguard plans to invade Kaalmoore?” Sajiix asked incredulously.  “Invade the most powerful realm of Vasalius because the thieves fled there?  Do they not realize that King Jalled will see this as an act of war?”

Lynth let out a sigh that ended in a deep growl.  “I voiced my desire for a different option, but Highlord Bragas would not hear it.  I even reminded him of the Oath which only seemed to anger him further.”

Sajiix nodded, recalling the Zynnashan Oath made hundreds of years ago when the powerful creatures revealed themselves to the realms of Vasalius.  The Zynnashans were rumored to have been created when the Sentinels walked the world.  Few books exist that speak of the Age of Wonder – when the Seven Gods ruled the realms.  According to the few texts that Sajiix had been able to find, the Zynnashans were created as guardians – a melding of magic and the animal life that thrived on the far side of the world.  A variety of hybrids were created from bears, apes, wolves, and great cats such as Lynth.  Highly intelligent, the Zynnashans created their own society, their own laws.  

One such law was the Oath of Neutrality.  With the great power these creatures had at their command, the Highguard (the ruling class) decreed that they were to stay out of the affairs of humans and would remain isolated in their far away land.  The Zynnashans would subvert this oath only during the most dangerous of times – such as twenty years ago when Lynth offered his services to a group of adventurers who were trying to stop a priest of Maalithor – God of Darkness and Death - from rampaging Vasalius with his gathered army of creatures called Boorsliig.  

“This goes far beyond a few of you making a surprise visit every so often,” Sajiix said with an acerbic tone.  “Your people will attack Kaalmoore and you will force Jalled to send not only his Knights, but he will ask the Arcanum and the House of Diathanos for aid.  Do you believe the Zynnashans can defeat such numbers?”

Lynth remained silent, his eyes shifting from the candle flames back to Sajiix as though he were trying to make a difficult decision.  “Highlord Bragas is confident…”

The pause afterward told Sajiix all he needed to know.  “But, you have doubts?”

Lynth’s intense scrutiny of the Magi returned as he bore his full gaze upon Sajiix.  “I believe the Purestone has somehow infected the Highlord,” Lynth spat the words out as though they tasted of spoiled meat.  “He is not thinking strategically, nor is he thinking rationally.  Highlord Bragas is an honorable soul, Sajiix Mirhan, and it pains me to think of him so.”

Sajiix recalled meeting the Highlord once during one of his quests to find the Shadowgem in Zynnasha.  Like Lynth, he was a hybrid of man and beast, but the animal side of him was that of a massive brown bear.  Bragas was fierce, his intelligence high enough to keep the land in control.  He was, however, prone to fits of violence and would sometimes become so stubborn that he would listen to no one – not even the wisdom of the Highguard.  Yet, never did Sajiix believe Bragas would go to war over the diamond.  

“What about the Highguard?  They support him in this?”

“The Highlord comes with the support of the entire guard,” Lynth answered with a finality that sent chills down Sajiix’s spine.

“Then there is nothing to be done,” Sajiix sighed after a moment’s pause.  In this, the Magi knew he was correct.  Even during his most tolerant moments, Highlord Bragas had no love for the other races of Vasalius.  Sajiix had no knowledge of who had stolen the Purestone – something that aggravated him, considering his network of information was one of the best.  

“There must be something we can do, Sajiix Mirhan,” murmured Lynth as if reading the Magi’s mind.  “Can you not gather your companions, as we did as cubs?  When Herebreus gathered you all to quest for the Purestone, you were a force to be reckoned with…what is wrong, friend Sajiix?”

The Magi’s countenance had changed to the extent that even Lynth took notice.  His green eyes became cold, his mouth set in a firm line.  “They are out of the question, Lynth.  We no longer travel in the same circles.”

A small burst of wind came through the doors of the balcony, causing the candle light to flicker.  A low rumble of thunder rolled across the treetops of Emeryvale.  “A storm approaches,” whispered Sajiix.

“More than you know,” Lynth replied back.  “I have done what I sought to do and must now return to assist in the search for the thieves.”

Sajiix’s eyes refocused on the panther. “You have a force in Kaalmoore right now?”  

A wary silence fell between the two Magi.  Lynth stepped back toward the open balcony, while Sajiix followed, moving away from the fireplace.  The Zynnashan pulled the hood of his cloak back over his fur-covered head and stepped backward onto the balcony.  

“Only me.  I am tracking the thieves.  The trail leads from a coastal village named Valdine and along the Tebis’non River,” Lynth answered.  “I believe if I can find the diamond before any blood is shed, I may be able to convince the Highlord to call back the army.”

Sajiix calculated the trajectory of the trail and could barely suppress his shock.  “Valdine to Kaalé,” he murmured.  “Lynth – that’s the heartland of Kaalmoore.  There is nothing between Valdine and Kaalé but villages and farms, with a small town now and again.  Most of these people have never seen a Zynnashan.  They will all be slaughtered.” 

The Zynnashan once again folded his clawed hands into the sleeves of his cloak.  “Ask your Elementai for aid,” Lynth told him, referring to the council of Magi that ruled the Arcanum.  “And if they will not help, ask King Jalled for his help in finding the diamond.  Beg him to send his knights to meet my people – for the taint of war is already upon them.  Perhaps a show of force by the humans will help deter the Highlord from following this path.”

Sajiix shook his head emphatically.  “To warn the King would be a waste of time.  I will speak to the Elementai and see if they can help us avoid innocent deaths.”

“There is no avoiding anything, Sajiix Mirhan,” Lynth growled as he stepped further back onto the balcony.  Lightning flashed over the Arcanum, bathing everything in a deep violet.  “The armies of Zynnasha are already near your northern shores.  You cannot stop the oncoming battle, but we may be able to prevent a war.

“I will find you again,” promised Lynth, his voice fading as he used his magic to meld into the shadows.  

Another slow rumble of thunder heralded a light shower.  A sudden gust of wind sprayed the Magi with cold autumn rain, blowing a number of candles out behind him.  Sajiix ignored it, turned, and walked briskly to the front entrance that led deeper into the Amethyst Tower.  A plan of action formed in his mind as he exited his suite, waving his foci over the door latch to lock it.  The Purestone was within his grasp and if he could time it correctly, he could find the thieves and take control of the diamond before anyone knew what had happened. 

 
   

  
 

2

Valdine lay sprawled along the mouth of the Tebis’non River on the northern edge of Kaalmoore, overlooking the murky waves of the Greywater Sea.  It was a wealthy, lazy town populated by wealthy, lazy people.  The inhabitants of Valdine did not go to work for their money – the money came to them in the form of river trading.  The Tebis’non allowed ships from overseas to travel into Kaalmoore’s northern interior, while the river waters brought barges from within, allowing trade from dozens of villages and towns.  All imported goods and all exported materials – whether it was steelstone, woodberry wine, or pomyl leaf, all of it passed through Valdine for a hefty price.  

The town was relatively young compared to the rest of Kaalmoore, but it grew quickly – almost too fast.  The original merchants became wealthy and hired others to do the physical labor.  Eventually, the laborers became wealthy, left their employers and started their own businesses, hiring even more people to do their work.  This led to the current state of affairs in Valdine – six different cultural levels, all of them rising above the other, each one more successful than the one before it.  

Many individuals flocked to the coastal city, hoping to be hired by one of the river masters or wheel captains and eventually make their own fortune.  Others came to Valdine to partake in the decadence that permeated the streets.  With so many rich citizens, it was only a matter of time before their tastes were not easily sated by common luxuries.  Prostitution and gambling were such a common occurrence, the local Lord (Cousin to King Jalled), decided to make them legal vices and taxed the profits.  There was a gambling hall and brothel on every level of Valdine’s tiered streets and no one seemed to mind so long as the King received his tax income and local crime was swiftly dealt with.  

It was a rough atmosphere for one not familiar with such depravities.  There were no Lords or Ladies on the street, at least, not in their fine wardrobe with their servants scurrying behind.  No, if there were any Lords or Ladies on the streets of Valdine – they were in disguise so as not to alarm their people on how lurid their hobbies were.  The inhabitants of Valdine swirled along her streets like the currents of the Tebis’non.  There was a vibe here that no other town or city could match; unwholesome, yes, but exciting.  

Tair’Lianne Vettis took another deep breath, letting the scent of salty sea water and river mist wash over her.  She stood upon the upper level of a two-story gambling house called the River’s Luck and watched as people marched along the cobbled street below.  Many of them were locals; all dressed in what they thought was finery.  The men wore high breeches and silk shirts with fine woolen cloaks of brightly dyed colors, while the women folk wore silk dresses with wide skirts of muted pinks, greens and blues with feathered hats of matching color and veils to cover their painted faces.  A few of the women carried dainty umbrellas that matched the texture and color of their outfits. 

Tair’Lianne shook her head in bafflement.  Try as she might, she could never understand the behavior of the rich.  It was not a subject she dwelled upon often, but when confronted by it, Tair would always recite the personal oath she made to herself, swearing that when she got rich, she would never act above her station, she would never throw her gold away, and would never wear clothes like that.  As far as Tair was concerned the only thing a wealthy person was good for was the gold you could steal from them.  As she watched the procession below her, she subconsciously selected a number of marks she could easily make a profit from.  These people must have known that thievery – especially pick pocketing – was quite popular here in Valdine, but they went on without a care.  It was an activity that Tair postponed for later once Myst was done with her own brand of profit-mongering.  

Reluctantly, Tair pushed herself away from the chest-high railing that lined the second floor level and stepped back into the muggy interior of the River’s Luck.  Even the onset of a cool autumn night did little to remove the stifling heat and humidity of so many patrons wedged together in one of Valdine’s most popular gambling halls.  The smell of sweat, leather, damp cloth, alcohol, and boiled mudbugs made Tair nearly choke.  She shouldered past a giggling couple who were clearly intent on reaching one of the “resting rooms” that lined the upper level and leaned over an intricate wrought-iron balustrade that wrapped around the entire second floor, allowing her to see the entire game floor below.  Two large chandeliers crafted from crystal and brass hung just out of reach of Tair, their thick candlewicks guttering in the melting wax.  

A distorted symphony of voices floated past her, some laughed boisterously, while others cursed their ill-luck.  Hearty conversations between men concerning river business and whispered musings between women on the latest gossip concerning Valdine also reached Tair’s ears, but she ignored all of it.  Her attention was drawn to one of the four round tables in the hall’s center.  Five individuals sat around it, all of them holding thin wooden discs painted with various different pictures.  It was a game known as Bard’s Bluff; a game Tair had no love for, but one that allowed her and her companion, Mystrianna Almdor, to put coins in their pockets.  

Myst – as she liked to be known – was the only woman at the table.  She held her discs close to her chin, her green eyes briefly scanning the other four men around her.  Tair knew that Myst was watching the other men’s “tells”, allowing her to know when they were “bluffing” or when to pull her money out of the pile at the center.  The men, however, were having a difficult time keeping their eyes off of Myst.  Her closely cropped hair was as red as the autumn leaves of Emeryvale, and her large eyes were as green as the robes of an Emerald Magi.  She had already unlaced the top of her black sleeveless tunic – an idea given to her by Tair to distract the players and hopefully cause them to lose more of their weighted coin.  The men obviously had a problem, for they could not avoid staring at Myst’s ample bosom, or her sculpted arms of sun-touched bronze.  

Tair suggested to Myst that she play the part of the naïve girl who was curious about the game.  She could lose a few rounds and then take the slobbering fools for all they had.  Myst, however, would not have it.  She had said that it was bad enough she was using her body to physically distract the men, but she would not dishonor the game by cheating.  Tair rolled her eyes at the mere thought of the word honor.  It was a handicap that kept her and Myst away from becoming truly successful.  She loved her friend, but sometimes Myst’s honorable ideals were a bane to their dishonorable schemes.  

Luckily, tonight would be the exception.  

Myst’s carefully watched pile of gold and silver crowns was steadily growing, while three of her four playing companions thought nothing of it.  Only one man seemed immune to Myst’s charm and cleavage.  He was thin and olive-skinned, wearing a thick, black moustache and trimmed beard.  Dark eyes hovered over a hawkish nose, his spidery hands tapping the warped table his discs lay upon.  He wore the deep maroon tabard of the Celvette Clan over a sweat-stained green tunic.  Tair knew that the Celvettes were number two on the hierarchy of wealthy clans in Valdine.  She also knew they owned this particular gambling hall.

It was dangerous to try to cheat a gambling hall in Valdine.  But no one could blame the men for poor playing, now could they?  It wasn’t Myst’s fault that all of them were gaping at her and not paying attention to the game.  This clansman, however, seemed to ignore or see through the distraction.  He was watching Myst’s actions rather than her attributes.

Tair smiled as Myst laid down her discs – all of them were painted red and four out of five had a woman’s face on them.  All four men groaned, tossing their discs down upon the table with rickety clacks.  As Myst scooped the pile of coins towards her, Tair noticed the clansman talking to a stern-faced spectator who wore a shirt of chain mail under the red Celvette tabard and had a rather large sword at his side.  Tair started as the clansman nodded toward Myst – who missed the exchange as she counted her new winnings. 

“Time for us to leave,” Tair muttered as more discs were handed out to the five players.  It would not be the first time someone mistook Myst’s skill for cheating.  There had been many heads that were bashed over it, many taverns and inns they were kicked out of.  Unfortunately, in Valdine, they hanged people out with the crows if they were suspected of cheating.  

Tair slid her body along the balustrade, edging her way to Myst’s line of vision.  The swordsman was also making his way through the growing spectators.  He was moving slowly, not wanting to draw the ire or attention of the hall’s customers.  All Myst had to do was look up from her disks and she would see Tair standing on the level above.  Regrettably, she was intent on the discs in front of her.  

Tair tried clearing her throat, each one louder than the next.  When that did not work, she tried exaggerated arm and hand movements.  These made her not only look stupid, but failed to get Myst’s attention.  Sighing irritably, she turned her eyes once more to the swordsman and was surprised to find him looking right at her.  

Tair immediately looked away, her heart thrumming loudly in her chest.  She looked down to the game players, kept her eyes on anything but the swordsman.  Once more she tried to signal Myst and was quite pleased to see that she was now looking up at her with disbelief colored with anger.  Tair also noted that all the other players were now looking up at her, along with the swordsman and the Celvette clansman.  She whirled her body around, half expecting to see a boorsliig berserker looming over her.  But there was nothing.

“Bring her down!” shouted the clansman.  “Let us show her and her partner what we do with cheating scum!”

Tair turned back to the game tables below and saw that the swordsman and a fellow player had grabbed Myst’s arms on either side.  She was standing now, her game discs scattered across the smooth grain of the playing table.  The young woman stood taller than her fellow gamer and was even with the sword carrying thug.  The Clansman was pointing at Tair, while three men were charging up the stairs to her level, each one armed with long steel.  

“What did you do?” Myst shouted, her arms flexing against the two men that held on to her.

“Me?” Tair shouted back.  She suddenly realized that the hall had become silent, every gambler, merchant, river tramp, and whore had stopped to see the drama unfolding before their eyes.  She looked down at the table at the angry gamer looking up at her and at the collection of discs he still held in his hand, discs easily readable by Tair.  “I wasn’t reading his discs!” she yelled to the clansman.  “I wasn’t trying to…”  It was no use.  The clansman had murder in his eyes and the three men ordered to take her had reached the second level, their steps slow and deliberate.  Each man had a hand on the hilt of their swords.  

There was no chance they could talk their way out of it.

The crowd had begun to chant, “Get the cheaters” as the guardsmen neared Tair.  Two were on her left, one on her right.  Her gloved fingers began to wiggle in anticipation for the two daggers sheathed on her hips.  She eyed Myst, giving her a non-verbal signal that it was time for their emergency exit strategy.  Myst acknowledged Tair’s signal and squared her body evenly against the dusty floor.

Tair’s breathing became even, but her blood raced with adrenaline.  She looked down to a spot upon the gaming table below, just off center of where Myst stood.  The clansman was still there, confident in his guards.

That’s always their mistake, she thought with a knowing smile.  She propped a leather boot upon the railing that overlooked the bottom floor and heaved.  Tair leaped gracefully over the balustrade, tucked in her legs, and rolled in the air twice before landing lightly in the exact spot she had intended.  Before he could even register any sort of expression, Tair kicked the gamer holding Myst’s left arm in the face, knocking him backward and keeping him there.  Once the man was down, Myst flipped the swordsman holding her right arm onto the table.  Discs and coins scattered with a piercing jangle, causing many patrons to add to the chaos as they dove for the rolling gold and silver pieces.  With a quick reach behind her back, Myst unsheathed a long, wide blade and kept the sharpened tip upon the man’s throat.  

Seeing his personal guard laying on the flat of his back and the others still up on the second level of the hall, the clansman began to back away from the table.  He was able to take three steps before Tair was standing next to him with a short, but very sharp, dagger pressed against his cheek.  Moving behind the wiry clansman, Tair kept the dagger pointed at his face, while another dagger cleared a path behind her as she waved it at those patrons who were not chasing all of their hard-earned money across the floor.  

Delivering a bare-knuckle punch to the swordsman lying sprawled on the table; Myst stunned her own captive and quickly moved to Tair’s side.  Both women looked at each other and the door right behind them.  Freedom was only six steps away.  

“What were you doing up there?”  Myst demanded with a throaty growl.  “I had this game won; I didn’t need you to cheat for me.”

“I wasn’t trying to cheat for you!  I was trying to tell you that this fool was about to have you arrested,” snapped Tair with a quick prod of her dagger at the clansman’s neck.

“Do not try to lie to me about your dishonest character,” he spat back.  “Clan Celvette will not rest until I am free and your lifeless bodies are swaying on the gibbet.”

Both women rolled their eyes at a promise they had heard many times before.  Reaching the large wooden door that led out onto the streets of Valdine, Myst gave the clansman’s backside a hard shove with her boot.  The man staggered forward, falling to his knees.  Without another word, Tair and Myst stepped out and slammed the door behind them.  

The street outside was still filled with revelers, not a one had any clue as to the events inside the River’s Luck.  Myst held the door firmly with her shoulder, allowing Tair to take a nearby broom handle and jam it into the square handle of the door latch, effectively barring the door from the outside and, hopefully, giving the two women time to escape.  Without a second look at the door, Myst and Tair strolled away from the building.

The pair was well out of sight when the broom handle snapped and the clansman and his squad tumbled out of the door.  Twilight had given way to night and the scant light coming from the gas lanterns along the muddy streets did little to illuminate anyone who walked by.  The clansman touched the small gash on his cheek, his pride burning away any common sense.  He ordered his men out to search for the two women he promised would hang.
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Myst and Tair kept close to the shadows, away from the gas lamps that seemed to burn the night away from the muddy streets of Valdine.  Tair’Lianne took the lead, while Myst walked steadily behind, occasionally looking over her shoulder to see if anyone was following.  Tair had chastised her at one point for looking too much and giving them away as a wanted pair, but as they walked on, they both realized no one cared what they looked like or what they were doing.  Everyone on the street seemed to be more interested in the revelry going on around them:  Dancers and musicians performed for those who paused to watch, while hawkers and whores paraded their goods to men and women alike.

Myst scanned the crowd for any type of city guard or clansman.  She had seen a few with the blue tabard of the Sebek Clan, but nothing yet of Celvette.  Each clan controlled a level of Valdine, the city being built on a steep hill that rose from the Greywater Sea and the Tebis’non River; the higher the level, the more prominent the clan.  This hierarchy also defined the class of living for each tier - the lower the level, the poorer its people.  Myst and Tair, having little money when they arrived in Valdine, had purchased lodging at a rat’s nest of an inn that was on the lowest level.  They would have to walk down four tiers of Valdine to reach their belongings and leave the city before they were caught and hanged.  

Luckily, there was a single, wide avenue made of river stone that connected all the tiers of Valdine.  Called the ‘River’s Way’, the street dropped quickly towards the sloshing waters of the Greywater Sea.  Myst followed Tair as she maneuvered through the crowd down the street.  

“How much did we lose?” Tair said, keeping her eyes forward.

“Let’s just say that it is a good thing we are leaving Valdine tonight,” Myst grumbled.  “We can no longer afford the luxuries of the Rivermud Inn.”

Tair stopped, whirling to face Myst.  “Do you mean to say we have nothing left?”

“We have four silvers sitting at the inn,” Myst replied.  “I had nearly twelve gold crowns at that game - don’t give me that look, Tair’Lianne.  You were the one who jumped on the table and scattered all of our money across the hall.”

“Four silvers won’t get us very far,” said Tair with an apologetic tone.  

“We can find a place in Tabaan.  Perhaps we can work for enough silver to get us home.”

Tair whirled around to face Myst with a grim countenance.  “I am not going home,” she said with a deliberate slowness.  “I don’t care if I sleep under bushes during the winter.  I am not going back there.”

Myst set her jaw, knowing the tirade that was to follow.  She had not meant to mention home to Tair.  Joram’s Bend was a moderate-sized village named after the sharp bend the Tebis’non River curved from the west to the north.  The village was built on the high ridge overlooking the flood plains that surrounded it, keeping the population safe from the heavy spring rains, but allowing full use of the fertile lands for farming.  The village made quite a profit with their crops, sending them to the capital city of Kaalé via the river.  Myst’s own family was one of the wealthier farms in Joram’s Bend.  

And Tair hated her for it.              

Tair had been raised by a distant cousin ever since she was in swaddling clothes.  She had never known her parents or where she hailed from - and the witch she lived with had no desire to share said information with her.  Cousin Tildy (or Cousin Toady as Tair liked to call her) was a bitter old woman who lived alone and did not like the idea of raising a child, but by the laws of her own village, she was forced into caring for the girl.  For as long as Myst could remember, Tildy was always berating, punishing, or condemning Tair for anything and everything.  The old woman had set it in her mind long ago that Tair’Lianne would amount to nothing but trouble.

Myst was always amazed at how Tair took all of the abuse in stride.  As children, she and Tair would run through the market square with nothing but mischief on their minds or they would explore the dark forests that surrounded the village, searching for adventure.  As they grew older, Tair tended to stay closer to the square, moving inexorably toward the future that Cousin Toady had predicted.  Tair did not like to work and the living that Tildy made as a farm maiden was scant at best, so Tair found an easier way to make money – she stole it.  

At first, Tair was able to pick the pockets of the villagers with impunity.  She started small, taking copper crowns from those who drank at Baem’s Tavern or from those she “bumped” into at the square.  Myst had no idea that Tair was stealing, but she often wondered how the girl paid for the sweets she bought for them to share.  It was when she was caught at the age of fourteen – that was when everything began to change.  Tildy had thrown her out and Myst’s own parents had announced their issues with the friendship she had with the girl.  It was a bad time for Tair – and it was one of the many reasons why she had no love for Joram’s Bend.

“And if you think for one minute that I will step foot in Toady’s house to ask for help, you are crazier than a Magi who’s lost her gemstone.”  

“I understand how you feel,” Myst placated her.  “But we have two choices:  We both go back to the Bend and get money from my Pap, or we work in some backwater village through the winter.”

Tair wrinkled her nose in disgust, obviously not happy with either choice.  “I could always get us the money.”  Her eyes darted left and right, looking for targets with fat purses.  

At that moment a group of four Sebek clansmen marched by, their spear tips gleaming in the gas light lamps.  One of them gave the pair a look that was longer than necessary.  Myst was sure it was a look of longing rather than searching, but they still had a clansman who wanted them punished.  She turned back to Tair, who was studying a wealthy looking couple that walked by in the opposite direction the clansmen were taking.

“No!” Myst whispered harshly.  “We are in enough trouble as it is.  We don’t need you attracting any more attention from the clans around here – including those run by thieves.”  She prodded Tair in the shoulder, moving her forward.  “Let us return to our room and collect our things before the red tabards of Celvette find us.”

“Mud sucking sore losers,” Tair muttered as she continued downhill, “calling us cheaters just because they were losing money.”

Tair cursed the Celvette Clan as they walked the length of River’s Way until they reached the muck-strewn streets of tier one.  Here the air reeked of garbage, fish, and sour liquor.  The very essence of the streets here became seedier than those above it.  Gone were the dancers and single merchants with display stands.  The whores had doubled and anyone who sold anything did so from the shadows of the alleyways that lined the main road.  A number of gas lamps remained unlit, giving the tier an even more menacing appearance.  Pools of yellow torchlight gathered in the muck outside of the old buildings, their upper levels leaning against each other like the drunken patrons that dwelled within.  The Rivermud Inn was a three-story wood and stone structure that stood over a wide stairway that led down to the docks and the warehouse district.  It was in slightly better condition than the other buildings nearby – meaning that its windows were not broken, its stairs were not collapsing, and its roof remained dry – only because it was the first establishment seen by those who disembarked at the harbor, giving the inn a steady flow of business.  Tair and Myst chose the inn because it was the cheapest place to stay that offered beds instead of a floor covered in rat droppings.  

Myst scanned the muddy street behind them one last time before following Tair into the building.  The entry hall of the Rivermud held nothing but a tall wooden desk, its surface chipped and unpolished.  A couple of glass lanterns flickered lazily, allowing little light to shine upon the dingy white of the plaster that lined the walls.  Two arched doorways, covered with thick black curtains, stood on either side of the women.  The muffled sounds of laughter, voices, and music came from their right.  The smell of burned venison and ale wafted from the curtains, causing Tair’s stomach to rumble.  

“And how does the night fare for thee?”

Myst looked to the small, bald man holding a mud-stained mop.  The old man was bent, but he held the mop handle like a weapon.  He gave the two women a gap-toothed grin, his thick, bushy gray eyebrows flitting up and down in a comical way.

“I think we’ve overstayed our welcome, Fettis,” Myst answered.  “We’ll be leaving tonight.”

The old man nodded sagely, “Always a good thing to know when to leave Valdine, milady.  Old Fettis will be sad to see ye go.”

Tair had already pushed past the left curtain as Myst smiled at the old innkeeper.  For the two weeks they had been in Valdine, Fettis had always been there to greet them every morning and every night.  The old man sniffed once and then began mopping the stone floor in earnest as Myst stepped through the curtain toward the stairs.

By the time Myst reached their tiny room on the third floor, Tair had her leather knapsack packed and slung over her shoulder.  She was wearing her black leather, knee-high boots, black pants, and a blood-red, long-sleeved tunic with a man’s black vest over that.  The vest nearly touched the girl’s knees and conveniently covered the various pouches and pockets hidden within.  

Myst took two steps to the bed she used and dismissed the roll of lumps underneath the thin quilt that covered it.  Sleeping on the ground would be more comfortable than that bed, she thought as she snatched the dark blue cape that lay draped over the wooden footboard.  She quickly gathered her other clothes and packed them in a small burlap sack along with a plainly sheathed dagger, and a small wooden box with her gaming dice and playing disks.  

“Are we taking the main road south or should we stick to the river?” Tair asked as she watched Myst grab a pair of elbow-length gloves.

“Walking the river will take longer, but it will be less risky than having to walk back through the Celvette tier,” she answered, upending the gloves until the clink of four silver crowns fell into her hands.  Myst tugged the brown leather gloves on and then pulled the cloak across her shoulders, being careful to adjust the hilt of her sword through a carefully sewn slit in the fabric.  Shouldering her pack, Myst surveyed the room one last time before nodding to Tair.

It was time to leave Valdine.  

Making their way down the rickety stairs, Tair took the lead and stepped through the black curtain, intent on just marching through the front door without having to stop and chat with the old innkeeper.  The little man, however, was standing before the door, his hands outstretched towards the young women.

“Mustn’t go out that way, me ladies,” he whispered fiercely.  “Celvette be out there waitin’ on ye’.  Go out back through the kitchen.”

Tair eyed the man suspiciously, but Myst only thanked him, walking through the door beyond the inn desk.  A narrow, shadowy hall led to an archway that marked the entrance to the kitchen.  Traipsing quickly through the steam and smoke filled room, Tair and Myst found the small wooden door leading out into the night.  They moved quickly and quietly, shutting the door behind them.  

The back of the Rivermud was extremely dark, the only light coming from the windows above and the kitchen.  Another building leaned close to the inn, its lightless windows peering at them like the empty sockets of a skull.  

Myst and Tair had barely taken three steps into the alley leading to the main street when they heard steel grind upon steel.  Myst’s pack fell to the mud as she retrieved her sword.  Tair was at her back, both daggers in her hands.  

“Leaving so soon, are we?” spoke a familiar voice.  “Sneaking away in the night as a cheater would.”

Five figures emerged from the alley, dark shapes flowing from the inky blackness, each one holding a sword, each one wearing a maroon tabard bearing the mark of the Celvette Clan.  The lead figure stepped into the yellow light that spewed from the kitchen window, revealing the thin, grinning face of the clansman from the River’s Luck.  “I guessed you would try running out the back.  Now lay your weapons down and come with us.”

Myst felt Tair’s body tighten, a sign that Tair was not going without a fight.  “We die here or we die in a noose,” Myst said firmly.  “At least this way, we get to take some of you with us.”

The clansman’s smile disappeared as he seemed to recall the fighting prowess the women showed at the gambling hall.  He sidestepped to the right and motioned for the four guardsmen to step forward.  “Take them,” he ordered.

The four guardsmen, however, also seemed to remember the damage inflicted by the women and made no move to step forward.  Each one waited to see what the other would do.  

Myst could feel the sweat from her hands saturating her gloves.  She had been in enough sword fights to stem the shaking that usually comes with the adrenaline rush, but she could never stop the sweating.  She felt Tair at her side, could almost see the confidence in the girl’s stance.

“Come on now,” she said with a mocking lilt in her innocent voice.  “Do you mean to say you big, strong men are afraid of two girls?”

Myst wanted to slap Tair at that moment.  The men were hesitant, perhaps borderline on disobeying orders to attack women.  However, if Tair insulted their manhood just enough, it could push them to attack anyway.  

“Do as you are ordered!” the clansman yelled.  “These women have insulted the clan of Celvette, humiliated an officer of that clan, and tried to cheat the clan out of its money!  If they do not come with us, then kill the-aaah!”

The clan officer’s speech came to a gurgling halt as Tair’s dagger buried itself deep into his throat.  He let out one last gasp of surprise and pain and collapsed lifelessly into the muddy street, his body making a squishing noise in the muck.  The four guardsmen stepped back, eyeing their captain and then the two women.  Myst grit her teeth and turned to Tair, giving her a hateful glare.  “You just killed a clansman captain,” she growled.  “We will surely hang for this now.” 

One of guardsmen raised his sword high in a preemptive manner, but halted any movement when a scream came from behind them.  Myst looked down the alley, just as everyone else did, expecting to find a citizen staring at Tair’s murderous action.  Myst could spot a number of silhouettes running past what little gas light there was on the street.  More screams shattered the night as an orange light, nearly as bright as the sun, burned away the darkness of the alley.  

The guardsmen lowered their weapons and edged away from Tair and Myst.  The farther they moved away from the pair, the faster they went.  Soon they were gone, their figures merging with the silhouettes running past the alley mouth.  

“That was lucky,” Tair said cheerily as she yanked her dagger from the unmoving body before her.  

Myst gave her a reproachful glance as more screams echoed along the stone and wood alley.  The screams were not all women and another sudden flare of yellow-orange light caused Myst to take a step back.  “This does not bode well for us,” she said fearfully.  As if to amplify her words, a thudding boom shook the inn and the building behind it.

“From the sound of it, it doesn’t bode well for anyone,” said Tair with a cautious look.  The dark-haired pick-pocket slunk low, crouching to avoid being seen as she crept toward the mouth of the alley.  Myst retrieved her pack and followed a few steps behind, not feeling as anxious as Tair to see what was causing such chaos.  

The alley opened onto the main thoroughfare that led up to each tier.  The Tebis’non flowed beyond a low stone wall and a twenty foot drop.  The people of the first tier of Valdine were running away from the warehouse and harbor district.  They were mad with fright – pushing, pulling, scratching, and stepping over anyone in their way.  The night sky was now aglow with the red, orange, and yellow of a city on fire.  

Tair stepped away from the false security of the alley to see what was happening around them.  Looking down the River’s Way to the north, she saw fire dancing above the dozens of warehouses that lined the waters of the harbor.  Every ship that had been sitting at port or lazily anchored in the small bay was now in flames.  Myst walked behind Tair just in time to see a huge ball of red fire arc over the stone wall separating the harbor from the main town.  It smashed into the second floor of the Rivermud, wreathing the top portion of the building.  More screams came from the stairs leading down to the harbor.  

A group of riverboat swabs was running full tilt up the stairs.  With a quick yank, Myst grabbed one of the passing shipmen and slammed him hard against the stone wall of the alley.  The man was small and wiry, yet he struggled against Myst as if she were a night shadow that had come to claim his soul.  

“What is happening at the harbor?” Myst shouted to him.

Her voice penetrated the panic that filled the river swab’s eyes.  His struggles ceased and he cast furtive glances past her shoulder.  “Wolves,” he said with a moaning cry.  “Werewolves…throwing fire…setting our boats aflame,” his voice rose in pitch as the man recalled the terror at the harbor.  “By the Seven Houses, they set the very water on fire!”

The man’s fear gave him strength enough to push Myst away from him.  He ran from the alley, running up the main street, merging with the mass exodus of Valdine citizens up and away from the harbor.  

“Werewolves…?” wondered Tair aloud as she crept three steps away from the alley.  “Werewolves belong in children’s tales.”

Myst could hear Tair’s desire to investigate, her curiosity once again replacing her sense of sound judgment and caution.  “Werewolves do not use magic,” she said to Tair.  

“What magic?  Since when did you become an expert on Magic?”

A sudden burst of fire tore past Tair, bathing her in a crimson glow.  The ball of fire seared the moisture from the ground, burned the air from their lungs.  Both women flung themselves upon the ground as the fire soared upward, easily reaching the line of buildings on the second tier.  

“Red fire,” breathed Tair as she stood slowly.  “Yeah, magic, I see what you mean.”  She regained her footing, watching in awe as the flame storm began purging the second and third levels of Valdine.  

“We have to go,” said Myst uneasily.  “The people have stopped coming.”

Tair turned and saw that Myst was right.  The screaming and shouting was now coming from above them and no one else came running past them from the harbor.  With knowing glances, both women moved hastily up the main thoroughfare.  The air was thick with the scent of burning wood, as well as other things less pleasant to think about.  Red cinders began floating along the superheated air, wafting downward as though the night sky wept for Valdine with tears of blood.

Tair and Myst had nearly reached the second tier when the ship came into view on the river.  It smashed through a still-burning fishing boat with its wedge-shaped bow, sending it to the river bottom.  The hull was thick and bulbous and sat high above the water.  The ship itself was quite wide and was crafted from some sort of blackened metal.  No sails cluttered its deck, only a raised dome that nearly covered the entire deck.  Cloaked figures stood before dark openings around the dome, their arms outstretched.  A lone figure stood at the forefront of the metal cap, its arms resting upon the railing that encircled to steady itself against the debris the ship smashed.  

Tair and Myst slowed their pace, watching with a mixture of fear and curiosity as the strange vessel churned against the current, slowed on its own volition, and came to rest despite the the waters surging around it.  Red flame erupted from one of the lower figure’s extended hands, spewing up and over the River’s Way.  The reddish-orange light brought the attacker’s into view and both Myst and Tair had to stifle their own gasps of surprise and horror.  

The creatures were Fire Magi – that much Myst could tell, but they were not human.  They were shaped as men, they wore cloaks as men do, and they even moved like men, shifting their bodies against the current that shook their boat.  Their faces and hands, however, were beautiful and terrible at the same time.  Orange, black, and white striped fur covered their skin, thick tufts of white jutting out from their cheekbones.  Small muzzles filled with sharp, elongated teeth were topped with moist noses of pink and black.  Intelligent emerald eyes studied the shoreline of Valdine, deciding where to use their magic next.  Myst was reminded of the wild cats her uncle had described to her when he returned from Emeryvale.  But these stood and moved like humans!

And they knew how to use magic! 

“What are they?” Tair said with a suddenly dry throat.

Myst could only shake her head.  She knew nothing of what these creatures were.  

“HEAR ME, HUMANS OF VASALIUS!”

Myst jumped at the sudden booming voice of the figure standing before the man-cats.  A yellow globe of magical light floated upward to shine upon the muscular beast.  It was also a man-cat, but of a different breed.  Its straw-colored hair hung low from its head down to its broad shoulders.  Fur of dark gold covered the creature’s skin, its muzzle slightly larger than the beasts below.  It wore clothing, its body covered in shining chain armor and leather.  The beast’s eyes were a deep shade of amber that seemed to capture both women as they stared into them.  

The creature suddenly roared, exposing wickedly sharp teeth.  The sound carried over the tiers and most likely into the wilderness beyond.  

“YOU WILL HEAR ME!!” The beast commanded.  “For centuries, we have endured the plague of man with stoic benevolence.  We have shared this world and our lands in peace.  And yet, a grave injustice has been committed against us.  Humans have crept into our lands, snuck into our most beloved city of Sirif’Teel and stolen the Purestone from our own temple to Diathanos.  The stink of humans is strong, but the blessed radiance of the Purestone is greater still.  We have followed it here and we will follow it on into your King’s lands.  Until we find the sacred Purestone, we will cleanse every village, town, and city our trackers cross until only ashes remain.  Let the flames of Thaealyfis purge your city of human sin!”

In one instant, the four figures on the strange ship released their fire magic upon the river city of Valdine.  A glare brighter than sunlight exploded outward as Myst grabbed Tair and continued running.  They had caught up with the survivors of the first tier and now their screams mingled with those still standing on the second.  A panicked mob began to fight their way up to the supposed safety of the highest tier and Myst lost hold of Tair.  She shouted her name, but her voice was swallowed in the swarm of people around her.  

Fingers of red death streaked over them, their straight path unerring as they struck the higher levels of the city.  Myst tripped over an unmoving body, her eyes scanning the crowd for Tair.  The sky suddenly brightened and someone next to her screamed. Without turning, Myst threw herself away from where she stood, barreling over anyone in her path.  

River’s Way became a storm of wind and fire.
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Sajiix leaned against one of the six chairs that lined the crescent shaped table that dominated the Arcanum’s meeting hall.  It was here that the governing body of all orders of magic gathered to discuss school-related issues and worldly concerns of the arcane.  The head of each of the seven orders – known as the Elementai – convened at this very table, in this room within the home tower to decide anything from the larder budget to the simmering detestation between certain realms.

Sajiix leaned close, examining his reflection on the table’s polished surface.  It was constructed of Emeryvale oak, a modern marvel considering the House of Ethaea forbade anyone from harming any of the trees in the massive forest realm.  The floors, as well as the six chairs, were also made of Emeryvale oak.  Sajiix was quite certain that if any of the druids from House Ethaea ever came to the Arcanum, they would die just from the shock of seeing their beloved trees carved into a meeting place for Magi.  

The hall was quite breathtaking.  It still impressed Sajiix every time he had business to attend to within.  The table sat upon a marble dais of gray, black, and white at the end of the rectangular room.  Three rows of tiered benches lined each side of the room with two long windows above them, allowing an excellent view of the still raging storm outside.  The highly polished floor reflected the purple bursts of lightning, causing Sajiix to turn away as the light flared brighter than the meager candlelight provided.  The table’s single occupant seemed not to notice as he sat unmoving, his elbows propped up and his hands steepled upon his lips.

Arathim Bey was head of the Emerald Order of Magi and Magi Dominus of the Elementai – thus, he acted as the voice of the seven orders of magic within the known realms of Vasalius.  With the aid of a chosen second, Arathim ran the day-to-day operations of the Arcanum.  This included not only the supervision of the students and their teachers, but also the daily routines that allowed the school to function as a well-defended fortress.  Arathim’s position also made him the decider for any matter concerning magic across the realms.  The Elementai were all invited to place their say in such concerns, but it was still the Dominus that made the final decision.

“And you believe him?” Arathim asked as he looked over the stack of scrolls and parchment that lay before him upon the table.  The Dominus did not mistrust the Zynnashan’s story, but he was curious to know Sajiix’s opinion.

“I have not spoken to Lynth in nearly ten years, but if he says the Highlord is ready to attack Vasalius, then it will happen soon,” Sajiix replied and then added darkly,  “if not already.”

Arathim let out a concerned sigh and leaned back into his chair.  The man was just past his prime, nearing his fifty-fifth winter.  Reddish-brown hair, flecked with gray, grew to his shoulders, while a neatly trimmed beard and moustache of the same color covered his face.  Eyes the color of churned earth looked beyond Sajiix as he thought through the current situation.  The Dominus wore a simple robe of pale green with a darker shaded cloak covering his shoulders.  A large oval pendant hung from his neck by a silver chain, the large emerald within mirrored the flashes of lightning outside.  

“The Zynnashans will not stop until the Purestone is found,” Arathim whispered to himself.  His eyes focused back on Sajiix.  “Do they know who stole it?”

“Only that they were human,” answered the Amethyst Magi.

Arathim nodded.  “Do you have a theory?”

Sajiix smiled inwardly.  He always enjoyed the moment when the Dominus of the Elementai asked him for his opinion.  “I do not believe either the Diamond Order or the House of Diathanos would stoop to thievery.  Such gains could never be publicly admitted.

“Of course,” Sajiix smiled wryly, “not all disclosures are made public.”

“Explain yourself.”

“Every House of worship would gain benefit from obtaining the Purestone, Dominus,” Sajiix explained.  “Even the Nightwalkers would be able to gain some sort of advantage over the other Houses.”  The younger Magi noticed the frown on his master’s face when he mentioned those that worshipped the dark deity known as Maalithor.  He continued quickly.  “The same can be said about our own Orders here in the Arcanum.  Having the Purestone on either side would grant benefits of power.”

Arathim’s thick eyebrows lowered considerably as he stared at Sajiix accusingly.  For a moment, the younger man felt a pulsing rage at his master for even entertaining the thought that he had something to do with it.  The anger flitted easily enough away as Sajiix realized that, although he had no hand in its abduction, he would certainly have something to do with its recovery.

Sajiix laughed softly.  “Dominus, please; you know that my schemes and attempts to gain power are always done as a solo effort.  It is not in my nature to trust others to do my dirty work.”

Arathim lowered his eyes ashamedly and let out a slow breath.  “Apologies, Sajiix.  This incident comes at an inopportune time and I am vexed with our current relations with the Seven Houses.”

Sajiix nodded, knowing full well what the Dominus referred to.  There are seven houses of worship for seven gods of Vasalius, each god represented by a gemstone that is considered sacred by every priest, cleric, and holy man from every corner of the known realms.  In contrast, the seven orders of magic are represented by the same gemstones, but are sought after for different reasons.  The Houses covet the gemstones while the Magi use them as tools.  This has been a long standing sore point between the two mighty powers – so much so that it caused a devastating war many centuries ago.  

And now, tensions were once again on the rise.  

“The House of Zephyiates has succeeded in convincing the royal family of Kadoris that all Magi are considered dangerous and have announced that we are no longer welcomed into their lands,” Arathim explained.

Sajiix chuckled.  “I wonder how well that sits with the King’s daughter.”

“Ah, yes,” Arathim recalled.  “Saerle Abaleen – only daughter to King Abaleen of Kadoris.  She is a Magi of the Topaz Order, is she not?”

“She is,” mumbled Sajiix.  He had a brief image of Saerle in his mind.  Her bright smile, sharp wit, and infectious laughter brought other memories bubbling to the surface.  He brushed them away with an angry shake of his head as Arathim continued.

“We have been reprimanded once more by the druids of House Ethaea,” he said as he looked through a stack of parchment.  “It seems that a group of apprentices snuck out of the Arcanum one night, camped just inside the boundary of Emeryvale, and built a campfire.”

Sajiix shook his head, “It is a coming of age ritual for the younger Magi,” he said.  “It is not their fault that the tree-loving druidic faction has so much hatred for us that they will use anything to slap us down.”   Sajiix took note of Arathim’s upraised eyebrows and quickly recanted his slant upon the naturalistically attuned.  “Present company excluded, Dominus.”

Arathim waved the half-hearted apology away.  “What is worse is that we have received reports that the House of Maalithor has been in negotiations with the Nightwalkers for a mutually beneficial union.”

Yes, Sajiix had heard that rumor as well.  A House of worship allying itself with an order of Magi was unheard of.  The dark church and the Onyx Order joining forces for their chaotic and evil cause was an even more unnatural event.  

“Which leads me to believe that, if anyone, they are the most natural choice as to who stole the Purestone,” Sajiix said with resounding confidence.  

“But a Nightwalker cannot touch the Purestone,” Arathim countered.  “Neither can one promised to Maalithor.”

“They can touch it, Dominus, they just cannot use it.” Sajiix humbly corrected.  “They could have hired someone to steal it for them.  Vaal Torin’s wealth is said to rival that of King Jalled.”  Arathim sucked in a slow breath that hissed through his lips as Sajiix mentioned the Chancellor of the House of Maalithor.  

“Once they obtain the Purestone, just their mere presence around the artifact would dull the powers of both the House of Diathanos and the Diamond Order of Magi,” Sajiix finished.

Arathim leaned forward.  “For what purpose would that be?” 

“That, I do not know,” Sajiix told him honestly.  “But if we can find the Purestone and its thieves before a tradeoff occurs, we can discover that quickly enough.”

Arathim’s gaze returned to scrutinize the Amethyst Magi.  Sajiix cringed inwardly.  He had not meant to announce what he planned on doing in Kaalmoore.  He could only hope that Arathim would see the greater need in this.  

“I agree with you,” the Dominus told him.  “However, we cannot allow innocents to die just for our own advantage.  I want you to travel to Kaalé first and contact either King Jalled or Lord Knight Greeve and notify them of the invasion.  Give them all the information your Zynnasha companion gave you.  Once done, then you may search for the thieves.”

“Dominus, I believe it would be prudent for me to find the Purestone first.  Convincing either the King or the Master Knight would waste valuable time.  Could we not send someone else to speak with them?”

“You have connections in Kaalé that most Magi do not.  The time spent with your former Guild has given you access to the King and to the Knights that protect him.”

The mention of the Guild felt like a punch to Sajiix’s stomach.  The Dominus was going to force him to go to Kaalé; the cursed city was the last place he wished to visit.

“Dominus,” pleaded Sajiix carefully, “someone must be sent to follow Lynth’s trail and find the Purestone.”

“I shall send one of the Elementai,” said Arathim.

Sajiix felt his hands curl into fists as he knew exactly who Arathim would send.  The head of the Diamond Order would not be an option as he would be seen to gain too much by obtaining the Purestone.  Saras Wisttal, the head of the Sapphire Order, was away on an expedition with the head of the Topaz Order.  Erak Karn was the voice of the Ruby Order and was, in everyone’s opinion, too short-tempered and violent to be sent on any form of assignment.  Arathim would not volunteer himself for such a mission since he was the one in charge of the Arcanum.  This, of course, left only Margas Shek.

Margas was head of the Amethyst Order and only five years older than Sajiix.  His station came to him not by skill or measure of power, but by his family’s history with the Arcanum.  Sajiix believed Margas to be a vain, petty man whose lust for power nearly matched his own.  It was a pity the fool’s skill did not burn as brightly as his desire.  

“You cannot send him, Dominus.  Before all is said and done, he will allow the Zynnashans to overrun Kaalmoore and the Purestone will be in someone else’s hands before the sun sets tomorrow!”  

Sajiix’s rant still echoed down the long hall as Arathim stood to face him.  The Dominus had a stocky build and stood two inches taller than Sajiix.  The Emerald Magi’s brown eyes were alight with anger and the bearded jaw was tightly set as Arathim leaned close to Sajiix.  

“As a member of the Elementai and head Magi of your own order, I suggest you curb your open hatred of Margas and give him the respect that he is due.”

Sajiix had to curb the urge to spit upon the polished floor.

“I encourage competition in the Arcanum, but the animosity between you two is a palpable force,” the Dominus continued.  “It is beginning to affect the students within the Amethyst Tower and I want it culled immediately.

“Margas will be briefed on this situation and he will go to Valdine, but I need you to be our warning cry to Kaalé, Sajiix,” Arathim said with a calmer voice.  “If Margas fails, you will be the only hope Kaalé has.”  

The rage burning within Sajiix faded to a dull flicker.  The Dominus had a way of making people feel needed or wanted – even those he had just insulted.  Letting out a long breath, the younger Magi gave Arathim a weak smile.  “You are right, Dominus,” Sajiix said.  “I will leave for Kaalé immediately.”

Arathim gave Sajiix a friendly pat on the shoulder.  “Very well,” he smiled back.  “Keep me abreast of the situation and once action has been taken in Kaalé, you shall report to Margas and aid in the retrieval of the Purestone.”

***

Sajiix marched quickly back to the Amethyst Tower, his face alive with anger and resentment.  Those students still running errands did everything in their power to avoid him when they saw him coming.  Sajiix ignored anyone that tried to speak to him – teachers and students alike.  He walked briskly into the wide base of the Amethyst Tower, so named for the location of all the students dedicated to that particular order.  Sajiix paused and brought to mind the shadowpath spell.  Closing his eyes as his foci flared in the torch light, Sajiix took a few steps backward into the shadows that lined the outer walls and became one with the darkness.

When he stepped out of the black void, he was once again inside his personal quarters on the upper level of the tower.  He noticed immediately that the door leading out to the balcony had been closed and any rain that might have covered the floor was gone.  The candles upon the mantle were still lit as were dozens of others in the main living area.  Beyond the comfortable furniture, an arched door stood slightly ajar with a welcoming glow of candlelight spilling out from his bedchamber.  

“Kaelyn,” he smiled.  

He moved silently, pushing the door open as gently as he could.  The bedchamber was the smallest room in the suite, but its opulence more than made up for its size.  A massive bed dominated the center of the room, its four posts carved from dark oak to resemble stone columns.  Silk covered pillows filled with down lay scattered over thick, handmade quilts and fur blankets.  A small hearth adorned the opposite wall from the bed with a fire crackling rebelliously against the storm outside.  Two large windows stood against the curved wall of the tower, framed by thick curtains of purple velvet.  Hand-stitched rugs from Vhaalia lay upon the stone floor.  A large wardrobe closet, also carved from the same dark oak as his bed, stood just to his left.  The only other furniture in the room was a simple desk that held nothing but a brass candlestick and a large mirror framed in silver.

She sat upon a delicately carved seat, brushing her hair with her back to him.  Hair, the color of molten honey, flowed down past her shoulders to the middle of her back.  Sajiix watched her face through the mirror as she continued to brush without noticing him.  Her cherubic face was unblemished, her skin the color of peach cream.  Almond shaped eyes of swirling brown and green finally noticed his entry, and she turned to face him, her smile coy and alluring at the same time.  Kaelyn stood; the purple silk robe she wore clung loosely across her shoulders and was barely tied.  The blazing fire in the nearby hearth showed Sajiix that she wore nothing underneath.  Her curved figure was a point of envy for nearly every female that resided within the Arcanum and an object of desire for everyone else.

And she was his.

“Where have you been?” she asked as she crossed the room to him.  Her voice betrayed her younger age.  “I returned shortly after the storm began for my studies and found the balcony door wide open and my Dhama missing.” 

He smiled at the way she used his official title of teacher as though their affair were still forbidden.  And though it may be frowned upon, there was no written rule in the Arcanum codex that forbade the joining of a teacher and his apprentice.  

Kaelyn reached out to Sajiix who took her gratefully into his arms.  He held her tightly as her dark golden head lay upon his shoulder.  The smell of sweetwater berries came to him in a rush, the fragrant fruit was a favorite of hers to use as a perfume.  She kissed him, her soft lips eager and demanding.  Sajiix returned her kiss hungrily, pulling her body closer, but he just as quickly broke away, knowing that he had to leave immediately.  “I have been given an assignment,” he said with genuine regret.  “I must journey to Kaalé with haste.”  

Kaelyn arched an elegantly groomed eyebrow.  “Kaalé?  Is it serious?”

“Yes,” Sajiix answered as he turned from her and opened his wardrobe closet.  “It seems someone has stolen the Purestone from the Zynnashans and they are invading Kaalmoore to find it.” 

“My Gods,” Kaelyn whispered.  

“Yes,” agreed Sajiix as he found his thick traveling cloak.  “I am to try to convince King Jalled to mobilize his knights to protect the Kaalmoorian heartland.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

Sajiix closed the door of his wardrobe and smiled.  The girl was only twenty years old, two decades younger than he.  Many of the Arcanum’s prominent members believed their relationship to be scandalous, a sinful union between a love-struck child and her deviant, lustful teacher.  Sajiix laughed at the irony.  In many ways, Kaelyn was more dedicated, tenacious, and competitive than he ever was.  Her dogged chase of power would make most of her peers blanch in fear.  Kaelyn was quite adept in her magic (one of the few reasons he accepted her application).  She was a fast learner, eager, and skillful enough to use her physical talents to get what she wanted.  A pleading glance, a hint of a smile, and a gentle touch would send dozens of men scurrying to bring her what she needed.  But she used these talents sparingly, using instead her determination and intelligence.

“Keep a watchful eye on Margas,” he instructed.  “He will be leaving soon.  Make note of who goes with him.”

Kaelyn nodded, smiling as she pulled the traveling cloak out of Sajiix’s hands and tossed it to the floor.  “It will be quite late when you reach Kaalé, my Dhama.  Will the King grant you an audience so late in the night?”

Sajiix frowned.  He had not thought of that.

“Is there nothing I can do to entice you to stay for just a few more hours?”  

All thoughts of Kaalé fled his mind as Kaelyn’s robe slipped off of her shoulders and drifted gracefully to the floor.
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Darkness.

It was the only way to stay hidden, to stay safe.  The trees were thick here.  They banded closely together, offering a protective wall from the river.  No one would see them unless they were right on top of them.  It gave Myst time to check on Tair’Lianne, to adjust her crude, hastily wrapped bandages.  It gave her too much time to wonder if Tair would live through the night.  

Myst had jumped clear of the fireball, but heard the screams of those that did not.  She ignored them, ignored the burning bodies, the charred stench of death, for she knew that Tair lay ahead of her somewhere.  She found her on the second tier, waiting for her.  Clasping each other gratefully, the two forced their way into the chaos.  All the upper tiers were now on fire.  Every citizen of Valdine ran through the streets in a dance of hysterics and panic.  It did not matter whether they were a poor fisherman or a wealthy merchant – no one was untouched by the attack.

It was on the fifth tier that another stream of flame stretched its burning fingers out to touch them.  The fingers turned into a fist, hammering a two-story mercantile shop and showering the street below with massive chunks of debris.  That was where Tair pushed Myst out of the way, where the wood and stone crashed down upon her friend.  

Myst pulled her out from underneath the wreckage, ignoring the surrounding destruction.  Tair was breathing, but she would not wake up.  A trickle of blood flowed from her mouth while a huge gash allowed more to stream from the back of her head.  Her left arm was at an odd angle as well.  Myst did what she could, tearing strips of her blue cloak to wrap around Tair’s head.  The heat from the flames grew too intense, however, and Myst had to pick up her friend and carry her further up the road.  She had no time to consider if Tair was in serious pain; the town was burning, and she had a strong feeling that the creatures planned to leave few survivors.  

Myst struggled on with Tair slung over her shoulder.  The sheathed daggers Tair wore on her hips were digging into her neck and she was growing increasingly tired from the constant incline, but soon Myst reached the sixth and final tier of Valdine – and this, too, burned.  

Flames danced upon tall buildings crafted from steelstone and oak.  Clansmen and their ladies, dressed in the finest clothing of the day, ran chaotically through the upper-tiered streets.  Guards from every clan had dropped their spears and took to fleeing the city, their masters cursing them for their cowardice.  A noble few tried in vain to stem the wall of fire with buckets of water, but it was far too little for such great destruction.  Myst forced her way through them, gagging at the rising smoke and kicking at anyone who got too close or jostled Tair.  

Suddenly, the city was behind her.  Ahead of her lay a road of hard-packed earth that weaved into the darkness, following the Tebis’non to her left.  The conflagration behind her lit the immediate area, allowing her to see those people still running from Valdine.  Some stood in a confused jumble, unsure what to do amidst the destruction and death.  Myst carried Tair away from the entrance of the city, down to the river.  Ignoring the babbling of three women nearby, Myst carefully laid Tair down, taking particular care not to move her injured arm.  

The burning city gave ample enough light for Myst to see the extent of Tair’s injuries.  The blood flow from the wound on her head had slowed significantly, but Tair’s face was the color of gray ash.  She had already lost too much blood and Myst had no idea how to set or splint a broken bone.  Tair needed a healer, but where to find one?  There would be nothing left of Valdine before the night’s end. 

Tugging a water skin from her pack, Myst dipped it in the cool water of the river.  She could see the orange glow of the firelight flickering on the treetops across the Tebis’non. A continuous wall of smoke drifted lazily along the river, the smell of which intensified as it passed.  Myst also noticed shapes floating in the water, unmoving, save for the tug of the current; the residents of Valdine.  Myst quickly removed the water skin from the surface and clawed up the bank.  They could get water elsewhere.  There was no need to get it so close to the city, so close to the dead.

Myst knelt down once more and whispered to Tair, “I will get us to Tabaan.  We will find a healer there.”  Tair gave no response and Myst began the task of finding tree limbs long enough to build the frame for a litter.  She wandered around the small perimeter, keeping close to her wounded friend.  Eventually, Myst had to step deeper into the trees, the shadows from the still-burning city making her search difficult.  She finally found two tree branches that were thick and long enough to carry Tair the distance.  

Myst shrugged off her blue cloak and began tearing off strips to use as binding for the smaller branches that would bear Tair’s weight.  As she worked, she noticed the line of refugees coming out of Valdine began to thin.  They filed out of the ornate archway that marked the city’s entrance as though in a trance.  They no longer ran, they only marched in a confused and stumbling cadence that matched the person ahead of them.  Reality would set in soon enough, and Myst knew she had little time before confusion turned to desperation.  She had seen it often enough as a child living in a farming community.  A severe winter or long-lasting drought could make a person do unthinkable acts to someone who might have more than they did.

Myst made sure the frame was secure enough and then used what was left of her cloak to pad the litter.  Once finished, she moved to Tair who was still unconscious and pale, but her breathing seemed more relaxed.  Myst had no idea if this was a good sign or a bad one.  Either way, it was time to go and she had to risk moving Tair onto the litter to do so.

Crouching down, Myst cradled the young woman in her muscular arms and heaved gently.  Tair moaned only once as Myst laid her upon the small pallet and looped two of her belts across Tair’s mid-section, keeping her body tight against the makeshift litter.

Just hang on, Myst thought as she positioned herself near Tair’s head.  She adjusted her belongings and her sword harness, noting with some small wonder that her hands were shaking.  Hoisting one end of the litter up by the two branches, Myst checked to ensure Tair was still secure and then began to trudge up the small rise to the main road.  

She walked slowly, avoiding large dips or bumps upon the forest floor.  A group of thirty to forty people stood beyond the archway of Valdine, watching the city burn.  Myst examined them briefly for anyone who looked like a healer, but stopped halfway when she noted that many of them were wounded themselves, some seriously.  

There were no healers here.

Releasing a sigh, Myst turned and headed south, pulling Tair behind her.  Up ahead, she could see the faint glimmer of torch and lantern light carried by those fleeing the area.  She set her eyes upon those lights and trudged forward, hoping to reach Tabaan by the time the sun colored the eastern sky.

***

Myst had no inkling as to how long she walked, but she knew it had to be well past midnight.  Pain shot up her neck and back as she continued to drag Tair along the side of the road.  She had stopped only once to check on her friend.  Myst had caught up with the fleeing Valdinians who had paused to decide what they were going to do.  They consisted of a group of servants who worked for the higher clans.  As far as they knew, no one else had escaped.  Discovering that none of the six refugees were skilled in the art of healing, Myst took the time to examine Tair herself.  The head wound had stopped bleeding, but her breathing had grown shallow.  Gritting her teeth, Myst plodded on with renewed speed.

The servants were well behind her now, the wispy lights of their lanterns marking their location as they moved along the dark, forested road.  Every so often, Myst could hear the echo of heated voices arguing or the forlorn sobs of those unaccustomed to such tragedy.  The rushing water of the Tebis’non flowed to Myst’s left, while the sharp cries of nocturnal creatures sounded to her right.  All she had was the darkness, curtailed minutely by the stars shining beyond the dark canopy of trees above.  

Myst could also hear Tair’s labored breathing.

“We must be close to Tabaan,” Myst spoke aloud, hoping her friend could hear it.  “It didn’t take us too long to walk from there to Valdine.”

Tabaan was a small village that existed only due to its water mill that hugged the river.  It was large enough, though, to support a town healer or shaman.  There had to be one.  If not, well, she didn’t care to think about what she would do then.  She and Tair had stopped briefly in Tabaan on their way to Valdine.  While there, the only building they had ventured into was a tavern.  Tair had won them some silver crowns in a dagger toss, which they both promptly drank away.  Myst smiled.  Tair was never one to save money.  

Stop that, Myst thought vehemently.  She’s not gone yet.  There is no need to talk as though she’s already dead.  Myst dug her heels deeper into the packed dirt of the road, moving as fast as she dared with Tair behind her.  She would not lose her best friend.  Not this night.  She and Tair had not come this far, had not endured so much during their ten year friendship, to have it ended by a fallen building.  

Sudden screams from behind froze her.  She nearly dropped Tair to reach for the hilt of her sword.  Myst craned her neck to look behind and heard three more screams; each one different, each one a different person.  The lanterns of the six servants blinked out one by one, their shouts ending just as abruptly.

Something was coming.

Myst searched for an opening between the thick tangle of woods on either side of the main road, anything to get them some sort of cover.  She found a small gap between two thick redleaf trees and pushed beyond the scrub brush that surrounded them.  She stumbled down a small hill, her arms and face scratched by branches and prickly bushes, all the while jerking and turning the litter, hoping she wasn’t further injuring her friend.  Myst dragged Tair into a small clearing and set the litter down gently.  She hoped that whatever had attacked the servants had not heard her crashing through the foliage like a drunken Bornosian miner.  But just in case they had heard, Myst unsheathed the long dagger she wore on her right hip and crouched next to Tair.  Her long sword would do her no good in such close quarters.

Myst calmed her mind and let go of all fear and doubt.  It was an exercise her sword master had always insisted upon and it helped her to concentrate.  But the darkness crept around her like a living thing; the forest became quiet and all she could hear was Tair’s uneven breathing.  Myst felt her own heartbeat quicken, knowing that something was out there, watching her.  At that moment, she wished Tair was awake.  Myst was a skilled swordswoman and had had her fair share of close fights, but being alone in the dark with her best friend close to death – the thought of dying alone made her hands tremble even more.  

Something stepped on the brush in the gap Myst had pushed through.  She held the dagger higher, its point aimed at the rim of the small ridge above.  “Come on, you bastard!” Myst shouted.  “Don’t hide in the dark, come out and fight me with honor!”

A low growl caused Myst to gasp aloud.  It was deep, animalistic, and sounded like thunder on a spring day. 

“Can you fight in the dark, little human?”   

The voice was filled with an almost gleeful malice.  Myst fought back the urge to drop her dagger and run, but she knew she couldn’t leave Tair.  She also had a feeling that the thing could catch her with relative ease.

“I could shred you to pieces before you could even scream,” the voice bragged.  “I could be right behind you and you would not know it.  And yet, you want me to fight honorably?”  The creature emphasized the word not with disdain, but with incredulity.  “Do you know how to fight with honor, human?”

“Care to find out?” Myst asked, trying desperately to control the shaking of her voice.  She knew that it must be one of the cat-beasts that attacked Valdine and she could sense the creature was mocking her.  She challenged the thing with a false bravado, feeling as though it were the only defense she had left. 

The forest was suddenly bathed in a bright, bluish-white aura that emanated from a smooth crystal sphere floating high above.  Myst raised her free hand before her, shielding her eyes from the sudden blast of light.  As her eyes adjusted, she saw the creature before her.

It stood like a human and wore a voluminous cloak of brown wool.  Underneath the cloak, in the light of the magical globe, Myst could see strips of brown linen wrapped around patches of gray and black fur.  The cloak’s hood was pushed back, revealing a lupine face of gray, white, and black that stared at her with challenging eyes of bright molten yellow.  Its muzzle was dark with the blood of its recent victims and a cruel smile curved along its face, exposing two rows of yellow fangs.  It had long fingered hands instead of paws, one of which held a thick staff of smooth wood, while the other hand was held aloft from the act of tossing the sphere of light.  

Myst took heart.  The beast was using a quarterstaff, a weapon easily defended against with her dagger.  She never thought to ask herself why such a monster would need a quarterstaff.  Sadly, any rational thought fled Myst’s mind the moment the creature flung down the staff and extended long, curved talons from its fingers.  Black as the night sky above, the wickedly sharp claws were flexed and prepped from both hands.  

 “Let us see what human honor is truly made of,” the beast sneered.  A low growl then erupted from the thing’s barrel-sized chest as it crouched and leapt down the ridge towards Myst.  Instead of backing away, Myst stepped in to surprise the creature and protect Tair at the same time.  She swung her dagger up, its tip riping a long gash on the creature’s cloak.  It landed awkwardly, having to adjust its aim to avoid Myst’s dagger.  She turned to face it, doing her best to keep her fear at bay.

The beast snarled and lunged, bringing one of its claws low to disembowel the flame-haired warrior.  Myst used the dagger to block the hand and hopefully remove it, but the creature’s long talons were as strong as steel.  The wolf-thing struck quickly with its other arm and Myst was barely able to raise her dagger fast enough to deflect it.  The beast attacked in a flurry of movements that she could barely see, its scythe-like claws coming one after the other like a deadly whirlwind. 

The outcome was inevitable.  

One jarring strike dropped her dagger, the other left three gouges across her left shoulder.  Myst screamed for a few seconds before the beast grabbed her by the throat and lifted her off the ground like she weighed nothing more than a child.  Myst tried to pry the beast’s claws away, but she might have been trying to bend metal with her bare hands.  It was simply too powerful.

The wolf-thing moved its head close, sniffing Myst’s wound and licking it once with a long black tongue.  

“Not challenging at all,” it said with its guttural voice.  “You are still a pup, though.  A few more seasons might have made you a bit more interesting.”

Myst tried to tell the thing to take his observations to the nightmare realm, but the best she could do was try to stay conscious.  A red haze began to envelop her line of sight.  The beast lowered her ever so slightly so that its maw was close to her face.

“A pity I cannot allow you to live,” it said with an almost believable remorse.  “My orders are sacrosanct.  You and your kind must pay for the theft of the Purestone.”  

The thing began to tighten its grip.  

Myst suddenly found herself on her knees as air rushed into her bruised throat.  The creature had let go and was howling in rage and pain.  The wolf-beast had stepped back, favoring its left leg as a steady stream of blood gushed through its thick fur down to its sinewy calf muscle.  Myst noted how blue it looked in the magical light.  The monster examined its wound and then turned its gaze upon its attacker.  Its glowing stare focused upon Tair, who was barely propped up by one elbow, brandishing a blood-stained dagger. 

Myst quickly found her own blade and jumped up.  The clearing spun dizzily as Myst tried to calm her rapid heartbeat.  “You will not touch her!” she shouted.  The effort tore her throat apart and came out as a ragged croak.  She then gestured to the creature’s bleeding gash, “How long before your life bleeds away from you?”

The wolf beast growled at them, but it knew she was right.  The wounded girl had cut him deep.  Snarling in frustration, the beast grabbed its quarterstaff, loped up the small rise and disappeared, melding into the shadows cast by the hovering globe of light.  Myst could only stand there, her dagger shaking in her hands.  She looked down to see Tair staring back up at her.

“See that?” she said groggily.  “You can’t do anything without me.”

Tair’s head then promptly fell forward into the leafy mud of the forest floor.

***

Myst quickly set about securing Tair to the litter once more, all the while casting fearful glances at the broken foliage that marked the entrance to the low clearing.  The blue-white ball of light still hung suspended above her, giving everything a ghoulish tinge.  Myst had attempted to wake Tair, but it was no use.   Tair had awoken during the fight and had somehow used any energy she had left to stab the beast.  Myst hoped that her awakening was a sign that her injuries were not as severe as first thought, but she couldn’t take any chances.  Tightening the second belt that held Tair to the roughly made litter, Myst dragged her up the small hill and over the rim, staring back only once to notice the magical sphere of light dim and then darken completely.

She paused briefly as she reached the road, making sure the wolf creature was not lying in wait for them, but only darkness awaited her.  Myst looked both ways, unhappy with the fact that she was to travel in the inky blackness of night with the possibility of the wolf-beast hunting her. She looked back to where the servants had perished and heaved a forlorn sigh.  There was no help for it…they had been carrying lanterns at some point before the creature killed them.  

Myst dragged Tair back to where she heard the screams and soon found the shapes of bodies sprawled on the road.  The coppery scent of blood hung heavy in the air.  Myst gently laid Tara to the ground and crouched near one of the bodies.  She felt along the cooling shape, hoping she would not touch anything wet.  Finding a lantern rather quickly, she thanked the gods and stood, reaching into a small pack on her belt for a flint box and candle stub.  Using both, Myst was able to light the lantern and breathe a sigh of relief.  

“This will get us to Tabaan faster,” she said out loud.  She then turned the small knob on the lantern to make the flame a bit larger.

She quickly wished she hadn’t.

The bodies were all along the road, some were close together, while others looked as though they had tried to run.  Their throats had been ripped open; blood soaked the ground all around them.  Myst took a step back, nearly stumbling over Tair.  The servants’ eyes still stared upward in shock.  Even in death, their eyes reflected the horror and disbelief of what attacked them.  

Myst gave them a quick prayer, giving their souls strength and allowing their bodies to return to the earth.  Myst was not generally a spiritual person, but she had been raised in a household that worshipped Ethaea, goddess of the green, and she knew enough to send these souls to rest.  She only wished she had enough time to properly bury them.  

Shaking her head sadly, Myst tied the lantern to one of the handles of the litter.  This would give them light without burdening Myst any further.  Once done, she took her place in front and stretched down to pick up the worn end.  That was when she noticed the pain for the first time.  Sucking in a sharp breath, Myst placed her hand over her left shoulder and gasped when a burning sting shot up from the area.  

The beast had scratched her.  In all the excitement, she had completely forgotten her own wounds.  Leaning down, Myst examined the bleeding scratches and noted with some relief that they were not deep.  Shrugging off the pain, Myst told herself that she could get it looked at once they reached Tabaan. 

Taking hold of the litter, Myst began marching south.  She kept a wary eye on the darkness outside the small circle of light the lantern provided.  Her right hand would occasionally reach for her dagger whenever a nocturnal forest creature cried out too closely.  There were times when something within the forest would step on a twig, snapping it loud enough to make Myst stop and hold her breath.  In her mind, Myst could feel the monster’s fiercely glowing eyes upon her and Tair from the darkness beyond the tree line.  She realized that the road to Tabaan was not the best way to stay hidden, but she could not traverse the forest or the riverside with Tair unconscious.  

Myst walked for miles, unwavering, unyielding in her desire to get them to safety.  She met no one else on the road, no survivors or refugees from Valdine.  Myst was too tired to understand the implications of this; she only wanted to get Tair to a healer and sleep for six days.  Myst was so tired that she failed to notice that the pitch black of the nighttime forest was giving way to the blue-gray of the coming dawn.  The sinister calls of the nocturnal creatures gave way to the incessant, joyful chirping of those starting their day.  Once she realized that dawn was near, her strength was renewed and she moved at a faster pace.

The road curved to the southwest, away from the river.  Taking the bend, Myst was surprised to see a wall of fog drifting across the road in front of her.  Slowing down, she felt dread enveloped her, dropping into her stomach like a lead weight.  She dragged Tair to the side of the road and set her down quietly.  Unsheathing her sword, Myst took a few steps toward the dark grey wall and let the fog pass over her.

It was not fog.  It was smoke.  

Tabaan was burning.
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No, no, no, no, Myst repeated in her head.  

She paced back and forth along the road, the thick trail of smoke still drifting nearby.  The creatures must have moved along the Tebis’non, sailing past her and Tair sometime in the night.  They had reached Tabaan and burned it – just as they burned Valdine.  The next town or village was over a three day walk from here and Tair’Lianne would not survive that long without a healer.  

Myst stopped her pacing and looked down at Tair strapped to the litter.  Her breathing had become normal, but she was very pale.  Her raven-black hair was matted with blood; her eyes were sunken, framed by shades of black and dark blue; her left hand was turning purple and swelling from the broken bone in her arm.  

Myst turned to face the road leading into Tabaan.  She looked beyond the smoke, trying to see how bad the attack had been or if the creatures remained within the small village.  She knew she had to find something to clean Tair’s wounds, but it would be all for naught if they were burned to a crisp by the tiger-men.

Heaving a resigned sigh, Myst sheathed her blade and picked up Tair’s litter.  She moved it to the other side of the road, away from the river a few feet into the brush.  Yanking a few thick clumps of foliage off a nearby bush, Myst gently laid them on Tair, camouflaging her against anyone who might happen to walk by.  She leaned forward and whispered to her friend, “I don’t know if you can hear me, but Tabaan has been attacked.  I’m going in to find some supplies.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Myst waited for a moment to see if Tair would reply, but nothing came.  Patting her friend gently on the right shoulder, Myst stood and drew her sword again.  Steeling her resolve, she moved carefully into the smoke, trying to see and hear anything that might come at her.  It was times like these that Myst wished she had stayed in Joram’s Bend and did what her family had intended her to do - marry the son of a rival farming house and have a few babies.  It tended to lead to a longer life compared with gambling in seedy taverns or fighting mystical wolf men in dark forests.  

The sound of a crackling fire pulled Myst out of her thoughts.  A quick morning breeze shifted the smoke just enough for her to see the burnt husk of the town’s water mill.  A few flames still touched what remained of the building, while the rest of the mill had collapsed closer to the river, leaving a black, skeletal frame.  The main road continued around the building and the silence that stretched across the area was more unnerving than the chaos she had experienced in Valdine.

Myst passed a few homes that had succumbed to the fires.  At least she thought they were homes.  It was hard to tell from the smoking timbers that jutted out from blackened stone squares like fingers clawing their way out of the earth.  The wind began to pick up, thinning the smoke until it only irritated her eyes.  

The sun now peeked over the horizon, its warm disposition somehow inappropriate to the carnage Myst found in the town square.  The crumbled remains of a stone fountain dominated the center.  A number of large buildings that surrounded it were still aflame.  Scattered around the square were dozens of charred bodies.  

Most were burned beyond recognition; some still had their flesh intact.  Most of the victims huddled near the fountain while others looked as though they had tried to flee.  The smell made Myst gag, and had she have eaten anything recently, she was quite sure it would have come up.  She covered her mouth and tried not to breathe in the foul air.  She made a cursory inspection of the buildings nearby and found nothing she could use.  Even the two-story inn that she and Tair slept in during their earlier visit had been ravaged to its foundations.  Myst ran from the square, taking the road leading west, away from the river.  

She found more bodies here.  Some looked as if they attempted to outrun the fire before it consumed them.  Others, who showed no signs of being burned, had the all too familiar signs of being attacked by the wolf creature.  Myst gripped her sword tighter in response.  Judging by the way the fires were nearly spent, Myst assumed that the attack had happened hours earlier.  Was it more than one monster?  It had to be, for the creature she faced could not have reached Tabaan in so short a time.  

Myst followed the road at a more cautious pace, thinking all the while about how she could fight more than one of those nightmarish creatures.  Another road branched south while the current one continued west.  If Myst remembered correctly, the south road led to the small docks of the village, while the west led to homes and farmsteads.  She thought to check the river first, to make sure the creatures had moved on, but stopped when she heard the shrill cry of a child from the west.  

Instinct took over for Myst.  Harming adults was bad enough, but harming defenseless children could not be accepted.  She charged through the smoke, her sword hand aching to end whatever malice threatened the child.  She briefly recalled that there were no bodies of children in the square and she hoped the enemy had not found where the adults had hidden them.  

She pushed through another thick layer of smoke, her body tense and her muscles coiled to fight.  Out of the smoke she came and then abruptly stopped.  Four small homesteads lined the avenue.  Simple homes of timber and river stone were untouched while sloping roofs of thatch remained free of flame.  At least ten children ranging in age from twelve to just mewling toddlers sat outside the home with the largest lawn.  Some of them played half-heartedly, others sat in stunned silence – obvious victims of a terrible crime.  

An adult female gasped and stood from a small table near the children.  She held the child Myst heard crying and took a step away from her in fear.  “Berik!  Berik!” the woman cried through a window with an open shutter.  

A man as thick as a tree came running out of the house, bending over to avoid bashing his skull on the low threshold.  A blood-soaked bandage was wrapped around his brow, covering his left eye.  He held a sword, but it was a crude weapon; not as structured or balanced as the blade Myst let fall to her side.  

The children all grew silent once more and watched as Berik approached the wild woman with the sword.  The man’s meaty hands were wrapped tight around the hilt and he held the weapon up in the clumsy manner of a farmer.  Berik was older, Myst could see, due to the grey in his hair and stubble on his face.  His brown eyes told a story of fear, despair, and determination.  This was a man who was done being defeated.

He approached and demanded to know who she was and why she was here.

“I am Mystrianna Almdor,” she replied, leaving her weapon at her side.  “I have come from Valdine.  The city was destroyed by fire, by the same creatures that attacked your village.  I have a friend just outside by the mill who is hurt.  I…We came…”

The battle, lack of food and water, the wound on her shoulder, and her exhaustion finally caught up to her.  Myst felt herself fall to the ground and slip into oblivion.

***

Myst woke up feeling as though someone had shoved glass down her throat and poured sand in her mouth.  She lay on her back with a thick woven rug between her and the stone floor.  Myst saw that she was in a medium-sized room with an arched, wood-beamed ceiling.  A rectangular window was above her head, its green-slatted shutters open to allow fresh air in.  The smell of wood smoke was gone, except for what still clung to the fabric of her clothes, and was replaced with some sort of flowery incense wafting through the breeze.  

Myst propped herself up, noting she was between two cots with clean linens wrapped around them.  The room was filled with cots, a few of them occupied by sleeping forms.  She heard someone shuffling nearby and lifted her head enough to see a thick woman with long, dark brown hair that was haphazardly tied in a knot at the back of her head.  She wore simple clothes of earthen tones with a heavy brown shawl tied around her waist.  She was busy with something at a long, low table that lined the far wall of the room.  

Myst reached for her sword, unsure of who the person was or of her intentions.  There was nothing there.  Her sword and dagger had been taken.  That was also when Myst noticed that her shoulder had been wrapped with a clean bandage.  An enemy would not heal her and then kill her.

Myst sighed quietly.  Good thing for her that she passed out amongst friendly people instead of out in the middle of nowhere just like…

“Oh no,” Myst gasped loudly.

“Your friend is safe,” the woman said with a voice younger than what Myst expected.  The woman turned to face her and smiled benignly.  “I apologize for placing you on the floor.  When you arrived, we had very little room.”

 Myst nodded, rubbing a hand through the tangle of hair on top of her head as the woman approached her with a wooden cup filled with water.  Myst accepted with a hasty thank you and she gulped the cool, soothing liquid in two swallows.  The woman smiled and took the cup to retrieve more.  She looked to be a bit older than Myst, but not by much.  Her face was still youthful; cherubic, if not chubby, with a wide nose and full lips.  Her eyes were autumn brown with a sprig of green.  She looked disheveled and exhausted, but she kept the smile on her face as she brought another cup of water to Myst.

Myst thanked her again, this time properly, and took her time sipping the water.  “Are we still in Tabaan?” she asked.

“What’s left of it,” the woman said, a frown marring her jovial mask.  “I am Laridiya, healer of this unfortunate village.”

Myst introduced herself and described to the healer how she and Tair had barely escaped the destruction of Valdine.  She told her about the fires and of the strange tiger-creatures that could manipulate the flames with a gesture.  At the mention of the tiger men, Laridiya focused her attention on Myst’s story.  “Fire Magi,” she muttered.  “Are you certain they were not men wearing masks?”

“Yes,” Myst answered.  “I am quite certain.  They were aided in their killing by wolf men, and I can tell you without doubt that the monsters are in league with the tigers.”

“Wolf men?” Laridiya queried, receiving an insistent nod from Myst.

“They came after the survivors…came after us,” Myst shuddered.  

Laridiya’s face became more subdued, her eyes growing dark with anger.  “That was no ordinary beast that attacked you,” she announced. 

“Pardon me?”  Myst’s brownish-red brows rose in an agitated state. 

“The creatures that attacked Tabaan and Valdine are Zynnashans – a race of hybrids with the strength, speed, and cunning of the animals they are merged with, along with the intelligence and emotions of humans,” explained the healer.  “You might know them from their common name – Zyn Beasts.”

Myst’s nose crinkled in disbelief.  Zyn Beasts were monsters in fairy tales.  Reading the look on her face, Laridiya regarded the young swordswoman with scorn.  “So, you are thinking just because you have not seen it, it does not exist?”

Myst opened her mouth to speak, but realized quite suddenly, that she had nothing to say.  She could not refute the cat-beasts she saw on the river the night before.  They fit the description of the monsters in her childhood bedtimes stories.

“So, that was a wolf Zyn Beast I fought last night?”

“Yes,” Laridiya answered, her eyes appraising Myst.  “And you must be either very skilled or very lucky to have survived.”  

Myst nodded, recalling the creature’s strength and the way they had destroyed Valdine.  She looked over at Laridiya, who had returned to her business at the low table.  

“How did you survive?  How were you able to hold them back?”

Laridiya stopped, her shoulders slouching in weary remembrance.  “The strange ship moved on, leaving the farms and other homes to the wolf pack.  I and the remaining adults made a last stand here in this small huddle of homes.  Only by the blessings of Ethaea did we succeed.  I was able to mortally wound two of them and the rest slunk off into the surrounding forest.”

Myst stood up, flexing her left arm and testing the movement.  “They could still be out there,” she commented, looking around for her weapons.  “They could be waiting for cover of darkness.”  Her warrior skills were kicking in.  The sun outside was beginning to set and they had very little time to build a defense against these wolf things…these Zyn Beasts.

“I have a feeling they are gone,” Laridiya said with her back still turned.  “One of them kept saying they had to keep the trail fresh, as though they were hunting someone.  But why decimate an innocent village?”

Myst brought to mind the speech given by the lion Zyn Beast just before they unleashed fire upon Valdine.  “Punishment,” she mumbled.

“By the Great Garden…for what reason would they need to punish us?”  Laridiya had once again halted her work and turned to Myst, her hands planted on wide hips.  

Myst’s eyes became clouded as she remembered what the lion beast declared just before the air was filled with fire.  “A human has taken something called a Purestone and they have tracked him to Kaalmoore.”

Laridiya’s mouth remained agape as she took in what Myst told her.  “The Purestone…are you certain?”

Myst nodded.  “Is it important?”

“It is important, it is rare, it is invaluable, and it is…the light.  The concentration of the power of Diathanos,” Laridiya leaned against the table, her own eyes far away.  “Surely the thieves did not think…”  

Turning away, Myst looked out the window to the setting sun.  She disliked talk of religious matters and this whole mess seemed tied to the gods, somehow.  Nothing ever came out of religion but trouble, she thought.  

“Where are you traveling to?” Laridiya suddenly asked. 

Myst rounded upon the healer with a quizzical stare.  “We were heading home to Joram’s Bend.”  

“Joram’s Bend,” Laridiya repeated with a grin.  “Good, good.  It’s much more formidable than this place; high rock, protective walls, it will do.”

“What will do?” demanded Myst.

Laridiya sighed and gave Myst an exasperated look.  “We have eleven children here without a home, three women and four men without a means to support them.  Eighteen refugees will need our help to reach their new home of Joram’s Bend.  But we will have to leave quickly to reach the town before the Zynnashans do.”

Myst could feel that events were rolling out of her control.  It was a simple matter to just focus on escaping Valdine or getting help for Tair’Lianne or even going home.  Now it sounded like Laridiya was volunteering her to guide all the remaining citizenry of Tabaan to the borders of Joram’s Bend.  The elders of her home town were not likely to welcome the Tabaan refugees with open arms.  The Bend is a close-knit community of farmers and they have no interest in anyone from the “outside”.  

Compounding the problem was that she and Tair were not exactly welcome there and it would certainly not help their situation if they were seen leading a group of unwanted refugees into town.  She mentioned this to the healer who was already stuffing items into a large canvas sack.

“I don’t think your town elders will mind having the extra hands around to help,” she said briskly.

“Help with what?  The harvest is nearly over and planting season does not begin until the rains come…”

Myst was interrupted by the sudden movement of Laridiya.  She had whirled around to face Myst and moved in close to emphasize her words.  “Did the Zyn Beast’s attack leave you addled?  If the Zynnashans continue to attack every city they come across down river…”

Laridiya left it open for Myst’s interpretation.  She had no idea why she had not thought of it before.  Joram’s Bend would be the next target for the Zynnashans.

***

Tair’Lianne sat on the stump of a tree, watching the refugee children play in the larger yard of the four remaining houses of Tabaan.  The early autumn sun had just touched the thick tree line to the west and a few wispy clouds of white raced across the deepening blue sky.  A cool wind tickled the back of her neck, keeping the stench of the still smoldering village at bay.  

Tair tightened her left fist and elevated her arm once more, amazed that her once broken bone was now completely healed.  She brushed her hand over the spot where the collapsing building had cracked open her skull.  All that was left now was the ghost of a headache.  Say what you will, she thought admirably, but those god fearing gem healers know what they’re doing.  

From the corner of her eye, she saw Myst step out of the house the healer was using for her patients.  She looked like hell.  Her red hair was sticking every which way; her black pants and boots were stained with mud; and she was now wearing a plain, brown-woolen cloak to cover her sleeveless black jerkin.  She still wore a bandage on her shoulder and winced as she adjusted her sword belt with the weapons the healer had returned to her.  Her green eyes looked as though she could have used another full night of sleep and a number of scratches marred her usually smooth face. She approached Tair with a genuine smile of relief.

“You look like a boorsliig bedded you,” Tair said matter-of-factly.

Myst nodded in agreement.  “That’s what happens when I have to drag your scrawny rear from one town to another.”

“Thank you for that,” Tair said with fierce sincerity.  “I don’t remember too much of what happened after the building came down.  I dreamt I stabbed a dog.”

Myst laughed aloud, “That was a Zynnashan.”

Tair gave her the same look that Myst had given to Laridiya.  

“A wolf Zyn Beast,” Myst told her.  “That’s what those things were that attacked Valdine.”  Myst went on to describe the fight with the wolf creature, reaching Tabaan, and what Laridiya had asked of them.

Tair had many questions about fairy tale monsters suddenly becoming real, but the moment Myst mentioned returning to Joram’s Bend, all thoughts of Zyn Beasts disappeared faster than the fading sunlight of the day.  

“Absolutely not,” Tair snapped with a shake of her head for emphasis.  

“We have to warn the town council about the Zynnashan attacks,” Myst replied tersely.  

“I don’t have to warn them about anything!” Tair shouted.  “Not after the way they treated me, the way they just assumed I was guilty!”

Myst grew silent, allowing Tair to calm herself.  “Perhaps you’re right,” she said finally.  “I can go with Laridiya and convince the council to take these people in and warn them of what is coming.  You can stay here and help protect these children until we return.”  

Tair looked over at the kids, some of whom were now watching the argument the newcomers were having.  Tair looked at their dirty faces, their tired eyes lined with fear and sorrow.  She had been like that once; she had been one of them.  And, once again, it was Myst who came to the rescue.  

“They will arrest you the moment you step through the gates,” Tair told her, “Elder’s daughter, or not.”

“I have no choice, Tair,” Myst sighed.  “My family still lives there and the Bend can defend itself if I can warn them.”

Tair remained silent.

“I will approach father on your behalf and tell him you were wrongly accused.”

“You tried that, remember?  He won’t believe you,” Tair scoffed.  “You were the one who broke me out and ran away with me.”

Myst laid a comforting hand upon Tair’s shoulder.  “And I don’t regret it,” she smiled.  “Not one moment.  You are my friend and I would do it over again.”

The shorter woman snorted and rolled her eyes.  “I’ll go with you,” Tair said.  “Only to see the look on the Elder’s faces when you return home with a wanted criminal, a group of refugees, and a story about Zyn Beasts attacking villages.”

Myst felt her stomach twist in a knot as she pictured her homecoming.

“My father will not be pleased.”
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Sajiix stepped from the shadows, exulting in the power that coursed through him.  He leaned upon a familiar wall, allowing the huge amount of energy needed for traveling such a distance to subside.  He suddenly felt drained, his muscles as useless as soggy grain, his mind unfocused and scattered.  Using the shadowpath to move from one level of the Amethyst Tower to another was nothing compared to traveling to the opposite side of the continent.  It was quite a useful tool and a power that only the strongest of the Amethyst and Onyx Magi could master.

In order to use the shadowpath, a Magi or priest had to visualize the destination.  Without it, one could not complete the portal.  Sajiix had been using the back room of the Dragon’s Tale Inn for years.  The establishment was once a popular meeting locale for Magi and adventurers alike and it made a perfect focal point for Sajiix when he needed to travel to the city of Kaalmoore.

Although his mind was deeply taxed, Sajiix sensed immediately that something was amiss.  The moment he would step out of the arcane portal, Sajiix would always use the wall nearby to steady himself, all the while taking in the scents of roasted mutton, woodberry wine, and pomyl leaf.  A warm, welcoming glow of lantern and hearth light would outline the heavy curtain that marked the entry to the back storage area of the taproom.  The hum of conversation and heavy laughter would always be prominent.  

It was too dark and it was too quiet – even for such an early time in the morning.

Sajiix took a deep breath and slowly regained control of his focus and his body.  When he felt ready, he parted the curtain ahead of him very slowly.  

The inn was empty.

The taproom was not only devoid of patrons, but the room was also free of any tables or chairs.  The two stained glass windows that once held an impressive design of a red dragon spewing fire upon hapless heroes had thick planks of wood nailed against them.  The pewter goblets and crystal glasses that once lined the back of the bar were gone, as well.  The massive hearth to his left was not only dark and cold, but it had been swept clean.  The long mahogany bar, however, had a thin trail of dust upon it.  

Sajiix clapped his hands free of the grit and sighed heavily.  The Dragon’s Tale Inn had once been a rather popular place for libations and frivolity.  Sajiix, himself, had enjoyed many a rowdy night here.  The Magi felt surprisingly melancholy over the closing of the establishment.  Shaking his head to clear the cobwebs of his past, Sajiix walked to the curved door and tested the brass latch.  It was locked, of course.  

Sajiix cursed softly.  He could easily manipulate the lock with his magic, but the shadowpath journey had drained him considerably.  He would have to force his way out.  The Knights of Kaalé – the lawmen of Kaalmoore – would not look kindly upon his act of vandalism, but once explained, they would allow him to move on his way.  Sajiix always thought the knights were an uppity bunch of soldiers concerned only with upholding the King’s Law with balanced justice.  The Magi gave them credit – they were fair, but just annoyingly so.  

Sajiix moved through the back of the taproom, finding the familiar back door he and his friends had so often used during the peak of their popularity.  The Shadow Goddess smiled in his favor.  The former owner of the inn had found it necessary to replace the old sticky latch with a simple sliding bar for security.  For a brief moment, Sajiix recalled Donner Hanlin, the proud owner of the Dragon’s Tale Inn during his time in Kaalé.  A light smile touched the Magi’s lips as he remembered the little man sampling his own wares and performing his songs for the busy crowds.  Donner’s service was unparalleled to any inn Sajiix had frequented before and since.  When the little musician decided to sell the inn and travel the winding roads of Vasalius, it was the end of an era.  

Sajiix clenched his teeth and released an irritated breath.  This was why he hated coming to this city – too many ghosts of happier times past.  With a quick jerk, Sajiix slid the thick beam to the side and walked into the grey light of dawn.  

Shutting the door behind him, Sajiix examined the alley behind the inn.  The morning sun was smothered by a thick blanket of storm clouds that were pressing in from the west (the same storm he experienced the night before).  The inn sat close to one of the protective walls of the capital city, allowing for a narrow walkway alongside the very high and very thick stone curtain.  A number of other businesses also lined the alley, their rear views not nearly as clean or welcoming as their front visage.  To his right, Sajiix noticed a wiry, white-haired man sitting on a crate and sanding a large barrel.  The moment the Magi made eye contact, the man stopped his work, stood, and marched straight through the door of his shop without a word.  

Ignoring him, Sajiix turned left and followed the alley until he reached the front of the building.  From here, Sajiix was able to view the famed Kaalé Marketplace.  Various stalls and buildings surrounded a large open square where stood two large fountains of stone.  Atop each fountain were statues that stood with the height of two men.  One was of King Torquewell (King Jalled’s grandfather) and the other was of Sir Devast – King Torquewell’s Master Knight.  Both were in the usual heroic pose with water spurting from the King’s outstretched hand and the Master Knight’s upraised sword.  Blue and white patterned flagstones encircled the ornate fountains with green patches of grass inlaid in an aesthetic pattern pleasing to the eye.  

The marketplace vendors surrounded the small park like a protective fence.  The wooden stalls varied in size, shape and color; bright ribbons of blue fluttered in the morning breeze; and colorful sheets of thin fabric were erected to shade those perusing the wide variety of goods offered.  Food vendors were already loading carts filled with sugar-glazed treats from the local bakeries, while farmers from the outlying lands displayed their early harvest items.  Some of the more garishly painted stalls offered exotic items from far distant lands and others sold merchandise from local surroundings.  Jewelry, clothing, tools, and weapons – nearly everything could be found here.  

An even larger ring surrounded the marketplace.  Consisting of permanent structures, these one, two, and sometimes three storied buildings made up the defining framework of the market area.  These were the businesses that represented the elite merchants of Kaalé.  If one wanted a simple dagger, the center stalls were adequate, but if one wanted a finely tempered blade with Bornosian steel, then Adjhele’s Point was the place to go.  Some of the shops had been within the market since the early days of the city, their place within the Merchants Guild fairly anchored – as well as within the trade council.  All of these buildings were constructed of steelstone and the finest lumber west of the Tebis’non River.  They were maintained, cared for, and impressive.  Sajiix often wondered if the greedy merchants would charge a fee for staring too long at their buildings.

Cheerful greetings echoed from stall to stall, encompassing the entire square with the buzz of a typical morning in the Kaalé Market.  Shoppers were out early, examining the sellers’ wares, having risen well before dawn to find what they needed or wanted.  Sajiix could only see a handful, but he knew that soon the morning buyers would flood the square, making it nearly impossible to walk at a brisk pace.  It was for this reason that he moved swiftly across the courtyard, ignoring the pointed looks many gave him.

It took him a few minutes to realize that the looks were not ones of curious awe.  They were muted looks of anger, mingled with whispers of disgust.  Kaalé is known to many Magi as a ‘priest parish’ – a place where the population supported the divine far more than the arcane.  Yet, even with this mindset, the city had always welcomed the Magi, even if it were with a tentative air.  Sajiix had not set foot in the city for five years.  Surely such enmity could not have grown in such a short time?  Apparently, it had, for Sajiix could see no other Magi as he reached the center of the marketplace.  Granted, it was just after dawn, but even a few would usually be seen shopping the stalls by now.  

Sajiix maintained his pace, neither slowing nor quickening.  He also kept his arms and hands within the folds of his warm cloak, keeping his foci at the ready.  It would only entice the crowd if he showed concern or anger.  Not that he was overly concerned.  Let them mumble their discontent.  If they attempted any sort of mob action, he would give them a permanent reason to dislike the Magi.  

Sajiix reached the opposite end of the marketplace without incident, although the dark looks continued as he passed.  He walked between the established buildings of a tinker merchant and a woman’s tailoring shop and arrived at what was known as Center Road – a gray cobblestone street that stretched the breadth of Kaalé.   It was the main thoroughfare of the city, starting from the heavily fortified main gate on the west wall, along the north end of the ramshackle homes that marked the living area of the common folk, through the sprawling neighborhood of white-washed walls and tiled roofs of the merchant middle-class houses, and continued on and between the majestic Temple of Diathanos and Borgam Keep.  The grand thoroughfare graced the north side of the marketplace and down to the small eastern gate that led to the busy harbor district.  The road ran straight through the city, never curving, never turning.  It was maintained with immaculate precision; no missing stones, no rising bumps, even the white iron gas lamps that lined the street in specific distances were kept pristine and in constant working order.

Kaalé was a city that prided itself upon its beauty and the wealth that allowed such beauty to flourish.  The Royal Family of Kaalmoore had enough gold in its coffers to run the entire realm on its own, but added to that were the monies donated by the House of Diathanos and the contributions made by the Merchant Guild of Kaalé.  The donations made by both parties allowed each to have a say in the way the city was governed.  Thankfully, the King’s Law was paramount to all others.  Otherwise, the city would be torn apart by trade profit or religious zealotry.  

Glancing up to his right, Sajiix saw the massive square block of Borgam Keep.  The three-storied fortress was surrounded by a high thick wall that protected the outbuildings.  An ancient iron gate that stood along the southern wall was the only entrance into the courtyard.  The Keep was the oldest structure in Kaalé, having been built as the first home for the royal bloodline.  It was constructed long before the discovery of steelstone, making the fortress look even older than the newer buildings that surrounded it.  The greenish-gray stones were still strong, however; a testament to the Bornosian stone artisans that helped create it.  

Across the wide avenue to the south stood the compound for the House of Diathanos; a gleaming collection of silver-white buildings comprised of a crystal-domed temple and two towers of differing heights.  A massive wall of shining steelstone surrounded the compound in a diamond shape with squat, sturdy towers guarding each compass point.  Two portcullises of stark black metal were built within each tower, allowing for both ease of traffic and reliable defense.

Sajiix paused for a moment, taking in the glowing majesty of the temple grounds and the ageing fortress of the Knights of Kaalé.   For a moment, the heavy clouds parted, allowing sunlight to stream down and shine upon the Church of Light in a halo of divine inspiration.  The spectacle made the Keep look even more sullen and decrepit.  The Magi sensed an omen of future events.  An omen substantiated by an order for him to halt by a group of four armored warriors marching from the marketplace.

Sajiix turned and cursed his ill-fortune.  The four men approaching were not the fair and judicial Knights of Kaalé.  These were paladins of the church – the Palidiamos from the House of Diathanos; warriors charged with the sole duty of protecting the high temple and the sanctity of all that is good and pure in the world.  They were trained rigorously in the ways of combat, educated by the highest echelon of savants, and formed to uphold the strict views of the church.  They were deadly not only because of their battle prowess, but also because of their narrow view of what separated ‘good’ from ‘evil’ or light from dark.  

The four moved with a purpose in reaching him.  Sajiix surmised that his open stroll through the market had come at a price.  The Magi kept his hands visible, not wanting to give the paladins any reason to delay his visit with the Master Knight.  The Palidiamos had a penchant for bullying Magi – especially those that walked the path between light and dark.  The men marched in a two-by- two configuration, with the front pair moving with their hands grasping the hilts of their sheathed blades.  

Their armor was impressive.  Pure steel etched with the passages of the Luminous (the book of Diathanos) and blessed with diamond dust for added protection.  This armor covered their chests, back, shoulders, legs, arms, and hands, giving them an ethereal look from the faintly shining dust.  Helmets of the same metal protected their heads, the ridged edges crowing their brows, but left open from their eyes down to their chins.  Their metal boots rang clearly upon the cobblestones of the street, each of them marching in unison as they came upon the Magi.  All four faced him when they stopped and all of their hands rested upon their white leather scabbards; their hands twitching, eager to wield their swords.

Without a greeting, one of the paladins stepped forward, regarding Sajiix as though he was the god of darkness come in the form of a man.  “You were witnessed exiting the former establishment known as the Dragons’ Tale Inn and seen crossing the nearby marketplace.  Have you any proprietorship towards the tavern?”

Sajiix inwardly cursed the old man in the alley before he spoke.  “My apologies,” Sajiix said with a small bow.  “It has been many years since I have come to Kaalé and I did not know the tavern was closed.”

Cold brown eyes stared hard.  “Arcane magic of teleportation within the city is forbidden by the King.  Have you registered yourself?”

“Registered?”

“All Magi are required to sign the register within Borgam Keep and list their name, order, and business within the city,” the paladin finished crisply. 

Sajiix felt his anger rising.  He never had much love for the Palidiamos, but their numbers were always regulated to just a few within the larger temples around the realms.  Their natural ability to combat the dark warriors of the Necronyx was useful in of itself, but their unwavering faith and unswerving loyalty bred rigid laws and beliefs - such as the ones now unfairly targeted at Magi.

“Since when has the House of Diathanos been allowed to impose and enforce their beliefs upon the people of Kaalé?”  He tried to keep his voice from sounding too defiant, but it was one of Sajiix’s many flaws in his personality.  He simply despised anyone telling him what he could or could not do.

“Since King Jalled made it Law,” the paladin growled.  

Sajiix resigned with a sigh.  “I see.  Then I shall continue my way to Borgam Keep and sign this register.  My business will be concluded within a few hours.”  

“We shall escort you to the Keep,” the paladin stated with a tone that allowed for no disagreement.  

Sajiix bowed once more and turned back along his path.  The Magi had not taken three steps when the paladins’ booted feet clacked atop the cobblestones behind him.

Inwardly, Sajiix was seething.  How could King Jalled allow this to happen?  His past dealings with the Lord of Kaalmoore never told him that the King was a follower of the Diamond faith, nor did he harbor any misgivings toward the Magi.  Secondly, how could Sir Greeve let this occur?  Granted, he was only a Master Knight, but he held much sway over the King’s advisors and many of the Guilds that were housed in the city.  

Sajiix began to see the danger as he approached the main gate of the fortress.  Borgam Keep had always been the official headquarters of the Knights of Kaalé – the famed army of Kaalmoore.  From here, the Master Knight would see to the day-to-day operations of the city, administering judgments considered too petty for the King’s attention, and dispatch regiments of knights throughout the lands of Kaalmoore.  The Keep is where the city guard (known in rank as First Knights) is housed while off-duty.  On a daily basis, dozens of squads of silver-armored knights moved in and out of the massive gate.  

To Sajiix’s astonishment, the gate was guarded by a squad of paladins.  

The Magi’s steps nearly faltered, but he recovered quickly.  He was ordered to stop as a paladin informed the gate guard that Sajiix was here to register.  The warrior also embellished the Magi’s infraction of teleporting and trespassing.  

“I was unaware of these new laws,” Sajiix told them with a truculent tone.  

“Ignorance of the law is not an excuse to break it,” said the listening gate guard.  The man was obviously some sort of higher rank as he was older than those that surrounded him and displayed black dyed epaulettes that decorated his shoulder armor.  “However,” he continued, “as long as you comply with the registration process, I’m sure these misunderstandings can be overlooked.”

So, that was it.  Sajiix pondered whether or not these laws truly existed.  This whole situation was designed with the simple plan of making him register – telling them why he was snooping about Kaalé.  

“The register is just beyond the main doors of the Keep,” the officer told Sajiix, gesturing behind the open gate toward two wide doors of banded oak.  

Sajiix thanked him, but then paused.  “Where may I find Master Knight Sivim Greeve?”  He heard two paladins chuckle behind him, but the officer’s face remained impassive, his eyes looking upon the Magi with unconcealed scorn.  

“Master Knight Greeve is currently skulking about upstairs.”  Sajiix could not miss the scorn slithering out from the paladin’s lips when he mentioned Greeve’s title. 

The Magi thanked him again and walked beyond the thick steel bars of the main gate and into the cobblestoned courtyard of Borgam Keep.  The crenellated stone curtain that surrounded the fortress also encompassed the outbuildings essential to the operation of the military structure.  A long, low stable constructed of simple stained pine lined the west wall, while on the east side stood a pair of dark smithing stalls, their forge fires unlit.  The double doors before him were gigantic and crafted from thick oak.  A dozen men with a battering ram would have trouble breaching these doors once they were shut and barricaded.  

They were open now, however, as Sajiix crossed the threshold into the cool, cavernous entry hall.  Two short corridors on either side of the Magi led to a single, sturdy door which, as memory served, allowed entry into the Keep’s interior.  A wood-beamed ceiling opened up into a squared hall that reached up to the ancient stone-tiled roof.  A floor of smoothed granite coordinated with the greenish/gray walls to give the place a rather rustic look.  Carved trunks of old trees formed the skeletal support for the hall, crisscrossing the walls and corners of the room.  A stone dais was raised toward the rear of the room with an exquisitely made desk of Emeryvale oak standing in the center.  One high-backed chair of the same stained wood stood empty behind it.  This was the judicial seat of the Master Knight.  Here he would sit and regulate any dispute one had within the city walls or the farmlands that clustered near the southern edge of the city.  

In front of the judicial bench was a long table of plain wood with a thick book and an inkwell at its center.  Guarding the book was an aged priest wearing soft white robes of his station.  Unlike the paladins and clerics of Diathanos, the priests were more attuned to the scholarly aspects of their religion.  As Sajiix reached the table, the priest opened the tome to a bookmarked page and gestured to a long, blue-feathered quill.  The priest said nothing as Sajiix took the quill, but he held the Magi in his gaze.  It was a blank stare, no emotion or recognition.  Sajiix felt like a bug in that stare; a thing to either ignore or step on.  

Sajiix concentrated on the book, scanning some of the other names near the top of the current page.  One name he did recognize – Faen Saan, a Ruby Magi he often talked to at the Arcanum.  According to the register, Faen had visited Kaalé eight days ago and was still listed as in the city.  A dark ‘x’ was slashed near the end of his name, as were some of the other names on this page.  A sudden sense of malice crept over Sajiix as he scanned the page in further detail.  

“Please sign here,” the old priest demanded, pointing underneath the last name on the page.  Sajiix stared angrily at the priest, but he noted the two paladins standing guard nearby who were also watching him.  Heaving a sigh, Sajiix signed his name, listed Sivim Greeve as his contact within the city and scrawled the date on the right margin of the page.  

The old priest produced a pouch of sand from within his white robes and sprinkled some on the page.  Blowing upon the drying ink, he slammed the book shut, ending Sajiix’s examination of its contents.  

“An acquaintance of mine was listed in that book as still being within the city walls,” Sajiix said calmly.  “May I inquire as to where I might find him?”

“We do not know the exact locations of the visiting Magi,” the priest replied coldly.

I’ll wager you do, Sajiix thought.  “May I ask what the mark is for next to his name?”

“You may ask all you wish, but you will not receive an answer,” the priest said with the same impassiveness.  

Sajiix nodded and turned to exit the hall, all the while trying to keep his ire from surging forth.  Faen Saan had been expected to return to the Arcanum two days ago and, as of Sajiix’s leaving, had not yet returned.  What did the red ‘X’ mean next to his name?  Was he being held prisoner?  Was he dead?  Trouble was brewing in Kaalé and no Magi could claim to be safe.  Sajiix cast a backward glance to find the old priest and the two paladins watching him with shrewd eyes of repugnance.  Not a single Magi was safe here, not even the famous Sajiix Mirhaan.
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The trio of clergy continued to stare at Sajiix as he turned away.  The Magi was quite unaccustomed to being treated with such disdain and it irritated him to the point of taking action.  Thoughts of a quick shadow spell to erase all that was written in the registry came to mind, but Sajiix knew that he had to finish Arathim’s request to warn the King to begin his search for whom ever had stolen the Purestone diamond.  And the fastest way to reach the King was through Master Knight Sivim Greeve.

Walking beyond one of the side hallway doors, Sajiix reached a spiral stone staircase that extended up to the other two levels.  The second floor of the Keep consisted of the barracks for the knights stationed in Kaalé.  The third floor held officer’s quarters and Greeve’s own personal room.  Sajiix knew the layout of the Keep quite well considering his past contributions to the city and to the Knights.  He was quite shocked, then, when he reached the second floor and heard absolute silence.  

On any normal day, the boisterous chattering of dozens of men could be heard as the Knights of Kaalé lived their off-duty lives.  The smell of sweat, leather, and the moisture in the air from the steam baths all added to the experience.  Now there was nothing – as if the knights didn’t exist.  

Sajiix quickened his steps up to the third floor, his mind reeling from the implications of the missing warriors.  He reached Greeve’s quarters a bit out of breath, but the growing dread he sensed overpowered any other concern.  He rapped his knuckles quickly upon the stained wooden door.  After a few moments, the door opened, revealing a thin, haggard-looking man with closely cropped iron-gray hair.  The man’s blue eyes widened as he recognized the Magi before him.  

Sajiix felt a tight grip upon his arm as he was yanked inside the room.  Sivim Greeve, dressed in a tattered version of his formal officer’s uniform, shoved Sajiix against the door, pressing his face close to the Magi.  

“Sajiix Mirhan,” Greeve whispered.   “What are you doing here?  Do you realize the danger you have placed yourself into?”

“Actually, no,” Sajiix replied curtly.  “What has happened here?  Where are the knights?”

Greeve snorted and looked beyond the Magi to the empty hallway beyond.  Staring for a few seconds longer than necessary, Greeve quickly shut the door and regarded Sajiix with a forlorn gaze.  “The knights no longer walk the streets of Kaalé.  They have been moved to the borders of the realm.”

“Why would the King allow this?”

“The King no longer rules his Kingdom.  Chancellor Tevic and the House of Diathanos rule this city now.  And they have decreed that no Magi shall walk in their city without sufficient cause.  Which makes me wonder what your cause might be,” Greeve said with a forced chuckle.

Sajiix could hardly contain his astonishment.  The man before him was not the same man he knew five years ago.  Back then, Sivim Greeve was a robust man in his middle fifties, confident in his leadership, and friend to the King.  The Sivim Greeve that stood before him was broken.  The Master Knight seemed to be wasting away, his eyes were sunken with purplish black circles underneath; his usual closely shorn hair was unkempt; his face was a minefield of stubbly gray patches.  His gray and black uniform was frayed and wrinkled, from the pants tucked into his dusty riding boots, to the collar of his gray shoulder cape.  

“You should leave the city immediately,” Greeve whispered and then turned to face the large glass window that dominated the small room, staring silently at the city before him.

“For the love of the Shadow Queen, what happened here, Sivim?”

Greeve turned as though ready to tell the tale, but then paused as if he changed his mind.  He moved to his desk and fell into the chair behind it, his eyes darting back and forth.  His gaze swept around the small office, lingering on one wall adorned with ceremonial weapons, then upon another lined with rows of books.  The knight seemed to be wrestling with himself over how to continue.  It seemed his former self won the battle as he leaned forward in a conspiratorial manner.   

“Chancellor Tevic has taken control of Kaalé,” was all he said.

Sajiix recalled the information the Arcanum had over this recently appointed Chancellor for the House of Diathanos.  In three years, Vius Tevic climbed from the rank of Bishop to Chancellor and was able to catapult the church of light into a major political player in Kaalé.  Tevic’s ambition and power were well known to the Elementai; however, it seemed even Arathim Bey underestimated the leader of House Diathanos.

“He started building up the Palidiamos,” Greeve continued.  “He recruited clerics of light from everywhere, urging them to pledge their lives to the church.  Then he began pushing the other temples out of the city and rallied the people to House Diathanos.  He began helping the poor who flocked to him…”

Sajiix began to see the logic.  “Tevic gains the will of the people and ousts the other religions and then he set his sights on the Royal Family?”

“Prince Torvis has discovered the God of Light,” Greeve said with a sardonic tone.

“So, King Jalled is under duress from House Diathanos?  That would explain…”

“No!” Greeve said urgently.  “King Jalled is an avid and open believer in the dogma of Diathanos.  He always has been.  Tevic has only fanned the flames of the King’s devotion, allowing him to rise in his own power.”  

“So, Tevic creates an army of paladins, convinces the King to keep the knights on patrol away from the city, thus allowing his own men to control what happens in the streets of the most powerful city in Kaalmoore.”  Sajiix shuddered at the thought.  For a House to have access to resources as vast as Kaalé’s own – the exports, imports, harbor, informational network, and labor force – made that House a dangerous one.  

“When did this registry begin?” growled the Magi.

“The very day after the Palidiamos took control of the city,” Greeve answered apologetically.  “Every Magi in the area was rounded up and forced to sign the register.  Those that argued or refused were arrested and removed from the city the next morning.  Even the Diamond Magi were forced to sign, albeit with a firm nudge instead of a hateful kick.  

“Some of your people were treated quite harshly,” the knight said to Sajiix with a gesture at his purple cloak.  “A few were even taken to the High Temple…”  Greeve let the implications of his words sink in before he continued.  “If you are to remain in Kaalé, you must take extreme care.”

Sajiix caught the message Greeve was sending.  He found it incredible that the Arcanum had not learned of such an infraction by the House of Diathanos.  Imprisoning a Magi for no legitimate reason was cause enough for retribution, let alone a simple investigation.  But this was not a situation he could deal with now.  For every moment he wasted swimming in the political mud of Kaalé, further the Purestone went out of his reach.

The Magi chose his next words carefully.  He knew he had to give warning of the upcoming Zynnashan attack, but with Kaalmoore under the sway of House Diathanos, Sajiix knew that he could not mention the arrival of the Purestone diamond.  Any hope of recovering the artifact would be lost as the church would surely expend all efforts into finding it for their own glory.

“I need you to do something for me…” Sajiix began.

“I’m not in the position to do anything,” snapped the knight.  Realizing his behavior was less than cordial, the knight continued in a more rational tone.  “The knights are gone, spread out over the land. I have no power, no say, nothing.  I am watched like an old dog that may try to bite its master.  My official capacity is listed as advisor for Protector D’ghelle,” Greeve laughed bitterly.  

Sajiix arched an eyebrow at the knight.

“It is a new title given to a paladin of extraordinary skill and faith,” Greeve informed the Magi.  “Anton D’ghelle leads the protection of Kaalé so that Tevic can remain free to govern the church.  D’ghelle is nothing more than a bully hiding behind the teachings of Diathanos.”

“The head of the Elementai bade me to come with a warning for the King,” Sajiix announced tiredly.  “We have received word that the Zynnashans are planning to attack Kaalmoore – in fact, they may already have, somewhere near Valdine.”

The look upon the knight’s face looked almost comical.  His rage against the political machine slipped into confusion and then to sheer disbelief.  “Zynnashans…”  Greeve’s eyes then became focused as he recalled the magical beasts.  The Master Knight was a learned man and he knew that the Zynnashans were more than fairy tales and bedtime stories.  He also knew what they were capable of.

“What reason do they have for such a bold move?” he demanded to know.

“We are uncertain,” Sajiix lied.  “Suffice it to say, the messenger is a reliable source.”

Greeve nodded, his tactical mind working out a plan that would allow him to take action.  “I will seek an audience with the King,” he muttered.  “I will need someone to alert the garrison near Fhaalvak.”  His eyes bore into Sajiix, pleading.  

“You ask too much of me, Sivim,” said the Magi, correctly guessing that the knight hoped he would be his messenger.  “I am also commanded to intercept them and discover the reason for their attack.  You know I cannot go against the orders of the Arcanum.”

“Since when did Sajiix of the Amethyst Order begin following orders?”  

Sajiix’s eyes narrowed, but the grin on the knight’s face softened the jibe.  For a moment, Sivim looked like his former self.  

“I do apologize,” Sajiix told him.  “Perhaps one of your messengers or one of your more competent knights is nearby.”  The Magi paused, trying to voice his next suggestion in as neutral a tone as possible.  “Perhaps Cassius could…?”

Greeve shook his head and waved his hand dismissively.  “Cassius is too busy trying to reclaim his glory years; although, maybe one of his people could make the journey.”

“One of his people,” Sajiix repeated.

Greeve switched his attention back to the Magi.  “Did you not know that Cassius resigned from the knights?”

Sajiix felt as though someone had physically punched him in the gut.  Cassius Deveres – once a dear friend and companion.  Both he and Sajiix had traveled the extensive lands of Vasalius from shore to shore; together they had sailed to the Stonespire Islands in the south; journeyed to the dark heart of Excelicus and emerged unscathed from the fire valleys of Bornos.  Their adventures saw them battle creatures of darkness, men of immoral greed, bandits, thief-kings, Boorsliig nest mothers, unholy clerics, undead warriors, and seductive witches.  Together, they formed the Defender’s Guild – a home for uncommon heroes to unite and travel the realms, helping those in need whether they were a common farmer or a wealthy land-Baron.  It was the compassionate Cassius, the man with the knightly virtues, who aided Sajiix in obtaining the fame and wealth that were garnered from the Guild.

It was also Cassius who took it away.

“Resigned… why?” Sajiix asked once he managed to find his voice.

Greeve leaned back in his chair with a slow creak of the stained wood.  “I’ve forgotten how long it’s been since you were last here,” he said carefully.  “Have you not spoken to any of your former companions?”

“I have not,” was all Sajiix said in reply.

Greeve sighed, knowing that he was about to become the catalyst in a very long and personal battle.  “Cassius resigned from the knights six months ago and reopened the Defender’s Guild.”

A white flash went off in the Magi’s vision and was then gone.  A red hot pulse of rage flared from his heart, coursed through his body, and warmed his fingers and toes.  Sajiix concentrated on keeping his jaw unclenched as he locked eyes with the Master Knight.  “I see,” he said tightly.  “Perhaps Cassius could send someone from his Guild to aid the knights.”

Greeve sighed again.  “I am sorry if this news displeases you.”

“It is of no consequence,” said the Magi a little too quickly.  “I have complied with the order given to me by my Dominus.  I will now depart for Valdine.”

The Magi turned abruptly and walked swiftly to the office door.  The Master Knight followed him and placed a thick hand upon his shoulder.  Sajiix turned to regard the knight with a cold stare, but Greeve held him firmly with his eyes.  “Heed my warning, Sajiix.  The Palidiamos are in control of Kaalé and they are most unfriendly toward Magi.”

“Thank you for your concern, old friend,” Sajiix said, clasping the knight’s hand in farewell.  “I plan on taking my leave immediately.”

The door closed behind him as Sajiix made his way back to the entrance of Borgam Keep.  The Magi moved steadily, having no desire to gamble with the fanatical hatred the paladins had for his profession.  He would return to the shadows of the Dragon’s Tale Inn and take the shadowpath to Valdine.

Immediately after he paid a visit to the new Defender’s Guild.
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The Defender’s Guild stood just west of Borgam Keep and though it was a short walk for Sajiix, the memories that reached from the past to grab him made the distance seem days longer.  The Guild was created on a whim, on a suggestion made by him and Cassius eighteen years ago.  Sajiix and the knight, along with a handful of recently acquired friends, banded together to create a place where everyone was accepted and anyone could come for help.  Sajiix never dreamed that the idea would blossom into something as monumental as the Defender’s Guild.  

During the Guild’s first year, it seemed only wealthy land owners or merchant barons wanted their help in culling roving bands of boorsliig tribes from their territory or stopping bandits from raiding small nearby farms.  The gold crowns earned helped them erect the building that Sajiix now walked to; it helped feed and clothe the original eight members and allowed them to purchase fine weapons and gear.  More often than not, the work was dreary and the men that hired them were ungrateful louts that seemed to be no better than the targets they wanted removed.  

Word spread, however, and soon common folk were asking for assistance against some of the very merchants they had worked for previously.  These people rarely had enough money to pay the Guild, but Cassius and Sajiix felt their payment unnecessary, enjoying instead the challenge of fighting off a stronger enemy and doing some good for the downtrodden.  It wasn’t long before Kings and Queens of lands both far and near requested help from the Guild in matters both private and public.  Even King Jalled began hiring them – so much so, that at one point, he insisted that they build a permanent place for the Defender’s Guild in Kaalé.

The wealth generated from these ventures allowed the Guild to recruit even more heroes.  Five years after the creation of the Defender’s Guild, the members climbed from eight to thirty-six.  The original members enjoyed wealth, fame, respect, and the adoration of thousands across Vasalius.  

They also made plenty of enemies.  The Onyx Magi, known as the Nightwalkers, plagued the Guild from time to time.  The House of Maalithor, church of necromancy, worshippers of the dark, were also known to despise the Guild for their noble efforts at curbing evil and assisting the weak.  Baron Stavimforj, lord and ruler of the realm of Excelicus, was still offering a hefty weight of gold for either Sajiix or Cassius’s head.  Yet, none of these villains could stop the Guild.  The heroes continued their path and were praised in song and story.

The end came from within.  Fame, power, and adoration swelled the egos of many Guildsmen – Sajiix included.  During those first six years, Sajiix continued to search for the Gemstones of Val’Cryys. His former friends accused him of becoming obsessed with finding the artifacts.  This eventually twisted into accusations that Sajiix became fixated with power and would do anything to obtain it.  Jealousy and distrust became commonplace within the Guild.  Sajiix, angered and irritated by the constant allegations, vented his frustration by seducing some of the females that were in the group, caring little about the consequences.  

After a disastrous attempt at locating one of the gemstones that led to the death of a young Guildsman, Sajiix was cast out by his friends.  It was a decision conceived and carried out by the man he trusted most – Cassius Deveres.  The Amethyst Magi never returned, not even for his personal effects.  The Defender’s Guild went on for another two years, eventually succumbing to the very infighting and mistrust that started with Sajiix.  The ideology of the Guild had been forgotten, the message garbled by fame and rivalry.  The Guild was disbanded, and the doors were magically sealed.   

Twelve years had passed since Sajiix last looked upon the bronze doors before him.  The building looked much the same:  a two-story, gray and white marble construction with the telltale silver of steelstone framework; a small, white marbled portico held aloft by two smooth columns that adjoined the front entrance; windows of thick glass accented the second level of the building; and crushed white gravel lined the parameter, interspersed with small whitebark trees whose leaves were already burning with the orange-amber of autumn.  Marble pedestals stood next to each column, both supporting copper braziers that now burned a welcoming flame.  

The braziers were new.  It was such a serene and cheery atmosphere – it made Sajiix want to kick over the pedestals and watch the place burn.  And he would have, too, if not for the nagging desire to know the truth.  He had to know who else was involved in this ‘second coming’ of the Guild.  Sajiix was not surprised that Cassius had returned to what he considered his ‘home’, but who else from his glory days had joined the knight to bring this thing back to life?  It was exactly how Sajiix viewed it as – a dead thing that should remain buried in the dark earth of the past.    

Curling his lip in a derisive sneer, Sajiix approached the doors, ignoring the sickly scent of the burning incense.  Grabbing one of the two brass door handles, Sajiix tested the door.  It was locked.  Not so welcoming as you lead people to believe, Sajiix thought mordantly.  The Magi then ran a hand across the cool, smooth surface of the metal just above the door handles.  He was not surprised to find the old locking mechanism still in its hidden location.  Smiling almost wistfully, Sajiix retrieved a key from an inner pocket of his robes.  He often scolded himself for keeping the key, chastising his own sentimentality, but now the adage of always being prepared came to him in a confident rush as he unlocked the doors and returned the key to its place in his robes.  

The entry hall of the Guild still remained the same.  White marble walls with a low ceiling crisscrossed with thick beams of ancient oak.  A wide, yet short staircase led to a center section filled with a small, round table and comfortable chairs of leather.  Another wide staircase, a bit longer than the entrance, led deeper into the Guild.  A tapestry of geometrical designs done in differing shades of brown covered one wall, while the other held a huge, nearly accurate map of Kaalmoore.  A splotchy red ‘X’, followed by the words, “you are here” were scrawled along the area marking Kaalé.  Sajiix offered a rare smile, recalling the moment that had been written – much to the chagrin of the map’s artist.  

The entire room was lit with a soft, white light coming from six iron sconces that were capped with glowing pieces of round glass.  These spheres, a gift from a thankful Diamond Magi, were located all over the Guild.  They gave off no heat and remained lit until they were either touched or given a verbal command in the mystical language of the Vhaalians.  Sajiix always found them cold and uninviting, preferring instead the blazing warmth of a good fire.

Sajiix moved slowly down the steps, letting the memories flood his consciousness.  This was the room where he, Cassius, and the others would come to view the new applicants to the Guild.  They would interview them, testing their abilities – all in front of a crowd.  Sajiix approached the table, running a hand along its surface, recalling the moments he sat here, voting upon a stranger’s dreams.  Looking back on it, he could see how humiliating the process could be, but it was a necessary evil.  It weeded out the remarkable from the mundane.  The Defender’s Guild was not a place for average heroes.  Average heroes allowed better heroes to die.  

The sound of footsteps and casual conversation brought him out of his reverie.  Two men appeared upon the steps that led up into the Guild’s main hall.  Sajiix did not recognize either of them.  One wore the trappings of a cleric from the emerald House of Ethaea.  He was tall, lanky, and wore earth tones of brown and dark green.  His brown hair was combed back from his wide forehead and bunched along his thin shoulders.  His face was angular, sporting a sharp chin and prominent nose.   A thin layer of brownish-red hair covered his face. 

 His companion was much shorter and quite stocky.  Sajiix immediately recognized the smaller man as being of Bornosian blood; broad shoulders, thick neck, and meaty hands.  His dark head was shaved close and his strong chin was adorned with a stalk of black, braided hair.  His facial features were short and wide as though he had permanently fallen upon his face.  He wore a short sword belted at his hip, a sword that he now reached for as both men reacted to Sajiix in astonishment.

“Who are you?  What business do you have here?” demanded the cleric.  His voice was confident if not surprised.  

“My business is my own and my name you should already know,” Sajiix replied irritably.  “I wish to speak to your master.”

“Master?” spat the Bornosian with a thick accent.  “We have no master here, shadowmage…unless yer’ talking about Officer Draanyr.”

Tienn Draanyr.  One of the original founders of the Defender’s Guild and a former friend of Sajiix.  The Magi felt his jaw tighten.  So, Tienn was involved with this as well.  How many more, he wondered.  How many more have returned to betray his memory?  Sajiix felt the blood rush to his head as he scowled at the two Guildsmen.  

“Where is Officer Draanyr?” rumbled the Magi.

The druid and Bornosian exchanged warning glances as they watched the anger build upon the Magi’s face before them.  The druid moved to the right while the shorter Bornosian began edging to the left in an attempt to flank him.  

“I think you should tell us who ya’ are and how ya’ got into our guild,” the Bornosian said, keeping his deep voice evenly calm.  His hand now grasped the hilt of his sword as he moved, switching his dark eyes from the Magi to his companion.  

Sajiix was beyond irritated.  Here he was in his Guild – his Guild – and two initiates now attempted to subdue him.  “I see no reason in telling you who I am, since Officer Draanyr has not already informed you of what should be common knowledge.  I can come and go within the walls of this Guild as I choose.  Now, stand down before you get hurt.”

Sajiix saw the druid’s medallion flash green a split-second before the Bornosian’s sword was drawn.  All clerics and priests of any House are granted special gifts by their particular deity.  Most will enhance the power of the individual while some can incapacitate their target.  The Ethaea druid used his divine medallion to place a holding prayer upon the Magi; one that would hold Sajiix in place without having to harm him.  Sajiix blocked the prayer with a quick wave of his hands, sending a splash of amethyst sparks across the room.  It was a quick defensive spell, one used just for this purpose.  The Magi turned to face the oncoming swordsman and extended his ring hand.  The Bornosian closed the distance quickly, but Sajiix was able to shout out a command of magic that caused his foci to blaze violet.  The same burst of energy flared upon one of the heavy chairs before him, launching it into the charging swordsman.  It hit him head on, knocking the Bornosian sideways.  He struck the marble floor hard, his sword clattering away from his limp grasp.  

Hearing words of prayer behind him, Sajiix formed an image of a lightning bolt in his mind and sent a pulse of mental focus into his ring as he whirled to face the druid.  A purple band of crackling energy struck him in the chest, slamming him into the wall.  Both men were dazed, trying to recover from the attacks.  Sajiix frowned in disgust, wishing they knew how lucky they were that he had dampened his focus enough so that his attacks would not kill them.

Straightening his cloak, Sajiix marched up the opposite stairs and was suddenly met with a savage blow to his stomach.  A deep bellowing pain gripped his abdomen as all the air in his lungs quickly vacated his body.   Sajiix doubled over, trying desperately not to fall.  A knee, covered in some sort of leather armor, connected with his chin.  The Magi felt his teeth crack together, biting a bit of his own tongue.  The force of the blow sent him reeling backward, and he lost any hope of balance upon the stairs.  Sajiix threw himself sideways, hoping to avoid falling on his skull.  The Magi rolled down the steps, feeling every bruise that was sure to come later.  He slid to a halt next to the table, tasting his own blood.  

His opponent began marching down the steps, the soles of heavy leather boots thudding against the marble.  The man was huge in both height and girth.  He wore a simple outfit of brown pants tucked into knee-high boots and a black woven shirt.  Various pieces of dark brown leather armor covered his knees, shoulders, chest, and wrists.  Wide set eyes of ice-blue looked upon the Magi with fierce intent, his thin-lipped mouth cracked open with a smile of triumph.  The sides of his head were shaved clean, leaving only a wide strip of spiked black hair arcing from his forehead to his neck.  Sajiix recognized the brute as a Thaarakan – a race of barbarians that lived in the wastelands of ice far to the north.  They were infamous for their war-like nature and penchant for violence.  

The smile on this one’s face grew broader as he hoisted Sajiix up by the front of his cloak with one hand, while the other reached back into a fist, eager for another blow that could easily snap his neck.  

“Dorn!  Stop this!!”

The barbarian halted his strike and lowered his arm.  He gazed apologetically to the top of the stairs behind him, allowing Sajiix to see who stopped the attack.  Standing there was Tienn, looking as though he had not aged within the decade he saw him last.  Next to him was another male, dark-haired and bearded, and dressed in black.  Sajiix recognized the man as Ayce Lyganthaar – another of the former Guildsmen.  

Another burst of rage coursed through Sajiix’s blood.  Ayce and Tienn – both of whom owed their lives to the Magi – now stood within the heart of the Guild Sajiix created; stood over him and looked at him as though he were a slimy insect that had crawled across their fancy dinner table.  For a moment, Sajiix forgot his mission, forgot the pain in his stomach and his chin, forgot the blood that trickled out of his mouth.  His green-purple eyes focused on the large oaf in front of him who was smirking with a defiant air.  

“Sajiix?” wondered Tienn with a confused tone.

Sajiix roared a command and a massive flash of purple sent the Thaarakan sailing past Ayce and Tienn into the next room.  A horrible crashing sound echoed into the entry hall, which was then followed by a terrible silence.  The Magi stood there, heaving air into and out of his lungs like a mad beast.  Purple eldritch energy gleamed from his foci as he saw the druid and Bornosian regain their footing.   

“No,” Tienn commanded.  “Morgath, Ro’byenn, stand down.  This man is known to us.”

“He may be known, but he’s not acting very friendly,” Ayce said with a flick of a dark eyebrow.

Tienn began to approach Sajiix slowly.  “Sajiix,” he said calmly.  “Why are you here?  Why are you attacking us?”

“I came here to discover the truth,” Sajiix said, spitting blood from his mouth.  “I hear rumors that Cassius Deveres has resigned his post with the Knights of Kaalé so that he may resurrect the Defender’s Guild.  I find that not only are these rumors true, I find my former friends and companions have also returned.”

Tienn and Ayce both gave one another a confused glance, neither sure what Sajiix was trying to convey.

“For six turns of the moon, you have revived the Guild with not a single word sent to me!” shouted Sajiix.  “Here you are, living once more within these halls, recruiting these…halfwits.”  The Magi gestured to Morgath and Ro’byenn who were now standing next to one another, eyeing Sajiix carefully.  “How many of you have returned?  Might I find Saerle back there?  Perhaps Jaszlin and Quesheks are once again plotting against someone else here.”  

Tienn stopped midway down the steps and frowned at the Magi’s accusations.  He glanced over at the two younger initiates, who were now in a heated discussion over the identity of Sajiix.  Tienn addressed the Bornosian as Morgath and the druid as Ro’byenn and asked them to check on the welfare of Dorn – the Thaarakan Sajiix had sent flying into the other room.  The two men nodded obediently, casting hateful glances at the Magi as they stepped into the main hall.  

“It has been over ten years since we last spoke,” Tienn told the Magi.  “Do you really want our reunion to be nothing but accusations and hatred?  Shall we continue this tradition of bitterness?”

Sajiix felt some of his anger leave him as Tienn approached.  The Magi inwardly cursed his old friend.  Tienn had a natural talent for pacifying those with an ear to listen.  Tienn gestured to the chairs at the table and offered a seat to Sajiix.  The Magi took it reluctantly.  Tienn sat across from him, his hands clasped together with his chin resting firmly atop in a thoughtful pose.  Indeed, the swordsman looked just as he did twelve years hence.  High, sharp cheekbones framed his angular face.  Eyes of milky-white watched carefully from under unnaturally thick brows of the same color.  A lush mane of hair flowed to his shoulders in a snowy cascade, contrasting piercingly with the lavender tint of his skin.  

Noticing Sajiix’s scrutiny, Tienn smiled and said, “Seventeen years this spell has lasted.”  He opened his arms wide, keeping his palms out.  “It has not weakened one bit.”

Tienn was a Draaken; a refugee from the nightmarish realm known as Excelicus.  This north island continent was home to the worshippers of Maalithor – God of night and necromancy.  It is a land filled with perpetual darkness where the sun never touches the earth; whether this is through divine or magical means, no one knows.  Those born and raised in this harsh environment adapt to the night – the soft light of the blue moon that circles Vasalius; the fierce hunters that stalk the nighttime forests; strange plants and crops that thrive within the dark; and creatures that depend or desire the eternal night.  

Tienn was forced to flee the dark land at a young age and he discovered very quickly that his skin reacted negatively to bright sunlight.  When Sajiix and Cassius first encountered him, he wore protective armor fashioned out of leather, chain, and cloth that covered him from head to toe.  Only at night could the Draaken show his face to his friends.  Tienn was never happy with his protective gear, always complaining how it hampered his ability to fight.  It took Sajiix three years to create a spell that would protect the swordsman; a spell that turned his blindingly pale skin to a purple hue that changed its shade depending on his emotions.  Tienn never mentioned the skin color.  To be able to walk in the sun without the restraints of his gear was more than he could ever ask for.

“I should hope not,” Sajiix returned.  “The cost of the amethyst I used was quite high.”

Tienn smiled, not caring whether the Magi joked with him or not.  “Not too high, I hope, for my wretched skin.”

“Any cost would be too high for your skin, you walking plum,” boomed the voice of Ayce as he sat next to Tienn.

Ayce Lyganthaar, warrior, mercenary, werewolf.  The years were kind to the jovial fighter, except for the two streaks of gray that stretched along the sides of his shoulder length black hair.  A hint of gray was also beginning to show on his bearded cheeks.  His brown eyes still sparkled with mischievous intent, however.  “How are you, Sage?”  He smiled at the Magi, exposing near perfect white teeth.  

Sajiix groaned inwardly.  Ayce was good to have around for morale and his sword arm was quite dependable in battle, but his true strength lay in his ability (or curse) to change into a seven-foot tall werewolf.  Alas, that strength was tempered by Ayce’s annoying capacity for bad humor.  Sajiix had always despised being called ‘Sage’, and Ayce knew it.  The jester refused to stop then, and Sajiix doubted he would stop now.  The best the Magi could do was attempt to ignore him.  

“It pleases me that the spell has lasted so long,” Sajiix said dismissively.  “Why have you reopened the Guild?”

“I find it disturbing that you take this so personally, old friend,” Tienn said evenly.  

“I helped create this Guild, I put as much into it as any of you,” Sajiix bristled.  “I take it as a personal affront when my old friends fail to contact me to revive it.”  

Tienn shook his head.  “It is not as you claim it to be, Sajiix.  Ayce and I are here merely to train and manage the initiates.  It is not the same Guild as you once knew.  Many of our former Guildsmen are lost to us, living their own lives.  Considering what happened between you and Cassius, I assumed you would not care about it.”

And there it was.  What happened between he and Cassius would always be the dividing line between himself and his former friends.  “You assumed wrong,” Sajiix whispered.  

Tienn leaned forward.  “What was that?”

“I said you need to train your initiates better,” Sajiix said gruffly.

“I think the Thaarakan beat you, though,” Ayce chimed in.  

Sajiix finally regarded Ayce with undisguised derision.  “He surprised me.”

“He beat you,” taunted Ayce.

“Surprise is a massive variable in any battle,” Sajiix told Ayce through clenched teeth.  “Just ask your Thaarakan barbarian when he awakens.”

Tienn barked a short laugh as Ayce conceded the point to Sajiix.  All three leaned back in their chairs and allowed the tension to fade away.  

“How many initiates do you have?” asked Sajiix genuinely.

“Including the three you’ve met?  Three,” Tienn answered.  

“Have you had any Magi stop in?”

Tienn’s face melted into a mask of seriousness.  “No, not with what has been occurring here in Kaalé.”

“Is that why you’re here?” Ayce guessed, “To find out why Tevic has been chasing Magi out of Kaalé?

The question brought Sajiix’s current mission back to the forefront.  He needed to find the Zynnashan force and get ahead of it so he could find the Purestone and whoever had stolen it.  A solution suddenly presented itself, but the Magi would have to let go of his prideful anger concerning the Guild.  He had to decide between personal gain with the Purestone or respect from his former companions.  It was not a hard decision.  Sajiix was removed from the Guild twelve years ago and during that time\ not one of his former friends had bothered to contact him or see him.  They went on with their own lives, forgetting him.  He owed them nothing.

“Last night I discovered that the Zynnashans are spearheading an attack upon Kaalmoore,” he announced.  

“That’s not good,” Ayce muttered.

“By the Seven Houses why??” Tienn nearly shouted, leaping out of his chair.

Here came the tricky part.  How much could Sajiix tell them without raising their suspicion?  

“The Elementai does not know.”

“And what do you think caused this?” Tienn asked with a penetrating gaze.  Tienn could sense there was something Sajiix was leaving out, and the Draaken wouldn’t put it past Sajjix to tell half-truths.  The Magi had done it before.

Sajiix made a show of disgust at the Tienn’s question.  Tienn and Ayce were both there two decades ago when they had first found the diamond, and they were present when the decision was made to give the artifact to the Zynnashans.  They both knew how vehemently Sajiix opposed it.  The magi felt the diamond would be better suited to be studied at the Arcanum – as did most of the Elementai.  But, the House of Diathanos claimed divine right over the gemstone, causing a near brawl between the two groups. Zynnashan Highlord Bragas then demanded that they keep diamond for the well being of all Vasalians and promised to keep it safe and secure until it was needed once more.  No one – Magi or priest - could repudiate this reasoning.  The diamond would be kept safe and a holy war would be averted.  

Sajiix lamented its loss, but strived instead to find the Amethyst of Val’Cryys, which led to even greater problems.  If he told Tienn he was searching for the diamond, the Draaken would not trust him enough to aid his endeavor.  He had to keep the theft of the gemstone secret for now.  

“Truly – the Arcanum is at a loss.  They sent me to investigate, but insisted that I warn the Knights of Kaalé first.  Greeve was not much help.” 

“No,” Tienn muttered.  “Nor will he be.”

“So, you came here to ask the Defender’s Guild for aid?”  Ayce asked.

Sajiix frowned at the comment.  “No,” he said.  “I came here to see the return of my Guild with my own eyes.”

“Your Guild?” spoke a voice as cold and deep as the depths of the Stormrage Sea.  “Tell me how this is your Guild?”

Sajiix, Tienn, and Ayce had been so engrossed in their conversation that they failed to see the appearance of Cassius at the top of the inner stairs.  Behind him was Dorn, the Thaarakan that had assaulted Sajiix.  “You are not welcome here,” Cassius said, his eyes on Sajiix.  “You need to leave.”

A moment of silence fell like a tense blanket of wool over everyone in the meeting hall.  And then Sajiix broke the quiet with the words:  “Move me.”
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Sajiix leapt from his chair, knocking it far behind him as his former friend charged from atop the stairs.  Cassius raised his fists as he reached the bottom step.  Sajiix could hear Tienn shouting, but the Magi didn’t wait for an outcome as he drew the shadow magic near.  His ringed foci began to pulse as he stepped away from the oncoming attacker.  “You don’t belong here!”  Cassius shouted.  His dark skin glistened with sweat; his noble face was contorted with a ravenous frenzy as he reached out for Sajiix.  

The Magi had had enough.  A quick burst of amethyst energy jolted the former knight, but it only seemed to anger him as he closed the distance with a roar.  The Guild leader’s emotions had a disadvantage as Sajiix suddenly disappeared, allowing Cassius to fall forward and crash into the chair Sajiix had just vacated.  He quickly regained his footing and twisted around, his hands outstretched in a vain attempt to grab the invisible Magi.  Tienn and Ayce took a step forward, but Cassius waved them away.  “This is not your fight,” he said with a warning that promised retribution if they interfered. 

Tienn shook his head sadly.  “Very well, Cassius.  But, I have no desire to relive this particular segment of the past.”  He then stepped up the stairs and out of the room, leaving a stunned Ayce and eager Dorn to watch the skirmish continue.  

“I told you once before, only heroes are welcome here,” Cassius growled, turning his head left and right.

“Then what is your excuse?” came Sajiix’s voice from the other side of the table. 

Cassius suddenly sprang across the table, his left hand catching the Magi’s hidden cloak.  With a snarl, the former knight jerked the invisible form towards him, slamming Sajiix against the table so hard that the Magi flickered back into sight.  Cassius held him there by the collar of his cloak, pushing his face against the hard surface.

“Your greed killed Pulaar and your arrogance killed our friendship,” he whispered viciously.  “You seduced Saerle, knowing that I loved her!”

Sajiix maneuvered his hands so that they were flat against the table underneath him.  “She was never yours,” he told Cassius.  “Now, release me.”

“She was never yours, either!” Cassius shouted.  “But you liked to think so, didn’t you?  Somehow in your twisted mind, Saerle, Rainya, Jaszlin…all of them belonged to you, didn’t they?”

“I am telling you one last time,” Sajiix said in a chillingly calm voice.  “Release me.”

Cassius tightened his grip instead.  “You will not tell me anyth…”

Bands of amethyst lightning embraced Cassius causing his body to convulse violently.  The Guild leader released Sajiix, his body thrashing as wave after wave of mystical energy shot through it.  The Magi rose from the table and faced his former friend.  He extended his ring hand, pointing the foci at Cassius and using the lightning to pin the former knight to the wall.  

“Sajiix!  Let him go!” Ayce commanded from the stairs. 

The barbarian known as Dorn took a few steps toward the pair, but Sajiix released Cassius at that moment.  The Magi kept his flickering violet gaze upon his old friend, but pointed at the approaching initiate.  “Take one more step and I will send you back home as a woman.”

Dorn froze, recalling the power he felt when the Magi threw him into the other room.  Sajiix watched Cassius as he slid down against the wall and crumpled to the marble floor, his body still smoking from the Magi’s spell.  

“I stopped because of the friendship we once shared,” Sajiix told the stunned man.  “But, if you ever touch me like that again…I will kill you.”

With an adjusting tug of his cloak, Sajiix turned to Ayce and Dorn.  “What I have told you is true,” Sajiix said as he stepped toward the entry hall stairs.  His face was flushed from the exertion of fighting with Cassius.  “The Zynnashans plan to invade Kaalmoore and they will murder innocents.  If there are any heroes here,” he paused to look at Cassius, “you might want to try to help find a peaceful solution to this before they burn a trail from Valdine to Kaalé.”

Sajiix then removed the key he had used to gain entry into the Guild and threw it upon the floor next to Cassius.  The clattering of the brass key and the slamming of the main door caused Ayce to flinch.  Not so much from the sound, but from the fact that it was closing upon a friend for the last time.

***

The swollen gray clouds above were prepared to burst as blue-white flashes of lightning danced across their surface.  Sajiix ignored it all, his eyes smoldering a violet glow as he replayed the fight in his mind over and over again.  Ten years had come and gone…Ten years!  And Cassius still acted as though not a single day had passed.  The faces of those Cassius had mentioned whirled about his mind like wispy spirits.  All of them were Guildsmen, all of them were friends, and all of them were seduced by Sajiix.  

Jaszlin was a vivacious woman who thought herself a thief, but was actually one of those rare individuals that could read the thoughts of others and use her mind to physically move objects.  Rainya was a young woman endeared to the wild, honing her skills as a fighter in honor of the Goddess Ethaea.  And then there was Saerle Abaleen – daughter and princess to King Meyad Abaleen, ruler of the realm of Kadoris.  Saerle ran from her family and her people due to her affinity towards magic.  It was hard to be a Magi and belong to a Kingdom that denounced such abilities.  Sajiix bade them all to join the Defender’s Guild when he met them and had a hand in actually training Saerle in the ways of magic.  In a way, he did consider them his.

Cassius was attracted to Saerle the moment she arrived at the Guild and openly pined for the woman for many years.  Saerle had brushed away his advances with playful banter and had never asked for anything more than friendship from him.  When Cassius discovered that his closest friend had become physical with the woman he had desired for so long, he felt it necessary to use Pulaar’s death as a tool to remove him from the Guild.  Sajiix knew this.  He knew that Cassius could not legally remove him due to petty jealousy.  It would go against his view of the knightly virtue he held so dear.  The truth of the ugly affair was this:  Cassius, Sajiix’s closest friend, rallied the other Guildsmen and had him kicked out of the Guild over a woman.  

The thought of that day, the anger that came with it, clouded Sajiix’s conscious mind as he walked across Center Road.  He did not notice the four paladins approach him until he nearly walked into them.  One of the four was a high-ranking officer.  His shoulder armor came up sharply in the shape of diamonds on either side, their edges honed like razors.  He also wore a long white cape of fine wool, its edges framed with gold silk.  

“Sajiix Mirhan,” said the officer’s melodiously deep voice from within his polished helmet.  “You are requested at the behest of Chancellor Vius Tevic, Speaker of the Light for the mighty Diathanos.”

“Am I?” Sajiix replied, his anger still evident.  “Tell Tevic that I will try to visit him the next time I’m in Kaalé.  Another ten years should suffice.”

Sajiix had taken two steps away from the paladin officer when he heard four blades being drawn.  “Chancellor Tevic,” the officer said with the same calm, baritone voice “will see you now, whether that be conscious or unconscious.”

The Magi turned back to the officer, his foci crackling like the sky above.  The wind began to whip down the street, keeping anyone who might have been out this morning safe and dry in their homes.  “You dare threaten me?”  Sajiix snapped.  “You may frighten other Magi with your militaristic bullying, but you are nothing to me…a bug wearing a tin can.  I will…”

Sajiix never finished his sentence.  He fell hard to the cobblestones after one of the Palidiamos struck him in the back of the head with the pommel of a sword.  The officer bent over the Magi’s prone body and yanked the now dormant foci ring from his finger.  Tossing the amethyst ring in the air, the officer deftly caught it and tucked it into a small niche in his armor. 

“Unconscious then,” he smiled as he gestured to his men to carry the Magi toward the high temple.

***

The first thing Sajiix thought when he awoke was that his hands had been cut off.  As he regained more and more of his senses, the Magi came to realize that he was still upright, chained by his wrists and hanging against a chill stone wall.  The iron manacles had cut off the circulation to his hands and as he adjusted his footing, the blood came rushing back in painful waves.  The second thing Sajiix thought was that fifty Bornosian silversmiths were dancing on the back of his skull.  He attempted to reach and feel the throbbing lump on the back of his head for any blood, but the short chains would not allow him to do so.  Sajiix concluded that one of the paladins had struck him from behind and the others had brought him here – wherever here may be. 

The room was small and lit with only one guttering torch halfway down a narrow arched hallway.  The floor was rough-hewn stone, unlike the moisture-slick walls of steelstone that surrounded him.  Sajiix deduced he was imprisoned underneath the High Temple of Diathanos.  Glancing up and twisting his right hand, Sajiix saw that his foci ring was gone.

He was in trouble, indeed.

The Magi shut his eyes, trying to clear his mind, but the incessant pain from his head made it difficult.  He could hear nothing, not one echoing voice down the single hall.  Opening his eyes, Sajiix scanned the small room he was chained in.  Four smooth walls and an uncluttered floor.  A small, sturdy wooden table and chair were placed near the center of the room.  All of it was clean and sterile – much like the lifestyle of a priest of Diathanos.  

Sajiix tugged his arms forward, attempting to gauge how secure the manacles were to the wall.  After two grunts, he guessed they were secure enough.  Sighing irritably, Sajiix leaned back, trying to relax his arms as much as possible.  With his foci gone he would not be able to use magic to escape and no one knew he was here, save for Magi Dominus Bey.  Alas, Sajiix had already completed the master Magi’s request.  Anyone inquiring towards his whereabouts would simply assume he was in the forests of northern Kaalmoore.  He had only one outside chance of escape, but that all depended on the abilities of his apprentice.

The sound of leather boots thudding against stone echoed toward him from the hall.  Sajiix forced himself to remain relaxed, but inwardly prepared for whatever awaited him.  The Magi had to admit he was more curious to discover why paladins of Diathanos were taking Magi off the street.  For whatever reason, there would be much the church had to answer for.  That is, if he were able to leave with his head intact.

The first figure entered the feeble torchlight.  Sajiix recognized him as the officer who questioned him before he was struck down.  Although his face had been covered, the man’s build was the same:  tall, broad-shouldered, molded as a fighter.  Waves of blonde hair fell from a central part to touch his shoulders.  Intelligent eyes the color of winter clouds sparkled with humor as he viewed the once haughty Magi.  A long mustache of dark yellow, neatly trimmed, covered his upper lip, decorating a somber face.  The man bore a strong chin and a prominent, aquiline nose that hinted at some form of royal bloodline.  The paladin had removed his cherished armor, wearing a white long-sleeved tunic and thick woven pants tucked into simple leather boots.  Sajiix also noticed he still wore his sword along with a thin stiletto on his right hip.

“You were saying,” he said with his perfect voice, “you were going to do something to me…to this ‘bug wearing a tin can’.  Would you care to resume that conversation?”

“Return my foci to me and I will be happy to oblige.”  He smiled at the paladin, not showing the slightest amount of fear over being chained to the wall.  This took some merriment out of the paladin’s delight.

“Ah, the powerful Magi, see how weak you truly are!” he said, moving his perfect face close to Sajiix.  “We who worship Diathanos have no need for such trinkets!  We can wield our power without jewels or blasphemous adornments.”

Sajiix focused his eyes upon the oval disc that hung from the paladin’s neck.  Made of silver and etched with the plain shape of a diamond, the holy symbol of Diathanos gleamed in the flickering firelight.  “The power you wield is borrowed; given only after begging to a selfish God.”

The Paladin responded by shoving Sajiix against the wall.  The Magi’s head and back slammed hard into the stone, causing him to grunt loudly.  “How dare you speak heresy against the Light-Bringer!  It is you and your kind who are the selfish ones, taking the gifts of the seven gods, using them for your own debasement without giving praise to the ones who make it so.”

Sajiix smiled against the pain in his head, laughing at the growing rage that shone in the paladin’s eyes.  The Magi knew he could best the man without the use of his magic.  It was a simple matter of control over one’s emotions.  The disadvantage would be, however, that the paladin would more than likely beat him bloody.  Luckily, Sajiix was spared such violence by a calm voice from the shadow-filled hall.  

“Anton, step away from him.  Do not allow our guest to taunt you so.”

“Protector Anton D’ghelle,” Sajiix whispered to the paladin.  Anton stepped away from the Magi, surprise lighting his features.  The Magi then focused on the silhouette in the hall.  “And you would be Chancellor Vius Tevic.”

The Chancellor came into view and was everything Sajiix expected.  The man was of average height and build for a Kaalmoorian, his oblong face was creased with lines of age and station.  A mop of white-gray hair was combed forward and cut along a straight edge over his thick eyebrows – much akin to the style of many religious scholars.  Vius was clean-shaven and perfumed.  He wore a sleeveless gray tunic of soft leather over white robes of the finest cotton.  The Chancellor’s hands were slightly raised as if he were afraid the very air would get them soiled.  A platinum disk bearing the etched diamond symbol was glowing with its own soft white aura, no doubt attributed to the diamond dust that lay on its surface.  Tevic was, in Sajiix’s opinion, the quintessential stereotype of spiritual prominence.  

“Sajiix Mirhan, Magi of the Amethyst Order, and co-founder of the Defender’s Guild,” Tevic said with a languid tone.  “I am surprised we have not crossed paths before this moment.”

“It seems my luck has run its course,” Sajiix returned flatly.

A smile formed on Tevic’s lips as he stepped closer.  “In all honesty, I thought it would be more difficult to bring you to our House.  How disappointed I was when I learned that a simple blow to the head would suffice.”

“I was a victim of an unprovoked attack by four of your Palidiamos,” Sajiix said warningly.  “You may think you are above the law in Kaalé, but there are others who will see this for what it is.  You will answer to the Elementai for this, Tevic, and for any other offenses committed against the Magi.”

Ignoring the slight against his title, the Chancellor leaned even closer, his breath touching the Magi’s cheek.  “Above the law?  In Kaalé, I am the law.  As to the Elementai, that collection of elderly gem-misers has no jurisdiction within the city’s walls or within the eyes of Diathanos.  I could keep you here forever, and they could do nothing about it.

“Alas, I am not going to keep you here, Sajiix.  I only wish to ask you a few questions about a specific hobby of yours,” he said.  “Tell me, what do you know of the Gemstones of Val’Cryys?  I understand you are an expert on the subject.”

“I know a bit about them,” Sajiix answered, suddenly becoming aware of who might be behind the diamond’s theft.  “Seven large, uncut gems representing each order of magic…”

“Representing each House of divinity,” Vius corrected.

“Whichever side of the carriage you sit on,” the Magi countered.  “The gemstones are highly potent and incredibly powerful for one who has the ability to awaken them.  Legends state that each gem is the patriarch of any and all traces of gemstones found on Vasalius…that these stones were torn asunder by a Magi known as Val’Cryys…”

“A priest,” Vius corrected.  “He was not a Magi.”

Sajiix smiled.  “I suppose that depends on who tells the tale.  As I was saying, these stones were torn asunder by …someone known as Val’Cryys who then hid the sacred remnants throughout the realms – never to be found for fear of invoking the wrath of the Seven Sentinels.”

“Your teachings are not far from my own, Sajiix,” Vius said kindly.  “The Luminous tells us that Val’Cryys is the father of all gods and that his seven children were given the power to create this realm and its people.  Only three of his children could create life:  His eldest son, Diathanos; his wise daughter, Ethaea; and his youngest daughter, Sarashae.  They created life, while their siblings formed the world we live in.  

“So proud was their father, Val’Cryys gave the children a gift for their creation and their show of ingenuity – the seven gemstones.  So great was this gift, the seven siblings gave a part of themselves over to the gems and sent them into the living world, for all to share.

“Sadly, their creations were a greedy lot, and they fought over control of the precious gifts.  Val’Cryys intervened and…”

“And sent the seven gemstones into hiding, never to be found or fought over again,” Sajiix finished with a sigh.  “Yes, Chancellor, I have heard this version, as well.”

Vius leaned in close.  “Only they were not hidden very well, now, were they?  You have seen two of them, have you not?”

Sajiix’s mind jumped into the past for a moment, recalling the moment he saw the Nightgem and then to when he and his companions had discovered the Purestone.  He remembered holding the diamond in his hands, feeling its rough edges and the warmth of its promised power.  

“One lost in an explosion, the other given to the Zynnashans to hold off a war.”

“A choice not sanctioned by House Diathanos!” Vius shouted in his face.  “But now…now…we are given another opportunity!  We know the Eye of Diathanos has been stolen from the realm of Zynnasha.  It seems the Zynnashans are quite irate over its theft and have even crossed into King Jalled’s lands searching for it.”

Sajiix could not hide his astonishment.  Vius only nodded with a condescending smirk.  “Yes, House Diathanos has its own sources of information.  It was quite fortuitous that you arrived to warn the knights.  They shall be a perfect distraction for the Zyn Beasts while we reclaim what is rightfully ours.”

“The Zynnashans have been the caretakers of that diamond for decades,” Sajiix reminded him.  “You cannot just take it from them.  They will fight for it, no matter where it goes.”

“You spout such hypocrisy,” Vius laughed.  “I am quite sure that your precious Elementai have ordered you to search for the Eye and if not, I am certain you would attempt to retrieve it for yourself, if your situation were different.”  

Sajiix twisted his manacles, giving the Chancellor a sour look.

“The Zynnashans will be easily dealt with once the Eye is in my possession,” Vius continued.  “If I am not mistaken, you have seen the benefits of its power.”

Sajiix nodded, his mind recalling an image of a dozen battalions of boorsliig warriors succumbing to wave after wave of pure light energy.  Some of them began to flee back to their swamplands, others tried to run to any dark hole they could find, while some went completely mad, hacking and slashing at their comrades or themselves.  Tevic had every intention of driving the Zynnashans back with their own diamond.  

“What do you need of me?” Sajiix asked defiantly.  “Why do you question me?”

“I wanted to know if you were the one who arranged for its theft,” Vius grinned.  “Had it have been you, it would have simplified our search.  However, by the look of shock and surprise on your face, I see you have no more knowledge of its current owner than we do.”

“Then release me and be quick about it!”

Vius and Anton laughed.  “Oh, no, I’m afraid not.  The Eye of Diathanos will bring glory to our House once more,” Tevic told him.  “Once that is done, then you will be released to do as you wish.”

“The Zynnashans will rampage through the countryside searching for the Purestone,” Sajiix remarked, using the Magi’s title for the diamond just to irk the Chancellor.  “What will happen when the people discover that you are responsible for those they kill or the villages they destroy?”

“Responsible?  We are merely taking advantage of a situation presented to us,” Vius said with sincerity.  “We are not thieves.  And even if we were, the people will rejoice for our recovery of the Eye of Diathanos.  They will see us drive the wild beast men from their lands and they will praise the work of the Light-Bringer!  And you, Sajiix Mirhan, you will have to come to terms with the disparaging truth that, once again, a Gemstone of Val’Cryys has slipped through your fingers.”

Sajiix felt his jaw clench in frustration at the Chancellor’s mocking tone.  He and the Protector turned to leave when the Magi blurted, “Why?”

Tevic regarded him with raised eyebrows.

“After all of these years, why does House Diathanos suddenly want the diamond?”

“Suddenly?  We have always wanted the diamond, you blathering idiot.  For years we sent delegates to Zynnasha, hoping the Highlord would have the wisdom to see where the Eye belongs.  And it is here, Magi,” Vius answered.  “Every house needs a cornerstone and this house will be complete once the diamond rests within its walls.”

Sajiix eyed the Chancellor carefully and then shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “There is more to it than that, Tevic.  The Purestone is a weapon, not a conversation piece.  I’ve seen its power, its potential.  It was why the Zynnashans were allowed to take it.  In their hands it remains guarded.  In the hands of the Magi or House Diathanos, it becomes a tool of domination.

“So, tell me why, Tevic.  Why does House Diathanos need the diamond so badly?”

The Chancellor only smiled, urging Protector D’ghelle onward with a gentle push.  From the hall, Sajiix heard Tevic loudly comment, “Your theories are quite interesting, Sajiix.  Perhaps you should stay with us so that we can discuss them further.  I am certain that after a number of years down here, you will come to see that our intentions are quite noble.”
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Tair’Lianne pushed her aching arms further, knowing that their destination was soon to be reached.  She sat in the front of a narrow river boat, using a wooden oar to help push the boat along the smaller tributary that bypassed the river.  The Tebis’non has many such offshoots, most of which lead to shallow, rocky pools.  But a few, like the one she and Myst knew about, circumvented the Tebis’non and flowed swiftly to another point further down the rushing muddy waters, creating a shorter route.  It would take the Zynnashans three days to reach Joram’s Bend.  Tair, Myst, Laridiya, and the refugees of Tabaan could reach it in two.  

From the wreckage of Tabaan’s waterfront, they were able to scrounge the debris and find three of the low, narrow boats and one flat skiff large enough to hold the children and two adults.  Three of the other adults paddled along the river with ease while Laridiya and two women glided close to the children’s skiff.  Myst and Tair shared their own boat, leading the ragged group along the river.  They stopped only once, eating what they had left to bring, resting aching muscles, and each worrying whether they would find a home in Joram’s Bend.  The children were anxious, the younger ones wanting to know when they would see their parents again, while the older children were somber, knowing their parents were gone forever.  

The afternoon sun shone brightly against the water, allowing Tair to remove her cloak as she paddled.  The trees on the riverbank waved wildly, their limbs raining autumn leaves upon the hilly ground as a strong breeze cooled the sweat from Tair’s brow.  She cast a glance behind her at Myst, who was dipping her oar deep into the water, her muscular arms seemingly at ease with the effort.  Behind them, the skiff bounced along the choppy water with the other two narrow boats guarding either side.  The younger children were huddled in the center of the skiff as the older children helped paddle.  It was a beautiful autumn day and the children should have been squealing with pleasure, playing with the water or trying to find fast-swimming fish that would dart underneath their boat.  Instead, they sat silently, massed together, ignoring the cooling spray of water that dashed against the front of the vessel.  They were still in shock over the Zynnashan attack and Tair was quite certain they would be for years to come.  She also surmised that they were apprehensive about their arrival at Joram’s Bend.  

Tair knew exactly how they felt…

Baem’s Tavern was a two-story rectangular building that stood prominently along the main square of Joram’s Bend.  The town truly wasn’t big enough for an establishment that offered twelve rooms for rent, but during harvest when buyers would come or during spring planting when the seeders would arrive to sell, the tavern was always full.  This night, however, was in the middle of summer and there was nothing for the inhabitants of Joram’s Bend to do but drink and get rowdy.  Well, nothing for Tair’Lianne to do, anyway.

Tair sat in her favorite chair, away from the front door with her back against the wall.  The common room was empty, save for Baem, the owner of the establishment who was busy polishing mugs behind a long bar.  Tair knew the mugs didn’t need to be polished.  He was watching her – just like everyone else did in the Bend.  It didn’t matter if it had been five years since she had last been caught stealing; it didn’t matter if she had learned her lesson and  made her own coin working for the Almdor estate; it didn’t matter if she was polite to everyone she knew.  Everyone in Joram’s Bend regarded Tair as a thief.  Even Baem, who knew very well that she earned money from hard labor, gave her a shrewd look when she handed him the copper crowns for her drink.  

Tair nursed the cool libation until it became warm.  She watched a water clock that graced the mantle of a darkened hearth.  She wagered with herself, betting on how long it would take for Myst to show up.  Tair lost the bet on both counts as her friend stormed through the door shortly after, her eyes darting straight to Tair’s favorite chair.

“Well met, Mystrianna!” greeted the innkeeper.  “Can I help to placate any thirst that might be troublin’ you?”

“Not tonight, Baem, thank you,” she answered, never taking her eyes from Tair.  She stepped toward her with that familiar scowl.  That frown that screamed, ‘my life would be better without you’.  Myst stood over her, the crisp white linen of her summer tunic contrasting greatly with her bronze arms.  Like most of her shirts, Myst wore it sleeveless.  Tair often heard her friend remark that most of the shirts her father purchased for her in Kaalé were too small in the shoulders and arms.  Tair always believed Myst was just showing off.  A flowing skirt of yellow summer cotton came to rest near the neatly swept floor. 

Tair suddenly became conscious of her own appearance.  Normally pale skin sunburned from unaccustomed outdoor work; thick black hair that was matted with sweat and barely held in a braid behind her head; dusty brown pants that probably once belonged to a boy and a simple stained shirt of tan wool.  Tair took a long drink from her warm ale, ignoring how bad it now tasted.  She wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her shirt and gave Myst a quick glance.

“What do you want?”

“I want to know why I couldn’t find you out in the storage bay, the one you were tasked to clean today,” Myst demanded angrily.  “I want to know why Jes, one of my father’s favorite taskers, is now seeing Mother Tae for a broken arm and shattered nose!”

Tair stared hard at Myst for a moment, her usual aggressive spirit dimmed by something more foul.  She recalled Jes’s hands on her, his breath, the way he smiled when she told him no.  “Your father’s favorite tasker is no better than the pigs he slaughters,” Tair said.  “He cornered me in the storage bay.  I told him no, but he wouldn’t listen.”

Myst’s eyes widened in shock and then softened for her friend.  Jes’s desire for the younger females that worked on her father’s estate was well known, but, as far as Myst knew, he had never tried to force himself on them.  Tair smirked, nearly disgusted with the lack of understanding Myst had for her own family’s estate.  

Myst quickly sat down and reached out to pat her friend assuredly, but Tair couldn’t care less.  She was smiling wickedly, remembering the surprise on the tasker’s face as she jabbed her knee into his groin and shattered his nose with her elbow.  When he swung his right fist, she had stopped it, neatly folded it behind him and pulled until she heard the wet snap.  She kicked him in the rear and sent him sprawling before she ran from the storage bay.  Jes was thirtyfour years old and was quite fit, but Tair had been fighting farm boys since she was a child.  And for most of those fights - she won.

“Come with me and we’ll talk to Pap,” Myst pleaded.  “The minute he finds out that he touched you, he’ll get rid of that…”

“He won’t get rid of him, Myst,” Tair said to her with an exasperated tone.  “How many girls has he done this to?  How many of them have gone, left the estate, while he stays safe and warm and innocent?”  

“None of those girls said anything to Pap,” Myst said with an offended air.  “And none of those girls were my best friend.”

Tair made a rude noise and then gulped down the last of her bitter ale.  “Best friend?  Is that me?  I wouldn’t know since you’ve been spending all your time with Vettis.”

Myst tried to hold back an irritated sigh, but failed.  “I am promised to Vettis, Tair, you know this.  He and I both think it’s a wise idea to spend time with each other before we are married.”

Tair rolled her eyes and glanced at the water clock.  “Aren’t you supposed to be meeting him?”

Myst followed her gaze and let out a curse that would have made her father blush.  She gave Tair a pleading gaze.  “Just stay here,” she instructed.  “I’ll go explain this to Vettis.  He’ll understand.  Then you and I will talk to my father.  We won’t let Jes get away with this.”

“I’m not staying here,” Tair snapped.  “Jes will be in here before long to tell everyone I attacked his precious sensibilities.  I’ll go back to the estate and wait for you in my room.”

Myst nodded as she stood.  “Perfect,” she smiled reassuringly.  “I will meet you there.  Don’t do anything foolish.  Avoid Jes and we’ll get this straightened out.  My father may not like you all that much, but he hates what people like Jes do even more.  The minute he knows the truth, he’ll have Jes thrown off the plantation – if not flogged.”

Tair smiled at her friend, feeling that, for once, things might turn out just fine.

An hour later, her best friend’s father had her arrested for finding three-hundred gold crowns that had somehow found their way from the town treasury into a burlap sack underneath the bed she slept in on the Almdor estate…

Tair suddenly felt a splash of cold water on her back.  She jumped and turned to see Myst with a concerned gaze.  “Your pace is slipping,” she said.  “Are you feeling ill?”

“We’ve nearly reached the town that accused me of stealing everyone’s gold,” Tair muttered.  “Of course I’m feeling ill.”

“Everything will work out,” Myst said cheerily.  “My father will not refuse to aid children.”

“Only their friends,” Tair mumbled, thrusting her oar back into the water.

Myst watched her friend turn back to her task and her smile faded.  She didn’t have the heart to admit that Tair was right…

She stood on the veranda that hugged the back end of Almdor Manor.  The swirled marble of the porch felt cool to Myst’s bare feet.  The sun had vanished, taking with it the summer heat and making way for the stars to glow fiercely, allowing the mortals to worship their beauty.  Myst leaned against the intricately designed metal fence that framed the columned veranda, hoping her father would soon return.  

The Almdor estate was perched upon the highest ledge of Joram’s Bend, overlooking their farmlands to the north of the Tebis’non.  Across the rushing water, Myst could see the moonflies dancing along the rows of summer grain, their blue bodies flashing in a peaceful rhythm.  She sighed impatiently, brushing a strand of red hair from her face.  She should be out enjoying the summer night with Tair.  Instead, she once again found herself waiting for her father to ask him to help Tair get out of whatever trouble she was in.  

She was in a manure cart full of it, this time.  

Myst did not believe for one second that Tair had broken into the town treasury.  She just wasn’t that foolish.  Even if Tair had stolen the crowns; she would not have been dumb enough to hide them under her own bed.  No, Myst was quite certain Tair had been set up to take the blame.

The door leading into the manor opened and closed softly.  Myst turned to see her betrothed step toward her, his smile a forced one.  Vettis Hillden was a tall, handsome man; muscular from his years of farming his family’s eastern acres.  His wavy brown hair seemed to be everywhere at once, hanging low over soft brown eyes.  Myst found him pleasing to look at and he was charming when he wanted to be.  But Vettis Hillden also knew he was desired by every female in Joram’s Bend that could entertain such thoughts.  His family was wealthy and he was highly educated for a farmer’s son.  These attributes gave Vettis a confident attitude that strayed to arrogance more often than Myst liked.  It was this hint of callous nobility that stayed Myst’s hand for matrimony.  

Vettis reached out and grasped her strong hand, the hand of a farmer’s daughter.  He sucked air in between his teeth and shook his head.  “I cannot believe she has stooped so low, dragging you and your father into this mess by hiding her crime on your property.”

“Tair did not do this, Vettis,” Myst told him.  “She couldn’t have.”

“I understand she’s your friend, but you cannot defend her behavior forever, my dear.”

“You’re not listening to me,” Myst said irritably.  “Stealing three-hundred gold crowns from the Bend’s treasury is not her behavior!”

Vettis shrugged his shoulders and smiled apologetically, an action that felt condescending to Myst.  “The missing coin was found where she sleeps.”

“That is not proof that she took it,” she said with more intensity.  She pulled her hand away from her betrothed and searched his beautiful eyes for…what?  Understanding?  Belief?  “Anyone could have placed that coin there,” she said coldly, finding nothing in Vettis’ gaze but sad pity.  This sparked a flurry of angry retorts that Myst held in check; sullen rebukes about how stubborn men folk are and how they refused to take a woman’s word for…

“Jes,” she said quietly, shocked at herself for not thinking of it sooner.  

“I did not hear you, my love,” Vettis said leaning closer.

Myst looked up at him, her anger gone in a flash as this new revelation became focused.  “Tair was at Baem’s earlier today.  She told me that Jes had given her unwanted attention and when he forcefully pressed her, she defended herself and left him battered.  Is it not possible that he stole the crowns and left them under Tair’s bed to discount her credibility and remove her at the same time?”

This was such a plausible explanation that Myst did not see the small shake of Vettis’ head or the firm line of his jaw.  

“I must find my father,” Myst said, turning toward the manor.  

She was shocked to see her father already standing in the shadows of the columned portico.  His large arms were crossed against his barrel-like chest, his sandaled feet set wide apart.  Torvel Almdor wore his brown hair short – like most farmers in the Bend.  His deep set eyes were a stormy blue, his heavy brow lowered against them.  A broad frown rode upon a wide jaw.  Myst had seen her father like this before.  This obdurate stance was a sign that he was digging in, ready for the battle he was to have with his daughter.

“Pap!” she called.  “Have you heard what’s been said?  I believe Jes has…”

“Jes is still with Mother Tae and he has told me what happened,” Torvel said with a reproachful tone.

“That he attacked Tair?”

Torvel let out a long sigh, a sign that he was not pleased with what his daughter was insinuating.  “He tried to stop Tair, my daughter.  She told him of her intentions, asking him if he would like to help. He attempted to talk her out of her actions, to which your friend rejected with a violent attack.”

Myst stared at her father as though he were a stranger.  Did he hate Tair so much that he was willing to believe any unkind word against her?  She felt tears well up, threatening to spill – not over the fact that her pap did not believe her, but that this giant of a man whom she had looked up to all of her short life, was so gullible.  She had to believe he was susceptible to Jes’s version of the story, that he trusted his farm hand unerringly.  Any other way, and it would mean her father was intentionally allowing this to happen to Tair.  

“Pap,” she pleaded.  “Tair would not…”

“You are a good and trusting young woman, Myst,” her father said sadly.  “And I am afraid that Tair’Lianne has been taking advantage of your trust…of our trust for many seasons.  I am angry that she has taken what was not hers, but I am enraged at how she has abused my daughter’s love.”

“But, father…”

“I will hear no more of it, Mystrianna.  Tair will remain in custody until she is judged by the village council,” he told her.  “From there she will be taken to the Fhaalvak Outpost where she will await the King’s judgment.”

Myst felt Vettis’s hands upon her shoulders, firm and supportive.  “It’s best to let her go down the path she has chosen,” he said softly.  “There is no place for someone like her here.”

But Myst did not hear her fiancé’s words.  She could only see her father’s face, his visage condemning Tair without words.  Her father, one of the most powerful men in Joram’s Bend, was a member of the very council that would be judging Tair’Lianne – and he had already judged her.  Regardless of what defense may come, the other council members would judge based on what Torvel Almdor suggested.  

She had to convince her father that Tair was innocent, but to do that she needed time; precious time that Tair did not have.

“I guess I have never allowed myself to see her that way,” Myst said, allowing her tears to fall to enforce the lie.  “She is my friend and I will miss her.”

Torvel gave her a patronizing chuckle that all fathers give their mistaken children.  “You are good to say such things.  Now, allow me to speak to Vettis.  Perhaps I can wrest some secrets away from his father’s planting.”  He kissed Myst gently on the forehead and let her pass.  “Oh,” he added. “And please speak with your mother.  She is under the notion that you may run away with Tair and she is deeply distressed.”

“Yes, Pap,” Myst said carefully.  It always amazed her that her mother knew her better than her father…

Myst continued to paddle, her mind gently switching back to the present.  It was mid-summer when she had rescued Tair from the single cell “jail” of Joram’s Bend.  Now, autumn was fully awakened and the farmers of the Bend would be working from sunup to sundown for the harvest.  Myst was curious to know how angry her father still was for her apparent betrayal.  The council had placed a bounty on both of their heads (specifically requesting that they were to be returned alive), but after the first four attempts when the local self-proclaimed bounty hunters returned badly beaten, most locals knew to leave well enough alone.

The tributary tightened as it curved sharply to the north, spilling its contents into the main line of the Tebis’non.  From there, they paddled west, staying along the southern shore.  The tree-laden hills gave way to open fields of orange and gold as the river suddenly widened into a floodplain.  Thousands of farmed acres lay north and south, hugging the bottleneck where the Tebis’non overflowed each spring as it suddenly curved north into rocky foothills.  From here, the river began to flow a bit faster and became much deeper.  

On the south side of the water, a narrowly curved mesa the color of rusted iron burst from the shoreline.  Its edges that faced the river on the north and west sides were smooth, glistening dark amber in the fading sunlight, while its southern and eastern faces were cragged and bulging with rounded slopes and jagged drop offs that were now shadowed with the coming sunset.  A narrow road of packed earth and crushed stone wound its way from the base and zigzagged up the eastern face to a small town built on the flattened top of the mesa.  

This was Joram’s Bend.

The fields surrounding the mesa were crawling with workers.  Sunlight glinted off of scythes, hoes, and other metal bladed farming devices.  A low cloud of dust hung over the harvesting fields as each of the five families of Joram’s Bend tended toward their yearly goal.  Suddenly, Myst was reminded of why they had returned and of the horrible reality that was quickly floating towards her home.  She pointed to a shallow pool near the base of the mesa, where at least six river craft were tied to a simple dock of warped plank wood.  “Let them off over there,” she instructed the skiff pilots.  

The two adults waved their understanding and began paddling their way into the calm waters of the side pool.  She watched as the two remaining narrow boats followed the skiff.  Neither Tair nor Myst proceeded to paddle towards the dock, knowing there would be town guards watching the children disembark.  

“We don’t have to do this,” Tair said, turning to Myst.  “We escorted those people here safely.  Our work’s done.”

Myst shook her head.  “What if they refuse to let the refugees into town or if no one believes Laridiya about the Zynnashans?  My father will believe me.”  She looked over to a very skeptical-looking Tair.  “I’ll understand if you decide not to go.”

“Where am I going to go?” Tair said with a smile.  “I have no coin, no direction.  All I have is you.  And, as depressing as that is, I think I’ll take the odds.”

Myst smiled back at her friend.  “I’m glad for that.”

“Who knows?” Tair said as she dug into the water with her paddle.  “Maybe your father has missed you so much that he’s no longer angry.”

Myst highly doubted that.

The pair steered their way into the pool, noting that the skiff and two other boats from Tabaan were empty and lashed to one of the dozens of posts that lined the dock.   With the grace of familiarity, Tair leapt from the boat as it neared the dock and steadied the craft as it nuzzled against padded bumpers.  Myst nimbly walked from the rear of the boat onto shore and gazed cautiously up the wooden steps that led from the riverfront to the gate that protected the town’s switchback.  Tair finished tying the boat and joined her friend.  With a nervous sigh, the pair made their way up the stairs.  As the steps leveled, they were both surprised to see the refugees of Tabaan bunched to the side near an arch of thick, sturdy wood.  The adults stood close to the children, keeping them protected as Laridiya argued with two town guards. 

Tair always laughed at the bravado of the ‘guards’ simply because all that marked them as such was a thin belt of leather worn over their farming clothes and a brown leather cap.   It was the iron sword the guards wore that gave them their courage.  Even now, one of them had a hold of their sword hilt as he frowned upon the increasing aggravation of the healer.  

Myst could hear Laridiya trying to explain the oncoming danger, but the guards were having no part of it.  They were simply in no position to allow these people entry into Joram’s Bend.  Laridiya then gestured to Myst and Tair, both of whom shrank a little as she did.  The guards took notice and they beckoned the two to come forward.  

“It’s Jabor and Cris,” Tair whispered.  “We might have a chance.”

Myst nodded.  Both of the men were younger and frequented Baem’s Tavern often.  Jabor and Cris were not exactly friends of the two, but they did participate in their nocturnal tavern games and seemed to have some form of common sense.  

“Will you tell these three fools who you are and how much danger we are all in?” Laridiya said with an exasperated tone. 

Three fools?  Myst craned her neck to see another male step from behind the arch that framed the gate.  This one did not wear a leather cap, but he did have a sword and a white armband with the symbol of the town council painted in red.  With an incredulous bark, the man pulled out his sword and pointed it at Tair and Myst.  Angry eyes of soft brown stared underneath a wave of brown hair that seemed to be everywhere at once.

“Mystrianna,” he said grimly.

“Vettis,” she acknowledged.  “We need to see my father.”

Myst’s former betrothed seemed to smile as he took in the entire scene.  “Keep the druid and the strangers here at the gate,” he instructed the guards.  He then pointed at Tair and Myst with the tip of his sword.  “I will inform the council of their arrival just as soon as I escort these two to the sheriff.  They are under arrest.”

Jabor and Cris drew their own swords hesitantly, brandishing them at frightened crowd as if they would not adhere to their instruction. 

Laridiya stepped forward with her hands held up in amity.  “If you will allow it, sir, I feel I should be with you to state our plight to your council.  I have information that they may deem valuable.”

Vettis seemed ready to deny her, but held his tongue at the last moment.  With a shrug of his shoulders, he gestured for her to follow his two prisoners.

The four of them began the long trek up the switchback.  As she passed the sheepish glances of Jabor and Cris, Myst felt Tair nudge her with an elbow. 

“I think he’s still angry,” she said mockingly.

 
   

  
 

12

Vettis was angry, indeed.  He said nothing to Myst as he led the party up the steep and winding road.  He looked back at her only once when the four of them reached what was known as the ‘middle path’.  This flat stretch of packed earth ran the length of the mesa before turning sharply up another near-vertical rise.  Just before the climb, there was a rest area of sorts.  A pair of small shacks hugged the rock wall, one to shelter those workers making the trek up the switchback and another to house a small group of mules and horses to refresh those that had reached the halfway mark.  Just beyond the turn was the edge of a long, sturdy rope bridge that spanned the width of the Tebis’non, reaching a slim tower of natural stone on the other side.  Stairs had been carved on this thin spire, allowing workers to reach the fields to the north.

Tair stood near the rope bridge, casting her own eyes toward the northern horizon.  Vettis remained silent, his face a mask of emotionless iron.  Laridiya sidled next to Myst, bending her bulk over to adjust the laces of her leather boots.  “You failed to mention that you were in trouble here,” she said softly.

“A disagreement,” Myst informed her.  “It shouldn’t have an effect on you or the others from Tabaan, but if the council wishes to keep you out, it will find a way.”

“So, you are saying that your elders will cast women and children away, practically giving them to the creatures that nearly killed them?” Laridiya asked with a forceful enough voice to draw the attention of Vettis.  

“I’m saying that the council will believe what they want to believe,” she said icily, staring at Vettis to give him the same message, “and that they have a problem taking someone on their word.”

Laridiya gave a snort.  “That is a problem with every council in every town.”

“Yes, but my father is on this council,” Myst snapped.  She then continued up the path, not bothering to wait for either her friends or her captor.  

Vettis motioned for Tair and Laridiya to follow with his sword.  The arduous climb finally abated as the road quickly leveled out under a stone archway.  Pausing to catch her breath, Laridiya marveled at the layout of the mid-sized town.  The packed earth of the road gave way to a path of carved mesa stone that circled the main square which contained a small park covered in lush, green grass and a manicured juniper tree.  The bark of the massive tree was warped, giving the base and branches a windswept look.  The party walked around the park, ignoring the young children that had stopped their afternoon play to watch the procession of strangers.  

A few squared buildings of stone stood on the other side of the road like quiet monoliths.   They passed Baem’s Tavern, Jorgassi’s stone works, and a long, low building smelling of manure.  The outer rim of the town consisted of five huge estates, each representing the families of Joram’s Bend.  Only a select few of the populace lived outside of the familial homes, everyone else resided within their ancestral compound.  Joram’s Bend was simply a commune, a collection of five families living generation after generation for the good of their land.  

Turning a sharp corner, the group came to a narrow structure with a small staircase leading to a banded iron door.  Sitting on the staircase was a wiry old man whittling on a piece of wood with a plain knife.  His hair was as white as the snows that would soon come to the farming valley, and as thick as the ice floes that would follow.  He had a plain face, nothing remarkable or extraordinary that would mark him as ugly or attractive – save for a jagged scar hugging his left cheek that was as white as his hair.  He wore a ragged, sleeveless tunic of forest green and brown pants that were cinched with a leather cord.  The man was thin, but muscular, and his shrewd eyes studied those that approached his building.

“Mystrianna Almdor and Tair’Lianne Dellis,” he proclaimed as he stood up faster than his age should have allowed.  “This is quite the catch you have here, Vettis.”

“Just doing my duty to bring them back, Sheriff Teeg,” Vettis replied venomously.  

The Sheriff ignored the barb and studied both women with a wistful sadness.  “Does Councilor Almdor know his daughter has returned?”

Vettis sniffed indignantly before answering.  “I am escorting this healer there now.  I will inform him once I have…”

“You’ll go tell ‘im now.”

“Sheriff, I don’t think you understand the severity of this…”

“What I don’t understand, boy, is why your lips are still flappin’ and your legs are standin’ still,” Teeg said with a growing irritability.  “Go and fetch my brother right now, or I’ll tell your father ‘bout how you’re gamblin’ his estate’s money away!”

No further prodding was necessary; Vettis marched off with a silent curse.  Unsure of where to go, Laridiya paused for a moment, and then followed the young man with a confused shrug of her shoulders, muttering something about village politics.  

“Thank you, Uncle Teeg…” Myst began, but the old man held up a firm, yet aged hand.  

“Hand me yer’ weapons,” he ordered gently.

With a confused shake of her head, Myst reached back and unsheathed her blade, giving it to her Uncle by the hilt.  The Sheriff’s eyes turned to Tair, boring into her defiance like a juggernaut.  She quickly handed him her two daggers, her eyes cast down to her boots.

 “Get inside before yer’ father gets here.”

Myst obeyed immediately while Tair went in reluctantly.  She knew all too well what was in the narrow building.  How many times had Tair been in the Joram’s Bend jail?  She wasn’t quite sure of the tally, but she was certain that it would not be quite as easy to get out as it once was.  Tair stepped into the gloomy room, sighing at the familiarity of it.  There was Teeg’s unfinished pinewood desk and rickety chair.  Behind the desk was a door leading to a small storage room where the Sheriff placed the belongings of those staying overnight.  Across from the desk was the wide cage with two stone slabs acting as bunks and a chamber pot on either side.  Directly to their right was a narrow stone staircase that led to a second floor where Teeg kept his personal quarters.

Tair wasn’t sure how Teeg fell into the Almdor family line.  She knew that Teeg was Myst’s uncle, but other than that, the Sheriff made no claim to the Almdors.  It was a rare thing when someone distanced themselves from their family.  She knew that Teeg had done it and Morvik Jorgassi had also broken from his family and made a lucrative living with his stone works shop.  Most of those that strayed from their families just didn’t stay in the Bend.  Even Tair’s parents were extreme offshoots of the Dellis family, but her aunt accepted her for what she was – at first.  She was family after all.  But once Tair made her intentions known that she had no love for farming – Aunt ‘Toady’ had no qualms about disowning her.  

Myst was different, however.  She was the only daughter to Torvel Almdor – wealthiest land owner and patriarch of the most prominent family in Joram’s Bend.  She couldn’t slip away even if she wanted to.  She was heir to all her father owned and was desired by every son of the four other families that lived in the Bend.  But Myst had an adventurous spirit that Tair was drawn to, much like her own.  Tair also liked to believe that Myst’s Uncle Teeg saw it in her, as well.  Why else would he train her in sword combat?  Even now the old man was examining the sword he took from Myst with a critical eye.  

“You’ve been fighting,” he growled.  “You’ve left the blade notched.  I taught ye’ better than this, girl.”

Tair sensed the simmering anger beneath the Sheriff’s nonchalant demeanor.  He yanked the storage door open and placed the sword and the daggers within.  Shutting the door, he kept his back to the two women and heaved a huge sigh, letting his shoulders droop.  “I told ye’ not to come back, Myst.  I told both o’ ye’.”  

“I know, Uncle,” Myst said to his back.  “But we had…”

“There’s naught I can do for ye’ now, girl!” he bellowed, turning on both.  “Whether ye’ took the gold or not, the council thinks ye’ did since ye’ both ran off!  I never should ‘ave let ye’ leave.  Your paps is pretty convinced that I ‘ad somethin’ to do with ye’ getting’ out of the Bend.  Now he’ll be watchin’ us all.”

Tair tried to intercede, but was held in check by a menacing glare from the older man.  “Ye’ don’t speak to me, Tair’Lianne!  It be yer’ fault my niece is in such trouble.  Now, I don’t believe for one second that ye’ were the one that took the town gold, but all the scrapes and problems ye’ had before make the council think otherwise.  You’re going to be payin’ for that and Myst will have to pay for getting’ ye’ loose and runnin’ away.”  

The Sheriff reinforced his last statement by yanking open the hinged door to the cell.  He gestured for both women to step inside, but Tair hesitated.  She looked to the door, wondering if she could make it out and hide until the sun went down.  Every muscle tensed, her heart raced.  She knew that this would be the only moment she had to escape.  She looked to Myst, who was staring at her with disbelief, her mouth silently forming the word ‘No’.  

“Uncle Teeg, you have to listen to me,” Myst said suddenly.  “We came here because…”

Tair bolted for the door, her hand pulling on the iron latch.  Teeg pushed Myst back and grabbed at the young woman, but Tair moved too fast, spinning and ducking her way out the door – and into the waiting grasp of Torvel Almdor.  The councilman held onto Tair by her upper arms as she tried to wrestle free.  Before she could do anything else, she felt Teeg behind her and saw Vettis running to help Myst’s father.  She could not hope to escape with the three men holding her, so Tair stopped fighting.  She allowed Torvel and Teeg to escort her back into the building and into the cell.  She sat upon one of the bunks, her eyes upon the stone floor, her ebony hair hiding her face.

“I trust you can keep her in there this time,” Torvel said cuttingly.  He then turned to Myst.  “Daughter, I am glad to see you safe, but I am quite tempted to allow Sheriff Teeg to lock you in with that thief!  Have you any idea the torment you have placed upon your mother and me?”

Myst gave an exasperated sigh to Teeg then turned to her father.  “Paps, I understand you’re angry, but Tair and I came back to warn you that…”

But her father was not listening.  He continued to go down the list of problems Myst had created with her childish act – breaking her misguided friend out of jail and running away.  He began describing how she disgraced her family, how she jeopardized the future of the Almdor estate, how she hurt Vettis and nearly broke the love the young man had for her.

That was all Myst could take.

“STOP IT!!” She screamed at the top of her lungs.  It was not the scream of a frightened girl, but the battle cry of a hardened warrior.  

Torvel paused, his mouth open in mid-sentence, his eyes reflecting his confusion; Teeg had stepped back, his hands thrust out before him as though he were prepared to ward off an attack; Vettis stood within the doorframe, his dusky eyes coldly watching the woman he was promised to; and Tair looked up with a vacant expression on her face.  

“Tair and I did not come back here so that you could punish us for whatever wrongs you think were committed!  I didn’t come back to get married and Tair didn’t come back to be given to the King’s men!  We came here to warn you that an attack force of Zyn Beasts is on its way here from Tabaan.  They’re hunting someone that stole something from them and they’re destroying and killing everything in their path.  Valdine and Tabaan were burned to the ground!  

“Tair and I came here with eighteen refugees, all of whom are still waiting at the bottom of the switchback!” She spat that reprimand at Vettis who remained still and quiet.  “We came here to warn you that they will be here at any moment – you need to sound the calling bell and bring the workers back!  Seal off the road gates!  Send someone to Fhaalvak to call upon the Knights of Kaalé!”

Myst fell silent and leaned against the cool bars of the cell, her fists still balled up and ready to lash out the moment one of these idiotic men tried to ‘shush’ her.  

“Zyn Beasts?” Teeg questioned.  “Are ye’ certain?”

With a brisk jerk of her arm, Myst yanked loose the drawstring to her tunic and pulled down the fabric to expose the healing slashes caused by the wolf Zyn Beast.  “The notches you found on the sword are from its claws,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Oh, my daughter,” Torvel breathed, seeing the scars.  He moved a step to embrace his only child, but froze when he saw her flinch.  Seeing the disgust on her face, Torvel turned away, his own voice becoming impassive.  “I find it hard to believe, daughter, that Zynnashans would pillage and murder anyone they came into contact with just to retrieve a stolen object.”  

“It’s a holy artifact, father,” Myst said with a tired sigh.  “It is something called a Purestone and they feel the need to punish all of us until they find it.”

“They did come into town with a healer,” Vettis suddenly said.  “An Ethaean druid, I believe.  She is now speaking with the rest of the council on this very matter.”

Torvel nodded, glancing at his daughter and then to his estranged brother.  “Sheriff, have the refugees brought up, give them shelter in the library until we can decide what must be done.”

“Father, the workers…”

“…Are not your concern!” Torvel roared.  “I will not sound the calling bell, creating a panic and wasting much needed hours on our harvest until I know for certain!  

“I shall return to the council and hear this healer’s story,” he said to the Sheriff.  “Vettis, escort my daughter back to my estate where I am sure her mother will be quite happy to receive her.  You will wait for me there, Mystrianna.”  His voice warned Myst not to disobey.

“What about Tair’Lianne?” the Sheriff asked.

Torvel glanced at the raggedy girl, looking like the same street waif Myst had befriended so many years before.  He did not hate the girl for what she was, but he refused to allow her to drag Mystrianna down to her level.  

“She remains here.”   From the corner of his eye, Torvel saw his daughter begin to protest.  “SHE REMAINS HERE!!” he bellowed, pointing at Myst.  “I would not care if the Kai’s of Excelicus were approaching with their Nightmare Legion, I will see the law followed in Joram’s Bend!  Once we have seen to whatever threat these Zyn Beasts are posing, Tair’Lianne will be judged accordingly.”

Myst could not believe her own ears.  Doom was racing towards Joram’s Bend as fast as the Tebis’non could carry it – and her father still wanted to play the role of council decider.  “Father, you cannot let…”

Torvel whirled upon his daughter like a possessed wraith; his eyes alight with renewed rage.  But it was Tair’s voice that calmed both father and daughter.  “Myst, let it go,” she said, her usually fierce eyes now filled with surrender.  “There are bigger moments coming.  Let your father do his job.”

“Listen to your friend,” Torvel urged.  “I will expect to see you shortly.”  The councilor then gave his brother a warning glance and then roughly pushed past him in the doorway.  

“Come with me,” Vettis said to Myst, his hand outstretched.

Myst ignored him, looking instead to Tair, who refused to look at anyone at all.  She didn’t want to leave her friend.  How could she?  Myst had promised Tair that she would convince her father of her innocence, but no one was listening.

“I will take care of her until ye’ return,” whispered her uncle.

“I’ll come back for you, Tair,” Myst said to her.  

Tair could only nod with her eyes still focused on the cold stone floor.  Shaking her head in frustration, Myst allowed Vettis to lead her away.  

Teeg watched the pair as they walked out of his office.  He shook his own head regretfully and quietly shut the cell door.  “I don’t like that boy,” he growled.

“Don’t worry,” Tair said conversationally as she laid herself down on her side.  “In a few hours, it won’t even matter.”

Despite himself, Sheriff Teeg felt a sense of dark foreboding.
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Myst stood against the railing that lined the portico of her family’s estate.  She waited for her father in the exact same place she had waited three months prior.  In the summer, she had waited anxiously, ready to tell her father the truth of things, that Tair was not the sort of person that would steal so much from so many.  She had paced restlessly, her bare feet patting the cool marble of the elaborate veranda that faced the northern fields of Joram’s Bend.  Now she stood in one spot, her stoic figure refusing to acknowledge the place she called home.  She paid more attention to the small pebble in her boot rather than the blue crescent moon that swam against the night-black sky.  The moon gave the marble of the veranda a milky cerulean glow that allowed her to see in the dark. One of the servants had asked Myst if she would like a fire built in the iron brazier that stood in the center of the opulent deck, but she refused.  She wanted no comfort while Tair remained in custody; she wanted no false sense of contentment when an enraged group of Zyn Beasts could appear at any moment and destroy her home and those she still cared for.  

When she had reached the gilded iron gates of the Almdor Estate, she immediately found her mother.  Alain Almdor was a shorter, heavier version of her daughter.  What she lacked in her convictions, she made up for in ceaseless worry.  She was grateful to see her only daughter, thanking the Gods that she was safe; yet, at the same time, she chastised Myst for worrying her family and regarded her current state with an abhorrent attitude.  “You are dressed no better than a field hand,” she said, tugging at her leather bracers and brushing dust from her good shoulder.  “This is what comes from you playing only with boys when you were a child.”

Myst allowed her mother to fuss and fret for a short time.  From the corner of her eye, she could see Vettis watching with a small smile.  The slight curvature of his lips only seemed to make her angrier at her situation and made her want to punch her former betrothed in the face.  She kissed her mother and promised to take advantage of the bath and her wardrobe, not only because she did need it, but it would also get her away from Vettis.

She stopped by the kitchen, hugging Omar the cook and grabbing a few slabs of beef and a crisp rootsnap (one of the crops that were grown near the river) to eat.  Vettis had followed her, telling her of all the happenings between the five families while she was gone.  They sat at a large wooden table, the fire from the giant hearth framing them in a red-orange glow.  Vettis sat across from her, still talking.  Myst did not hear him.  She didn’t care to hear him.  In fact, as she ripped another chunk of meat from the large piece Omar had given her, Myst could not understand how she thought she could marry such a preening windbag.  He was going on about how one of the Malachi cousins had made advances on the daughter of Enig Dellis and that the daughter had openly welcomed his…attention.  Myst shook her head, not caring about the Dellis family, or the Malachi family.  She only wanted to finish her meal and leave Vettis behind.

She had taken the last bite of rootsnap before she realized he had stopped talking.  Myst refocused her eyes and saw that Vettis was staring at her expectantly.  “I’m sorry, what?”

Vettis gave her that half-grin again.  “I asked why you felt it necessary to leave me,” he said.  “I take it you haven’t been listening to a word I’ve said.”

“Apologies, Vettis,” she sighed.  “I’m tired from rowing all day and I still have much to do to convince my father of the danger approaching and for him to release Tair.”

“Release her?” Vettis cried, half rising from the table.  “She belongs behind bars for her thieving treachery.”

“Now who is the one not listening?” Myst said as her voice grew cold once more.  “I don’t care what you think, Vettis.  And, to be honest, you have no say in the matter, so I will no longer speak to you of it.”

Vettis’s half-smile suddenly coiled into a snarling frown.  “You are to be my wife,” he spat, grabbing Myst’s forearm with a vice-like grip.  “And I will have a say in everything you do!”

Myst’s surprise at Vettis’s violent reaction did not last long.  In seconds, she had broken free of his grip, grasped the back of his head, and slammed it into the thick wood of the table.  Myst’s wooden plate and cutlery went spinning away.  Pulling on his thick hair, she lifted his head so that his eyes met hers.  “I will not be your wife, Vettis.  And I will defend Tair until we have no choice but to leave Joram’s Bend.”  Then she leaned close, his dazed eyes trying to focus.  “And if you ever touch me like that again, I will make you suffer for it.”

He did not follow her from the kitchen, nor did he try to speak to her as she reached her bedroom.  She put all thoughts of him away as she undressed, tossing the soiled clothing away and wrapping the soft woolen robe around her nude body.  She made her way to the bathing room, a large square of marbled tile filled with clear, steaming water.  Her mother must have sent word to the servants, as a scrubbing sponge and stick of soap were waiting for her, as well.  

She bathed quickly, not wanting to enjoy it while Tair languished in her cell.  When she returned to her room, she chose conservative, functional clothing:  a long-sleeved gray shirt that she tucked into black pants and the same dark leather boots she had arrived in.  She looked forlornly at her sword belt.  The tooled leather of the empty scabbard made her feel more naked than she was in the bath.

Now she stood on the veranda, carefully watching the ribbon of water that exited the woods from the northeast and listening for her father to arrive.  She was relieved to see that Vettis was gone and that her mother had retired for the night.  When her father finally did come to her, he looked as ragged as she and he had lost some of the anger from earlier.  His movements and voice were still cold, however.  Myst guessed it was his way of letting her know that he was still upset with her.

“The council has listened to the healer and the men from Tabaan,” he said stiffly when she asked him.  “We are offering them sanctuary until tomorrow, where they will move on to Fhaalvak.  We will give them enough food and supplies for them to reach the city where they can take their case to the knights.”  

Torvel then began setting up a small fire in the brazier, stacking neatly chopped wood against a small pyramid of black coal.  Myst watched him in stunned silence, waiting for him to talk about the defense of Joram’s Bend.  He said nothing as he set the wood aflame, said nothing as he sat upon the cushioned bench next to the growing fire, and remained silent as he retrieved a long-stemmed pipe from one of the many pockets of his coat.  

“Father?” she said tentatively, taking one step towards him as the flame from his tinder box lit his aged face.  “What of the defenses for Joram’s Bend?  Should we not seal the upper gates?”

Torvel sighed.  “Tabaan was a back water trail stop for river travelers.  They had nothing for defense.  We, however, have the mesa to protect us from attack.  The Bend has never fallen to an enemy force.”

“These creatures use magic, father,” Myst pleaded.  “They can shoot fire from a great distance and can stop metal with their long claws.  I know this, for I have fought one!”  She once again pointed to the wound on her shoulder which was now just three angry red lines – courtesy of Laridiya’s healing skills.

“They will move on once they realize we do not have what they seek.”

“They do not care, father,” she told him.  “They hold all of Kaalmoore responsible and will throw fire upon us until there is nothing left.”

Torvel took a long pull from his pipe, his mouth forming into a severe frown.  “How is it you know of such things?  It is not for you to know what these beasts want, let alone trade blows.  You are a farmer’s daughter.  You are promised to Vettis Hillden and your marriage will unite our houses and your children will one day unite all of the families.  

“This sword play and adventure seeking will cease.  Sheriff Teeg has filled your head with nonsense, and it has caused you to betray your family.”

Anger boiled over Myst’s sense of reason.  She loved her father, she truly did, but she would not allow him to plot her life like one of his fields.  “I have been loyal to this family for all of my life,” her voice was devoid of any emotion.  “And I did not leave here…”

“You ran away,” her father interjected.

“I left because you would not listen!” she shouted.  “None of you were listening except Uncle Teeg…your brother!  He taught me how to use a sword - something I enjoy, something I excel at.  I have no heart in tilling soil, planting, or digging up crops for coin.  I have no love for Vettis Hillden.  I want to travel the realms of Vasalius!  I want to see Kaalé, Emeryvale, and Belladeem!   

“When Tair was wounded and we were set upon by the wolfen Zyn Beasts, I was so frightened, father,” Myst said passionately.  “I fought through the fire, through the dark and saw the death and destruction of Valdine and Tabaan.  But that afternoon, after Laridiya healed me, that sunset was the most glorious one I have ever watched.”

Myst’s eyes were beyond her father as she evoked the memory of the vivid reds and purples of the coming twilight, realizing what she had accomplished and what she wanted to become.  She hoped beyond hope, that her Pap could see this, that he could see the life in her eyes when she spoke of adventure.  

“This is all due to Tair’Lianne, of course,” was all he mumbled, taking another puff from his pipe.  

She felt tears well up in her eyes.  

He could not see.  He did not care.  

“I am leaving, father,” she said to him.  “Once this business is finished with the Zyn Beasts, I am leaving Joram’s Bend with Tair.”

The calmness of her voice seemed to cut through the stubborn fog of Torvel’s ruminations.  His eyes met hers and through the acrid pipe smoke, he could see that she truly meant to leave.  “If you leave this house, you will be my daughter no more.”

She expected nothing less from her father.  “Very well,” she sniffed, wiping an escaping tear from her cheek.  “I shall go and find solace with Sheriff Teeg.  We shall comfort each other in the knowledge that we are no longer Almdors.”

Myst left her father’s home with only the clothes on her body – and the bittersweet gift of freedom.

***

Tair lay on the stone cot with her booted feet resting on the bars of her cell in a casual way that made Sheriff Teeg almost smile.  The young woman truly had no clue as to how serious her situation was.  Teeg knew that the council had already condemned her for the theft; that she would be taken to the Kaalé Knights outpost in Fhaalvak and they would send her to where most people go when they steal from any of the King’s towns – the steelstone mines of Korfaax.  

Teeg had attempted to speak on her behalf when the thievery first occurred.  He had reminded the council that the gold had been recovered and that no one had been harmed.  Teeg had asked the council for leniency so that he could spare Myst the pain of losing one so dear to her.  Hidden somewhere deep within his emotionally calloused heart was another reason as to why he wanted to spare Tair’Lianne.  He knew that she would be the only person to rescue Myst from the banal life that awaited her here.  If Tair were to be taken away, Myst would revert back to what her father wanted her to be - A subservient wife to a greedy, egotistical sack of rodent dung.  

The Sheriff knew on that summer night three months ago that either Myst would break Tair out, or that Tair would do it herself and drag Myst with her out of the Bend.  He was counting on it.  Teeg felt confident that Myst was ready to explore Kaalmoore and the surrounding realms of Vasalius.  He taught her every technique he had learned while working as a mercenary in his younger years – one of the reasons why his brother still shunned him from the family.  The Sheriff also taught her how to survive in the wilderness, how to hunt for food and how to forage when there was nothing to hunt.  He taught her not only how to use a blade, but how to take care of it; he also stressed the same technique on armor, but she rarely wore any – much to his discomfort.  Teeg also showed her ways to defend herself without her weapon, a skill she seemed to be using more and more at Baem’s Tavern.  

Myst might have been born to his brother, but she was more his daughter than Torvel’s.  Teeg knew what was in his niece’s heart and staying here would surely murder her spirit.  For three months, the Sheriff had found peace, knowing that, although they were adventuring in a dangerous world, Myst and Tair had escaped and were seeing Vasalius with their own eyes.  Torvel had made his life difficult, threatening to have him removed as Sheriff for letting Tair escape, hiring local thugs to search for them.  Teeg found it quite amusing when they would return battered and bloody, refusing to have anything more to do with Tair’Lianne and Mystrianna.  

And now the girls had returned.  

The good that Teeg had seen in his niece’s heart had betrayed her, made her come back and warn the town of an upcoming attack by Zyn Beasts.  He did not doubt her word.  In fact, he was currently writing an order for the council to begin their defensive procedures – whether his brother wanted it or not.  Teeg only wished that Myst had left Tair behind somewhere to wait for her, because once Tair was sent to Fhaalvak, Myst would have no way of rescuing her.  Then her father and that worthless Hillden boy would have her.  

“Get yer’ feet off my bars,” he growled at Tair.

Tair sat up quickly, her feet tucked underneath her as she studied the Sheriff.  “Why?  You afraid I’ll scuff up your cell?”

Teeg went back to his writing, mumbling that the two should never have returned.

“I had no choice,” she said to him.  “She wanted to warn her family about what we saw.  She was worried about all of you.  Then we ran into those kids in Tabaan and it was all over.”

Teeg stared at the young woman for a few moments.  “Ye’ had a choice,” he said.  “Ye’ could’ve stayed away an’ let her handle it herself.  You are the one they want.”

It was Tair’s turn to stare into Teeg’s eyes.  “You’re wrong,” she said with a simple clarity that annoyed the Sheriff.  “Her father wants her here.  Vettis wants her here.  They won’t let her go without a fight and I wasn’t going to let her deal with it alone.”

Teeg nodded with a sad respect.  “That may be true, lass.  But there’s not much ye’ can do in that cell.  And I can’t let ye’ out…no matter how much love I have for my niece.”

The wooden door to Teeg’s meager office suddenly opened, a gust of night wind causing the flames of the few candles within to stagger and flail like drunken farmhands after the final harvest.  Vettis stepped in, quickly shutting the door behind him.  He was wearing a green woolen poncho to keep out the chill night and his stubborn hair was practically a wild thing.  “Sheriff, Jabor and Cris need you at the front gate,” he said panting.  “There are reports of something in the fields.”

Teeg stood without word, grabbing his sword belt and pointing at the parchment he had on his desk.  “Take that to the council,” he ordered.  “Tell them we have little time to debate.”  With an apologetic look to Tair, Teeg yanked open his door and flew off into the night.  Vettis shut the door firmly, sliding the lock bar into place.

“What are you doing?” Tair said, sliding off her cot into a standing position.  

“Removing a thorn from my side,” he said ominously.  “Myst has it in her head that you both are leaving Joram’s Bend again.  She has it in her head that she is not going to marry me.  I need to get her back into the right frame of mind, Tair’Lianne.  And to do that, I need you gone.”

“Fine with me,” she said.  “Unlock the door and I’ll be gone right now.”

“No, no,” he said with a sickening smile.  “I need you to be gone completely.  I need you out of Myst’s life permanently.  The council will banish you, will send you to Fhaalvak – but the Knights might take pity on you, being a sobbing little girl and all.  And I have already wasted too much time and effort to get rid of you.”

“Already wasted?” Tair said just as everything from the past three months clicked into place.  “YOU!  You framed me for the gold theft!  You stole the gold crowns and hid them under my bunk!”

“To be honest, Jes did that.  He was such a good helper,” Vettis said with the same smile, opening the storage room door with a quick jerk.  He leaned into the room for a moment and then came back out with one of Tair’s daggers.  “Such a pity he drowned in the river over the summer.  Mother Tae says he had imbibed quite a bit of woodberry wine.”

Tair then saw the danger she was in.  Vettis had hired Jes to steal the crowns from the town coffer and hide them under Tair’s bunk to frame her and then he murdered Jes to keep his secret.  Vettis stepped lightly to the cell, Tair’s dagger in one hand and the cell key in the other.  She saw the slight shift of madness in his eyes.  They were no longer the soft brown of the affluent Hillden boy; they were the hard black of a resolute killer.  

“I need you gone,” he repeated, setting the key into the cell door’s lock.

***

Myst half-ran, half-stumbled away from the Almdor estate, ignoring the autumn wind that chilled the tears running down her cheeks.  She walked blindly, thinking only of the fact that she was unable to say goodbye to her mother.  Myst had hoped her father would see that marrying Vettis was not what she wanted for herself.  Her uncle saw this and perhaps this was why her father reacted so.  It was possible that her father did know what she wanted, but because his outcast brother saw it first, Torvel Almdor chose to ignore it.  Deep down, Myst knew it would come to this.  Still, she cried.  She cried for the twenty years of her life spent at the estate, playing amongst the wheat tip fields, and swimming in the river.  To be an outcast of a family was to be banished from Joram’s Bend, unless you had special skills to offer, like her uncle.  

During those three months that she and Tair were on the run, Myst had always known that she could come back, that she could explain everything.  Now, Myst was banished, left without a home.  Playtime was over.  There were no more excuses, no more reasons to hide behind.  The open road was now her home and she would be damned if she walked it alone.  Teeg would let Tair go, or she would wait until she was on the road to Fhaalvak and ‘convince’ her escorts to let her go.  She was quite sure she could handle anyone Uncle Teeg sent – as long as it was not the Sherrif himself.

A soft cough behind her made her reach for a sword that wasn’t there.  She laughed at herself.  How skittish she had become since leaving home.  She turned to see Laridiya approaching, the cowl of her brown cloak pulled low over her eyes.  The frown on the healer’s face told Myst that she was not happy with the council’s decision.

“I would speak with you,” she said firmly.

Myst nodded.  “I heard you and the others were offered only one night’s shelter.”

“Do they not know of the Zynnashans?  Are they so confident in their defenses?”  Laridiya stood with Myst, south of the Almdor Estate and north of the town square.  To the east, the mesa dropped, giving the two a panoramic view of the eastern fields.  The Tebis’non streamed steadily from the bend and into the dark line of trees like a black snake writhing through the harvest fields.  

Myst could see the small fires of those men and women who stayed in small huts or camps through the night so that they could return to their work before dawn without having to take the lengthy walk from town.  “The council feels that the Zynnashans will move on once they learn that their property is not here.”

Laridiya snorted and shook her head.  “Our magister said the same thing.  He even met the leader of their attack force to insist they did not have what they sought.”

“He didn’t do a very good job,” Myst said with a hint of sarcastic mirth.

“They took his head off.”

Myst shuddered, a sudden image of her stubborn father meeting the savage lion Zyn Beast, his pleas unheard as the creature sank its jaws into his fleshy neck.  They had to do something!  Myst realized the irony of defending a town that no longer wanted her, but she was not so cold-blooded as to ignore those that were not part of the council, of those who were not her father.  

“Come with me,” Myst urged the healer.  “Sheriff Teeg is the only man who will listen to us.  He’ll be able to get the defenses started before the Zynnashans get here.”

Laridiya suddenly grasped Myst’s good shoulder, forcing her to look toward the river.  “We’re too late,” she whispered.

The metallic dome of the Zynnashan vessel floated silently out of the eastern tree line upon the river, darker than the water, blacker than the night itself.  The ship slowed as it approached the first of the eastern fields and stopped as it reached the first of the campsites and shanties.  Myst thought she could almost see the small figures of Zyn Beasts on top of the ship, pointing at the fields.

And then the fires began.
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The High Temple of Diathanos in Kaalé was a unique structure that dominated the southwestern corner of the capital city with its two gleaming towers and crystal-domed cathedral.  Surrounding the shining steelstone buildings were acres of lush, grassy hills dotted with copses of whitebark, dancing willows, and the occasional ancient oak.  Pathways of crushed quartz weaved in and out of these trees and lay upon the gentle hills like eternal rivers of gleaming snow.  Manicured hedges and low brush mingled with clumps of wildflowers to give the illusion that the compound was evenly balanced with nature, but here and there were reminders of human comfort interspersed among the flora.  White marble and stained wooden benches, ivory statues with gleaming jewels, small and large fountains carved with effigies of Diathanos in varying forms, and glass gaslights hanging from sterile-looking white-iron posts could be found all around the complex.  

The compound was protected by four walls of thick steelstone and a crenellated guard tower at each compass point, giving the entire structure the shape of a diamond.  Each rounded tower housed a portcullis on either side, allowing secured entry onto the grounds.  The east and west towers were larger and led directly to both main entrances of the cathedral – paying homage to the sunrise and sunset given by Diathanos.  The smaller southern and northern gate towers were usually closed.  These were rarely used since they faced sections of Kaalé that were sparsely occupied.  The southern tower was close to Kaalé’s massive city wall, while the northern tower overlooked the inner-city warehouse district.

Upon the north tower stood one of the Palidiamos, his diamond-dusted armor shining in the early night.  He paced the top of the parapet, recounting the fifteen steps it took him to reach from one side to the other.  His shift was nearly over and he looked forward to removing his armor and attending the evening mass that was held nightly within the glorious cathedral.  He enjoyed going to evening worship where Chancellor Tevic and his bishops would pray to Diathanos to give him strength against the night, to keep his malevolent brother, Maalithor, at bay.  It was a battle that he and his comrades could aid the Light-Giver in, one that assured the coming of the sun the next day.  

Fifteen steps.

The paladin once more turned to the west, adjusting the halberd he carried against his shoulder.  It lasted for only a split-second, but the guard froze as he spotted a purple flash near the first row of warehouses that stood a mere thirty feet away from the tower.  The paladin kept his eyes on the spot, focusing his eyes and forcing them to observe everything.  He waited a few minutes, his nerves on alert.  Nothing moved in the shadows cast by the torchlight of the tower.  Normally, he would have just thought it a flicker of the light or his eyes playing tricks on him, but Protector D’ghelle had insisted that all of them pay special attention to their surroundings and to watch for any Magi approaching the temple.  Everyone knew that the foul magic-users were becoming belligerent over their expulsion from Kaalé and Chancellor Tevic felt that retaliation could come at any moment.  Casting one last glance at the dark buildings, the paladin continued his march, waiting for his replacement.  

On the street below, the holy warrior failed to notice the air shimmer.  The shadows shifted, writhed, and came apart, one moving around and behind the low warehouse, hiding from any more prying eyes encased in steel.  The shade coalesced into a humanoid shape until it took the solid form of Sajiix's apprentice, Kaelyn.  She barely had to time to recover from her trek through the shadowpath when the amethysts on the foci she wore on her right wrist flared with purple light.  Kaelyn cursed and jammed her right arm deep into her cloak, whirling around the corner so that the paladin did not spot her.  The foci flashed again, its intense glow informing her that her Dhama was within the walls of the High Temple.  With a grim countenance, she slunk down the alley, her mind reeling from the idea that the House of Diathanos had stepped so far beyond its bounds.  The Elementai had to be informed immediately.  She sent a quick prayer to the Shadow Goddess that there would be enough time to save Sajiix and moved even faster along the walls of the darkened warehouses.  

Had Kaelyn kept her mind on her surroundings, she would have noticed three figures that kept to their own shadows, following her.

***

Tienn Draanyr watched Ayce win his fifth round of Bards Bluff and listened to the four men sitting at the round table grumble about his luck.  Tienn leaned against the corner of the bar nearby, keeping an eye on anyone who might have a grudge against Ayce.  Not that there would be.  Most of the regulars here knew who he and Ayce were.  Even after eight years, the fame they inherited from the Defender’s Guild still clung to them.  Tienn found it to be beneficial most times.  No one wanted to openly argue or fight with those that defeated the Gray Dragon of Fettlebjorn.  Yet, there were moments he could barely stomach – those moments when an adventurer recognized him, offered to buy him a round, and begged to hear a few tales of the Defender’s Guild – all the while staring at his purple skin with a mixture of wonder and fear.  Tienn supposed his unnatural skin would always single him out, even if his exploits with the Guild were fated to languish in history books.

Thankfully, tonight was not one of those nights.  The regulars here at MacGrunn’s Tavern knew Ayce and Tienn, knew of their affiliation to the Guild, and knew not to pester them about it.  The men and women here were local merchants, spending some of their profit from today’s sales.  They were not the adventurous type.  They were not mercenaries.  They were gem-hawkers, fish mongers, tailors, and tinkerers looking for nothing more than to blow off some steam - which was why he and Ayce were here.  

Ayce had been complaining for weeks that he needed to get “out” – away from training the initiates of the new Guild, away from the dull routine of repairing the old building.  He wanted to gamble, to drink, to carouse with local barmaids.  It was something within Ayce’s nature.  He wasn’t callous about his libations, he never cheated, and he was always kind to the hardworking women that brought him his ale.  Ayce just liked to have fun.  But Cassius had put a harsh restriction on fraternizing with the initiates – leaving only the former knight and Tienn as entertainment.  Sadly, Cassius kept to himself and Tienn was neither a social drinker, nor a gambler.  So, every once in awhile, Tienn would accompany Ayce to one of the last taverns in Kaalé not policed by the church:  MacGrunn’s.  

Tienn watched with a resigned sigh as Ayce began dealing another round of disks.  Leaning casually to his left, Tienn took another small sip of the woodberry wine that sat near him.  He grimaced as the wine touched his lips.  He preferred it chilled, but it had grown warm sitting in the same pewter goblet since he arrived nearly two hours before.  His heart was not in on the night’s festivities.  All Tienn could think about was the fight between Cassius and Sajiix.  The experience had placed a pall over his training with the initiates and he wondered, not for the first time, if reopening the Guild was a wise decision.  He had attempted to speak with Cassius about it, but the man refused to even see him.  Cassius was not a hateful man, but he was stubborn.

His mind returned to Sajiix with another sip of wine.  I should have gone with him, he thought.  Tienn was aware of all the affairs and love trysts that Sajiix was involved with ten years ago and he did not condone his friend’s behavior.  But, Tienn was one of the few that spoke against removing the Magi from the Guild.  Those that had voted against him did so only to make him an easy mark.  The Defender’s Guild was already falling apart, and it was easy to blame its disease on one man.  He pleaded with his fellow Guild masters to make the decision without emotion – to think logically of what they were doing.  In the end, he was in the minority and Sajiix was banished.  

His eviction did little to save the Guild.  Two years later, the Guild’s doors were locked and its members were separated and spread across the realms of Vasalius.  To this day, those former Guildsmen still refuse to admit that banishing Sajiix was wrong.  

When Cassius had contacted Tienn about restarting the Defender’s Guild, he had mixed emotions about it.  He was living comfortably in the Schedoch Plains in far southern Kaalmoore, assisting the local sheriff with renegade gangs of thieves that were praying on the outlying farmlands.  Tienn had plenty of crowns to keep him living comfortably for decades and the work he did was appreciated by the townsfolk.  It was quiet, it was peaceful.  He worked on his own terms.  

But he missed his companions.

When Cassius rode up to his small home with Ayce next to him, Tienn nearly wept.  They spent the night talking of their current lives and their past adventuring days (the ghost of Sajiix was somehow avoided) and that was when Cassius offered to open the Defender’s Guild once more.  A lack of sleep and an emotional ride through his past had weakened Tienn’s resolve and by the next full moon, he found himself in Kaalé, cleaning out his old quarters in the guild building.  During the last spring, Ayce and Cassius had posted notices through a dozen small towns, announcing the revival of the Defender’s Guild and it was not long before they had a handful of initiates to train.  

By the time summer had arrived, Tienn was sure the new Guild would fail.  Only three of the five initiates remained and he felt no affinity for these younger adventurers.  Cassius seemed to forget that what had made their Guild so great was the friendship they all had with one another.  The connection was so powerful between them it even affected the Guildsmen that came later.  Everyone felt a kinship, an attachment that strengthened the very essence of what the Guild stood for:  Equality, justice, and honor.  This new incarnation of the Guild did not have that spark.  Perhaps if they had invited Sajiix back, or anyone else from the old Guild for that matter, then maybe they stood a chance.  Of course, this brought Tienn’s thoughts back to how stubborn Cassius is and how disheartening it was to see him and Sajiix come to blows…again.

Tienn felt tired.  He glanced over at the table.  Ayce had three mandolins and two harps; he was going to win this round as well.  Shaking his head with the faint trace of a smile, he left a gold crown on the bar and stepped toward the table.  “I am done for the evening,” he told Ayce.

The bearded gambler nodded, “I’ll be back after I clean out these dupes.”

Tienn eyed the other three players who stared at Ayce with competitive anger.  “The ‘dupes’ can hear you,” he remarked.  “Try to go easy on them.  You are not spending your day’s wages.”

“You know what they say about fires and getting burned,” Ayce smiled at his fellow gamblers.  “But I hear you,” he said softly to Tienn.  

For a moment, Tienn felt that old camaraderie, that spark that told him that their friendship was right…that it was a part of some greater design.  But then he saw the fury in Cassius’s eyes as he charged at Sajiix and the feeling slipped away.  Feeling sick, Tienn grasped Ayce by the shoulder in farewell and then maneuvered through the small tavern crowd, stepping through the single door into the cool night air.   Drawing the hood of his gray cloak over his eyes, Tienn began to walk toward the Guild.

The hour was growing late and there were few people on the streets.  Tienn reveled in the silence, the only sound coming from the soft tread of his leather boots and the soft hiss of the gaslights that lined the street like a magical trail of stars leading him home.  He kept his head low, thoughts of Sajiix and the Guild still hammering a persistent beat in his mind.  Would the Guild have survived if Sajiix had not been banished?  Tienn doubted that very much, but there was always the chance that their friendship would have remained amicable.  It was not the Guild that kept him a part of the eclectic group of adventurers, so much as the friendships that were created out of it.  Sajiix, Cassius, Ayce, Saerle, and Quesheks were people he still considered friends – in spite of what they thought of him.  And he missed the days when they were all together, joined in a union to battle the forces of tyranny and darkness.  

Now it just seemed like a sad parody.

The night had become considerably darker, causing Tienn to pause and take in his surroundings.  He sighed, shaking his head and chuckling at the fates.  His wandering had brought him to the Dragon’s Tale Inn. The gaslights were further and further apart here, the city not bothering to light them near defunct proprieties.  The inn’s sign swung on rusted hinges, creaking in the autumn breeze like the dusty bones of some long-dead beast.  The wooden slats that made up the exterior were once apple red, but time and inattention had faded them to a ruddy brown.  The windows of the lower and upper floors were shuttered and covered with planks of wood.  The stone steps leading to the inn’s now tarnished bronze doors were cracked and crumbling. 

The inn was dead.  It was a testament to everything connected with the Defender’s Guild of old.  The kinships made from the Guild, the alliances forged from their work, everything good that had come out of it was gone.  All he, Cassius, and Ayce were doing was trying to breathe life into a corpse.  

Harsh laughter exploded nearby.  It startled Tienn so much that his hand darted to the hilt of his rapier as he lowered into a defensive crouch.  He allowed his eyes to adjust to the night, his Draaken heritage giving him the gift of seeing images in the dark as clearly as if they were showered in sunlight.  The laughter ebbed into a chuckle from two different voices that drifted out of the alley that made up the back of the inn.  A third voice gave a harsh order; its scratchy tone was much different than the other two.  He heard a female respond with a defiance tinged with fear.  More laughter echoed eerily around the corner.  Tienn was halfway to the alley before he realized he had drawn his rapier, its thin blade briefly flashing blue from the crescent moon above.  

“DO NOT TOUCH ME!!”

The female’s command was followed by a bright flash of purple and a man’s cry of pain.  

“Grab her arm.  Grab it!”  The voice of an apparent leader ordered.  

Grunts and a muffled scream came from around the corner as Tienn carefully edged his head to see what was happening.  Years of adventuring had taught him to assess a situation before charging headlong into it.  Tienn, however, knew what the circumstances were before his eyes cleared the corner.  He knew that Magi were not welcomed in Kaalé any longer and that some of the city’s inhabitants preyed upon the weaker and younger ones that happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Sure enough, two men were holding a female Amethyst Magi’s arms behind her back, keeping her from bringing her foci to bear on them.  A third man, presumably the leader of the three, was in front of her with a dagger in his hand, wiggling it menacingly in her face.  

The Magi was young and quite beautiful.  The hood of her deep violet cloak had been yanked back, her golden hair in disarray.  The Magi’s eyes were still insolent and Tienn was not sure whether that came from bold will or arrogant foolishness.  The two men holding her were unfamiliar to him.  The one with the knife, though, Tienn recognized quite well.  The hunched shoulders and bald pate could have come from anyone, but the man wore a tabard of stained white lined with silver.  

His name was Fargas Pim, a self-proclaimed acolyte of Diathanos.  Tienn was quite sure that he had no affiliation with the church.  He was a simple thug who bullied people whenever he had the backing of someone important.  Fargas had approached the Guild shortly after it had reopened, touting his importance and how they could use a man who knew how the city worked.  According to Fargas, he had connections with the King, Master Knight Greeve, and Chancellor Tevic.  These connections could make it easy for the Guild to thrive in Kaalé – or so Fargas stated.  

Cassius saw through the little man’s schemes and chased him out of the Guild with a promise to severely beat him if he ever returned.  Every so often, Tienn and Ayce would find him drinking at MacGrunn’s, spreading vicious rumors about the Guild or the knights, depending on which one had angered him most recently.  Lately, he had been seen as the church’s errand boy, a position that had apparently given him delusions of power.

“You’re a pretty one,” he said with a sickening glee.  “Pretty Magi shouldn’t be wandering in Kaalé.  Shouldn’t be here t’all.  Gonna teach you a lesson not to come here.  Gonna see what pretty Magi wear under their robes.”

The girl struggled harder as Fargas moved in on her.  The sound of tearing fabric was enough for Tienn and he stepped away from the corner, coming fully out of the shadows with his rapier ready.  “That is enough,” he said loudly, startling all four of them.

Fargas squinted into the night, his dagger waving the air before him as if he could part the darkness and see more clearly.  His eyes widened in surprise as Tienn stepped closer.  The little man looked over at his companions, both of whom were quite unhappy with this turn of events.  “Purple-skinned freak!” Fargas shouted.  “You know Magi ain’t welcome no more!”

“The House of Diathanos might well have told you to discourage Magi from loitering in Kaalé, but I will not stand idly by and watch you attack someone like this,” Tienn said, taking two more steps forward.  

Fargas grinned, exposing crooked, yellowed teeth.  “It be three ‘gainst one, hero,” he cackled with a wave of his dagger.  The voice of one his henchmen, however, quickly turned his grin into a fear-tinged scowl.  “I ain’t signed to fight ‘gainst no Guildsman, Fargas,” he said.  

The third male, a humongous looking farm hand with patchy black stubble all over his face, let the Magi go and stepped toward Tienn.  His meaty hands clenched as the large local sized up the much thinner and shorter intruder that threatened them with a sword he could use to clean his teeth with.  “You afraid of this lil’ sugar plum, Marl?” he asked with slow drawl.  “I’ll break both his arms and make him watch.”

“Beddag!  No!”  The man still holding the Magi tried to warn his companion, but the hulking mass that was Beddag lunged forward and attempted to pin Tienn’s arms to his sides, rendering his blade useless.  Beddag was quite surprised when the nimble ‘sugar plum’ seemed to slide sideways, spin on his heel, and kick him in the kidneys, causing him to crash into the ground, grazing his chin upon the cobblestones of the alley.  

Fargas stepped in quickly, his dagger arcing up to slice Tienn in the belly.  With one swift stroke Tienn’s rapier cut through the fabric on Fargas’s right forearm, slicing neatly into his flesh, causing him to drop his dagger.  Another deft jab had the razor sharp point of his blade pressed against Fargas’s throat, halting any further movement.  A flash of purple light followed by a noisy crack told Tienn that the Magi had been released.  Marl and Beddag had already fled, their heavy footfalls fading into the darkness.  Fargas was alone and he knew it.

“Are you injured?” Tienn asked the Magi.  She was staring angrily after where Marl had run and was rubbing her right arm with her left hand.  She shook her head, keeping her eyes locked behind Tienn with an almost eager gleam.  Tienn returned his attention to Fargas, who had his arms outstretched and his palms up in supplication.  His face was turned up, his chin pointed away from Tienn’s blade, but his eyes were on the rapier and fear seeped from him almost like a fetid sweat.  “You have much to answer for,” Tienn said angrily.

“I wuz doin’ what I wuz told ta’ do!” he said with a whining voice that was borderline hysterical.  “Church don’t want no Magi in their city.  I didn’t mean no harm.”

“No harm!?” the Magi suddenly said with an explosive force.  “You were going to rape me!”  She had marched up behind Fargas.  Her right arm was slightly extended from her cloak, exposing the gleaming silver bracer that Tienn guessed was her foci.  

“Nu-uh!” he cried emphatically.  “Just gonna scare ya’.  That’s all.  Scare ya’ and then bring you to ‘em.  That’s what they want.  Magi ain’t welcome.”

Tienn turned his wrist to the left, letting the point dig in until a slow trickle of blood began to flow down Fargas’s neck.  “Who are you supposed to bring them to?”

“The church!” Fargas squealed, his arms stretching out further.

“Is Chancellor Tevic ordering you to round up Magi in the city and bring them to him?” Tienn asked incredulously.  

“It would explain quite a bit,” the Magi said behind him.

Fargas’s eyes widened with the sudden understanding that he had just jumped from one problem to another by implicating the House of Diathanos.  All he could do was shake his head, his entire body trembling with the effort.  

“Answer me!” Tienn ordered.

Fargas continued to shake his head and actually took a step backward.  “I can’t…I can’t…” he repeated over and over.  He then bolted; jumping back and away from Tienn’s rapier and then sprinted past the Draaken.  The Magi lifted her arm, but Tienn stepped in front of her, “He’s not worth it,” he ordered. 

She sighed disgustedly as Fargas disappeared around the corner.  “You let him escape.  He could have told me what I needed to know.”

“You should be thankful that I happened upon your situation,” Tienn said as he sheathed his rapier.  

“I am,” she replied curtly.  “Did I hear one of those fools call you a Guildsman?”

Tienn sighed.  He was not in the mood to deal with a sycophantic admirer, especially one that he helped rescue.   Another thought struck him almost instantaneously – perhaps she wanted to join?  “I am Tienn Draanyr of the Defender’s Guild,” he announced.  

 “How fortunate,” Kaelyn said; all thoughts of the recent attack forgotten.  “I have need of the Guild’s assistance.  I was told that they once frequented this establishment,” she gestured to the inn.

Tienn chuckled wistfully.  “Sadly, the Dragon’s Tale has been shuttered for many years.  What can the Defender’s Guild do for you…?”

“Kaelyn Caydriss, Apprentice Magi of the Amethyst Order,” she formally introduced herself.  “My Dhama is being held within the High Temple of Diathanos against his will and I need help to retrieve him.”

Tienn stared at the Magi as if she had grown another head.  His white eyes glowed eerily in the black night of the alley.  A sudden feeling of dread began to form in his stomach, a warning signal that rocketed up his spine into the base of his brain and screamed for him to simply turn around and walk calmly away from this woman and the trouble that accompanied her.  He felt the hand of the gods turn this moment in time until it clicked into place as though it were meant to happen.  He knew the answer to his next question before he even asked it.  “Your Dhama is…”

“Yes,” she replied, reading his sudden comprehension.  “It is Sajiix Mirhan.”
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Tienn closed the door behind Kaelyn as she stepped into the Guild, tugging her torn cloak across the threshold.  No one else had accosted them as they walked along the empty streets, keeping close to the shadows in case Fargas decided to return with more help.  Along the way, the young Magi had told Tienn that Sajiix had left the Arcanum in order to warn the Knights of Kaalé that the Zynnashans were planning to attack Kaalmoore.  This verified Sajiix’s story and allowed Tienn’s guilt about not aiding him to swell even further.  The problem, Kaelyn told him, was that her foci began to flash in a pattern that meant Sajiix’s own foci had been removed from his person.  It was a spell Sajiix had devised, she said, to alert a Dhama if their student were in any danger.  In this case, it had worked just as well in reverse.  Kaelyn then followed the signal to Kaalé and then to the gates of the High Temple of Diathanos, where the signal was at its strongest.

 Tienn knew he had to escort the young woman to safety.  He and Ayce had heard rumors that the Palidiamos were abducting Magi, but Cassius was quick to refute it – stating that such a dark deed was not within the mindset of the church.  It seemed the church had decided to change their mindset.  House Diathanos was playing a dangerous game.  Any outward hostility toward a Magi would result in retaliation by the Arcanum and if they had truly captured Sajiix, it would not be long before that fool did something dangerously unpredictable – such as killing clerics of Diathanos.  

The young Kaelyn cleared her throat expectantly, drawing Tienn away from his thoughts.  They were still in the empty reception room, his hand still on the door he had just closed and secured.  She stood on the main floor near the table where her Dhama had recently fought Cassius.  She was gazing up at him with an almost imperial air, but her hazel eyes scanned him curiously.  It was a stare that Tienn was all too familiar with – and one he disliked immensely.  

“My apologies Magi Caydriss,” he said roughly.  “Let me escort you into the common room of the Guild.”  He leapt down the small staircase and nodded to her as he passed, marching up the steeper stairs that led into the common room.  

“Your skin,” she said brusquely.  “It is not something I have encountered before in a Draaken.”

Tienn paused at the top of the stairs and turned his head to acknowledge her.  “Has your teacher not told you of his past?  I am quite unique as Draakens go,” he replied coolly.  “Your Dhama did this to my skin, allowing me to move freely in the sunlight without hindrance or pain.”

“Sajiix rarely speaks of his past.  He grows angry when I pursue it.”  She was suddenly up the stairs next to Tienn, her pale hand reaching out to touch the violet skin of her savior.  “Amazing,” she whispered as her hand slid down a well-defined arm.  Tienn was quite sure that her wonder was reserved more for Sajiix’s power than for the skin that was protected.  

“Yes, I like to think so,” Tienn said, pulling his arm away from the young woman.  “Now, if you will please follow me.  If Sajiix is truly being held prisoner within House Diathanos, then we have much to do to get him out.”  He stepped through the curtain and down a similar staircase on the other side, ignoring the slight smirk that sprung from her mouth.  She was reminding Tienn more and more of Sajiix, which was going to make it harder to convince Cassius of what they needed to do.  

The common room of the Defenders Guild once housed grand dinners and bawdy parties.  There were times when the entire room was filled with light, life, and laughter.  For Tienn, it was filled now with nothing but regret.  It was a long room with a high ceiling with walls that were constructed in a classical style with individual stones braced with thick beams of stained oak which arced over the wooden ceiling to the opposite wall.  The floor was also made of dark gray flagstone, covered here and there with thick rugs of animal hide.  Four of the same brackets found in the entry hall lined each side of this room, their magical light also dimmed for the night.  Fine woven tapestries were hung along the walls, some of them with intricate designs, others with art depicting some of the Guild’s more famous (or infamous) acts of valor.  

In the center of the room was a long table of sturdy wood that was wiped clean and stood unused, its eight high-backed chairs tucked neatly under it.  A round white stone hearth sat like a giant gourd nearby, its fire pit dark, and its coals as cold and gloomy as the atmosphere that permeated the room.  Comfortable chairs and sofas of fine cloth and leather encircled the unique fireplace, offering a tranquil respite for those that would sit there.  And though the hired servants lit and stoked the fire each night, Tienn could not recall anyone sitting there since the Guild had been reopened.

Tucked in a corner, adjacent to the fire, was a short, rickety bar topped with an oaken barrel of mead.  Standing next to the table, silhouetted by the dying firelight, was Ayce, draining the last of a pewter mug full of the stuff.  He turned to face Tienn and Kaelyn as they approached. “Ah,” he belched.  “I was wondering how I came to be here before you.”  His brown eyes scanned Kaelyn up and down and he flashed a white-toothed grin at her.  “Since when do you go wenching for Magi?  Granted, she’s quite striking for a gem-keeper.”

If Kaelyn took offense, she showed no sign of it.  She only examined Ayce with a mild curiosity.  Tienn, however, rolled his eyes and took the empty mug out of Ayce’s hand.  “This is Kaelyn Caydriss.  She is an apprentice to a certain Amethyst Magi that visited recently.”

Ayce’s dark eyebrows shot up and he took another look at the voluptuous Magi.  “How does he do it?” he muttered into his beard.

Kaelyn’s own amber brows rose, not in surprise, but in agitation.  “Would you care to repeat that?”

Ayce’s eyes found the jagged rips on the seams of her shirt and cloak, which caused him to throw a questioning gaze at Tienn.  “What happened?”  His flirtatious mood was gone in an instant.

“Fargas,” Tienn answered.  “He and two of his hired hands were given orders to bring in any Magi walking the streets.  We convinced them otherwise.”

“Given orders?  By the light-chasers?”  Ayce’s voice was skeptical.  He knew Fargas well enough to know that the little rat would lie about the color of the sky to get out of trouble.  

“There is more,” Tienn sighed as he used Ayce’s mug to pour himself a small amount of mead.  He retold Kaelyn’s story, emphasizing the fact that Sajiix was possibly being held against his will in the High Temple of Diathanos.  

“Tevic is getting bold,” Ayce commented after a moment of contemplation.  “His connection with the King must be pretty strong if he can snatch up Magi off the street and scare them out of Kaalé.”

“My Dhama is still within the walls of that temple,” Kaelyn snapped with a defiant air.  

“Maybe they just took his ring and made him leave?” Ayce suggested weakly.  

Tienn shook his head.  “Do you honestly think Sajiix would allow them to take his foci and then just walk away?”

Ayce conceded immediately.  “Yeah, you’re right,” he sighed.  “So, what are we supposed to do about it?”

Tienn was at a loss to answer.  They could not just charge into the temple and demand to have Sajiix released – and that was assuming they would admit to having him.  If they tried to use Kaelyn’s sensing ability as proof, they would argue that it was her word against the church.  They could not go to the recently converted King, nor could they count on any assistance from Sir Greeve or the banished knights.  

“We are on our own,” Tienn whispered.

“We have the Defender’s Guild,” said Ayce triumphantly.  

Tienn once again nodded his head, “No, we do not,” he said carefully.  “Cassius will not come to his aid, and he will not allow the initiates to help us.”

Kaelyn looked at both men with a defiant air and nodded.  “If it is beyond your ability to aid me, then I will be forced to return to the Arcanum and return with enough Magi to garner the church’s attention.”

Tienn whirled to face her, his face a mask of unfeigned horror.  “No!” he shouted, startling everyone.  “That is the last thing we need right now!  If you bring in a cadre of Magi, that will only agitate the situation further.  One young Magi or cleric starts a fight and it becomes a battle that starts another gem war.”

“Then what is to be done, Draaken?” Kaelyn snipped.  “I cannot wait for you to make a decision while my Dhama rots in a dungeon – no matter how divine it may be.”

“You’re assuming he’s still alive,” Ayce said grimly.  

Kaelyn’s youthful face hardened into a mask of fury at the thought.  “No,” she finally said to him.  “If my Dhama’s life were extinguished, there would be no energy signature for the foci to pick up on.”  As if on cue, the silver bracer that adorned Kaelyn’s right wrist flashed a dull purple.  

“I cannot fathom the thought that the God of Light and Life is ordering its patrons to discriminately assault any who possess the ability to use magic,” Tienn added with a visible shudder.

“You may be different than other Draakens, but you still live in the dark if you believe that a holy man would not strike down a Magi,” Kaelyn spat.  “Even those that worship the Light Bringer are not immune to that opportunity.”

Tienn stared at Kaelyn with a mixture of shock and pity.  How sad it was for one so young to already be so jaded.  Tienn would not, could not, believe that House Diathanos would resort to such methods.  Sajiix was still alive, that much Kaelyn proved was true.  But what was he doing at the High Temple?  What had he done to bring on the wrath of Chancellor Tevic?  Tienn didn’t know, neither did he care to find out.  All he knew was that Kaalé and its people would be in peril if Kaelyn returned with a small force of Magi.  In order to resolve this situation, he would need to choose the lesser of each evil.  

“Cassius.”

Kaelyn and Ayce frowned, not understanding him.

“We shall have to take this to Cassius,” he said briskly.  “He is the leader of the Guild and he has a working relationship with Chancellor Tevic.  He can try to talk with Tevic to release Sajiix.”

Ayce scratched at his thick beard, a sure sign of his growing impatience.  “Let me make sure I understand you,” he said.  “You want us to ask the man who recently tried to split Sajiix’s skull open to speak on his behalf.”

“Well, when you say it in that context… ”

Kaelyn gave an audible snort of disgust and turned to leave the Guild.  Tienn rushed to meet her with his hands outstretched.  “Kaelyn, please,” he urged.  “Let us talk to Cassius.  He may be able to think of something we cannot.”  Seeing the look of dubiousness on her face, Tienn sighed heavily and continued, “If Cassius will not help us, then neither I, nor anyone else will try to stop you from returning to the Arcanum.”

Kaelyn mulled this over for a few seconds and then nodded.  “Very well, let us talk to this Cassius.”

Tienn gave a nod to Ayce who moved quickly and quietly up the staircase to the Guild’s private quarters.  The silence that followed made the Draaken uncomfortable, but he was more concerned with the way Kaelyn was touching his arm.  “I am sorry to do this,” she told him.  “But I am fascinated by the creativity of my Dhama.”

“Your Dhama is a very powerful Magi,” Tienn said, gently moving her hand away from his purple skin.  “If not for him, I would still be wearing the cumbersome armor that protected my skin from the sun.”

“Are all your people affected so?”

Tienn nodded.  “We Draakens prefer the underground.  The lava light and fires we use are nothing compared to the majesty of the sun.  We live our lives in the dark; our skin is not accustomed to its heat and light.  That is one of the reasons why Draakens do not mingle with most surface folk.  

“When I met Sajiix, I wore armor and clothing that covered every part of my body.  As he grew more powerful, he tinkered with a protective spell that he finally cast upon my white skin.”  Tienn then lifted his arm, examining it as though it were the first time he saw it.  “There are many times when I curse him for changing me so, but I soon forget the color of my skin when I am able to feel the sun on my face.”

“Why did you leave your people?” Kaelyn asked without pause.

Tienn fell silent, his eyes searching the hallway upstairs in the hope that Ayce and Cassius would soon return.  Kaelyn kept her eyes upon him, however, expecting an answer.

“That is a part of my past I do not wish to think about, much less discuss with strangers,” he said coldly.

“Fair enough,” Kaelyn replied, folding her arms within her cloak.  

Ayce’s footfalls soon reached their ears and he emerged from the hall to the stairs alone.  

  “He isn’t here,” he said with a perplexed tone.  “His bed is still made up, so he hasn’t been back this night.  I looked into the training hall, but it’s empty.”

 “Where could he possibly be?” Tienn asked aloud.  His eyes met Ayce’s, but the lycanthropic mercenary could only shrug his shoulders.

“Then it is settled,” said Kaelyn with a cold finality.  “I will return to the Arcanum and inform the Elementai that Sajiix has been taken prisoner by House Diathanos.”

The young Magi had brushed past Ayce and Tienn before they even realized what she had said.  Tienn rushed to catch her, finally stepping in front of her before she reached the stairs to the entry hall.  

“You cannot do this,” he said firmly.  “Give us time to find Cassius.  As head of the Guild, he will be able to…”

“While you dally with politics, my Dhama remains prisoner,” Kaelyn snapped.  “You fear my return to the Arcanum because you believe that the leaders of the council will come upon the church of light in retaliation.  Perhaps you should be more concerned when Sajiix obtains his foci and begins to lay waste to your precious diamond church.  The deaths at his hands will be greater than those of any Elementai.  As his former friend, you should know better than anyone how quick to anger he gets over any perceived slight.”

Tienn closed his eyes.  She was right.  If Sajiix ever had a chance to escape, he would take it and wreak havoc on those that had wronged him - Even if it meant starting a war. 

“Then we need to get him out,” Ayce announced.  “We need to get him out before he does something stupid.”

Tienn turned on the bearded warrior, his white eyes flashing in the dim light of the hall.  “I do not have the authority for such an action!”  

“But you do,” Ayce said earnestly.  “With Cassius gone, you are responsible for the leadership of the Guild.  You have the authority.”

Tienn stepped back from Ayce and Kaelyn, their eyes boring into his own, waiting for him to make a decision.  At that moment, he was angry.  He was angry at Sajiix for getting caught; he was angry at House Diathanos for overstepping their laws; he was angry at Cassius for leaving him responsible; and he was angry at Kaelyn and Ayce for showing him the only path left open – even if that path led to even darker troubles.  He gave a resounding sigh that represented both surrender and commitment.

“Go and wake the others,” he told Ayce.  “Tonight we go to the aid of Sajiix Mirhan…and may the Gods help us.”

***

The paladin guard stamped his feet, the metal of his armored boots rattling harshly in the late night.  He looked forlornly at the crystal dome that capped the cathedral of the church of light and sighed.  It was a cool autumn night and the glowing warmth of the Light Bringer was safely tucked inside the dome.  His comrades would be finishing their nightly prayers and then cozying up in their warm beds within the barracks housed in the smaller tower.  He hated this climate and desperately wished that the balmy months of the Kaalmoorian summer would soon arrive.  

A sudden clattering noise ejected all thoughts of hot and cold from his mind.  The sound came from the narrow stairwell that circled down into the squat tower.  It sounded almost as if his secondary companion housed in the tower had fallen to the stone floor.  “Abris?” the guard called.  “Was that you?”

A creak upon the wooden steps gave the guard enough caution to grasp the hilt of his sword, taking two careful steps nearer the rectangular hole that marked the stairs.  “Who is there?” the paladin commanded.  “Show yourself to the light!”

A golden haired acolyte of Diathanos suddenly rose from the darkness, her white gown shining milky-blue in the moonlight.  She carried a serving tray with a pewter mug on top of it.  Waves of steam came from the mug and the smell of freshly brewed tanic leaf tea reached the paladin’s nose.  

“Forgive me, Light-Warrior,” the young woman curtsied.  “I bring you a warm refreshment to carry you through the night’s tedious duties.  I pray your companion forgives me for dropping the mug I had for him.”

The paladin nodded, knowing that many of the female acolytes often tried to win favor with the Palidiamos in order to find male companionship.  “You should not be out so late, daughter of light,” he responded.  “The night holds many unseen terrors.”

The young woman handed the paladin the pleasantly hot mug and walked past him to gaze out at the northern section of Kaalé.  His eyes followed her; the curves that blossomed from her robes were tantalizing, even for a man dedicated to the “God of Good”.  She held the tray against her bosom as she scanned the rooftops before her.  “I would brave those terrors to see you comfortable on such a cold night,” she said amorously.

The paladin lifted the mug in a salute to the beautiful woman, bringing his lips to its rim.  The tanic leaf smelled quite strong and he relished his first sip, but he paused in drinking when he saw the woman in front of him actually blur as though she were a painting left out in the rain.  The girl grimaced and seemed to jerk her right arm abruptly, causing her image to shimmer once more before returning to normal.  The paladin tossed his drink away, smashing the mug and spilling its contents against the steelstone fortifications.  His other hand retrieved his sword, which he brought to bear on the strange woman before him.

“Show your true self to me, witch!”

The acolyte sighed irritably and flicked her hands as though they were covered in filth.  Her white robes darkened to a deep violet, covered by a thick cloak of black and purple.  Her face and hair remained the same, but her smile was no longer there.  

“You will surrender yourself to me, Magi!” he ordered.  

“No,” she said.  “I will not.”

 Before the paladin could act, he felt a massive blow to the back of his head that knocked him down to his knees.  Had the man not been wearing his helmet his head surely would have been crushed.  His sword clanged to the stone and his eyes became glassy.  He seemed to try to speak once more, but then fell sideways.  His body was caught by a large Thaarakan, who lay the paladin down gently.  

“That was unnecessary, Dorn,” chastised Ro’byenn as he climbed up from the stairway from where he was hiding.  “The sleeping draught I made would have worked.”

“Not when spilled on ground,” Dorn growled with a broken use of the common tongue.  He pointed a giant finger at the shattered mug nearby.  

Ro’byenn looked questioningly at Kaelyn.  “I shifted,” she snapped.  “My power is greatly taxed by the diamonds used here.  Your friend had no choice but to use brute force.”

“Could we try not to make so much noise?” whispered Tienn as he emerged from the stairway.  The Draaken padded softly to the group, followed closely by Ayce.

“It was either catch the sword or catch the body of armor,” Kaelyn said matter-of-factly.  

“I caught body,” Dorn grinned.

“Yes, but you failed to catch the body downstairs,” Tienn whispered petulantly.  “Morgath is keeping a watch and the first guard is secured and hidden.  We shall do the same to this one and start the second phase of our plan.”

“We have phases?” Ayce joked.

Tienn ignored him, giving him a length of rope to secure the paladin.  “Kaelyn and I will use our abilities to enter the temple and find Sajiix.  Ayce will stay hidden halfway between this tower and the temple, keeping our exit path free and clear.  Ro’byenn – you, Dorn, and Morgath must keep this tower free.  It will be our only way out.”

“I do not feel comfortable with this,” Ro’byenn said sourly as he watched Ayce truss up the unconscious paladin.  “I answered the call of the Defender’s Guild on the promise of defending the weak; those that are oppressed and in need.  I am a druid with House Ethaea, and though my Goddess does not always see eye-to-eye with Diathanos the Light Bringer, we are instructed not to harm those in rival houses.”

“Which is why we aren’t killing anyone,” Ayce growled, tightening the rope.  

Ro’byenn pursed his lips together, his slender hands resting on narrow hips.  “Yes, but I must say…coming to the aid of Sajiix Mirhan is hardly defending the innocent…”

Ayce barked a short laugh while Kaelyn stepped up to the lanky druid, her eyes blazing.  “My Dhama would not voluntarily enter such a place,” she told him.  “This means that he was taken by force…the same force that should be used to get him out.”

“No,” Tienn said with a firm shake of his head.  “I have already told you, we will surrender before we take the life of a light bringer.  If we take one of their lives, our own will be forfeit according to the King’s Law.”  

“Sounds to me like the King’s special treatment is giving them an attitude,” Ayce chimed in with a final jerk of his captor’s ropes.  

“That may well be,” Tienn replied, “but I do not want blood spilled here tonight.”

“And what if it’s your blood that’s spilled?”

A low series of quick whistles came from the stairwell, interrupting the two.  It was Morgath’s signal that the path was clear.  

“It is time,” Tienn breathed.  He watched as the four made their way to the tower steps, his heart thudding in his chest.  Tienn was quite unsure about the path he and the others were following.  He was a warrior, not a leader.  But his warrior’s heart told him that the church of light was wrong to be holding Sajiix or any other Magi, for that matter.  Ultimately, Tienn knew he had to get Sajiix out of there to keep Kaelyn from bringing the Elementai to Kaalé.  He whispered a quick prayer to Ja’Naali, the Shadow Goddess, knowing that they would need every bit of luck and favor this night.
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Vettis placed the tarnished key into the lock, his emotionless eyes focused on Tair, who now had her back pressed against the far wall.  “Don’t do this, Vettis,” she said with an audible fear.  “Myst will never marry you if you kill me.”

“You are the link that separates us,” he said feverishly.  “If you are gone, she will have no one else to turn to.”  Gripping Tair’s dagger in his hand, Vettis turned the key.  The click of the tumblers was drowned out by the sound of someone rushing through the door behind them.  In one quick motion, Vettis removed the key, slid the dagger up into his sleeve, and turned to face the intruder.  It was Willem Malachi, patriarch of the Malachi family.  His face was flustered; his eyes darted back and forth within the small office.  

“Where’s Sheriff Teeg?”

“He went to the first gate,” Vettis said irritably.

“Then he knows,” Willem moaned.  “Mercy from the Seven, he knows they burn!”

Vettis grabbed the older man by the shoulders and shook him roughly.  “Knows what?  You’re not making any sense, man!”

“Burning,” Willem said with tears streaming from his eyes.  “The fields are burning!”  The elder farmer shook loose from Vettis’s grip and scrabbled out of the office, leaving the door wide open.  In the distance, Vettis could hear the cries of others.  Something was definitely happening, but he had this business to take care of first.  

He grasped the key once more and realized, too late, that although he had removed the key from the lock, he had failed to re-latch it.  He turned just in time to see her coming at him.  For such a small girl, Tair had a wickedly powerful punch.  The first one nearly brought him down.  The two that followed backed him against the wall.  By the time her boot connected with his temple, Vettis was unconscious and crumpling to the floor.

***

Myst and Laridiya watched as the figures upon the Zynnashan boat spewed gouts of flame along the eastern fields of Joram’s Bend.  The magical fire became a wall of searing heat and destruction, eating everything in its path – crops, trees, huts, and people.  The light of the fire allowed both women to see the scrambling farmers trying to escape from the inferno.  Some tried to reach the river in a futile attempt to battle the conflagration, but any individual that reached the water was targeted by the beasts and roasted alive.  As the strange boat drifted closer to the rocky cliffs that supported the Bend, the Zynnashans began to concentrate on the northern fields where the livestock grazed. 

Amongst the chaos, Myst could see other silhouettes moving along the crop rows that had not yet succumbed to fire.  They moved stealthily, slowly, as though they were hunting.  Her breathing quickened as she realized that these were the wolf-beasts, dozens of them, picking off anyone that had escaped the magical fire.  

“They’re coming,” she breathed.  “We need to seal the gates.  If those things get up here…”

“The children,” Laridiya moaned.  

Myst turned to the druidic healer, grasping her arm roughly.  “Go, run to the council, and find a way to gather the children near the center of town!”  She then began running for the town square.

“Where are you going?” Laridiya called after her.

“Sheriff Teeg will know what to do!” she called back, running so fast that her sword scabbard slapped hard against her back.  Myst knew her uncle would come up with a sound defense plan, but she also knew that this was a way to get Tair released from her cell.  

She ran around the corner where the Malachi family had their mercantile shop.  The people of Joram’s Bend were beginning to gather as news of the attack spread faster than the fires below.  She ignored their pleading questions and sprinted for the Sheriff’s office, throwing the door open so hard, she nearly decapitated Vettis, whose body lay behind it.  

Her head turned quickly to the cell door, which was standing open, guarding a now empty space.  “Tair?” she called.  Receiving no answer, Myst stepped over Vettis and opened the supply room door, noting that her weapons were still there, but Tair’s daggers were not.  Myst felt more confident as she slid her sword home behind her back.  She squatted before Vettis, checking to make sure he was still breathing.  He was, but from the welts building up on his face, he was going to wish later he wasn’t.  

“Sheriff Teeg?” she yelled.

Vettis moaned and jerked his eyes open.  His right hand clasped for something not there as he struggled to rise.  He mumbled something, the pain evident in his angry eyes.

“What?” Myst said, helping him sit up with a lack of gentle grace.  

“Lower gate,” he grunted.  “Teeg.”

Myst nodded.  It was where he should be.  “Where is Tair?  Did she do this to you?”

The rage in his eyes gave her the answer.  Tair wouldn’t put herself near the lower gate, but Myst had no time to try to find her.  She had to warn Teeg to close the gate before the wolf-beasts arrived.  

“Get the militia together,” she told Vettis as she rose.  “Get them to the mid-gate fully armed.  That is if anyone is still alive to do so.”

Ignoring his muffled cry for her to wait, Myst thrust her long dagger in its sheath on her hip and dashed out the door.  As she ran for the main gate, she cast hopeful glances around her for Tair, but all she could find were the growing number of people coming to meet near the town square, fear creeping upon their faces.  It wouldn’t be long before they began to panic.  

Suddenly, the sound of the town’s alert bell began to gong relentlessly from its perch in the village chapel.  Someone had smartly assessed the threat and began calling out to the surrounding fields to bring everyone back to the safety of the ridge.

Myst knew it was too little, too late.  

She ran past the gate, ignoring the paltry few militia men that had gathered there, pointing at the fields that were aglow with the light of a false dawn.  She ran until her lungs were ready to burst, pausing only to catch her breath at the mid-gate.  The mules and sturdy ponies housed in the stable were voicing their fear with loud brays and kicks.  A small cluster of stable hands were staring out at the carnage, the shock of what they were watching etched deeply in the flickering shadows upon their faces.  Myst was doubled over, trying desperately to catch her breath.  She waved frantically to get their attention and finally had to shout at them to make them see her.

She asked them where Sheriff Teeg was and if other men were with him.  The boys affirmed that he was at the lower gate with a few villagers who acted as guards.  Myst nodded, casting her gaze to the north, to the swaying bridge that crossed over the Tebis’non to the grazing fields.  No one was on this bridge, yet.  The Grazers (those men and women in charge of the livestock) either had no clue of their impending doom, or they were already battling death.  Either way, the bridge would have to be cut from this side to keep the Zyn Beasts out.   

Myst grabbed a hold of the nearest boy and shook him for emphasis.  “You watch that bridge!  You make sure to cut it if something other than one of our own crosses!  Do you understand?”

The boy nodded and ran for the edge of the high cliff.  Myst then ordered the other boys to round the pack animals and take them up to the town.  She watched them bustle about, tugging on the animals to get them moving.  It didn’t take long.  The animals knew something dangerous was approaching.  Myst then began running at a more measured pace for the remaining curves of the switchback.   She passed a number of field hands on her way down; their terror-stricken faces an all too familiar sight for her.  

At the low-gate, Teeg was herding more farm hands through, urging them on with a desperate, yet firm tone.  Myst couldn’t help but notice how horribly small their numbers were.  A wall of smoke, pulsing with an inner glow of orange and red obstructed her view of the fields.  Only an occasional silhouette would stagger through the smoke showing themselves as either a farmer or river worker.  The sight of Teeg motioning them forward gave their terror-filled faces a glimmer of hope as they half-ran, half-stumbled to the gate.  

Myst ran through the gate, past the concerned stares of Jabor and Cris who stood on opposite sides, ready to shove the gate shut at a word from Teeg.  Unfortunately, against the Zynnashans, the decorative gate would do very little to protect them, for it was constructed of wood and not very thick.  The gate’s twelve foot height was formidable for a human, but it would be nothing for the wolf-beasts.  

“Why are ye’ here?” Teeg shouted when he glanced backward and saw Myst catching her breath.  “Ye’ should be with your father!”

“I should be here,” Myst said, marching toward him.  “I am the best sword arm you’ve got.”  She reached back and pulled her sword free, eyeing the smoke warily.  “How many are still out there?”

Teeg shook his head sorrowfully.  “Too many.”

Another figure came running out of the smoke, a middle-aged woman whom Myst recognized as a member of the Dellis family.  She fell into Teeg’s arms, the right side of her face burned.  The work shawl she wore was shredded in the back, torn into bloody welts.  She was dead before Teeg lowered her to the ground.  Myst took one look at the woman’s back and grimaced.  “They’re coming.”

Sinister howls rent through the smoke, echoing across the fields.  The sound gave Myst chills and she had to grip her sword hilt even tighter to keep her arms from shaking.  Another howl sounded close by as two figures emerged from the swirling eddy of smoke.  Both of their faces were turned up as if sniffing the air for their prey.  Each wore the same type of clothing as the one Myst had battled previously.  Neither of these had quarterstaffs, however.  These two had their claws extended; their fierce eyes alight with bloodlust.  Both of them snarled, exposing dagger-like canine teeth.  Their eyes lingered over the two warriors nearby, but focused on the gate that led up into town.  One creature howled a deep, bellowing sound that reverberated off the mesa stone and back into the smoke ravaged fields.  The other ran for Myst. 

“Stay focused and send ‘em to me!” Teeg shouted to his niece.  

Myst nodded, recalling the years of training at his side.  The creature jumped halfway to Myst, its arms outstretched for a deadly embrace.  Myst took two steps back and dropped to the ground, timing her fall to bring up both of her feet to meet the wolf-beast’s charge.  She felt the weight of the creature and she pushed with all of her strength, flipping the surprised beast over her head and into the waiting steel of her uncle’s blade.  The monster let out an anguished roar, thrashed horribly, and was still.  Teeg let the weight of the beast pull itself away from his sword. 

Myst smiled at her uncle as she jumped up and backed away, her sword pointing at the lone figure before them.  This beast was more patient.  It eyed the two of them carefully and then emitted a low, dangerous growl.

“That’s right, beastie!” Teeg shouted, waving his sword at the crouching Zynnashan.  “Ye’ve gone an’ found more than farmers to slaughter!”  He turned briefly to give his niece a reassuring grin, but the look of growing dread on her face made him turn back quickly.  Out of the smoke came six Zyn wolves, their eyes a murderous glare of red.  

“Run!!” he shouted, pushing Myst forward toward the gate.  

Cris and Jabor were already shoving the gate closed, leaving a small gap for Myst and Teeg to burst through.  All four of them had barely slid the thick locking bar into place when the gate nearly buckled from the oncoming Zyn Beasts.  Howls of rage erupted from the other side, urging the two Malachi boys to bolt up the road.

“Uncle,” Myst panted.  “This gate will not hold them back for very long.”

As if to accentuate her observation, one of the Zyn wolves’ claws broke through the wooden wall.  

“Go on,” Teeg told her.  “I will keep them from following you.”

Myst grabbed her uncle by the front of his chain mail shirt.  “You will get yourself killed!  We need you to help protect the mid-gate!”

Teeg nodded wearily and began to run up the steep slope with Myst.  Behind him, he could hear the gate being torn to pieces.  

***

Tair had escaped from Teeg’s cell and ran straight for the cargo lift on the southwest face of the mesa.  The crane was fairly large, with a huge winch wheel designed for two.  Thick, waxed rope ran through a system of pulleys that led from the winch wheel to the lower block that extended over the lip of the mesa.  The lift was used to load and unload cargo from the river during the summer trading months, but tonight, it would be Tair’s way off of Joram’s Bend.  She knew she had to get away from the town and away from Vettis.  If she told Myst that her fiancé had tried to murder her, Myst would cast her out laughing.  Better to leave the Bend and wait for Myst to catch up.  Tair was fairly certain Myst would come looking for her…fairly certain.

The townsfolk were starting to panic over the arrival of the strange vessel and the fires engulfing their fields.  It gave Tair a haughty feeling of justice being served.  The town could burn for all she cared; it served them right for falsely imprisoning her.  

Running fast, she skidded around a corner to find a group of townsfolk already at the lift.  Quicker than anyone could see, Tair ducked behind a stack of wooden pallets and waited for them to finish.

There were four of them, three females and one portly male.  By their nightclothes Tair could see they were the patriarchs of one of the five estates.  One female was crying into the arms of another while the third female held aloft a lantern for the male as he turned the winch crank.

This meant the lift was down and this tubby fool would take forever to crank the lift back up to the mesa.  She began to think of an alternative route when one of the women cried:  “Hurry Seban!  You must get down there!”

“I’m (wheeze) trying to (wheeze) dear,” the man puffed.   “This crank… (Huff) has not been… (Wheeze) oiled in some time.”

“Ana is down there with those creatures running amok!” the woman practically screamed.  “You must hurry!”

The only Ana Tair had heard of in Joram’s Bend was Ana Jovast.  She was the youngest daughter of Seban Jovast – the man who controlled most of the livestock in Joram’s Bend.  The Jovast estate was considered fourth out of the five farming families.  The reason the pudgy, bald man kept his family in fourth was because he cared more about his daughters’ well being instead of his livestock.  Tair always felt jealous when she saw the Jovast girls, for all four of them were well fed, clothed, and loved.  Seban Jovast never let his daughters want for anything, and now, he was trying desperately to keep one alive.

Tair began devising another way to get down the mesa when she suddenly heard the screams of a young woman coming from far below.  

“Seban,” the mother shouted with a shrieking panic.  “Hurry!”

Seban Jovast heaved and pushed at the crank with all the strength born of fear and horror.  The wheel winch creaked, began turning.

The screams grew more frantic.

Tair cursed.  She cursed herself, she cursed Myst’s decision to return here, and she even cursed Ana Jovast for sneaking away for her nightly rendezvous with Galin Malachi.  Everyone in town knew about them, Tair saw no reason why they had to hide it for so long.  Now it was going to get them killed.  

Knowing she was going to regret it, Tair leapt over the crates, surprising the Jovast family.  She took hold of the wheel winch opposite Master Jovast and began pushing and tugging the lever.  Seban paused for only a moment, recognizing the young woman he had voted against those few months ago.  Then he dug in harder, putting his weight with hers and the wheel began to move faster.  

Another scream came, this time closer.  The mother took a look over the lip of the lift base and her eyes widened in horror.  “There is something with them!”

Tair felt the father push even harder, snorting like some wild beast.  With a wood-creaking shudder, the lift platform rose next to the loading ramp.  Two figures jumped from the platform immediately, not bothering to wait for the locking clamps to fall into place.  Ana Jovast ran to her mother’s outstretched arms, her sobs easily heard over the growing tumult in Joram’s Bend.  Galin Malachi, a wiry youth barely able to shave, ran to the only male nearby, not caring if it was the father of the girl he was seducing near the river below.  He was pointing at a third figure on the platform that stood on the far edge, swathed in a cloak of blackish-purple, the hood of which concealed its face.

“I-It just j-j-jumped at us in the dark, it means to kill us all!”

Tair’s daggers came out in a flash, while Seban ordered his wife and daughters back to the relative safety of their estate.  He also ordered Galin to fetch the Sheriff which he willingly did without any hesitation.  Galin then stood next to Tair, his face resolute on the course of his action as he drew a thin blade from the scabbard at his side.

“Do you know what it is?” 

“I have a pretty fair idea,” she answered without looking at him.  Myst had described the battle with the wolf Zyn Beast in detail; how it spoke the local tongue fluently and wore clothes like a man.  

“Your tone doesn’t sound as though we have much of a chance,” Seban said with a hint of a laugh.

“No,” Tair sighed, wishing Myst was standing next to her.  “But that doesn’t mean we can’t hurt it before it kills us.”

Suddenly the figure took three steps toward them.  Pausing in the center of the lift, it threw back its head and roared.  It was loud, primal, and it nearly made Tair drop her daggers in terror.  She stood her ground, the pommels of her knives slick with sweat.  She wished she could say the same for Seba.  He had dropped his sword and scampered off before the roar faded away.  She barely had time to raise her daggers in a defensive posture when the figure sprang at her.

The thing was fast and it was powerful, judging from the height it gained from one leap.  Its purple cloak billowed out like the wings of a valehawk and Tair could see the Zyn wolf’s black fur.  Black as midnight.  Black as death.  

One last thought crossed Tair’s mind as the Zyn’s full weight bore upon her and her daggers.

Wolves didn’t roar.

***

Teeg and Myst had reached the third bend just before the mid-gate unharmed.  Myst was impressed with Teeg’s stamina as he easily kept up with her even though he was three decades older.  Myst was happy to see that the younger boys had taken her instructions.  The stables were wide open and empty and the same boy still stood nervously by the bridge with a small axe in his shaking hands.  He was watching the other side of the river, watching the small plateau of rock that anchored the other side of the bridge.  His eyes, however, would consistently dart between the bridge, the fire, and the approaching black ship.  

The smoke from the fires began to rise higher and soon it would invade the streets of Joram’s Bend, allowing for even more chaos.  Myst thought briefly of Tair, hoping she was still here, but then her eyes flew open wide.  Her mouth fell open in a silent cry as the magical fire began racing over the Almdor fields.  Even though she did not agree with her father, she was still angered over the destruction of land that had belonged to her family for generations.  The fire spread quickly, eating the crops of summer wheat, barley cap, and gold husk.  Even if Joram’s Bend survived the Zynnashan assault, there would be hungry bellies in the coming winter.  Tears began to well with one escaping, running down her cheek.

“Grieve later,” her uncle told her roughly.  “Tonight we must survive.”

Myst sniffed once and then moved to help her uncle and the two Malachi brothers shut the larger mid-gate.  Comprised of two large doors made of wood, stone, and iron, the mid-gate was a much more formidable barrier.  As high as three men, the massive doors were bordered on one side by the mesa and a hundred foot drop to the river below on the other.  Once closed, the doors were held shut by three massive beams of solid oak banded in iron.  A thin stairway led up to a small rampart, allowing archers to take out any would-be invaders.  

Teeg, Jabor, Cris, and Myst pushed each door shut with the young boy keeping watch on the ramparts above.  It took all four of them to slide the crossbeams into place.  Myst, once again, was amazed by her uncle’s strength as he immediately raced up the stairs to get a better view of the Zynnashan force.  She leaned against the gate, her breath coming hard and fast.  Jabor and Cris both gave her knowing looks as if to confirm her thoughts about her uncle.  Shaking her head in admiration, Myst ran after him.  He was looking out toward the river, watching the black ship move closer to the mesa.  The young boy was watching, too.

“Jon,” he said to the boy.  “I need ye’ to git’ to town and tell that worthless militia to form up and git down here ‘fore they run us through!”

“Yes, Sheriff,” young Jon said with a smart salute.  He then jumped down the wooden stairs, his thin legs carrying him up the road quickly.

“He’ll make a good soldier some day,” Teeg said.

“If he lives,” Myst added darkly.

“HEAR ME, HUMANS OF VASALIUS!”

Myst jumped, her heart racing as her mind was cast back to Valdine and the horror that followed this speech.  The black ship paused at the base of the mesa, two-hundred feet below the city.  The rough waters of the river’s bend did nothing to move the strange vessel.  The water flowed around the ship as though it were anchored to the stone beneath it.  

“For centuries, we have endured the plague of man with stoic benevolence.  We have shared this world and our lands in peace.  And yet, a grave injustice has been committed against the Zynnashans.  Humans have crept into our lands, snuck into our most beloved city of Sirif’Teel and stolen the Purestone from our own temple of Diathanos!”

It was the same speech, given in the same manner by the same Zyn Beast that she and Tair encountered in Valdine.  Her uncle whistled softly, his head shaking in disbelief.  “A lion Zynnashan,” he said in awe.  “Rare beasties those are.”

The Zynnashan continued, “We have followed your river, followed the essence of our most beloved Purestone and cleansed those dwellings that we have encountered.  And it is here that the scent is strongest!  Bring us the thieves…bring to us our Purestone and we will spare your lives!  Deny us and we shall unleash the wolves of Zynnasha.”

For a moment, Myst was relieved.  They were not going to burn the town, although, the burning of the harvest was probably going to ruin the town, anyway.  The smoke from the fires had risen to clog the lower levels of the mesa road.  Out of the smoke came the seven Zyn wolves that they had left at the lower gate.  

The Wolves of Zynnasha.

“Will the gate hold, uncle?” Myst asked, her throat going dry.

“Against seven, perhaps,” he told her.  His eyes focused on the smoke beyond and his sudden intake of breath frightened Myst more than anything.

A loose formation of at least a dozen wolf beasts emerged from the wall of smoke like a slavering wave of teeth and fur.
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Tair kept her eyes upon the face of the Zyn Beast that had her pinned against the winch wheel of the lift.  It was not a wolf that held her, but a black feline hybrid of some sort.  Her arms were held tightly against the wood of the massive wheel.  She could feel the thing’s claws pressing close to her wrists, not enough to do any damage, but close enough to know what they could do.  Her daggers lay at her feet, knocked there by the creature when it pinned her down.  The beast’s golden eyes were half-closed as it sniffed Tair’s clothing and hair.  

“It is close,” it growled, its breath hot against her skin.  Tair could smell its musty odor, could feel the press of its muscles against her body.  It turned abruptly, smelling the air towards the town square.  “I can sense that it has been here,” it said aloud.  

“Then let me go so you can get it!” Tair shouted.  

The creature seemed to suddenly noticed Tair for the first time and he shook his large head.  Tair suddenly felt its claws retract as it took a step back.  “I am going to release you,” it told her slowly.

Tair nodded emphatically and the creature let her go.  She was amazed at how well the beast could speak and even more amazed at the amount of jewelry this thing wore.  Even in the face of untold danger, Tair could not help but price the jewel the beast wore around its neck.  A perfect opal-cut amethyst framed in a thin sheet of silver.  She even felt herself reaching to touch it as the beast turned away toward the square.  He (was it a he?) was sniffing the air once more, ignoring Tair as she crouched to retrieve her daggers.  

“What do you know what it is I seek, human?” it asked.

Tair nodded silently, sheathing one blade, but keeping the other ready in her shaking hand.

“What do you know of the Purestone?”

“I know that you and your kind are murdering and burning everything along the river to find it,” she answered.

“And it is here?” he asked, stepping toward her.

Tair found she was still blocked by the winch wheel as she tried to step away from the Zyn Beast.  “Not that I know of,” she answered him.  “What does it look like?  How big is it?  Are the facets cut?  Are they clear?”

A small snarl escaped the creature’s mouth, revealing its long teeth.  “This diamond does not have facets, it is devoid of sparkle, nor does it bring any fortune…it brings only death.”

Tair rolled her eyes.  “Setting aside the dramatic description, what does it look like?”

“It is an uncut diamond.  Its surface is jagged, unpolished.  It is the size of my fist and glows with a godly radiance,” it finished, clenching its thick paw before her.

Tair shook her head, the image of the Purestone becoming clearer in her mind.  She whistled softly and said unthinkingly, “No wonder they stole it…it must be worth a fortune.”

She was up against the wheel once again, this time the Zyn Beasts claws were out, clasped around her dark cloak, partially cutting off her air supply.  “Understand that the leaders of my kind believe the Purestone to be worth all of the lives of your village and the lives of the village before this one, and the one before that.  If the Purestone is here, they will kill everyone here in retribution.  If the Purestone is not here, they will destroy your village by association, but will spare many.  So, if you know its location…”

Tair heaved the beast away from her with all her strength, which wasn’t very far.  “I don’t know where it is!” she managed to shout.  

The creature released her and watched as she composed herself.  “The gemstone has been near recently.  I can smell it.”

“You can smell a diamond?”  Tair jerked her cloak back over her shoulders.   

The beast only growled; its eyes scanning the town square again.  The glow from the field fires began to light the eastern horizon and Tair could now smell the smoke.  A sudden and brilliant idea came to her.

“If you find this Purestone, can you get your people to stop the attacks?”

The beast nodded.  “I can lead them away.”

Tair sighed.  “All right, if it has been here, I know where to look,” Tair told the creature.  “But you can’t go into the center of town without scaring the…”

Tair stopped as the Zyn beast lifted its paws and began chanting.  The amethyst pendant on its necklace started to glow as the beast’s form began to melt and change into a dark-skinned human with long black hair.  The hybrid creature smiled a white toothy grin as the amethyst glow faded away.  “Lead on,” it said with the same voice.

Tair shook her head, not fully surprised by the revelation that the beast was a shadow Magi.  “Do you have a name or should I just call you Kitty?”

The man-cat’s smile abruptly disappeared as it cast Tair with a scornful gaze.  “Lynth,” he answered.  “Now, lead on, funny human, before your entire town is erased by fire.”

***

The wolf Zyn Beasts stood four abreast in five rows, each creature staring eagerly at the gate.  Some sniffed the air, their differing muzzles catching the scent of human, smoke, fear, and something else.  It was this something that allowed them to track the Purestone on its trek down river.  The wolves of Zynnasha stood, eyeing the gate, eagerly awaiting the order to attack from the two wolf beasts that stood before them – their squad leaders – who, in turn, awaited their own orders from the black ship on the river below.  

One of these leaders had a thick bandage on one leg making Myst’s eyes widen in recognition.  She stood on the parapet with her uncle and the two Malachi boys, wondering if the Zynnashan remembered her, as well.  

“What are they waiting for?” asked one of the brothers.  

“The command,” Teeg answered, his arms crossed before him in a pose Myst had always noted when he was worried.  “They’re waitin’ t’see if we have their prize.”

“The Purestone,” Myst said aloud.  “Laridiya said they can track it somehow.”

“Who?”  Teeg said, suddenly very interested.

“Laridiya,” Myst answered him.  “The Ethaean druid we arrived here with.  She brought the survivors of Tabaan here, uncle.”

“She fought them?” he asked with an intensity that frightened her.  

“I think so,” she replied uneasily.  “But, I wasn’t there to…”

“I need to buy us some time,” he said to himself and before anyone could stop him, Teeg shouted out to the two wolves standing before them.  “I wish to speak to yer’ commander!!  I invoke the right of Lajee with yer’ people!!”

The un-wounded wolf stepped forward, brandishing a curved blade of steel.  “What do you know of Lajee, human?” it snarled back. 

“I know more than ye’ would think!” Teeg shouted back.  “And I know ye’ cannot back down from the demand!”

The creature nodded once and returned to its counterpart to confer.  Myst yanked on her uncle’s shoulder, turning him to face her.

“By the light, what are you doing?”

“Buying ye’ time,” he said firmly.  “Now don’t be askin’ more questions!  Ye’ need to listen.  I need ye’ to run back to town and get that damn militia down here.  I also need ye’ to send yer’ druid friend here.”

“But, what was that thing you invoked?”

“We need to stall ‘em, Myst,” he said gently.  “This gate will not hold those wolves back for long.  If they get past the main gate above, it’ll be a bloodbath.  Now, go and find Vettis and tell ‘im to get those men down here!”

Myst nodded and began running up the road.  Her uncle was counting on her and Teeg was the one man she would not let down.

***

Tair knew that Joram’s Bend was not a welcoming place to strangers.  The five families were either blood relatives, wedded relatives, or people that swore fealty to that particular household.  To not have a family was to be an outcast unless you held a station that placed you in high regard – such as Myst’s Uncle Teeg.  The town simply did not like newcomers.  

The town would trade quite willingly during the planting and harvest seasons.  That was when the Bend saw the biggest influx of visitors.  Most of the strangers were tradesmen or merchants from small towns like Valdine to bigger cities like Kaalé.  Occasionally, an adventurer would find their way in and out of the Bend, and sometimes, if Tair was lucky, there would be those that wanted nothing more than to cause trouble.  Of course, Sheriff Teeg put a stop to those people rather quickly, tossing them in his cell and escorting them out of town the next day.

There was only one place the town allowed strangers to stay – the Windtopp Inn.  And it was this ramshackle stone and wood building that she led Lynth to.  If the panther beast was right, and he actually did smell the diamond, then the only place it could be would be the Windtopp because no farmer from the Bend was going to mount up and ride to another realm to steal a gemstone from crazed fur-beasts.  Tair knew that if she could find the ones who had the diamond, if the town knew she was the one who was able to repel the Zynnashans, then they would have to see her as a hero.

Tair’Lianne – Savior of Joram’s Bend…it was too ironic not to try.

The Windtopp was located on the southeast corner of the town square, right next to Baem’s Tavern and quite close to the main gate.  Lynth was still dressed as a dark-skinned human Magi – which was reason enough for many townsfolk to move quickly out of their path.  Most of the populace was out on the streets, staring down at their family’s fields savagely burning away by curtains of fire.  Tair could smell the smoke and feel the rising tide of panic.  She was immediately reminded of Valdine.  

The pair stopped at the narrow, two-story building.  Bright candlelight chased away the darkness that tried to slip through the windows.  Shadowy figures passed by, the fear on their owners’ faces hidden.  

“The smell is stronger here,” Lynth purred behind her.

“If your thieves came through Joram’s Bend – they were here.”

Neither said a word as they stepped into the inn.  The lower level was one large open room with a walled off kitchen in the back.  A wide staircase rose from the center of the dining room up to the second floor and its six rooms.  The place was rustic.  Mesa stone for the floor, chairs and tables made of sanded birch, gas lanterns with smoke-stained glass covers and unpolished brass candelabras dotted the dining hall here and there.

Mira Polchik ran the establishment from a small apartment next to the kitchen.  Rumors say she became an outcast when her husband passed away at a younger age and said husband’s family had no desire to keep her.  She was a skinny creature, not unattractive, but far from stunning.  She was in her middle years and was spending them cooped up within the walls of this place.  Still, Tair thought, at least she is able to meet new people without the fear of leaving the Bend.  She approached Tair and Lynth with a twinge of disgust on her face.  Tair wasn’t sure if that was for the Magi or for her.

“If your companion wants a room for the night, it will cost him double,” she said with a sharp, reproachful tongue.  

“We’re looking for anyone that’s been here within the past few days,” Tair said quickly.  “They would not have been tradesmen or farmers.  They might have looked as though they were trying to go unnoticed, like they were hiding something.”

“Aye,” she answered.  “We had one of them just the other day, but he was with two friends who were loud and brutish.  They were always keen on a card game.  I had to chase them off to Baem’s and let him deal with them.”

“Are they still here?” Lynth asked her.

Mira shrank away from the Magi – afraid of him, but not knowing quite why.  “No, they lit out of here this morning.  The two gamblers weren’t very happy ‘bout it neither.”

Tair’s heart sank.  So much for the Savior of Joram’s Bend.  She’d be lucky to be a Survivor of Joram’s Bend.  “Do you at least know where they went?” She sighed.

“No,” Mira answered simply.  “But you might want to ask Vettis.  He likened to play Bard’s Bluff with them and, if rumor serves; he owes them quite a bit.”

Tair’s stomach rolled.  Was this the reason why Vettis was so keen to marry Myst?  Had the idiot finally squandered his family’s fortune and hoped to get the Almdor holdings to pay his debts?  It would make sense that Vettis would do almost anything to make sure his wedding to Myst was still on – including murder.  The only way she was going to find out was to find him and get him to talk.  Glancing over at Lynth, she knew it would not be an issue.

“Follow me”, she told the Zynnashan.

Without so much as a thank you and ignoring Mira’s incessant questions about what was happening in the fields, Tair led Lynth out of the Windtopp Inn and next door to Baem’s Tavern.  Tair knew that Vettis was in the militia, but she had a sneaking suspicion that the coward would be drinking his courage for the upcoming massacre.  

No one was in the little tavern, however.  Even Baem was missing.  The lanterns were lit, pomyl smoke still hung in the air, and half-emptied mugs of ale and wine still sat upon the large bar.  

“The militia,” Tair said with understanding.  “They were called to defend the town.”  She leapt nimbly across the bar, grabbing a ceramic mug.  She began filling it from one of the three large casks before her.  

Lynth placed his fake human hands upon the rough surface of the bar and inhaled deeply, his head arching backward.  “It has been here,” he said with a mixture of reverence and excitement.

“Then Vettis knows who had it,” Tair said and then took a long draught.  Who knew how long it would be before she could have a drink again?  She downed the contents and turned to fill it once more.  “He’s part of the militia, so he’ll be down near the front gate.  If we hurry, we can…”

A wet crack sounded behind her.  Tair whirled around in time to see Lynth crumple to the floor.  Behind the disguised Zyn Beast was Vettis, his sword drawn, the pommel of which was now smeared with blood.  

“You want me?  You found me,” he said dully, his eyes glazed from either drink or madness.  “Making friends with Magi now?”

“Oh, Vettis, you stupid, stupid man,” Tair said, shaking her head and turning the mug in her hand for a better throwing position.

“Stupid?” he said slyly.  “I think not.  Once I get rid of you and dump your body down the side of the mesa, I will be able to handle Myst and any thoughts of her leaving will be quashed.”

Tair smiled.  “You’re going to dump me off the mesa?  And how will you explain how I died?”

“This attack is perfect,” Vettis said, taking a step toward the open side of the bar.  “Everyone will think you tried to run away…again…and you were caught in the flames below.”

“You wouldn’t be doing this if you truly loved Myst,” she said, still grinning.

“Love?” Vettis spat.  “Love is a trivial thing next to the wealth the Almdor family will provide me.”  

Tair covered her mouth, trying to keep in the laugh that started to escape.

Vettis reached the side of the bar, his sword pointed at the giggling woman.  “By the river’s ebb and flow, what do you find so funny?”

“Two things,” Tair replied, casually taking a sip of ale and then setting the mug down.   “The first is that you’ve just told me that you don’t love Myst and the only reason why you’re marrying her and killing me is for her money.  

“The funny part is that you did this without looking behind you.”

Vettis turned to see Myst, her sword drawn, her face tight with rage.  

“The second funny thing is that you not only attacked a Magi, you attacked a Zynnashan Magi.”

Vettis half-turned to where the purple robed Magi should have been lying on the floor.  Instead, he saw only a feline creature standing next to him, its snout curled in anger, one of its paws cradling the back of its head.  The other paw pointed a slender claw at Vettis’ sword and spoke a word of magic.  A pulse of violet energy struck the weapon, shattering its blade.  Vettis threw the useless thing down, his eyes darting toward the exit.

Myst held her own blade toward Lynth.  “What are you?”

“Easy, Myst,” Tair said soothingly.  “He’s on our side.  His name is Lynth and he says he’s looking for the Purestone to try and make the army stop attacking us.”

“And why is he looking here for the stone?” she asked.

“I have tracked it here,” he said.  “The Purestone and its thieves have been in this building quite recently.”

Myst blinked, her mind having trouble matching the creature’s perfect speech with its animal face.  

“And Vettis has seen it,” Tair added.  “Haven’t you?  It’s why you owe so much to those three strangers that were here recently.  They used it as collateral in a game of Bard’s Bluff.”

“The thieves used the sacred Purestone as a tool for gambling?” Lynth nearly shouted.  “Havaas will eat their hearts.”

“Is this true?” Myst asked her former fiancé.

Vettis removed his eyes from the enraged cat beast into the shockingly calm visage of Myst.  She now held her sword at him, dispelling any hope for his escape.  “They showed me the diamond.  It was huge, big enough to buy every plot of farmland in Joram’s Bend.  I could have paid off my debts, brought my family some new respect.”

“And yet, you lost,” Myst guessed correctly.  “What did you wager, Vettis?”

“Everything,” he sobbed.

“Where did they go?” She asked; her voice cold.

“One of them said something about Fhaalvak.”

“Fhaalvak,” Lynth snarled, turning his head to the west.  He then gave Tair a nod.  “May Ja’Naali hide you, human.  I thank you for your assistance.”  The feline creature then left the room, his figure merging with the night shadows outside.

“Wait,” Tair called out, but then she saw Vettis take a step toward Myst.  In one fluid movement, Tair had jumped over the bar and laid a dagger against Vettis’ throat.

“You framed me.  You murdered Jes to keep it quiet.  And then you tried to murder me,” Tair whispered with a decisiveness that set Vettis trembling.  “You took my life away, such as it was.  I think I should only give you the same respect.”

“Tair, no!” Myst commanded.  

The dagger held, but Tair’s eyes flicked to her companion.  

“He may be the scum of a blackened toadstool, but we’ll need him to help fight these Zyn Beasts off,” she told her.  “Besides, keeping him alive will prove your innocence!”

Tair squeezed the dagger’s hilt a bit tighter, feeling the blade ever-so-slightly part the skin on Vettis’ neck.  Oh, how she wanted to tug on the knife, to let this horse’s ass choke on his own life’s blood.  She could care less about her innocence or how the town looked upon her.  No matter what happened this night, she was not coming back.  But Myst’s eyes begged her not to take that path.  In the end, it was Myst’s friendship she wished to keep and it would be difficult to do so with the knowledge that she had slit the throat of her ex-lover.  

Tair conceded, and began to remove the dagger, but Myst was there faster than she thought possible, her hand over hers, holding the cold blade against Vettis.  She leaned close, her green eyes boring into Vettis like ravenous jade vipers.

“Understand me, Vettis Hillden.  You are no longer welcome in my family’s house and we are no longer bound to each other.  Tonight, you and I may fight side by side to protect Joram’s Bend, but afterward, if both of us still live, you will speak to me no longer.  If you step foot near me, my family, or Tair – I will sit and watch as she bleeds you.  Am I clear?”

Vettis whispered a hoarse yes.

“Now, get the rest of the militia down to mid-gate,” she ordered.  

Myst removed her hand as Tair removed her weapon.  

Vettis stumbled away, his hand touching the small cut Tair had given him.  His face was a stony mask, but his eyes were a black wave of rage as he stared at both women before exiting the tavern.

Tair sheathed her dagger.  “You gave me chills,” she said half-mockingly.

Myst offered her a brief smile.  “We need to return to mid-gate,” she said.  “The Zynnashans have a whole squad of those wolf creatures waiting to attack.  Uncle Teeg is going to try and stall them, but I don’t think…”

“Maybe its time we just used the lift and found friendlier surroundings?”

Myst shook her head.  “My father declared me an outcast tonight.”

“More of a reason to leave this place,” Tair snapped.

“I cannot do that, Tair,” Myst said quietly.  “Though I may be an outcast to my father, my family is still important to me.  My uncle is down there ready to give his life to defend the people of Joram’s Bend.  That man was more of a father to me than the one I had.  At the very least, he knows my heart better than my father ever will.  I will help him.  I would prefer it if you protected by backside, but I understand if you won’t.  Our success isn’t a sure bet.”

Tair shook her head angrily; her arms became folded against her chest.  “You and your honorable notions make me sick.”

Myst nodded sorrowfully and turned to leave.

“But, I owe you one for dragging my behind from Valdine to Tabaan.  So, I guess we’re in this together.”

Myst quickly turned and gave her friend a hug, which she returned just as fast.  “Come,” Myst said.  “We have little time!”

Tair kicked at a chair as she followed her friend and laughed cynically.  “I knew this town was going to kill me.”
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By the time Myst and Tair had reached the mid-gate, the militia was standing ready near the wall nervously fidgeting with their iron swords and spears.  A line of eight men crowded on the parapet with bows at the ready, their copper and iron-tipped arrowheads pointed at the horrible, slavering wolf beasts. The smoke had grown thicker, but each and every man that stood upon the gate could see the gleaming yellow eyes that were eager for their blood as fear coursed through the Joram’s Bend militia.  

Myst saw Vettis giving orders and straightening the line of young farmers.  She also spotted Laridiya talking to her uncle Teeg near the rope bridge.  Lynth was nowhere in sight and Myst hoped that the strange monster was talking to his people – telling them the circumstances of the situation and that they could call off this attack at any time.  

“What is that?” Tair said with a mixture of awe and fear. She pointed to the center of the rope bridge that lay draped across the Tebis’non like an empty water skin.  The heat from the raging field fires produced thermal winds that caused the bridge to rock gently back and forth, the creaking of the aged wood and hemp rope was nearly drowned out by the fury of the rapids below.  Standing in the middle of the bridge was a hulking mass obscured by smoke and shadow.  Its focus was upon Sheriff Teeg.

Myst shook her head.  She was concerned only for her uncle, who now looked as though he were in a heated argument with Laridiya.   He pointed at the bridge and then at the surrounding devastation of the ruined fields.  Laridiya threw up her hands, her brown robes causing the rising smoke to swirl in thin waves around her.  The Ethaean druid then stomped away from Teeg, her face showing clear signs of agitation.   Myst moved away from Tair, desperately wanting to know what the two were discussing.

Laridiya’s eyes widened in relief when she saw Myst and placed both hands upon the swordswoman’s shoulders, “Talk to him,” she pleaded.  “He intends to meet with that creature,”

Myst looked past Laridiya’s shoulder to the figure on the bridge.  She shuddered involuntarily.  “Is that…?”

“It is the commander of this group of Zynnashans,” she answered, anticipating Myst’s question.  “It is the one who tore Elder Bakus’s head off in Tabaan because he did not know where the Purestone had gone.”

Fear clutched at Myst’s heart.  “It was here!” she shouted to the druid.  “Vettis saw it on three men who were traveling to Fhaalvak!”

“Tell this to your sheriff and pray he is shown mercy.”

Myst tore away from Laridiya and ran for her uncle.  He was prepared for her to argue against meeting the Zyn Beast commander.  He held one hand up while the other rested firmly upon her shoulder.  “Don’t ye’ try an’ stop me, Myst,” he told her.  “I have requested lajee with their commander.  It’s a form of parlay that is rarely given.”

“Leave it to you to know about Zynnashan customs,” Myst said.  “But I must tell you something.”

She told Teeg about Vettis and the three strangers heading for Fhaalvak.  She told him of Tair finding the strange panther-like Zyn Beast and his quest to stop the rampage of his kin.  Teeg listened intently and nodded sagely.  

“I’ll tell it to the beastie and I pray to Diathanos that they’ll take it an’ go,” he said solemnly.  “But, ye’ and I know how things sometimes go sour, hmm?”

“Don’t say that, uncle…”

“Now ye’ listen to me!” Teeg said, his voice rising to match the level of panic in Myst’s own.  “No matter what happens t’me…I want ye’ to go to Kaalé and look for Tienn Draanyr; he’ll set ye’ on the right path.  Get as far away from the Bend as ye’ can and make sure ye’ take Tair’Lianne with ye’.”

“COME HUMAN,” called the figure on the bridge.  “THE SEARCH FOR THE PURESTONE MUST NOT BE KEPT WAITING!”

Myst watched her uncle’s face, noting the resigned clench of his jaw and the hard set of his eyes.  “If something should happen…”

“Uncle, don’t…”

Teeg shook his niece to keep her attention.  “If something should happen t’me, ye’ get to the cell room and take what is behind the painting of the river…do ye’ understand?”

Myst nodded once, never needing to be told twice.  

‘I love ye’, girl.  Like ye’ was me own daughter.”

With that, the sheriff of Joram’s Bend turned and marched to the bridge.  Myst could say nothing for fear of losing all control and begging him to stop.  She knew if she did this, the tears would come and she would fall to her knees, embarrassing him.  She would not do that to her uncle.  Instead, she watched as the sheriff walked slowly across the little bridge, her heart thudding harder the closer he moved to the Zyn commander.  

Myst felt Tair next to her, but did not acknowledge her.  She could only watch as her uncle stopped before the mighty bulk of the Zyn Beast.  The creature made her uncle look small and frail; it towered over him as Teeg bowed in respect.  The beast nodded and listened to Teeg in silence.  Myst held her breath.  She could almost imagine the townsfolk above remaining quiet, waiting to discover the outcome.  

The creature roared, its bulky arms outstretched; one pointed at the top of the mesa and the other pointed at the mid-gate.  Fire erupted from creatures on the ship, stretching out like red fingers to strike against the town of Joram’s Bend.  Their destructive magic, however, failed to reach the very top, and seared only the lip of the mesa, singing only a high wall that belonged to the Hillden estate.  Myst tugged on her sword and ran for the bridge, knowing in her heart that there was nothing she could do to aid her uncle until he reached the safety of the mesa.  

Behind her, she could hear Vettis shout the order to fire upon the approaching wolf beasts.  The twang of bowstrings was followed by piercing yelps and howls of pain.  She heard Tair yell something and felt her move away.  Myst ignored it all, focusing her concentration on her uncle’s progress.  The flames from the Zynnashan Fire Magi chased away the darkness of night, giving Myst a clear look at the lion Zyn Beast.  It was powerfully muscled and wielded a barbed mace the size of her head.  Its face was covered in golden brown fur, its snout twisted in a savage grimace of rage and bloodlust.  Daggers of yellow fang snapped at her uncle while eyes of deep green focused hatred upon him.  A thick mane of hair framed the creature’s face which whipped around in a golden haze as it continued to ferociously assault the sheriff of Joram’s Bend.  It wore a shiny chain mail shirt and a blue and gold tabard with the image of a beast’s claw upon its center.  The creature also had steel bracers on that extended from his wrists to his fur-draped elbows.  

The Zyn Beast attacked first, swinging the gargantuan mace at the sheriff.  Teeg parried the massive weapon as best he could and barely kept his balance upon the rocking bridge.  He would duck, weave, strike, parry, and take horribly small steps backward.  Myst hoped against hope that the Zyn Beast would slip; that it would make some mistake and her uncle would find a way to reach her, but it was only a matter of time before he fell.  Her uncle was outmatched by the sheer strength of the lion beast.  

The creature did make one mistake, leaving himself open after a wide swing of his mace.  Teeg was able to slip in and cut the beast along the inside of its forearm, making the creature drop its weapon.  The mace plummeted end over end to the river below, making a mighty splash heard over the din of the starting battle.  Holding his sword point at the Zynnashan’s chest, Teeg took a moment to look behind him and get his bearings.  

It was a costly error.  

The lion Zyn Beast had fought with a weapon and both Myst and Teeg knew that the creatures could attack with its claws.  A blinding flash of white light came from a medallion the beast wore, striking Teeg in the chest.  She watched her uncle fall a few steps backward and watched in horror as the Zyn Beast leapt at him, its talon-like claws fully extended.  Teeg made a feeble attempt to raise his blade, but it was pushed aside and then crushed against him as the lion creature bore its full weight, digging its claws into the sheriff’s ribcage.  

Myst screamed.  Her ragged shout lost in the tumult behind her as the wolf Zyn Beasts began breaking through the gate.  She ran toward her uncle who was caught in the lion-man’s embrace.  She raised her sword, knowing only that she had to kill this thing to save the man she considered a father.  The Zyn Commander saw her coming, removed his claws with a wrenching jerk and took a step to face her.  It stood there, waiting; its jaws open in gleeful anticipation of another kill.  Myst brought her sword to bear, raising it with both hands clasped against the hilt.  

Suddenly the bridge snapped, wavered, and then tilted to one side.  The Zyn Beast grabbed hold of the still connected side, its eyes widening at the view of Sheriff Teeg who was raising a dagger to cut the other side of the rope bridge to take them both down hundreds of feet.  

Myst caught the dying light of her uncle’s eyes, the blood-stained smile as he severed the remaining ropes holding the bridge together.  For one hysterical moment, Myst thought she might be able to swing out and grab him before he fell, but she only stood at the edge, watching his body tumble through the air until it glanced off the rocky side of the mesa and splashed into the river.  The Zyn Beast commander was able to grab hold of the trailing rope and rode the bridge towards the other side, dropping into the churning waters.

Myst could only stare in a rising tide of red anger as her uncle disappeared into the rapids down river while the beast that killed him swam safely to the other side.  So engrossed was Myst in the outcome of her uncle’s battle, she didn’t see the Zyn wolves breach the mid-gate.

***

Tair watched Myst argue with her uncle for a short while before growing bored with it.  If the old fool wanted to sacrifice himself over some noble ideal, then let him get on with it.  Watching Myst get upset over it only made her angry, so she marched over to the mid-gate to get a good view of the wolf creatures Myst had described.  Tair leapt nimbly up the narrow stairs of the parapet to where the eight men stood with their bows held tight, the tips of readied arrows shaking from hands trembling with fear.  These men were farmers, not warriors.  They wielded scythes, not swords.  Yet, here they were, ready to defend what was theirs.  

Tair knew most of them and she also knew that each of them believed Jes when he accused her of stealing the town treasury.  After all, he was one of their own.  She was just an orphaned outsider.  They didn’t care about her, she didn’t care about them.  If some of them happened to get their bellies torn open by the claws of a wolf Zyn Beast, Tair would be the last to mourn them.

Coming to the center of the parapet, Tair nudged between two men to catch a glimpse of the enemy.  What she saw almost made her feel sorry for them – almost.  Two dozen pairs of yellow eyes stared out of thick, swirling smoke.  Some of the creatures held weapons of steel that shined in the destructive firelight while some had nothing but their claws.  All of them wore some form of armor made of pliable leather.  They stood at the ready, some emitting the occasional growl or snarl.  Tair took a step back, shaking her head in a mix of wonder and trepidation.  Taking another step away, she bounced off one of the militia men.  She turned to see Vettis staring back down at her. 

“What do you want?” he demanded.  

“I wanted to see what we’re up against,” she answered.

“Death,” he said without blinking.  “We are up against death and we shall lose our lives by tooth and claw.”

Tair glanced at the archers, who were, in turn, looking back at their commander with a bit of confusion.  “Nice way to rally the troops, Vettis,” she said and pushed past him to return to Myst.

“If ever a chance arrives,” Vettis whispered, “I will kill you.”

Tair turned to face him and was nearly stunned by the hatred in his eyes.  Tair had done no wrong to the man, but the animosity she felt was there like an inferno.  She couldn’t understand his anger.  If anything, she was the victim.  She was the one he tried to frame; she was the one he tried to murder.  And now he was angry at her because he failed in his twisted endeavor to claim Myst.  

She shrugged her arms, producing her daggers.  “Why wait?”

Vettis actually reached for his sword, but stopped when he heard the guttural cry from the rope bridge.  He and Tair turned to watch Sheriff Teeg walk across the span and talk with the lion Zyn commander.  She knew it had gone bad the moment the beast roared and pointed skyward and then pointed straight at them.

“Shoot them…don’t wait!” Tair yelled and sprinted for the stairs.  

Vettis turned to see the front line of wolves running for the gate as though commanded from an unknown signal.  They were nearly there before Vettis screamed the command to fire.

Tair flew down the stairs three at a time as the first wave hit the wall, shaking the construction so badly, she nearly lost her footing.  She heard the uneven twangs of released bowstrings and the roars of pain as a few arrows hit their targets.  She paused briefly to look upon the line of archers as they released another volley.  

They didn’t get a third chance.  

The Zyn Beasts were using their claws and brute strength to scale the wooden structure.  Three of them reached the top.  One was felled by Vettis’s sword, but the other two were able to reach the parapet.  The bestial cries of the Zynnashans were soon mixed with the dying screams of humans.  Three more of the creatures breached the gate and soon the archers were fighting for their own lives.  

One of the creatures jumped down from the parapet, landing with a savage grace upon the mesa stone beneath it.  In one fluid movement, the wolf-beast used its razor-sharp claws and tore the heads from two of the farmers in the militia.  In that moment, half of the remaining seventeen fled back towards the town, while the others attacked the beast.  The creature stood no chance against eight armed and terrified men, but they were quite outmatched when two more landed nearby.  

Tair tried to stop the men from running, but it was useless.  The militia was getting slaughtered, running back and forth in a dance of chaos.  More of the Zynnashans were bounding from the parapet – not a single archer was left standing and Vettis was nowhere to be found.  Tair stood unmoving, stunned at the scene before her.  She could smell the blood of the villagers mingled with the smoke that still rose in the air; she could hear the hoarse shouts of men, the howls of Zyn Beasts, and the roar of flames licking the high levels of Joram’s Bend.  At one point, she heard Myst scream, and it brought her out enough to notice one of the wolves running toward her.  

It snapped her out of the stupor instantly.  

She raised her daggers, suddenly realizing the small things that would force her to move in close to those claws.  Having none of it, she jogged backward, hoping to bump into someone who could aid her.  She slammed against someone and nearly bounced off.  She heard a gruff female voice order her to duck her head, which she did quickly.  A thick staff of wood cracked against the Zyn Beast’s skull.  The strike was so hard that the beast lost its balance.  Its forward momentum caused it to crash against the mesa wall.  With a quick twirl of her staff, Laridiya brought the weapon down hard, making sure the creature did not rise again.  

The Ethaean druid hauled Tair up by her collar.  “Pay attention to what’s in front of you, girl!  The Zyns will be going for the gate latch to let the rest in!”

Tair looked beyond the fighting in front of her to the wolf beasts struggling with a large latch that kept the mid gate closed.  Tair looked at Laridiya helplessly.  

“I can tend to this,” she said with a smile.  “You find your friend.  We will need her steel.”

She gave Tair a slight shove in the direction of the bridge and then took two steps toward the fighting.  A Zyn Beast came from the left of Tair, swiping its claws at her.  She bent backward; slashing as the creature ran past, cutting a deep line in its ribs.  Rising up, she watched Laridiya finish it with her staff.  

Tair watched in horror as the creatures were able to manipulate the latch and began pushing the gate outward to the waiting army of wolf beasts.  Tair scanned the ledge where the bridge was moored with desperate thoughts of her and Myst escaping to the other side of the river.  That’s when she felt the rumbling and turned once more to find Laridiya praying urgently to the goddess Ethaea.  In on hand she held her holy symbol, its silver face now alight with an emerald fire that seemed to want to explode.  In her other hand, she held her staff aloft, steady, unwavering.

The rumbling intensified as the druid drove her staff down against the stone, turned it horizontal, and swung it in a slow arc at the gate.  The mesa shook, forcing everyone to pause in their fighting.  A rending sound followed as though the foundation of the mesa was tearing apart.  A jagged shaft of earth, as wide as the mid gate, speared upward and through the wooden barrier, crushing the Zynnashans nearby.  Their bodies flew over the wrecked gate, broken and bloody.  The massive wall of rock lifted ever higher, either side of it as smooth as polished marble.  

Tair smiled at Laridiya, but the druid priestess slumped to the ground as her communion with Ethaea had sapped all of her energy.  The Zyn Beasts that still remained inside the now permanent barrier fought on.  They knew they were trapped and intended to slaughter as many humans as they could before their own violent death.  The remnants of the Joram’s Bend militia had regrouped and found new courage in the defense of their home.  Tair saw Jabor and Cris Malachi fighting together, both of them taking down one of the man-wolves, their own faces contorted with a bestial rage.  

Seeing them fight side by side brought a sudden urge to find Myst, but she knew she couldn’t leave Laridiya alone and defenseless.  Tair checked on her, gently shifting the woman’s large girth until she was sitting up against the mesa wall.  Standing up, Tair heaved a sigh as to whether she should leave Laridiya to find Myst, but was suddenly shoved face first against the rock wall.  Her daggers clattered to the stony ground as she lifted her hands to push against her attacker.  She could feel a pair of hands on the back of her neck, squeezing and pushing her face harder into the stone.  

Then a familiar voice spoke softly into her ear:  “I told you I was going to kill you.”

It was Vettis.  And this time he meant to do it.  

Using all of her strength, Tair pushed against the rock and kicked backward.  She felt him grunt as her boot caught him in the groin.  She kicked again, catching him in the thigh.  Then he turned her around, his hands now choking her.  Her hair fell into her eyes as she punched, scratched, and slapped at him.  He only squeezed tighter, causing red spots to dance in her vision until they became white blotches, pulsing along with her racing heart.  She couldn’t breathe, there was no air.  

She looked again at the man who was once the love of her best friend.  He was hardly the same man.  Desperation and madness filled his eyes, had lined his face with premature age.  His once charming smile was now replaced with a terrible grin of finality.  Tair felt her mouth widening, her throat fighting for any amount of air.  

In an instant, painful rushes of oxygen rushed into her lungs as Vettis’s hands released her.  She felt a splash of warm liquid on her face and tasted blood in her mouth as she slid down against the rock wall next to Laridiya.  Tair watched as Vettis’s headless body collapsed in a heap before her.  She gasped and coughed at the same time, trying to understand what had just happened.  Then she saw Myst and the look upon her friend’s face frightened her more than the wolf-beasts.  

She was nearly unrecognizable.  Her face was dark with soot; lines of tears trailed down her face from red-rimmed, water-filled eyes; and her red hair stuck out in uneven spikes.  Beyond the physical aspects, Myst’s eyes were also filled with a cold rage; a grief that Tair knew could only come from Teeg’s death.  

Myst stared at her for a moment to confirm that Tair was out of danger and then she turned toward the waning battle.  Hefting her blood-stained sword, Myst loosed a war cry of inarticulate fury and dove into the fight.  She hacked and slashed at anything with fangs and fur.  One Zynnashan came at her with its claws, but Myst could not be stopped.  She parried the creature’s attacks with ease, slicing open its mid-section.  It died trying to hold its insides together as Myst stepped over it to kill the next one.  On and on she went until the last Zynnashan fell writhing in its final moments.  

Once the immediate fighting stopped, those that survived the skirmish took a moment to catch their breath and thank the gods.  Myst said nothing as she stomped off, throwing her sword to the ground, her body wracked with violent sobs.  Tair could only watch, unsure of what, if anything, she could say to ease her friend’s grief.  She felt a gentle touch on her arm as a revived Laridiya examined her.  “So much blood,” she commented.  “Are you hurt?”

Tair’s voice came out as a rasp, “The blood isn’t mine,” she told her.  

Shouts and cries of joy came from above as the people of Joram’s Bend watched the Zynnashan river ship slide away.  The monstrous creatures beyond the gate retreated into the darkness and those that used the power of fire aboard the strange vessel disappeared inside the craft.  The riotous yells of victory increased as the ship followed the town’s namesake east and faded into the night.

“We made it,” Tair said with a weary smile. “We beat them.”

Laridiya nodded, glancing at the bodies strewn within the small area that marked the entry way of mid-gate.  She then looked after Myst, who was crouching near the fallen rope bridge with her face in her hands.

“Yes, we beat them,” she whispered sadly, “but at what cost?”
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To Tienn, the High Temple of Diathanos was a garish monstrosity dedicated more to receiving attention than it was to foster hope in the world.  The structure was built out of a mixture of steelstone, white marble, quartz, and some form of crystalline substance.  High ceilings with gigantic columns, majestic hallways wide enough to accommodate a marching army, and marbled porticos offering fantastic views of the city made up the temple’s splendor.  False white light created from the blessings of the celebrated deity shone through crystal globes placed everywhere in the temple.  The structure of the building and the magnitude of luminescence combined to make the High Temple appear like a place of awe and wonder; a true home for the God of Light and Life.

But, Tienn knew.

He knew that every thing, no matter what its purpose, has secrets - dark, dirty secrets that were either shown for what they were, or hidden underneath the white, pristine beauty of light.  The temple had such a place underground, and it took Tienn and Kaelyn little time to sneak in through a side entrance near the kitchens and find a small staircase that led down into the dark underbelly of the temple.  By using his innate ability for camouflage and her magic, the two were able to slip through the temple undetected and down the steep steps.  

As Tienn slid against the cool stone wall of the dark hallway, he let himself smile at the irony of it.  House Diathanos represented the purity of the world, the integrity of Vasalius.  How could it allow such darkness to exist in its own home?  Once again, Tienn knew.  

Nothing…no one…can call itself whole without embracing both the light and the dark.

It was why Tienn could never embrace such a God as Diathanos.  If he were a praying man, he supposed he would choose Thaealyfis – God of Fire – due to his love of battle.  Tienn was an artist with his blade and when he gave in to his senses, when he succumbed to the dance of his rapier, it was as close to heaven as he thought he would ever reach.

The lower level of the temple was nothing but labyrinthine hallways of pocketed shadow, the only light coming from the occasional guttering torch that rested against the rough stone walls.  The passageways intersected at many points, but Kaelyn was somehow confident in her ability to guide them.  Before they ventured within the temple, the young magi had mentally severed the connection between Sajiix’s lost ring and her own foci, as it was flashing so quickly that it looked like a steady flare of light coming from her wrist.  

Twice they had to pause, waiting for a passing priest or young acolyte running on some errand.  No one saw them; they were perfect in the shadows.  

Finally they reached a hall that did not turn or branch elsewhere.  Kaelyn gripped Tienn’s arm tightly as she moved forward at a faster pace.  The hall ended abruptly with a small room.  From the light of a nearby torch, Tienn could recognize Sajiix chained to the wall.  His head slumped forward, but his eyes were open, listening.

“Someone approaches,” he said quietly, “using shadow in a place of light.”

Kaelyn allowed her spell to expire, becoming visible in the feeble light.  “Dhama,” she said, pressing her body against his and touching his hands.

“Who is with you?” the older Magi demanded.

Tienn stepped from the shadows, his hands wide as if to say “guess who?”

“Your warning spell was activated and I had to come.  I was attacked when I discovered you were here,” she told him, her hands skimming over the iron manacles.  “Master Draanyr assisted me and enlisted the help of the Guild to free you.” 

Sajiix’s eyebrows arched, his mouth angled in a familiar smirk.  “Did he, now?”  He looked straight at Tienn.  “And how, pray tell, did he convince the Guild Master to do this?”

“He does not know, Sajiix,” Tienn answered, taking a step inside the room.  “I went to him after your apprentice told me of the situation and he was nowhere to be found.  I took it upon myself to make the decision.”

Kaelyn spoke a word of magic and the manacles released Sajiix from their grip with a firm click.  The older Magi lowered his arms with a grunt, allowing Kaelyn to escort him to the single chair to sit.  Once seated, he looked up at Tienn as he massaged his wrists.  “You risked the wrath of House Diathanos against the Guild to save me?  I’m touched.”

Kaelyn examined her Dhama’s wrists and winced at the bruising.  “They will suffer for this,” she hissed.

“No,” Tienn commanded.  “No one will suffer.  Understand this, both of you.  The Defender’s Guild came here to avert a battle between Magi and clergy.  We agreed to rescue Sajiix so that he could be returned to the Arcanum.  Once he is safe, you can report to the Elementai and let them form a committee or whatever it is you do there.  I do this for the larger scope, Sajiix.”

The Magi nodded.  “Of course,” he said tightly.  “Far be it for you to rescue me out of friendship.”

“That is not the point,” Tienn told him.  “Leaving you here would be wrong.  I risked the Guild to do what is right…something it once stood for.”

Sajiix stared hard into the Draaken’s eyes for a moment, gauging Tienn’s sincerity.  Finally the Magi nodded.  “Very well,” he sighed.  “What is your plan for getting me out?”

Tienn nodded to Kaelyn.  “Your apprentice can turn you invisible and we sneak out like we snuck in.”

“My apprentice does not have the skill to keep us both unseen.”  Kaelyn seemed to bristle at this comment, but Sajiix continued with a gentle pat on her shoulder.  “Her skill is hampered by the aura of House Diathanos.  One can almost taste the selfless good that permeates the air.”

“Do you have anything that can help?” Tienn asked him, ignoring his sarcasm.

Sajiix shook his head.  “Not without my foci,” he answered.  

“And where is…?”  Tienn raised snow-white eyebrows.

Sajiix only looked up to the ceiling, referencing the level above.  

“This will make it more difficult,” Tienn said, his voice dripping with his own cynicism.

“If I cannot become invisible, then I must blend in some other way.  And though it fills me with dread to say this, perhaps we can find some spare white robes or a cloak?”

“We are not killing anyone for their clothes,” Tienn said firmly.

Sajiix sighed, “No one spoke of murder.  Kaelyn can easily put someone to sleep or perhaps there is a linen closet somewhere.  Either way, we need to get moving.”  The Magi stood, arching his back.  He let out a low moan, staggering forward.

“Are you in need, Dhama?” Kaelyn said, rushing to Sajiix’s side.

“Only of five, ten years, perhaps,” Sajiix offered his apprentice a rare smile.  “I am not as young as I once was.”

“Did they torture you?” asked Tienn.

“Only when they started quoting the Luminous,” Sajiix answered wryly.  “For the most part, they have left me here alone.”

The sound of a boot scuffing stone came from down the darkened corridor, prompting Sajiix to quickly stand and gesture to Kaelyn and Tienn to vanish.  Both faded from view as the Magi grasped hold of the manacles above his head, pretending as though he were still held captive.  From the shadows entered a young priest carrying a bowl of water, his robes as white and new as the rank he now held.  Sajiix was also pleased to note that the man was almost his size.

The priest was quite young and untried; his faith not nearly as tested as Kaelyn’s ability.  A simple spell to fog the brain put the man to sleep and Sajiix set about removing the robes of his order and replaced them with the priest’s own.  They were a tight fit, but the hood of the white robes would hide his face well enough.  The Magi and Tienn then dressed the priest in Sajiix’s own purple outfit and lifted his body against the wall so that Kaelyn could secure him in the manacles.  

From a distance, it looked as though Sajiix were still a prisoner.  

As the trio prepared to leave the small room, Tienn could not hide his chuckle at seeing Sajiix in robes of pure white.

“Not a word, Draanyr,” the Magi warned. 

The three moved on; Kaelyn and Tienn hidden with their separate talents and Sajiix disguised as a priest of Diathanos, his head bent low in faux supplication.  After a few mistaken turns and back steps, the three finally reached the stairway that led to the main level.  All of them were jittery, wondering when the priest they had shackled would awaken and start shouting for help.  

Sajiix climbed the stairs into the bright hallowed halls of the High Temple.  Somewhere nearby, Kaelyn and Tienn followed.  The Magi walked toward the cathedral, but paused when he heard a sharp hiss from behind.  “That is the wrong way.  The exit is down this hall.”

“My foci is somewhere on this level,” Sajiix whispered, his head still bowed.  “I will not leave without it.”

“Are you mad?” replied Tienn, his voice becoming faster, more agitated.  “If you haven’t noticed, the amount of light in there makes my ability to be unseen nearly impossible.  I cannot follow you.”

“Then do not wait for me,” Sajiix said calmly.  “Go out and secure our escape route.  Kaelyn will aid me in the location of my ring.”

Tienn was beside himself.  They were standing so close to the exit, so close to escaping from this political fiasco without harming anyone, and Sajiix decides to pine for his ring!  Yet, there was another nagging concern that lingered in the Draaken’s mind – could he trust Sajiix not to take his revenge against those that imprisoned him?  

“Be quick about it,” he finally advised.  “I will be waiting near the entrance.”

Sajiix nodded and waited until he sensed Tienn’s presence fade.  He then addressed his apprentice, who was closer than he anticipated.  “Kaelyn,” he said softly.  “I want you to use your foci as a divining rod, use it by feeling the energy pulse within you – not visually without.  If you concentrate, you can guide me close enough to the ring to where I can sense it myself.”

All Magi grow an affinity for their own foci as they grow in power, almost as if it were a new appendage.   The item becomes sacred, a part of them.  Locating one’s foci is like soothing a burn with a refreshing balm.  During the hours he was detained, Sajiix could feel his ring within the building, but not having it on his person was an itch he could not reach to scratch.  He would have his amethyst again – and Diathanos help the paladin that still held onto it.

Sajiix moved through the grand hall with relative ease.  The night was growing late and few patrons visited the cathedral at such a time.  The few Palidiamos assigned as sentries hardly noticed a low-level priest who seemed to be doing nothing more than praying to his deity.  

At last, Sajiix felt Kaelyn tug on his robes as they passed a smaller hallway filled with oval framed doors of polished wood.  Sajiix could feel his amethyst the moment he set foot upon the carpeted floor of the hall.  He moved swiftly down the corridor, pausing at the third door to his left.  Taking a breath, he knocked softly.  Concerned that the occupant did not hear, he knocked louder, still garnering no reply.  Placing his hand upon the brass knob, Sajiix tested the door.  It was unlocked.

Those within the flock of Diathanos were a trusting breed.

Sajiix entered the room, allowing time for Kaelyn to enter before he shut the door.  He could see that the missing occupant was obviously a paladin by how clean and orderly the room was kept.  It was a large area, comprised of a wood-framed bed, wardrobe closet, locked chest, work desk, armor rack, and small table.  A thick rug of animal skin lay near the foot of the bed and a number of adornments were scattered along each wall.  This Protector has done well for himself, Sajiix noted.   

A sigh behind him let him know that Kaelyn had released her spell, allowing him to see her once more.  “Do you sense it here, Dhama?” she asked.

Sajiix nodded as he moved toward the desk.  “Yes,” he replied.  “The thug obviously meant to keep it as a trophy.”

The elder Magi began tugging on drawers and scattering sheaves of parchment.  As he searched, Kaelyn sat nimbly upon the edge of the desk, her eyes alight with mischief.  “I was quite worried for you,” she said, her voice in a familiar husky tone that caused Sajiix to pause in his search.  

He smiled as she raised a hand to the fabric that covered her bosom, gently pushing it aside to allow him to see more of her body.  Sajiix chuckled and shook his head in genuine wonder.  “You,” he said, leaning closer to her, “flirt too much with danger and pleasure…”

“It makes it more exciting,” she breathed.  

“And what if our paladin friend happens to walk in?”

Kaelyn’s silky laugh reverberated through Sajiix.  “Then, perhaps we will show him something he’s never experienced.”  Sajiix kissed her then, roughly.  She met his lips with an eager desire, her hands lacing around the back of his neck to pull him closer.  

Sensing the moment was rocketing out of control, Sajiix pulled away, his own hands caressing her cheek and lingering there.  “We cannot lose sight of what must be done,” he told her.  “Besides, if your enthusiasm continued, I would think you were more excited by the white of my robes.”

She laughed gently, allowing her Dhama to continue his search.

“I can feel it is near,” Sajiix said.  “The moment I find my foci, I will give that fool something he has never…”

Kaelyn removed herself from the desk the moment Sajiix’s voice stopped, knowing he had discovered something.  “What is it?” 

“My foci,” he said, “along with six other pieces.”

“What?”

Sajiix felt bile rising in his throat.  His own amethyst ring was sitting in a small drawer along with six other foci of different orders.  A necklace studded with rubies lay entangled with a silver pendant that had a yellow topaz in its center and two sapphire rings of different design sat against a gold ring of emeralds and a copper ring with small diamonds.  These belonged to other Magi that were either being held prisoner below or they were removed forcibly.  Either way, Chancellor Tevic would answer for it.  Scooping up the foci pieces, Sajiix jammed them within one of the pockets of his borrowed robes.

“Focus your concentration,” Sajiix said to Kaelyn, all hint of playfulness gone.  “It is time we paid a visit to Chancellor Tevic.”  He then slid his amethyst ring upon its customary place on his right hand.  “Let us hope he resists.”

***

Tienn was able to exit the building without incident and breathed a sigh of relief as the night washed over him.  Moving away from the glaring brightness of the temple, Tienn glided silently through the shadows to a small copse of whitebark trees that stood as the halfway mark from the temple to the gate tower.  He crouched near the tree trunks, his purple skin melding perfectly with the night’s shadows.  Unless a wandering cleric, priest or paladin happened by this late and physically bumped into him, they would never know he was there.  

He watched the small side door of the temple, waiting for the disguised Sajiix to exit and the longer he waited, the more apprehensive he grew.  After a short while, he cursed himself for leaving the troublesome Magi to his own devices inside the temple.  He had nearly convinced himself to go back inside and drag Sajiix out by his ear when the sound of a booted foot crunching an autumn leaf sounded behind him.

His rapier was out in a flash, the point touching Ayce’s jugular as the mercenary raised his hands in surrender.  “What are you doing?” Tienn whispered harshly, replacing his sword.  

“Did you find Sajiix?” Ayce asked softly.  “Aren’t you supposed to be bringing him and his apprentice back toward the tower?”

“Sajiix decided that he was not leaving until he found his ring,” explained Tienn.

“His ring…?” Ayce looked confused for a moment and then his face switched from a quizzical stare to one of horrific understanding.  “You mean, you let Sajiix run loose in the High Temple of Diathanos…?  Have you forgotten how quick he is to lash back at anyone he feels has wronged him?”

Tienn sighed.  “I was hoping that he had grown out of that phase.”

“If not, we’re going to have the entire House of Diathanos on our backsides,” Ayce said glumly.

Tienn nodded.  “Sacrifice is an easy word to say when it comes to friendship.”

***

Sajiix strode briskly through the wide halls of the temple, his head no longer bowed.  Somewhere behind him, Kaelyn was following.  Her invisible spell was still working strongly as they approached the heart of the temple.  It was late and there were few priests roaming around, but Sajiix was quite sure that their luck would run out the deeper they moved into the cathedral.  He truly did not care whether they discovered him or not.  He was determined to confront Tevic again and demand to know the whereabouts of the Magi that had left their foci behind.   The problem was that he had no idea if Tevic was still within the temple’s walls and he had no way of knowing where his personal quarters were placed.

He marched on, hoping he would not have to cross the threshold of the actual cathedral.  Unlike some Magi, Sajiix believed in the faith the clerics and priests had over the seven gods of Vasalius.  He could not say he knew the gods existed, but the belief these men and women held was real enough to grant them special abilities that differed greatly from those the Magi were able to achieve.  And not one location held greater faith than a god’s central cathedral.  

Sajiix would be as helpless as a newborn.

Suddenly he heard voices approaching from the cathedral, voices in the midst of a deep discussion.  From around the corner came the flowing white grandeur that was Chancellor Tevic.  His head was turned to his companion, his hands outstretched as if to bring his point of view closer to his listener.  Sajiix felt Kaelyn grip his shoulder from behind in a panicked way, but he had no need for her warning gesture.

Tevic’s listener was Cassius Deveres.
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Sajiix averted his eyes just in time as Tevic and Cassius walked by, oblivious to his presence.  Neither man noticed him dressed in the robes of a low-level priest of Diathanos.  They carried on their conversation as Tevic discussed the future of Kaalé and what role the Guild would play in it.  They walked down the hall to the second ornate door on the right, pausing for Tevic to open the door and allow Cassius entry.  Tevic also left the door open; such was his confidence in the High Temple.  He had no concern over who may have been listening – although he might feel different knowing that Sajiix was now standing next to the door.  The Magi listened intently to the conversation, ready to move away should either Tevic approach or anyone in the hall see him.

Sajiix peered around the doorway.  He saw a massive marble fireplace and a couch of white leather.  He watched as Tevic poured himself a beverage from a crystal decanter he had on the mantle.  He offered Cassius something, but the former knight refused, sitting on the sofa straight-backed and rigid as he always did.  “Kaalé will become a Holy City, a destination for every worshipper of Diathanos to make a pilgrimage to,” Tevic was telling him.  “We shall make this city the guiding light of Kaalmoore, leading the pure into an enlightened age that will surely set an example for every realm of Vasalius.”

“And what is it that the Defender’s Guild can do for you, Chancellor?” Cassius asked with an earnest face.

Tevic turned away from Cassius, facing the detailed fresco that adorned the mantle.  “As you know, the Palidiamos have accepted Kaalé’s security as their own responsibility.  These brave souls have done many wondrous miracles in converting the general populace and turning them to our cause, but there are those that still hide within the walls of my vision.”

“The Magi?” Cassius wondered.

“The Magi,” repeated Tevic, turning to face the Guild Master with a sneer.  “They are an abomination, Cassius.  You know this from personal experience, do you not?  Your once dearest friend is a Magi and you still feel the sting of his betrayal!”

Sajiix felt the old familiar rage boiling in his blood.  His hand wanted nothing more than to send a bolt of shadow energy at the Chancellor’s head.

“They suck the life out of everything they hold dear,” Tevic continued.  “They have no allegiance to anyone but themselves.  Even their own orders squabble and fight, pitting one against the other.  They care for nothing but power.  Power over others and power over the very gemstones they covet, never giving thanks to the true nature of their gifts.

“It is the will of Diathanos that the Magi be made to see the error of their tactless lives.”

“I am still not sure what you wish the Guild to do,” repeated Cassius.

Tevic smiled benevolently as though he were looking down upon a child.  “I want you, as Guild Master, to make certain that any Magi that attempt to join your Guild are summarily declined and reported to me.”

Cassius nodded, finally understanding Tevic’s intent.  “I originally had no intention of allowing Magi within the Guild’s walls.  Your request makes it that much easier to decree.”

Tevic’s confident grin became even bigger as he took a quick sip of wine.  “Your cooperation will be noted positively, Cassius,” he told him.  “I do not forget those that assist me to bask in the glory of Diathanos’ will.  Events are transpiring that will finally reveal the light to the world…and you will be a part of it.”

Sajiix had to slide away from the door as his rage nearly drove him to enter the room and blast both of them with shadow magic.  How dare that pompous, sword-addled buffoon ‘decree’ who could and who could not join the Guild?  It was one of their own beliefs that everyone should have a chance to become a hero; to fight for what they believed in.  It’s what the Guild was created for!  A quick nudge from Kaelyn’s unseen hand made Sajiix return to the conversation.  

“…and will assure the safety of Kaalé at the present time.  With the Palidiamos working with the Defender’s Guild, nothing shall ever threaten the Diamond City again.  From here, we shall shine the light, welcoming our brother and sister houses until we are one!”

Sajiix sucked in a breath and slowly pulled away from the door.  What Tevic was suggesting had not been done in over a millennium – and for good reason.  The last time the seven houses joined, they declared war on the Magi.  This resulted in the deaths of thousands of Magi and clergy members, destroying cities and towns in every realm of Vasalius.  No one was spared.  It took decades for the world to recover.  And it all started with a Chancellor suggesting that each house unite.  If this was Tevic’s plan, then he and Kaelyn were in greater danger than he originally thought.  The Chancellor would have no problem in imprisoning or murdering the two of them to hide his agenda.  

An agenda that now encompassed the Defender’s Guild.

Sajiix could listen no longer.  His first priority was to get out of the temple and find the Purestone before Tevic’s paladins did.  Without the diamond, the Chancellor’s threats would be empty and with the gem in the hands of the Elementai, he would be less inclined to ‘remove’ the Magi from Vasalius.  

The door they used to enter the temple was a short distance away.  A short walk down one hall, a right turn, and then a jaunt through a smaller, less active corridor and they would be free.  “Move back the way we came,” he whispered, knowing Kaelyn was still nearby.  Sajiix stepped away from the door, bowed his head and walked back toward the connecting hall.  For a moment, the Magi considered using his magic to disappear, but he feared the energy would alert any nearby clergy of his presence.  It was no matter.  His disguise would see him out.

Sajiix wondered how much Tienn and Ayce knew of Cassius’s new vision for the Guild.  If Tienn had previous knowledge, he never would have agreed to sneak in and rescue him.  Ayce was too open with his thoughts to keep it a secret, and he truly had no love for House Diathanos.  No, Sajiix thought.  It seems Cassius has played them all for fools – a choice Sajiix planned to exploit once the Purestone was safely in the hands of the Magi.  Perhaps he could garner support enough to gain control of the Guild once more?  Yes, Sajiix smiled.  Then he would recruit every Magi that saw fit to enter and ram that up the Chancellor’s craw.  

Sajiix was five steps from the right turn he needed to take when he heard a booming voice call:  “You there!  Halt!”

The Magi froze, cursing for not turning himself invisible when he had the chance.  He urgently whispered, “Kaelyn, go on without me.  If I cannot make it out, you need to return and relay everything to Arathim.  Warn him of what is transpiring.”

Whether she heard him or not, he did not know, but two Palidiamos approached him from behind, and he no longer had time to confirm.  A gauntleted hand firmly gripped him on the shoulder, turning him.

“Why are you up so late, brother?” asked one of them.  “Do you not have morning prayer at the coming of dawn?”

Sajiix could barely hide his distaste for what he wore and what they perceived him to be.  Both men looked at him shrewdly, their faces as similar as the armor they wore. 

They sensed he did not belong.

Sajiix smiled ingratiatingly.  “My communion with Diathanos keeps me from my soft bunk.  I felt, perhaps, a little night air would do me good.”

The paladins’ brows came together, their hands inching toward their swords.  Sajiix suddenly understood his mistake:  No self-respecting priest of Diathanos would think that night air was good.  

“…which is not to say that the darkened air of the foul night would be good for me, but perhaps the coming of the sun…as it tries to rise above the dark…the wind would…”  Seeing that his audience was growing more alarmed, Sajiix gave up.  Too much time had passed since the last time he tried to bluff his way out of a situation.

“Enough of this,” he snarled with self-disgust.  

The Paladins had not even cleared the blades from their scabbards when the wall of amethyst energy struck them and knocked them to the floor.  Sajiix turned and ran, his borrowed robes fluttering behind him like the wings of a dove.  The sound of crashing armor alerted everyone nearby that something was amiss.  Sure enough, Sajiix soon heard the calling of voices sounding a general alarm.  

It suited Sajiix just as well.  He was ready to fight his way out.

***

Tienn was still crouched next to Ayce outside the temple, trying to decide if he should go back inside to retrieve Sajiix when a blast of violet energy burst from the small side door, followed by the body of a clergyman of Diathanos.  The man flew a good distance away, sliding to a halt on the grassy lawn.  The cleric tried to get up, staggered once, and then collapsed to what Tienn hoped was unconsciousness.

“Well, that can’t be good,” Ayce muttered.

Shouts could be heard coming from the hallway beyond the now broken door.  Tienn waited until Sajiix poked his head out, looking cautiously to each side to make certain no one was waiting.  The Magi then pushed his way past the once ornate door that was now hanging listlessly on one hinge.  

“Return to the north tower,” Tienn instructed Ayce.  “Make sure our people are together so we can exit this place immediately.”

“You got it,” Ayce grinned and then ran off into the night.

Tienn shook his head, simultaneously amazed and irritated that Ayce could be having such a grand time.  The Guild was now involved with whatever dispute Sajiix and House Diathanos had – and Cassius was not going to be pleased about it.  Tienn had a small hope that he and Ayce could get Sajiix out of Kaalé before Chancellor Tevic even knew they were involved.  To do that, he would have to move swiftly.

Tienn ran out of the trees, allowing his natural camouflage to fade and signaled to Sajiix.  Unfortunately, the Magi’s attention was upon what was behind him in the temple.  Cursing softly, Tienn ran towards the broken entrance, his superior night vision scanning the area in front of him.  Tienn let out a shrill whistle, a near perfect copy of a ravenox – a native bird of Excelicus.  That caught his attention!  Sajiix ran towards him, his face pinched with exertion and anger.  

“We must leave this place, now!” Sajiix told him in a tone that Tienn remembered all too well – a tone that hinted at mortal danger.

“What did you do?” Tienn scolded.  “Was there no way of leaving the temple without killing anyone?”

“I have not killed anyone, not yet,” Sajiix remarked dispassionately.  “But, you must trust me when I tell you we are in grave danger and that there is no time to explain.”

A squad of four Palidiamos and two clerics burst out of the temple.  The paladins scanned the darkness for the Magi while the clerics checked on the welfare of their fallen comrade who was attempting to stand once more.  

“There never is,” Tienn grumbled, dragging Sajiix into the cover of the trees.  

The two of them ran around the edge of the copse, keeping the trees between them and the paladins.  Shouts rang across the wide expanse of the compound as the alarm spread further out.  Globes of searing white light were thrown into the air, banishing the places a Shadow Magi could hide.  

The north tower was in sight and was still quiet.  A wide swath of open field lay before them; a breadth that would make them quite visible as they ran for the tower.  Tienn and Sajiix paused for a moment, the Magi’s breath coming out a bit faster.

“It has been too long since I last had to run from an enemy,” Sajiix said apologetically.  “I’m afraid I have become unused to physical exertion.”

Tienn scanned the area ahead, seeing no one near the tower.  “Well, once we get you clear of the temple, you can magic your way back to your tower in Vhaalia.  By the way, what did you do with your apprentice?”

“She ‘magicked’ her way out,” he replied tersely.  “That way, if I am recaptured, the Elementai will know what is going on here.”

“I had her word that she would not go to them!” he hissed.  “The last thing we need is another gem war on our hands!”

Sajiix eyed him critically.  “You don’t know how close to the truth you actually are, old friend,” he said ominously.  Seeing Tienn’s face turn from determination to confusion, Sajiix waved his hand and said, “Forget about this now.  I will tell you what I know as soon as we return to the Guild.”

“The Guild,” laughed Tienn in response.  “Cassius will not…”

“I think you will find that Cassius has other matters at hand,” Sajiix interrupted.  “Come, now is our chance.”

Sajiix dashed across the open space with Tienn trailing behind.  Both reached the north tower unseen.  The inner and outer portcullises remained open, giving hope that escaping without further confrontation was possible.  From the darkness, Dorn’s huge figure emerged, his meaty hands hefting a two-headed axe easily the size of Sajiix’s head.  The giant eyed the Magi warily, recalling the power that had battered him in the Guild.  

“Where are the others?” Tienn asked him.

“Morgath up on tower,” Dorn used his massive finger to point upward.  “Ro’byenn checks on outside of tower.”

“Why is the druid securing the outside of the tower?” Sajiix asked.  The Magi emphasized Ro’byenn’s title, letting them know how uncomfortable he was having a druid help them betray his extended family.  

“Says he heard noise,” grunted Dorn. 

“Where is Ayce?”

The barbarian could only shrug.

Sajiix turned to Tienn; his eyes alight with purple flame.  “They know we are here.”  The Magi walked briskly toward the raised portcullis, but Tienn stepped in front of him.

“We are not leaving without the rest of the Guildsmen,” he said.

“You are not leaving, at all.”

Four Palidiamos, their armor shining with a bluish-white light from the diamond dust, marched from either side of the tower exit.  One of them pushed Ro’byenn into Tienn’s arms.  The druid collapsed to his knees as a thin trickle of blood oozed over his right eye.  

“What have you done?” Tienn said angrily as he examined the druid’s wounds.

“You must forgive the enthusiasm of my men,” stated a smug Chancellor Tevic who strolled along the gravel path up into the tower.  With him was a squad of six clerics, each ready to protect their divine leader through prayer and battle.  Each man held different weapons at the ready, but all wore the chain coif and shirt bearing the tabard of the white diamond.  “They are only doing what they feel is in the best interest of Diathanos.”

“Attacking a fellow priest?”  Tienn was still aghast at the idea.

“We saw only a figure lurking in the shadows near the temple gate,” spoke the monotone voice of the same paladin.  

“A regrettable occurrence, to be sure,” said Tevic sincerely.  “Do you require healing, brother?”

Ro’byenn stood with the aid of Tienn, adjusting his brown robes and touching his forehead with a slight wince.  “That shouldn’t be necessary Chancellor, thank you,” the druid returned.    

“Very well,” Tevic smiled.  “Perhaps we can all return to the cathedral, have some wine, and talk about this slight misunderstanding.”

Sajiix had to admire the man’s acting ability.  He was the perfect host: gracious and accommodating; but the Magi knew the danger that lay beneath the surface.  He saw the clench of Tevic’s jaw, the way he stroked his platinum medallion.  He wanted nothing more than to use the power of Diathanos to smite them all.

“I have no intention of returning to the temple,” Sajiix said warningly.  

“Oh, but I insist.”  The Chancellor’s voice lost all pretense of civility.  “I wish to know how you escaped.  I am assuming the Draaken had a shadowy hand in it.  I am also guessing the lycanthrope is somewhere nearby, hiding in the darkness.  I must say I am surprised at these newer initiates to your Guild.  I thought Cassius had them properly cowed.”

Dorn let out a deep rumble in his barrel-like chest, but Tienn held out a hand to keep him at bay.  “That is the essence of the Defender’s Guild, Chancellor.  We do not train others to be soldiers.  We train them to be heroes; men and women of free will who recognize how gracious a gift that can be.”

Tevic rolled his eyes.  “Such noble sentimentality coming from one whose blood is as dark as the land he hails from.”

“Call it what you will,” Tienn returned, “but I am agreeing with Sajiix.  The initiates and I will not be joining you at the temple.”

“How unfortunate,” he sighed.  “I was truly hoping this would end peacefully.”

Behind them, the four paladins unsheathed their swords in unison, the ringing metal echoing loudly within the tower.  

“Think carefully upon this, Chancellor,” Tienn warned.

Tevic’s face went livid.  “You entered the Temple of Diathanos unbidden!  You snuck in like thieves and released a known agitator of all seven houses of Vasalius and you have the audacity to question my decisions?  As far as I am concerned, you are all under arrest!”

Tienn nodded, his fingers tightening upon the hilt of his rapier.  He then felt a touch on his arm and was surprised to see it was Sajiix.  “Do not do this for me,” he said flatly.  

“I do not do this for you alone, old friend,” he said determinedly.  “I do this for what we once stood for.”

The Magi could not help but smile.  It felt like eons since the last time he smiled so, but there it was.  The same giddiness he felt so long ago before a battle, the same excitement that only came from being along side his friends.   Crackles of arcane energy began flaring around the Magi in a surging rush of purple, mauve, and deep violet.  

“Remember,” Tienn reminded, “no killing.”

Sajiix laughed.  “You take the fun out of everything.”

The Magi shot a pulse of energy at Tevic, but the magic bounced harmlessly off of a transparent globe that surrounded the Chancellor and struck the outer wall of the tower.  Sajiix’s strike was the cue that set the paladins and clerics to attack.  

“You take the clerics, I shall deal with the paladins,” Sajiix ordered Tienn.

“I don’t believe we’ll have trouble with the paladins,” Tienn remarked, nodding toward the sudden rush of Dorn who, using the flat side of his axe, swept three paladins away with a horrendous crash of armor.  

The two Guildsmen turned to see the six clerics rushing at them in unison.  Sajiix knocked two of them flat with a blast of shadow magic while Tienn whirled about to trip one cleric and parry another’s hammer swing.  The other three clerics came at Ro’byenn, who stood defenseless against them.  Before they could reach the druid, however, they were met by the solid, squat mass of Morgath, who had been hiding upon the stairs.  The Bornosian let out a battle cry that drew their attention and then dove straight into the trio.  All of them went down in a jumbled mass of limbs and dropped weapons.

Sajiix saw that most of the attacking clergy were occupied and used his magic once more upon Tevic’s protective shield resulting in the same effect.  He stole a glance at Tienn, who was dodging, parrying, and blocking the heated blows of two angered clerics.  Morgath was engaged in fisticuffs with two clergy; the third had apparently been knocked unconscious and was lying facedown upon the stone floor.  Dorn was still battling four paladins – the armor of the Palidiamos protected them from harm, but did not keep them from getting flung from wall to wall by the barbarian’s axe.  

Sajiix knew it would not be long before the battle ended in their defeat.  

“We must leave this tower!” he shouted to Tienn.

“Easier said…than done,” he panted as he gave a quick riposte to his opponent’s swing.  “We still…do not have Ayce!”

“Ayce can take care of himself!” Sajiix murmured a word of power and flicked his wrist, sending a violet spark of lightning that dropped Tienn’s second challenger.

“ENOUGH!!”

The command was Tevic’s.  The Chancellor brandished his holy medallion and with one word of prayer, flashed an intense explosion of white light that banished any and all darkness from the tower.  The light seemed to burn into Sajiix’s brain, tearing into every crevice and curve.   His eyes felt as though they had melted on the spot, the pain radiating from his head to his toes, bringing him and his companions to their knees.  Through his pain, he heard the outer portcullis closing, sealing all of them off from any hope of escape.  

Sajiix was grabbed roughly by the shoulders and dragged to his feet.  Cold steel gloves bit into his skin as his foci was violently ripped from his finger.  The Magi cried out, hoping his fingers were not broken.  He was pushed aside as he heard the others being searched, their weapons also taken.  

“Sajiix, can you see anything?”

It was Tienn, standing right next to him.  Out of all of them, the Draaken’s vision would be hardest hit.  Indeed, Sajiix was beginning to notice the white glare fading, the outlines of figures standing before them.  “Barely,” he answered.  

“Watch them,” they heard Tevic order.  “If any of them attempt to escape – show them the error of their judgment.”

Sajiix could see Tevic’s blurred form step away from the main line of guards as he conferred with someone in a demanding voice.  The soft bass of the person he talked to could only be one man.

“Cassius…?”  Ro’byenn said with a hushed voice.

Sajiix felt Tienn’s body jerk in reaction to the initiate’s discovery.  “Cassius…Are you certain?” he asked.  His voice reflecting worry and hope at the same time.

Indeed it was.  Sajiix could now see the Guild Master chatting with Tevic.  They stood behind a line of paladins and clerics talking quite heatedly about this turn of events.  Every so often, Cassius would turn to look at them, keeping his eyes neutral even as they slid over Sajiix.  

The little Bornosian spoke next.  “He’s talkin’ to Tevic.  I think he’s convincing him to let us go!”

“Don’t hold on to that hope,” Sajiix whispered to himself.  He knew he couldn’t say a word against the former knight.  Not after what had occurred in the Guild.  The group would never believe him.

“I see him,” Tienn said.  “How did he know we were here?”

“He didn’t know,” Sajiix told him, blinking the last of the stunning light prayer from his eyes.  “But that is not important right now.  I must escape, Tienn.  Cassius might be able to find a way to get you and the initiates out, but Tevic will not let me go.”

“You don’t know this for sure, Sajiix,” Tienn said with a faint glimmer of hope in his voice.  “Cassius might be able to convince…”

Sajiix shut the Draaken’s voice out, concentrating on everything in the small tower.  They were grouped together in the center of the structure with four armed paladins standing before them, watching their every move.  Three of the six clerics stood clustered near the raised inner gate, eyeing their captives warily.  The only way out was either through the throng of clergy (impossible without his foci) or up the stairs to the roof of the tower where he could jump and kill himself upon the clean cobblestone streets of Kaalé - an ignominious end to his illustrious career.

Tevic and Cassius were nearing the end of their conversation and Sajiix was out of options.  He sighed deeply, irritated at being so helpless without his focal gem.  Suddenly, he caught the whiff of sweetwater berries.  The Magi nearly smiled, giving away his last hope of escape.  He examined the wheel that controlled the two gates, noting with satisfaction that each gate had its own separate chain rising into the ceiling.  He moved closer to Tienn and nudged the Draaken with his boot.  Tienn continued to look straight ahead, but nodded ever so slightly to let Sajiix know he was listening.

“There is one chance,” he whispered.  “Do not attempt to stop me.  Follow my lead or get out of the way.”  Tienn’s eyebrows came down a small fraction, telling the Magi that he did not like what he heard.  “Just do it,” Sajiix hissed quietly.  “Kaalé’s future hinges on my escape.”

The sound of Cassius’ss boots crunching on the white gravel signaled Sajiix that it was nearly time to act.  

“Second paladin to the right,” Sajiix murmured to the air.

Cassius stopped just inside the gate.  “Tienn…Initiates…you are to come with me back to the Guild.  The Magi is being placed under arrest until the King decides what to do for his crimes against the House.  Chancellor Tevic has graciously allowed you to be forgiven for the assault upon his men, as you were obviously under the influence of the Magi.”  His brown eyes met Sajiix’s for a moment and there was nothing there – no emotion whatsoever.

“So you refuse to even acknowledge me by my name?”

“The Palidiamos will escort us to the east gate,” Cassius said with the same monotone voice, ignoring Sajiix.

Dorn, Morgath, and Ro’byenn walked out of the north tower, their eyes refusing to meet Cassius as he allowed them to pass the paladins and Chancellor Tevic.  Tienn stood solidly by Sajiix, his scowl conveying his immense displeasure.  

“Tienn, please…” Cassius urged.

“This is wrong,” the Draaken said with his white eyes boring into the former knight’s own.  

“What is wrong is his return,” Cassius said angrily, pointing at Sajiix.  “He comes back with these delusions that we are not allowed to start a new Guild without him?  Then he acts out against the church, gets himself arrested, and you all have the nerve to rescue him?  Tell me what is wrong with this scenario, Tienn?”

“He was chained to a wall, Cassius!” Tienn shot back.

“Be silent!  As your commander, I order you to be quiet!”

Even Sajiix was surprised at his former friend’s outburst.  Tienn looked as though Cassius had run him through and even Tevic had taken a few steps closer, his curiosity obviously peaked at what was happening.  

“Then that shall be the last order you will give me,” said Tienn, his voice cracking.

“Master Draanyr,” Tevic said, his voice filled with empathy.  “Look around you.  The Magi is going to pay for his transgressions.  Do not allow your fate to follow his.  There is nowhere for you to go, no possible way to try to run.”

Purple light flared behind them, followed by a male voice crying out in pain.  One of the paladin’s was on his knees, barely able to stay up.  The remaining clergy were scanning the immediate area, their weapons drawn.  Tevic realized it was the paladin that had taken the Magi’s ring.  “Another one,” he snarled. “There is another Magi…oomph!!”

A huge shadow barreled its way into Tevic, knocking him and it to the ground inside the tower.  The clergy ran to the aid of their leader, but another pulse of arcane energy erupted from thin air, striking one of the chains that held the counter weight for the inner portcullis.  The paladins and clerics of Diathanos dove away as the massive gate came down with a crash that shook the north end of the compound.  

Inside the tower, Sajiix smiled approvingly as Kaelyn materialized next to him holding her palm out with her own secretive smile.  “This is twice in one night you have lost your foci, my Dhama.”

Sajiix took the ring and placed it back on his bruised finger with a slight wince.  “We are not perfect, are we?  I seem to recall ordering you back to the Arcanum.”

“Release me!  Get this thing off of me!!”

Sajiix glanced down at Tevic who was pinned to the ground by a feral-looking Ayce.  “I am pleased to see you finally found us.”

Ayce’s appearance was frightening.  His face was somewhat elongated, his teeth sharpened at the points.  His eyes were wider and glowed with a supernatural gold sheen.  His black beard now seemed to encompass his entire face and his hair had grown longer, wrapping the nightmarish visage in a thick, black frame.  Hair had also grown on his hands, the fingers of which ended with long nails of brownish-white.  One such hand held Tevic down by the collar of his robes.  

Ayce’s yellow eyes met Sajiix with an intelligent regard.  “I was only waiting for a decent opening,” he said through a mouthful of teeth.

“And a well executed one it was,” Sajiix smiled.  He looked to the gate where the paladins had gathered to try to lift the portcullis to aid their leader.  Others had run off to find assistance.  “We do not have much time.”

“You have no time!” Tevic shouted.  “I will see you hang by your neck for this, Magi!”

The Chancellor’s rant was effectively choked off by Ayce.  

“Not unless he rips yours out first,” Sajiix retorted.

“Stop this,” spoke the booming voice of Cassius, whom everyone seemed to forget was even in the tower.  “Release him.  I will not let you murder him, Ayce.”

“Yes, we did have an agreement,” Tienn reminded the Magi. 

Sajiix shook his head irritably.  “Come, help me with the outer gate wheel,” he said to Tienn.  Both of them began to turn the counterweight and the outer portcullis began to slowly rise.  

Both men stopped when the sound of slowly drawn steel echoed around the tower.  “I will not repeat myself Ayce.  Let…the Chancellor…go.”

Tienn locked the counterweight in place as Sajiix faced the former knight.  He had his sword drawn and had the tip resting on Ayce’s shoulder.  “Now you draw your sword against Ayce?  Who will be next, Cassius?”

“You’re lucky I don’t run you through right now!”  Cassius shouted at the Magi.

“I suppose I am,” Sajiix replied.  He then took Kaelyn by the hand and bent under the portcullis, stepping into the boulevard that led away from the church and into the warehousing district.  

Tienn threw a wistful glance at his lost sword on the other side of the ruined gate and then stepped closer to Cassius.  “I cannot honor this Guild if it cannot honor my own values.  Farewell.”  The Draaken then turned to Ayce, who was still holding the Chancellor down.  “Are you coming?”

“How?  The minute I let him go, he’ll hold us into place with his diamond mumbo-jumbo.”

Tienn gave his friend an exasperated sigh and then swiftly yanked the Chancellor’s medallion from his neck.  Tevic’s face went red, his eyes flaming hatred at the Draaken who then tossed it to Cassius.  The Guild Master caught it with one hand while still holding his blade at his friends.  Ayce then rolled off of the sputtering Chancellor and followed Tienn out of the tower.  

“I will find you all!” Tevic shouted as Cassius helped him stand.  “I will have justice for this outrage!”

“You are making a mistake,” Cassius said.  “You have no idea.”

“That is an understatement,” Tienn told him.  “Until this night, I had no idea how far you had gone to favor the church over your friends.” 

Tienn and Ayce disappeared into the dark.  Sajiix, however, stepped back to the gate, his foci generating a strong flare of arcane energy.  

“So, you have decided to kill me?” Cassius asked, lowering his weapon.

Sajiix shook his head.  “I only wish to keep you from following us.”

Fire the color of violet spewed from the ring, licking the chain of the outer gate until it began to melt.  Cassius and Tevic jumped away from the heat as the magic finally chewed through the massive chain.  The outer portcullis came down with a dull thud, trapping Cassius and Tevic within.

“May the Guild be kinder to you than it was to me,” Sajiix whispered.
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The morning sun rose over a blanket of iron gray clouds that released a dull, steady rain.  The inhabitants of Joram’s Bend called the rain a blessing as it helped put out the lingering fires set by the Zyn Beasts.  A pallid fog of smoke from the smoldering ashes of the nearby fields clung to the air, sticking to everything that walked through it.  Tair’Lianne stood near the river’s edge, trying to remove the smoke smell from her leather vest.  The sound of rushing water was eclipsed by the creak of wood and rope from the lift being constantly raised and lowered nearby.  Laridiya’s stone gateway now blocked the switchback road and the rope bridge connecting to the other side of the river was gone, leaving the lift as the only way into or out of Joram’s Bend.  Nearly everyone was out, fighting fires, collecting livestock, and assessing the damage.  

Nearly everyone.

Myst had left just after dawn, mumbling something about finding her uncle.  Tair had offered to help, but Myst had refused and told her simply to gather their gear at Teeg’s office.  Tair had done so eagerly in the hope that Myst had decided they were to leave this town once and for all.  She laid Myst’s pack along Teeg’s desk and took stock from the sheriff’s food stores.  Tair even ‘borrowed’ a pair of traveling cloaks from the Windtopp.  And there she waited for hours, sneaking in a few hours of sleep.

No one came to bother her, for everyone knew of Teeg’s demise.  This allowed her to sleep longer than she intended.  She awoke with a start and stepped quickly outside.  The clouds still held and the rain still fell, cold and dreary.  Sighing irritably, Tair grabbed one of the cloaks and wrapped it around her, pulling the hood of the dark green material down to cover her face from the rain.  

The main street of Joram’s Bend was crowded with nothing but puddles reflecting the murky sky above.  The townsfolk were too busy rebuilding or gathering their dead for burial.  A small hill south of the town was where the burial grounds were located.  It was, as tradition dictated, divided into five sections – each one representing the five families.  Tair could see the hill from the southern ridge.  She saw the clusters of people across the entire cemetery.  It seemed every family lost someone.  Her mind briefly touched on the fact that her Aunt was a harvester for the Dellis family and that perhaps she could have been slain.

Smiling warmly at the thought, Tair continued her walk to the lift.

Old Tagger the Toothless was there, ready to use his wiry arms to lower or lift those that required such transport.  The old twit hurled a splotch of something dark between his teeth as Tair stepped on to the waiting plank.  Tagger said nothing as he kicked the platform away and began lowering Tair down to the river, but his eyes hurled accusation after accusation: “This is your fault,” they seemed to say.

The lift jolted to a halt and Tair was surprised to see Seban Jovast and his wife waiting to be taken up to Joram’s Bend.  He seemed to be equally surprised, but Tair guessed that he assumed she had been killed by the creature he thought attacked his daughter.  The Jovast patriarchs stepped past Tair without a word of thanks, their heads lowered so as not to continue eye contact.  Tair watched them for a moment, sighed in resignation, and then continued her way to the river.  The faster she found Myst, the faster they would be able to leave this town.

The Tebis’non was much more turbulent here.  Marking the tightest part of the bend, the river narrowed alarmingly, making it deeper.  The mesa’s jagged rock base made it a treacherous section of the river, as well.  Those unfamiliar with the bend wound up broken in pieces and then dragged to the bottom by the current.  Myst was further upstream, crouched near the river’s edge, her back against a rocky outcropping of stone.  Above her, fluttering in the steady rain was half of the rope bridge.  Her short hair was flattened to her head, her clothes soaked.  She held an object in her hands as she stared beyond the river.  Tair walked over to her carefully, unsure of how her friend was going to treat her.  As she moved around the scraggly bushes that lined the riverbank, Tair identified what Myst held.

Teeg’s sword.

“I couldn’t find his body,” Myst said as Tair approached.  “I walked for miles downstream and I couldn’t find him, so I retraced my steps until I found myself here again.”  Her eyes still scanned the other side of the river.  “I found this, though.”  She held the sword up briefly to show Tair and then let it drop, its tip clanking upon the rocks.   

“I’m sorry, Myst.”

“It’s as though it were fate, you know?” Myst said, ignoring her friend.  “It’s fate that we shouldn’t find his body.  All that remains of him is what made him whole in the first place.”  At that she stood, holding the sword before her.  “He would want me to have his sword.”

“Sheriff Teeg would have kicked you in the rear and told you to take better care of your own sword,” Tair said with an impish smile.  

Myst finally locked eyes with Tair.  Though lined with tears and exhaustion, there was a simmering rage still brewing beyond.  For a moment, Tair thought she had gone too far with her joke, but Myst soon gave her an appreciative smile.  “Yes, he would have,” she said softly.  

“You saved my life…again,” Tair said, recalling Vettis’s hands on her sore throat.

Myst nodded as tears began to run down her face unchecked.  “There’s nothing left,” she sobbed.  

Tair could only watch in uncomfortable silence while Myst’s body shook from grief.  She dropped her uncle’s sword and fell to her knees, refusing to notice the pain she had to have felt from the jagged rocks of the riverbank.  Tair patted Myst awkwardly on the shoulder.  She was not accustomed to such sorrow and had no clue on how to support or sympathize with her friend.  All Tair could do was stand beside her as Myst released the over burdening sadness that enveloped her.  

When Myst finally gained control, her hand reached out and grasped the hilt of the sword.  “I swear to you, uncle,” she said, her voice low, full of resolve.  “I will find a way to avenge you.  The Zynnashans will pay for your death and the deaths of those we knew.”

Tair said nothing as Myst made her vow, but her mind reeled from the comment.  How could Myst make such a promise?  Was she now going to wage war against the entire Zynnashan attack force?  Tair shook her head in silence.  She was all for leaving Joram’s Bend to explore the world, but she had no desire to follow a gang of angry Zyn Beasts and challenge them to a duel.  Still, she knew her friend well enough not to say anything against her vow – at least not at the moment.  Tair knew that once Myst calmed down, she would think this through with her usual rationality.  

Myst stood and slid the sword in the sheath strapped to her back, oblivious to the fact that it fit just as securely as her former blade.   “Did you get the gear together?”

“Yes,” Tair answered as they began to walk toward the lift.  “I even packed some food for the journey to wherever it is we’re going.”

Myst said nothing as they rode the lift up to the town proper.  A few townsfolk watched them, whispering words of gossip as the two young women marched to the Sheriff’s quarters.  There they found the packs Tair had prepped.  Myst searched her uncle’s private chamber and found the portrait he had told her about.  It was a painting of Joram’s Bend from across the river during sunrise.  Myst was unsure if her uncle had painted this himself or if he only purchased it.  It only served to remind her how little she knew about her beloved uncle.  She lifted the painting and found a niche carved into the wall behind it.  A small leather pouch lay there, filled with gold and silver crowns; currency saved for a retirement that would never be used.  Stifling a sob, Myst took the pouch and replaced the painting, giving silent thanks to her uncle one last time.

The door to the Sheriff’s office was yanked open as Myst left Teeg’s personal quarters.  An older male entered, framed by two of the town’s militia.  The aged man had deep lines set into his tanned face – a common trait with many of the elderly farmers here.  His hair was like a billowy mess of white cotton, his eyes a scornful brown.  The old farmer might have been tall once, but now he was bent over, stepping into the room with the aid of a worn cane of wood.  He moved quickly for a man his age and thrust a gnarled finger at her.  “I understand you were with my son when he was murdered.”

Thaddik Hillden – Vettis’s father, motioned for the two militia men to follow him as he confronted Tair.   

“I was there when he tried to murder me.”

The Hillden patriarch spit at Tair.  “Liar!”  

Tair took a step back at the same time his two escorts stepped forward, hands on the hilts of their swords.  Thaddik slammed his walking cane upon the stone floor as he spoke, “The council will put you to rights.  I assure you; you will pay for my son’s murder and for the money wrongfully taken from our village coffer!”

Tair felt her hands slip toward her bone-handled daggers.  She was far too tired to deal with this sort of thing and her patience with these farming fools had run its course.  Myst, however, appeared on the steps behind them, her new sword shining even in the dull gray light that seeped through the windows of the building.  

“And I assure you, Elder Hillden,” Myst said dangerously, “that Vettis was murdered by a Zynnashan while his back was turned.  It sliced his head off clean with one of our own sharpened scythes.”

All three men turned in surprise, the two militia members carefully eying Myst’s sword.  They knew her skill and knew not to test it.  “How can you know this, Mystrianna?”

“I was there.  I saw it.”

“As was I,” said a plump silhouette in the doorway.  Laridiya stepped in, her brown cloak sodden from the rain.  “I will attest to Myst’s account of what happened.  You were not there, Elder.”

“You are an outsider,” Thaddik said indignantly.  “I do not believe the council will hinge their decisions upon an outsider’s view.”

“Perhaps not,” Laridiya said with a gracious smile.  “But they will for their new village shaman.”

Thaddik’s head turned from Laridiya, to Myst, and then to Tair.  His eyes scrunched close, giving each woman what he considered his most terrifying stare.  “There is a conspiracy here,” he growled.

“There is no conspiracy, Elder,” Myst told him.  “Vettis died in battle.  Be happy he died in a glorious fashion.”

Thaddik grumbled as he shoved past Laridiya and out the door into the waiting rain.  The two guards seemed to shrug apologetically and quickly followed him.   

Laridiya tossed away her wet cloak and waddled over to one of the chairs that stood in the center of the main room.  The seat protested with a slight groan as the druid made herself comfortable.  

“So, village shaman, huh,” Tair said with true admiration.

Laridiya nodded absently as she watched Myst inventory her gear with sharp, jerky movements.  “Yes,” she finally answered.  “Seems one of the refugees is a distant cousin of the Malachi family.  They have taken us in.”

Tair nodded, her eyes straying to Myst.  An uncomfortable silence fell, marred only by the sound of Myst grabbing her gear and then roughly shoving it back into her shoulder pack.  

“And where are you two off to?”

“Well, we thought maybe we’d travel on to…”

“We’re going to kill the monster that murdered my uncle,” Myst said coldly, interrupting Tair without even glancing up at her.  

“Just the two of you?” Laridiya said, folding her hands across her round belly.  “That is quite a goal.  Are you certain you wouldn’t like to remain here?”

Both Myst and Tair gave off an emphatic “NO!”

Myst jerked her gear bag shut and slung it over her shoulder; she also grabbed the sack containing the foodstuffs Tair collected for their journey.  “I have nothing left here.  My uncle, who was more of a father to me than my own, perished to save this town – and we cannot even give him a proper burial because the river took his body.  I will give his death meaning by returning the favor to that lion-headed bastard that killed him.”

“He sacrificed himself to save the men, women, and children of this town,” Laridiya said pleadingly.  “He and the rest of you repelled an attack by an elite group of Zynnashans.  That is no easy feat!  Your victory lies mostly to his sacrifice…do not sully that act by throwing your own life away.”

Myst’s eyes stayed cold, their gaze moving from Laridiya to Tair.  “Laridiya, I thank you for your healing and your friendship during the last few days.  I wish you well on your appointment here in Joram’s Bend.”

And with that Myst was gone.  

“I’ve never seen her like this,” Tair whispered to Laridiya.  

“It is her way to grieve,” the druid said to her.  “Stay with her as she copes.  I pray to Ethaea that she sees through her rage before it kills you both.”

Tair nodded and gave the druid a weak smile before following Myst out into the dreary morning.  She found her friend standing in the center of the road, facing her father.  Torvel Almdor was soaked to the skin, his rumpled robes of office sticking to his muscular frame.  He held both arms out, resting the palms of his hands upon her shoulders.  He was speaking to her, pleading.  Myst’s eyes remained fixed upon the mud-churned mesa stone.  

As she neared them, she could hear his words.  He was begging her to stay, rescinding his banishment.  When Tair stood behind her, Torvel’s eyes met hers and they lit with a small glimmer of hope.  

“I will even have the council remove the charges from Tair’Lianne.  You do not have to leave, my daughter.  She can remain on the estate and we can rebuild our farmlands together as a family.  I have already lost a brother; I do not wish to lose you, too.”

Myst’s eyes rose slowly to meet her father’s own.  She refused to blink the rain out of them, giving Torvel no respite from her cold gaze.  “You lost us a long time ago,” she said icily.  “Even when we were right in front of you, you failed to listen to us.  I told you, hours before the attack, to sound the gathering bell.  You could’ve saved hundreds of lives.  Instead, you chose to sacrifice one family member and banish another.  I want no part of your family.”

Myst turned her back upon her sobbing father and marched toward the lift with one arm clutching Tair’s.  

“Where are we going?” Tair asked, hoisting her pack up to a more comfortable level.

“Down to the dock to get a boat,” Myst answered, wiping rain and tears from her cheeks.  “Then we’re going to make the Zynnashans pay for what they did.”

Tair walked along Myst’s side for a few steps in silence before asking, “And how are we to do that?”              

Myst stopped and turned to her, a familiar gleam in her eye.  “By taking the one thing they came here looking for.  We’re going to find those thieves before they do and if the Zyn Beasts want their diamond, then they will have to face us.  

“If you do not wish to come, I will understand.”

Tair held up her hands and smiled.  “No, no…you had me at diamond.”

***

The dawn service at the High Temple of Diathanos had just concluded.  The people of Kaalé were filing out of the Grand Cathedral, still enraptured by the sermon given to them by Chancellor Tevic.  The Chancellor greeted a few of his patrons, taking care to bow before some of the royal family before striding away.  Flanked by two Palidiamos, Vius walked briskly down the wide, marble halls of House Diathanos toward the wing that held his massive living quarters.  He waved his guard away with a quick twist of his wrists and entered his suite alone.  

Waiting for him was Cassius Devore.  

“Another uplifting sermon, Chancellor,” Cassius said, giving Vius a short bow.  

Tevic did not reply immediately.  The Chancellor went to a nearby vanity table, checked his reflection, and began removing some of the silver and gold jewelry he wore upon his wrists and fingers, dropping them irritably in a platinum bowl.  

“Have they fled?”

Cassius nodded, watching the Chancellor throw the last ring he wore into the bowl with a noisy clatter.  “They stopped at the Guild, took some supplies.  I checked the Dragon’s Tale and no one saw them go in.  They must have left the city without magic.

“Ayce and Tienn went with them.”

Tevic turned at the change in Cassius’s tone.  “Your friends have sided with him, have they?  No matter.  I will send a few squads to search the local villages, but I doubt I will find the Magi.”

Cassius bristled at the callous attitude Vius gave him.  “My friends did not approve of your methods.”

“I need approval from no one but the Light Bringer,” Tevic said warningly.  The Chancellor reverently removed a white sash that sparkled with diamond dust and laid it upon an ebony stand.  

“Some of the initiates have quit,” Cassius added.

Tevic looked at the former knight through the mirror before him.  “You will find more,” the Chancellor said soothingly.  “I promise you.”

“I will need to find new trainers.  I know of a few former Guildsmen that live in Bornos.  I can leave tomorrow…”

Tevic faced Cassius once more.  “I have another mission for you.”

Cassius folded his arms over his muscular chest.  “You do not control me, Chancellor.  I will go where I choose.  The Guild is not at the beck and call of House Diathanos.”

“If the Guild wishes to remain in Kaalé, I suggest its Guild Master had better become more pliable in the affairs of state.”  The steady tone Tevic used gave Cassius a chill down his spine.  The Chancellor could have the Guild razed to the ground and no one would stop him.  “Think of it as though I am hiring the Guild to perform a service.”

Cassius sighed.  “And what can the Defender’s Guild do for you, your Eminence?” 

“I want you to travel to Fhaalvak and make certain your former comrades do not interfere with what I have planned there.”

Cassius right eyebrow arched up.  “And what do you have planned?”

“The details I wish to keep secret until the deal is done,” Tevic replied sternly.  “Trust me, Cassius.  When all is complete, House Diathanos, Kaalé, and the Defender’s Guild will become the pinnacle of righteousness and justice.  Nothing will be able to threaten our way of life.”

“I take it that is where Protector D’ghelle has traveled to?”

“Yes,” Tevic answered.  “Allow him to finish his task.  The Magi will attempt to halt the meeting I have arranged.  Stop him at all costs.”

“And that is all?”  Cassius prodded.

Tevic smiled, cocking his head to the side with a slight shrug.  “If Sajiix resists and you happen to run him through with your sword, I would be willing to fund the Guild through winter.”

The former knight nodded and placed a gloved hand upon the hilt of his sword.  “How could I refuse such a gracious offer?”

***

Sajiix sat upon the edge of the lumpy, wood-framed bed.  His tousled black hair grazed the sloping roof of the room as he stood, attempting to not wake his still sleeping apprentice.  The deerskin rug helped alleviate some of the chill from the floor, but the autumn morning was a cold one.  The small hearth that was built into the corner of the room held the remnants of a fire, but now its flame was barely an orange glow.  The Magi collected his traveling cloak draped over a nearby chest and pulled it over his bare shoulders.  Sajiix was unsure how long he and Kaelyn had slept, but bright sunlight peeked through the imperfections of the two shuttered windows, allowing small beams of yellow, dust-filled light to touch the floor.  

Sajiix winced in preparation as he pulled the shutters apart and greeted the late morning with a cantankerous snort.  The village of Hemdale lay sprawled along the fertile fields of Kaalmoore’s western farmlands.  He and Kaelyn had ridden half the night on horses given to him by Tienn to make it here.  They were away from Kaalé, but not far enough away for his liking.  Had he and Kaelyn not expended so much strength in escaping the High Temple of Diathanos, they could have traveled the shadowpath and been in Valdine within mere seconds.  

Tienn, however, thought it best they all ride together; so, in the late hours of the night into the early hours of dawn, he, Kaelyn, Tienn, and Ayce raced to this small hamlet just west of the capital city.

Before learning of the shadowpath, Sajiix had traveled through Hemdale quite often – either going or coming from Kaalé.  The West Road Inn, however, was not one the Magi’s regular haunts.  The poor young male that had been chosen to watch the main desk for late travelers could never have expected to have two Magi, a Draaken, and a well-armed mercenary come bursting through the main door requesting a few rooms just before dawn.

Tienn paid for their rooms as Sajiix’s money pouch had been confiscated by the Palidiamos.  He was quite sure its contents had already been donated to the Church of Light’s personal coffers.  The room stood on the second floor of the mid-sized inn; the window he now gazed out at looked over the main road that stretched through town toward Kaalé. 

Sajiix said nothing to Tienn or Ayce except that they would discuss their options in the morning.  He was too exhausted for anything else.  Even the usual appetites of Kaelyn were set aside due to her fatigue.  After the events at the temple and the nerve-wracking ride from Kaalé, they were all too tired to do anything else.    

The Magi rubbed the sleep from his still-tired eyes and stretched with a long yawn.  He wanted nothing more than to take a few more hours of sleep to be fully recharged and ready for what he had to do.  He looked over at Kaelyn, who had buried herself in the thick blankets of the bed.  All that could be seen of her was a mass of dark blond hair, her face hidden from the sunlight that had invaded the small room.  He would have to wake her soon.  Sajiix was eager to be on his way.  Too many adversaries had a head start on him:  the Zynnashans; Lynth, the Zynnashan that had warned him at the Arcanum; Margas Shek, head of his own Amethyst Order; and Protector D’ghelle and his squad of Palidiamos.   

His biggest concern was that Lynth would find the thieves first before he could take hold of the diamond.  If that happened, Lynth would immediately return the Purestone to his ruler – Highlord Bragas.  Since Lynth was an Amethyst Magi, he could travel the shadowpath, making him even more of a threat.  Sajiix was unconcerned with the others – Margas could travel the shadowpath as well, but Margas was a scholar and had no experience with threats outside the Arcanum.  D’ghelle and his squad would have to ride five days just to reach Fhaalvak.  And anyone brave enough to steal the Purestone from the Zynnashans would surely be smart enough to stay hidden from their retrieval team.

Sajiix felt his pulse quicken, felt his blood rush at the thought of such a challenge.  The end goal of obtaining the Purestone was heady enough, but to know that he beat all of those searching for it was an almost equal thrill.  

Another memory entered his mind as he shrugged off his cloak and reached for his black shirt – the skirmish in the tower at the High Temple.  To see Ayce transformed once more and fight alongside Tienn with his rapier slicing through the air brought back moments Sajiix had long forgotten.  Even their fast ride through Kaalé returned memories of past incidents when he and the other member of the Defender’s Guild had to race to escape some walled compound or city.  When he looked at Tienn or Ayce, he no longer felt the stab of betrayal.

He felt a sliver of loss.

Sajiix had tucked his shirt into his pants and was pulling his dark purple vest on when he heard the thundering sound of hooves coming toward the inn from the east.  A squad of four clerics led by a paladin came to a halt just below his window.  Sajiix pulled back quickly, calling out to Kaelyn with an urgent whisper.  The urgency of his call woke her immediately and she slid out of the bed and began to dress in her robes.  Sajiix remained near the window, his back to the wall as he peered over his shoulder.  All five dismounted their fine horses, each looking around them for any sign of their targets.  

A rapid tapping came from their door and Sajiix motioned for Kaelyn to unlatch the lock.  Tienn and a shirtless Ayce strode in, their swords at the ready.  Sajiix put his finger to his lips while Kaelyn shut the door.  

“We saw them coming toward us,” Tienn explained.

Sajiix nodded, but highly doubted that Ayce was even awake to see anything by the looks of him.  The Magi smiled in spite of himself.  He and Ayce were always the last to wake up.  Below them, they heard the clerics enter the establishment with their paladin commander behind them.  Sajiix couldn’t make out any specific words, but the tone of the paladin left no room for error.  The meek and helpless innkeeper’s voice drifted up to them with an obsequious wine and soon they could hear the squad attempt to climb the stairs quietly in the hopes of an ambush.  

Tienn and Ayce stood near the door, their swords raised.  Sajiix waved at them and motioned for them to stand back against the walls of the room.  The last thing they needed was to fight another squad and use up precious amethyst energy he sorely needed for traveling the shadowpath.  Closing his eyes, Sajiix began picturing his room and the one adjoining it.  

“Keep quiet and do not move, even when they come in,” he ordered everyone.

His foci began to burn a soft mauve color as the room they stood in began to transform.  The bed looked as though no one had slept in it, the smoldering ash in the hearth vanished, and all of Kaelyn and Sajiix’s gear disappeared.  Sajiix did the same to Ayce and Tienn’s room next door.  He held the image in his mind and then focused his energy on making all four of them unseen.  The only clue Sajiix had to it working was the soft gasp from Ayce as they all became invisible.  

Sajiix heard the room next to them being forced open at the same time their own door was kicked in.  Two clerics rushed in so close that Sajiix could hear their chain mail swishing.  They stopped abruptly, looking around the room.  “This one is empty, too!” one shouted.

Sajiix heard the innkeeper profess his ignorance as to how the two Magi and their companions were able to leave without noticing.  For a moment, Sajiix feared that the paladin would extract retribution for the innkeeper’s apparent lack of cooperation, but he only grunted and ordered his squad downstairs.  The innkeeper poked his head in briefly, shaking it in agitation at being made a fool of.  He slammed the door shut and marched down the hall.  Only when his footsteps faded down the stairs did Sajiix release the illusion as though he were holding his breath.  Everything returned as it was before – save for the look of marvel on both Tienn and Ayce.  

“And they say shadow magic is useless,” Ayce grinned.

They remained quiet as the paladin rumbled an order or two downstairs and then marched out the door with the four clerics.  Sajiix glided to the window and peered over the ledge to watch the squad mount their horses and continue their ride west.  

“You will have to be cautious on your way out of town,” Sajiix warned Tienn.  

Tienn nodded as Ayce left the room to finish getting dressed.  “I take it you will be using magic to reach Fhaalvak?”

“Eventually,” he answered, adjusting his vest and belt.  “We travel to Valdine, first.  I cannot take the risk of missing anything on the trail.  Where are you and Ayce heading?”

Tienn smiled.  “Fhaalvak.  If the Zynnashans have gone berserk, then you will need all the help you can get.”

Sajiix felt the old familiar anger creep into his heart.  “Still representing the Guild, are we?”

“No,” Tienn answered.  “Cassius has proven that dream to be truly dead.  Ayce and I do this for our friendship.”

Sajiix looked down at the light purple-skinned hand that clasped him on the shoulder and the anger flitted away like a winged insect.  Sajiix nodded, too proud to show his true emotion, but thankful nonetheless for Tienn’s offer.

Sajiix stepped to the still rumpled bed and retrieved his cloak.  “Then we shall meet you in Fhaalvak,” he said as he tugged on the fine purple-dyed material.  Tienn offered his hand to him and Sajiix paused only briefly before accepting it.

“Safe journey,” Tienn smiled and then quickly exited the room with a quiet grace that only a Draaken could have.

Sajiix watched him go, silently wishing him the same.  

Kaelyn finished adjusting her own cloak and collected her pouches as she stepped near her Dhama.  “They do not seem to be the people you portrayed them to be,” she said coyly as she shifted the pouches on her belt.

“You forget your place, apprentice,” he snapped irritably, not liking her tone.

She looked into his eyes with apologetic worry.  “Forgive me, Dhama.  I only meant that Tienn and Ayce seem to still want your friendship.”

“Your point being?”

“You have told me that you were wrongfully removed from the Guild because of your search for the Shadowgem,” Kaelyn explained.  “What will they think when they discover that the Purestone is involved?  What will they do when they come to realize that you do what you do only to obtain it?  They seem to think that you want to save people from harm.”

“And we shall continue to let them think that way,” Sajiix instructed angrily.  “I have searched decades for a way to have the Shadowgem in my hands and the Purestone is the key.  I cannot let anyone stand in the way of that.  Anyone or anything…even friendship.”
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Baris Malagotta sat with his back to the wall in the taproom of the Golden Harvest Inn watching the hardworking men of Fhaalvak enter for their well-earned libation of the day.  They were a jovial lot, happy that their harvest of summer wheat, corn, and whatever else they stuck into the ground came out as well as they’d hoped.  Personally, Baris couldn’t understand how they could live such mundane lives; basing their daily existence upon the same routine over and over and raising little brats to continue the cycle they started after their own parents made them plow the fields.  Alas, such was the life of a planter.  Perhaps there was something to be said for a simple, quiet life.  If so, it was nothing Baris wanted to hear.  He lived a life of risk and reward.  And the artifact in his possession would bring him recompense              that would last until he was old and gray.

The perils he took to steal it were easily as big.  

His first risk was recruiting Braford and Tennek and telling them what their target actually was and where they were going to get it.  The two proved to be quite the stalwart pair and served him well in stealing the Purestone from the Zynnashan altar and escaping across the ocean to Valdine.  It was a pity he had to murder them though.  They couldn’t resist showing the diamond to some high-ended local and using it as collateral for a card game.  Such was life.  It was better to have removed them now than wait until later.  Of course, this left him without any backup, but he didn’t particularly think he’d need it in this pathetic town.

Fhaalvak is a border town straddling the churning lake where the Sardis’non River emerges from the western provinces of Vhaalia and Emeryvale and joins violently with the southeasterly flowing Kalavay River from the mountain ranges of Kadoris.  This roiling, angry lake sucks in water from all nearby tributaries and hurls the confluent eastward, creating the Tebis’non that gushes to the north and east coasts of Kaalmoore. 

It is here in Fhaalvak that imports from the other realms come to be traded with the kingdom of Kaalmoore.  Likewise, Kaalmoore’s export products usually pass through Fhaalvak on their way west.

In Fhaalvak, you had the taste of different cultures in one stewpot.  In the massive market district, you would find Kaalmoorian planters, priests of many divinations, Magi of different orders, Vhaalians, Kadori, Emeryvale Trailwalkers, and Knights of Kaalé – who held a small walled garrison just on the western edge of town.  Even the Aristocracy of Kaalmoore was represented by the King’s cousin, Lord Demestri.  It was a nice eclectic mix – one that a rogue such as Baris could easily hide in.  

A pretty young barmaid pushed a broom past his table, eying him from head to toe - from the broad-rimmed hat that covered his short auburn hair, to the small crossbow hanging from his right hip as he lounged casually in his chair.  Baris gave her a leering grin, stretching the scar he had under his left eye.  The barmaid turned away, apparently having experience with such smiles.  She pushed the broom faster and further away.  Baris laughed and took another pull from the pewter cup in front of him and winced from its taste.

Baris was not one for such weak beverages, but he knew he had to keep his head clear if he wanted to part ways with the diamond before the Zynnashans arrived.  He had received word from his benefactor that an envoy from the House of Diathanos was on his way to barter for the gem.  He was also informed that other parties may be interested and that he could sell to anyone he wished.

Baris shook his head – a strange individual, that ‘benefactor’.  The mercenary had never met the person, nor spoke.  Their communication was transferred via hidden scroll cases with messages written in flowing black script.  Baris was given an offer to steal the famed Val’Cryys gemstone and sell it at the highest bid.  All Baris had to do was stay alive and leave ten percent of the sale for the benefactor.  How could he possibly refuse?

Oh, Baris was quite sure he and the diamond were being used for some stupid scheme cooked up by some egotistical Magi or priest – but he didn’t care.  All he wanted was profit, something the Eye of Diathanos was going to give to him in abundance. All Baris had to do was wait for the priests to show with the gold.  

However, if the Zynnashans showed up in Fhaalvak before then?  

Baris chuckled.  That was why Fhaalvak was perfect.  The Knights of Kaalé would provide enough cover for him to fence the diamond and leave the realm.  It was going to be an epic battle.  Perhaps he would stick around long enough to watch.

***

Captain Mikhal Longvaale attempted to stifle the shudder that ran unabated through his body while staring at the stack of parchment that waited for him at the militant, sterile desk that took up most of the space in his small office.  It was the same amount that sat there last evening, and it would grow half its size if he allowed it to sit for too much longer.  Captain Longvaale was quite certain that the stack consisted of border reports, supply counts, armament acquisitions, repair logs, and personal requests from his men.  

He was also confident that there were more than a few notices of arrest since every village or hamlet near Fhaalvak considered this contingent of knights to be the only law enforcement within a three day ride of the garrison.  The paperwork for running the outpost was massive enough without having to deal with every horse thief and goat hoarder on this side of the Tebis’non, not to mention the sudden arrival of two units of knights from Kaalé with orders stating that he was to assign them as best he could – a feat he had just recently accomplished without a decent explanation of why they were kicked out of the capital city in the first place.

A cold breeze wafted in through a square opening that served as a window up in the higher level of the squat tower.  It rattled the papers, almost as if to remind him of the monotonous work that lay ahead.  The sun was just coming up over the horizon, peeking through the last line of gray clouds that had given the area a soaking the previous day and night.  The air was brisk, fresh, smelling as though the autumn rain had washed away the last vestiges of late summer.  From his viewpoint in the tower, Mikhal was able to see the southern edge of Fhaalvak, creeping around the garrison like a needy child.  Beyond it lay the lake and the wilds of southern Kaalmoore, a carpet of wooded lands now colored with treetops of orange, red, and violet.  Thoughts of riding through those woods, searching for Boorsliig raiding parties gave him a sense of nostalgia.  Mikhal was not an old man; he was barely gracing his middle years.  He would have liked nothing more than to saddle his horse ‘Mater’ and partake of that once glorious activity.

Reality returned with a forlorn sigh and the snapping of the wood fire burning in the hearth behind him.  Those days were over.  The monstrous Boorsliigs were all but extinct and the merits of rank also included a dreary barrage of paperwork.  Brushing unseen lint from the sleeve of his gray service uniform, Mikhal closed the wooden shutters to the window and maneuvered around his desk to the stiff, high-backed chair that had become his new warhorse.  

The chair barely creaked as he sat down – which was attributed more to the chair’s age rather than his own build.  Mikhal was quite fit for a man nearing forty-eight winters of life.  He worked his body physically every mid-day, whether running around the high walls of the garrison or sparring with some of his lieutenants in the art of swordplay.  Mikhal refused to let age dull his body or his mind.  He viewed a slovenly appearance as nothing more than laziness and he shared this view with everyone under his command.  His dark brown hair was trimmed short and neat and he made sure to shave his rugged face every day.  He was not a pretty man, but he believed his appearance represented his command.  He would not ask his men to do anything less than he would himself.  That mantra applied to battle as well as personal appearance.

With a resigned grunt, the Captain pulled a nearby candelabrum closer so he could read in the still lingering darkness.  He scanned the first document quickly, recognizing the crisp handwriting of his accounting scribe who made a seasonal list of what would be needed within the food stores.  Winter was going to be harsh with the extra mouths to feed from Kaalé.  The Captain set that aside and unfurled the next rolled parchment.  This one piqued his curiosity.

It was a short note from the stores master of the shipping warehouses down at the lake front.  He was growing concerned as there were now three late shipments from downriver – the first being four days overdue.   This sort of thing happened regularly when the spring rains flooded the river basins or a summer drought made the river too shallow for a time.  But the autumn months are peak trading time and the stores master had heard nothing from Valdine in nearly a week.  Mikhal made a mental note to work up an order and send a unit of knights up river to quell any possible concern of river pirates roaming the area.  

Before he could reach for another missive, a short knock came from the door to his office.  He barked an order for entry, knowing it would be his aide, Kreena Bekkhris.  She entered the office in her usual attire – a long-sleeved shirt of simple brown weave tucked into pants a darker shade of brown.  She wore boots of black leather that gleamed in the meager candlelight and a sleeveless tunic dyed the same gray as a knight officer’s uniform.  Her black hair was short and spiky, trimmed very close around the neck and ears.  She was short, even for a woman, but her stature revealed the muscles she had to compensate for her height.  Kreena had a soft, yet chiseled face, and could have easily passed for a young man – something Mikhal was quite sure she was attempting to do as her only desire in this world was to become the first female Knight of Kaalé.  

Kreena marched into the room and slammed her right fist into her left shoulder in a smart salute.  Her face though, showed a bit of agitation and apologetic concern.  “Forgive me for bothering you so early in the day, sir.”

Mikhal inwardly shook his head in shame.  It was a pity the King had decreed that no woman should ever become a knight, for Kreena Bekkhris would have easily made Commander in no time.  Setting aside the King’s sexist views, Mikhal acknowledged her salute with a nod and waved her closer.  “You are not interrupting anything pleasant, Kreena.  What seems to be the trouble?”

“Sir…there are three…uh…men who are demanding to speak with the Garrison Captain.”

“And is there something wrong with these men that would cause you to falter on their description?” Mikhal asked, suddenly on edge.  

Kreena’s huge brown eyes shifted left to right, making her look very uncomfortable.  “Well, no, sir…that is, the men are different than what we usually expect…”

Three figures then stepped through the door behind Kreena.  Mikhal sighed with a frustrated growl knowing that a visit from three Magi so early in the morning was never a sign of good tidings.  The Captain knew enough about the Magi to know that each represented a different order by the way they were dressed.  One was attired in purple, the hood of his thick cloak pulled close and tight, hiding his face in the shadows he loved so well.  Another was wearing robes of red, his head shaved bald and tattooed with unfamiliar designs and swirls.  The third Mikhal recognized as a Diamond Magi from the robes of white he wore.  He was young, his hair a golden yellow that bunched at his shoulders.

The purple cloaked Magi seemed to be the leader of the three as he stepped forward and lowered his hood, exposing a pale, skeletal face with thin black hair combed back from intensely dark eyes.  “Forgive the sudden intrusion, Captain,” he hissed.  “But time is most important and we have very little of it.”

Mikhal sighed.  The damn Magi were always so melodramatic.  He dismissed Kreena with an assured nod and motioned for the Shadow Magi to continue once she closed the door to his office.  

“I am Margas Shek, Head of the Amethyst Order of Magi,” the dark one said.  “With me is Erak Karn – Head of the Ruby Order of Magi and Diamond Magi Jordyn Kell.”

The other two Magi bowed as Margas introduced them.  Mikhal stood and made his name known, also asking what he could do for them.

“To be blunt, Captain, your garrison will soon be under siege by a group of Zynnashans that have attacked and burned every village and town from Valdine to Joram’s Bend.  They are following the Tebis’non until they are at your doorstep.”

On any normal day, the Captain would have laughed out loud at the Magi – but all his mind could see was that damn missive now staring up at him from his desk concerning the three late shipments from Valdine.

Noting the knight’s skeptical look, the Magi continued.  “We have seen Valdine first hand, Captain.  They used their own Fire Magi to burn nearly every level of the city.  Only a few structures remain.  The survivors have fled and not yet returned.”

“But, why are they here?  Why would they do this?”  The captain felt his control slipping and he did not like it one bit.

The one named Margas leaned upon the Captain’s desk, his coal-like eyes boring into him.  “As I have stated before, sir, we have very little time.  What we know is this:  the Zynnashans were once in the possession of a rare diamond – a stone they hold very sacred.  Someone successfully stole the diamond from Zynnasha and escaped back to Kaalmoore into Valdine.  The Zynnashans have sent a squad to recover their property and have deemed any city they sense the diamond went through as party to the crime.  Three days ago, they attacked Joram’s Bend.  They did not destroy the town, but they did burn their winter crops and murdered several citizens.  

“Fhaalvak is next on the map.”

Mikhal sat in shock.  He knew the abilities of the Zynnashans, having fought beside a few of them during the Theenian war.  He thought the Zyn Beasts were an even-tempered, intelligent species.  Hearing they were on a rampage over a gem seemed almost….silly.

“Is the diamond here?”  He asked.

“It is nearby,” answered the Diamond Magi.  “I can almost sense it.”

“And if returned, will they leave?”

Margas was silent a moment.  “We do not know.  What we need to do is find whoever has the diamond, then we will be in a better position to negotiate peace.  It would be wise for you to inform your superiors of this and, in the meantime, prep your troops and city for defense.”

“Yes, I will do so immediately,” Mikhal agreed.  “Is there anything I can do to aid you in your search for this diamond?”

“Just let us go about our search without interference,” the Fire Magi said.  “There are many who will not like us poking our noses into their affairs.”

“Very well,” said Mikhal.  “I will begin the fortification of the garrison.”

“One more thing, Captain,” Margas added.  “There will be others searching for this diamond, others with their own agendas other than protecting the people of Fhaalvak or Kaalmoore.  Do not let them fool you.”

Mikhal felt his hackles rise on that statement as he suddenly came to recall who he was dealing with.  “And how am I to know their intentions are less honorable than your own?”

“Just remember who came to you first,” Margas warned.  “Right now, we are the only hope you and this city have.”  The three Magi then gave a short bow and strode out of the office, their cloaks billowing out dramatically.  

Mikhal shook his head, knowing full well that having only a Magi to count on for hope was akin to hoping a held snake would not bite you.  
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Tair had hoped that once she and Myst had abandoned Joram’s Bend that life would become a series of breathtaking adventures.  She imagined them going from village to village, city to city, earning stacks of gold through Myst’s talent with gambling.  She pictured snooty innkeepers having to cater to them instead of their usual rich customers; shop owners offering them smooth ale, fine food, and the best fabric for clothing.  They would stay in the best inns; their feet warmed by a constant fire, and flirt with men that stood no chance of winning them.

Three days had passed and all Tair had to show for it was wet boots, damp clothes, cold bones, and aching arms.  Myst rarely talked and when she did it was to push Tair to row faster or wake up earlier.  From dawn to sometimes after dark, the two would row their small canoe along the Tebis’non, searching for a glimpse of the ebony ship that held the Zynnashan raiding party.  Not once did they see the vessel and Myst angrily stated it was due to their nightly breaks.  Tair had to argue with her to stop each night and remind her that she wouldn’t last more than a few seconds against the Zyn leader if she didn’t sleep.

Myst had spoken very little – only grunting out an answer when Tair asked her anything specific.  She would often stare into the fire, her eyes watering with the threat of tears.  Once, during the second night, Tair thought she saw Myst sobbing in the shadows of their meager campfire.  

On the third day of their trip up river, they found the bodies of two men caught in a shallow pool of fallen trees and rocks away from the main current.  Both of their throats had been cut, not by the claws of a Zynnashan, but by a sharp blade.  Nothing was on the bodies but the clothes they wore, but Myst found a handkerchief with the initials ‘VH’ stitched on a corner.  She recognized it immediately as once belonging to Vettis.  Myst had become animated once more, stating that the two men must have been part of the three with the diamond – meaning they were on the right course as the third man must truly be heading for Fhaalvak.  Myst began to row with renewed vigor, explaining that all they had to do was reach Fhaalvak before the Zynnashans and find the trail of the remaining thief.  

Myst spoke very little last night and today she seemed once again immersed in her sorrow over her uncle.  She and Tair pushed as hard as they could, their small boat seeming to make little headway against the current.  The rain had finally stopped and the sun seemed to give promise of its return after such a lengthy departure.  Tair’s hands were numb from the cool air, but she preferred the cold over the damp as most of her gear was soaked from either the river or the rain.  Leaves of red and yellow would occasionally shower them from a hard gust of autumn wind and many of the treetops were showing more and more of their skeletal branches.  

Tair had only ever traveled this far south once before when she was younger.  It was with her hated aunt.  She remembered nothing from the trip except that Fhaalvak was noisy, crowded, and filled with rude and impatient people.  Tair looked forward to seeing the large town with her adult eyes.  

Myst suddenly used her paddle to veer to the western shore until their narrow boat scraped against the rocky ground.  Before Tair could utter a question, Myst pointed ahead to the black, boxy shape of the Zynnashan boat sailing slowly, yet steadily to the southwest.  Tair almost leapt out of the boat, but was able to calm herself before Myst noticed.  She was so focused within herself that she didn’t even notice them creeping closer to the metal ship.

Myst moved slowly from the bow of their craft to the shore, her head low.  Once securely situated on the marshy land, she motioned for Tair to join her.  She did so even more quietly than Myst.  She leaned in close to her friend, her eyes never leaving the glossy black metal as it began to curve around a slight bend in the river.

“What do you want to do?” Tair whispered.  “Wait to move until it gets dark?  We could sneak past then…”

Myst shook her head.  “No.  There is another tributary a few miles west of here that is too shallow for their boat.  It should get us to Fhaalvak hours before them.”

“Just like last time,” Tair muttered.

Myst’s head turned to face Tair; her eyes glittered with rage.  “No, not like the last time.”  She then hoisted the boat out of the water with one arm, not waiting for Tair to help. 

Tair watched as Myst made a path through the long grass, scraping mud and rock behind her.  She could feel her own anger rising, but not at the Zynnashans.  She was tired of Myst treating her as though all of this were partially her fault.

Moving quickly, Tair rushed to the stern of the boat, grabbed it with both hands and tugged backward.  Myst stumbled forward, dropping the end she held.  She whirled around, anger coloring her cheeks.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“What are you doing?” Tair countered, letting her end thump into the mud.  “What is going on in that mop of red hair?  Do you plan on taking on all the Zyn Beasts?  If I remember right, it took only half a dozen to nearly destroy the entire militia at the Bend’s mid gate!”

Myst took a breath and let it out.  “I told you, once we get the diamond, the Zyn commander will have to deal with me,” she said slowly, as though speaking to a child.

It was the wrong thing to do.

Tair took a step toward the woman, jabbing her finger close to her face.  “Don’t you ever speak to me like that!  I am not a little girl who needs you to explain everything that goes on in the world, except for the stupidity in your head!  So you get the diamond and the big lion Zyn Beast has to deal with you…great plan.  He’ll deal with you in about five seconds as he cuts you in half!  The diamond won’t protect you, Myst.  All it will do is put a target on your back inviting him to bite it!”

“The diamond will make it right,” Myst said, gritting her own teeth in anger.

“How?”

“I don’t know!!” she shouted.  “I can’t explain it, Tair!  All I know is that those bastards want it and they will have to find me to get it.  Now either help me, or go your own way.”  Myst retrieved her end of the boat and turned away, marching through the tall grass with the canoe dragging behind her.

Tair shook her head in defeat.  “We’re dragging a boat across land to beat them there.  I hope you recognize the irony!” she shouted.  “I’ll wager our last piece of bread that we don’t reach the other side before nightfall.”  Tair then jogged a few steps to catch up and yanked the stern off the ground.  

They marched on in silence, the only sounds being the wind waving the grass and the squelch of mud from their boots.

***

Captain Longvaale walked the narrow rampart of the wood and stone gate that graced Fhaalvak’s eastern wall and shook his head in regret.  It was a sturdy gate, large enough to hold two squads of archers and thick enough to withstand half a dozen Boorsliig warriors.  Strong enough to repel a Zynnashan strike force?  Doubtful.  The Captain knew that a regiment of Zynnashan gorillas could easily pummel the gate into broken sticks in no time.  The problem was that he did not know what type of Zynnashan they were going to deal with.  Once the three Magi had left his office, Mikhal tossed their story aside as mystical hogwash.  Two hours later, he received a missive from Commander Greeve in Kaalé that confirmed their story.  The Master Knight was not privy to fanciful games.  If he thought there would be an attack – there would be one.

He quickly summoned Kreena and one of his higher ranking lieutenants to accompany him and they began to fortify the town gates.  The other entrance to the city was through the southern gate that faced the churning waters of Lake Th’baerne.  Made of steelstone, that particular gate was designed to withstand the yearly rise of the lake’s waters and would easily repel any attacking force advancing from the rivers.  Besides, the churning waters of the lake would be a poor location to launch an offensive.  The violent white waters and rapid currents were just too dangerous and unpredictable. 

The third and final gate stood at the northern side of the area, but belonged more to the outpost garrison than the city itself.  Fhaalvak tower has stood longer than the structures around it and the knights were quite happy to have their own entrance without having to deal with the ebb and flow of civilian traffic.  Comprised of sturdy oak and banded steelstone, the tower gate could hold its own.  

No, the only foreseeable problem was going to be the eastern gate.  Having anticipated the problem, Mikhal had detailed a number of men to begin defensive construction around the perimeter of the entrance.  Killing pits, spiked barricades, and oil traps would slow the Zyn Beasts down enough to allow his archers to thin their ranks.  The Captain would also speak to Lord Demestri and ask his permission to evacuate any citizens living or working in the southern edge of Fhaalvak to the garrison.  Mikhal had convinced the King’s cousin to pack his family and leave, but the obstinate Lord was taking his sweet time.  He also thought it would be prudent to ask if anyone within the walls of the city would help defend it.  Perhaps there were a few heroes hiding within the populace.   

As if on cue, one of his recently acquired knights shouted and pointed to the flood plains to the east.  Mikhal gazed in that direction to see seven figures on horseback riding hard toward the town.  They were not Zynnashans, for they rarely rode on any animal, but these riders were striding along on fine mounts bred for battle.  The late afternoon sun caught upon the armor of four riders, glinting like a beacon of molten silver.  Captain Longvaale sighed. They were not Zynnashan.  

They were worse.

He leaned forward and shouted to the gate watch lieutenant.  “Let these oncoming riders through!”  He then turned to Kreena with a worrisome shake of his head.  “Inform Lord Demestri that a squad of Palidiamos has arrived.  He may wish to pay his respects.”

Kreena looked confused for a moment.  “He?  Should it not be they that give homage to the King’s cousin?”

“In a normal world,” Mikhal said with real regret.  “Now, go, we have much work to do yet.”

Kreena saluted and hurried off.  Mikhal watched her go with that same sad look.  Kreena was a good girl and a greater soldier, but she knew little about the politics of Kaalmoore.  And she was all the better for it.  He looked back to the approaching riders and could now see that four of them were paladins, two were clerics, and one was a priest.  The paladins were for battle; the clerics were for protection; and the priest was for healing and divine stature.  These men were on a mission and Mikhal wondered if these holy men knew of the threat coming for them.  Whether they did or not, a squad of Palidiamos meant only a headache for the Captain.  

Mikhal was not a religious man, but he knew enough about the seven different gods the people of Vasalius followed.  He knew that there was a small temple to Diathanos within Fhaalvak’s walls and that the priest that ran the temple was a tidy, methodical man – much akin to Mikhal’s line of thinking.  But, upon meeting the older gentleman, the Captain found the priest to be quite condemnatory over anyone else’s views on religion.  The priest was unwavering in this and, to be honest, Mikhal found it abrasive.  The Captain always made it a point to leave the temple and its priest out of his daily routine, and he was confident that the holy man felt the same about him.  

But the paladins would be the same way: hypercritical, demanding, and officious, which was all fine and good if they kept it to their temple!  But, Mikhal knew it would spill over toward how he was protecting the town.  They would challenge his viewpoint on military strategy, and that would serve no one’s interest and only make his job harder.

He could hear the jangle of the bells that lined the priest’s riding harness as the seven men rode around the workers who were preparing the defenses.  They came to a halt before the gate lieutenant who was motioning his men to let them pass.  The lead rider was some sort of Palidiamos officer by evidence of the gold-trimmed cape he wore and the different markings on his armor.  He wore a tall helmet with a ‘T’ shaped visor, topped with a plume of white feathers billowing behind him.  The gate lieutenant conversed with the paladin for a short time before the holy man cast his eyes upward at Mikhal for a moment.  

Mikhal nearly flinched.  There was no mercy in those cold eyes; no compassion.  Only a resolve to see whatever business brought him here finished.  The paladin then returned his eyes to the lieutenant, spoke a few words, and then spurred his magnificent horse through the gate with his six men following him.  The Captain turned and watched them ride down the mud-churned road, scattering those walking along the street on their way toward the temple, marveling at how some people could become so callous when hiding behind a religion.

He leaned once more over the balustrade and motioned for the lieutenant to come closer.  “Did you tell them of our incoming problem?”

“Yes, sir!  I informed him of the approaching Zynnashans, but he didn’t seem to care.  He only wanted to know the direction of our Diathanos temple.”

This did not bode well.  If the paladins were not here to help with the defense of Fhaalvak, then why were they here at all?  The Captain’s eyes widened as he recalled the warning given to him by the Shadow Magi.  

They were here for the diamond.  

The Captain spat irritably as he gave orders to the lieutenant not to let anyone else through unless on official business.  Not only did he now have a Zynnashan attack to repel, he had magi and paladins within the town walls competing for the largest diamond in the known realms.

Mikhal was unsure which would destroy Fhaalvak first.

***

Baris Malagotta sat once more at his usual table, nursing another warm woodberry wine.  The Golden Harvest Inn was busy this night as talk of the Zynnashans had reached the public.  Rumors of Valdine’s destruction were circulating around the town and river shipments were either late or missing – all of which strengthened the talk of war with the mystical beasts.  The mercenary had to give his benefactor a silent toast.  He predicted this.  Baris knew that the Zyns would be irate over the diamond’s theft, but he didn’t figure them to go as far as burning every village and town down the Tebis’non just to retrieve it.  

“Can I get you another wine, master?”

It was the pretty barmaid.  She was becoming bolder as the days went by and Baris hoped he had enough time to take advantage of that.  Lifting the rim of his hat, he smiled at her and this time she did not move away.  “Not at the moment, love,” he said lustfully.  “Perhaps later in the night we can share a bottle of your finest Vhaalian wine?”

She smiled coyly, but then flicked her green-eyed gaze to the bearded man behind the counter.  He was a large fellow and his eyes bore straight at them, watching like a mother bear watches her cubs.  “I don’t think my uncle would approve, master.”

“Baris,” he corrected her.  “And do you do everything your uncle commands?”

She looked down at the dusty stone floor, her fingers picking idly at her off-white apron.  “No,” she giggled.

“Leave the man be,” warned the uncle.

The barmaid rolled her eyes and whispered quickly, “Ask me later.”

Baris’ smile broadened into a sinister grin as she sauntered away to other customers.  He watched the sway of her hips, convinced that he would be able to sample the local flavor before he departed Fhaalvak.  If not, there would be other women he could seduce, others he could buy with the gold he would have before tomorrow night.  He now had two potential customers and all he needed was to get them to realize they would be bidding against one another.  

Almost as if on cue, one of his prospective clients stepped through the rounded arch of the doorway.  The glowing azure-white of the diamond dust that coated his plate mail shined within the shadows of the gloomy taproom, causing everyone within to pause in their conversations and watch as two more like him entered, their eyes halting on Baris.  

“What can I get for you warriors of the light?”

The leader, a tall, muscular man with light golden hair flowing down his head and his upper lip looked sharply at the innkeeper, searching for any hint of insincerity.  Seeing none, the paladin waved a hand in the air, “Nothing for now, good sir, perhaps when we can stay a bit longer.”

The lead paladin then refocused his attention toward Baris and his back table.  The mercenary sat up straighter, his left hand touching his sword hilt for reassurance.  He hated dealing with these faith eaters, but one sought the gold where it lay.  

“You are Baris Malagotta?” the lead paladin asked with a pleasant bass.

Baris tipped his hat to the plate-armored buffoon.  “I have been called that, yes,” he said.  

The other two paladins stood on either side of their leader, effectively blocking any viewpoint beyond them.  All Baris could see was a shiny wall of silver and divine white energy.  

“You have something in your possession that is very valuable to us and we were made to understand that you are willing to sell it for a price.”

“Well,” Baris grinned, “that all depends on how much you are willing to spend.”

“Chancellor Tevic has given me full authority to pay any price you seek.”

“Hm…full backing of House Diathanos…very interesting.”

The leader gestured to one of his subordinates, who then reached into his thick cape and produced a bulging nylon sack.  The paladin threw the sack on the table and Baris was happy to hear how heavy its contents sounded.  

“Where is the object?” the leader asked a bit less pleasantly.  

“In a very secure place,” Baris answered.  “You didn’t think I would have the object here?”

“How are we to know you even have it?” questioned one of the younger paladins.

Baris leaned back with a smile.  “I am quite sure the priest you brought with you senses its presence.  In fact, I would wager you all feel it…you just can’t pinpoint it.”  He could tell they could by the way they glared at him.  How horrible it must be to want and need something so badly and know it was just out of reach.  

The leader slammed his fist into the table, causing it to crack loudly.  “You will bring us the diamond…now!”

All whispered conversation stopped.  The three paladins turned to see who was paying attention to their business.  Through the smoky firelight and beyond his three visitors, Baris noted that the faces of the inn’s patrons were still turned to their own companions; their eyes locked on the one before them or the table below them.  But Baris also knew that every single person had an ear trained upon them now.

“Take back your gold,” Baris said quietly, his smile gone.  “You will meet me near the river dock at the warehouses tomorrow at high sun.  There we shall discuss the new terms of sale and see if House Diathanos truly is as wealthy as they say.”

It took a moment for the head paladin to grasp what Baris was saying.  His eyes flared open in surprise and then rage.  “You dare to haggle with me?” 

“There is another interested party,” Baris told him.  “A group of Magi arrived before you, one of them belonging to the Diamond Order.  I am sure he also senses the gem.  It would not be fair to the Elementai if I did not allow them the chance to match and surpass your own offer.”  

“You fool,” he said, spittle flying from under his golden moustache.  “Do you not realize that this object can help us stop the approaching Zynnashans?”

“All the more reason to do as I say.”

The paladin’s hand touched the hilt of his sword, and for a tight moment, Baris thought he had pushed the warriors of the light too far.  This paladin that led the squad did not like being ordered around by what he perceived was a common thief, but he was smart enough to realize he would not be able to find the diamond before the Zynnashans arrived.  The man’s hand quivered near his weapon for a moment, but then just as suddenly veered away.

“Very well,” he breathed.  “We shall meet you tomorrow at the warehouses at high sun.  We will match the Magi’s offer, Malagotta.  I suggest you do not barter any further than that, for the will of Diathanos is absolute.”

“Tomorrow, then,” Baris smiled once more, raising his goblet of tepid wine at them.

The three paladins turned and rattled out of the taproom, their eyes searching for who paid them any heed.  The tone of the room turned to normal once more with a few pairs of eyes looking over the lone mercenary.  Baris knew it was a dangerous game he was playing, but the payoff would be worth it.

***

Myst pushed the whetstone along the blade carefully, reverently, admiring how the steel reflected the firelight next to her.  Uncle Teeg’s sword really did not require sharpening, but after tumbling to the stones below the rope bridge, Myst wanted to make sure all was well with the weapon.  She leaned back against the trunk of a fallen tree, scanning the darkness every so often, her eyes darting back and forth along the tall grass of the flood plain she and Tair were crossing.  They had stopped for the night in a small copse of trees that lined the western tributary that would take them to Fhaalvak.  It was a shallow stream her father called Merchant’s Way.

Her father.  She paused in her blade sharpening as she mentally closed another door to him.  Had he acted upon her warning, had he enabled the militia sooner and called the field workers back, then perhaps her uncle would still be alive.   The lion Zyn Beast might have killed Teeg, but her father was just as guilty for allowing it to happen.  Banishing the thought of her father, Myst scraped the whetstone along the steel edge harder than she meant to, causing a metallic screech that caused a nearby owl to cry out in annoyance.  She looked over to Tair to see if it had woken her, but her small figure still lay huddled next to the fire, wrapped tightly in her cloak.  

Tair was exhausted; that much she knew.  Myst had pushed her to the breaking point both physically and emotionally.  The boat they carried lay behind Tair where she had dropped it just two hours prior.  Her friend had literally fallen asleep where she stood.  Tair was snoring by the time Myst returned with firewood.  She went ahead and built the fire high, knowing it was going to be a cold night and knowing that Tair would not speak to her for a while, not after verbally exploding earlier in the day.  Myst could not blame her for her anger, for Tair could not understand what she was going through.  Once she had the diamond, Myst would make it all up to her.  She didn’t know how, but for some reason, her instincts were telling her that nabbing the diamond was the way to go.  And once she had it, she would ram it down that Zyn Beast’s throat.

She put the whetstone back in her pack and let out a slow yawn.  It was well past midnight, and she was not immune to the physical abuse she had put herself and Tair through this day.  She was worried about sleeping, though, unsure of what could be lurking along the river banks this late into the night.  Perhaps Tair would take watch a few hours before dawn to – 

The sound of the owl’s wings flapping away in a rush came with the sound of the stick snapping beyond the light into the trees.  Myst froze, all thoughts of sleep fleeing her mind as her adrenaline began pumping.  Very slowly, she adjusted her feet so that she could leap at a moment’s notice.  The night air was very still, the only sound coming from the crackling fire.  Another twig snapped in the same area, but closer.  

Something was stalking them.

“Tair, get up,” she said calmly, her voice low.  

Tair, having heard the tone of Myst’s voice, rolled out of her cloak, her eyes glimmering sleepily at her friend.  “Trouble?”

Myst nodded and both women were up in a flash standing back to back, turning in a tight circle to observe every inch around them.  Tair had both daggers ready while Myst brandished her uncle’s sword.  “Come out!” Myst ordered.  “We know you are there!”

From the shadows, a familiar form stepped into the firelight.  The wolf Zyn Beast held a spear and was dressed in the common soldier’s garb of leather armor.  But what garnered Myst’s attention was the bandage on its left calf.  The creature’s eyes came alight with a fierce yellow glow as its muzzle stretched into a wicked grin.

“Fortune truly favors me,” it said with a click of its teeth.  “I shall not waste a second chance to taste your life’s blood.”
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Myst gripped her uncle’s sword with both hands, fighting the fear that threatened to overtake her.  She briefly wondered if this feeling of terror was some sort of natural aura that came from the Zynnashan, but as the beast stood there, clacking its long talons in eager anticipation to rip her flesh, she knew it was anything but natural.  The only thing that kept Myst from running into the swampy darkness was feeling the solid shoulder of Tair next to her.  She was fighting the fear, as well.  Her hands were shaking as she brandished both of her bone-handled daggers.  

“Don’t let the spear distract you,” Myst whispered, her breath coming out in puffs of vapor in the chill air.  “Its claws are as sharp as steel.”

“Sharp enough to shred the skin from your bones,” the beast snarled.  “Sharp enough to…”

The sound of a whirling blade slicing through the air interrupted the Zyn Beast’s comment.  With uncanny reflexes, the Zynnashan used his left hand to deflect Tair’s thrown dagger.  There was a loud clang and a shower of sparks as the steel met its claws, spinning the knife away into the dark.  

“You think your puny knife can harm me?  I will use it to pry out your eyes and…”

Again came the sound of Tair’s second dagger and this time the Zynnashan was barely able to deflect the weapon with the shaft of his spear.  

“You talk too much,” Tair remarked, making note of where both of her blades fell.

The Zynnashan leapt at them with a frightening snarl, jutting its spear out at Myst’s chest.  Both women whirled away from the spear as it struck the moist ground near the campfire.  Tair dove for her daggers, while Myst turned, using her body’s momentum to jerk her sword up and snap the Zyn Beast’s weapon in two.  The creature took two steps back, swiping a claw at Tair as she retrieved her second dagger.  She rolled forward, easily dodging the Zynnashan’s clumsy attack.  

Myst moved in on the offensive, swinging her uncle’s sword to the right, feinting to the left, and then striking low.  The creature parried her attacks easily and even swung at Tair as she got close.  Both women circled the beast, but if the Zynnashan was concerned, he did not show it.  In fact, Myst was quite certain the thing was smiling.  For every strike, the beast was there to block with a black claw.  Tair tried to cut the Zynnashan, but she could not get close enough without getting injured herself. 

Myst brought the sword in from the left, aiming at the beast’s ribcage, but it batted it out of the way.  Using the momentum, Myst quickly turned and swung the sword up and down in a tight arc toward the Zyn’s head.  The creature caught her uncle’s sword in both claw tips and brought its muzzle close to Myst’s face.  She could smell the musky odor of the thing; its black lips glistening in the firelight as they pulled back to reveal long, dagger-like teeth.  

“I watched you fight in the battle of the city on the rock,” it said.  Myst nearly gagged at the creature’s breath.  “You are more talented than what I once gave you credit for.  I would have killed you myself, but I was ordered to lead my pack against your people.”

 Myst pulled and tugged on the sword, but the beast would not let it go.  “You were ordered?  Your kind has no order!  You kill!  You destroy!” she shouted and tried to push the Zyn Beast instead.  

“No,” the wolf said with a clack of its jaws.  “We hunt.”  With a powerful flex of its shoulders, the Zyn Beast tore the sword from Myst’s hands and swatted her away with a backhanded slap of its massive fist.  The swordswoman flew across their camp and slammed into a tree, sliding down the trunk until she crumpled to the ground.  

With a scream of rage, Tair came at the beast, moving closer than she had before.  She danced into the Zyn’s range, dodging its swings until one of her daggers slid across its abdomen, leaving a wet trail of blood.   The Zyn released its own howl of anger and pain, surprised that the human was able to inflict any damage.  With two fast swipes, the beast grabbed both of Tair’s wrists and squeezed until she screamed and dropped her blades.  The Zyn then hoisted the squirming female up close.

“Twice you have injured me, little human,” it said, its eyes glowing hotter.  “I think I shall pull your limbs off so that you cannot do that again.”

Tair shouted in pain as the Zyn Beast began pulling her arms at the wrists.  She kicked her feet and jerked her body as hard as she could, but she could not reach the towering monster.  Her left shoulder popped and she screamed again.  She could feel her muscles begin to tear, felt her bones buckling under the pressure of this powerful monster.  Before she could utter another scream, Myst’s sword suddenly protruded from the Zyn’s stomach, barely missing her own.  She was released immediately and she fell to the ground, writhing in pain.

Myst pulled the sword out of the Zyn, gouging out a deeper wound as she did so.  The beast turned upon her, but she already had the tip of her uncle’s sword aimed at its neck.  She lunged at the wolf, but it moved its head too fast and was suddenly upon her, pushing her down.  Myst could not hold the beast’s weight and fell.  Her sword clattered away as the wolf beast pinned her down, its black claws pushing against her chest.  She could not breathe as the full weight of the Zyn Beast came upon her, its dripping muzzle lowering inexorably toward her neck.  

The creature was no longer smiling.  It was hurt…badly.  It knew it was dying and she knew it was going to kill her before it did so.  It rose once more to its haunches, putting more pressure on her chest.  The beast brought its teeth down, its maw open wide, ready to tear her throat open.  Instead, it stopped a bit away, gasped suddenly, and then shuddered, falling off to Myst’s side.  Hanging on its back was Tair, her two daggers imbedded deep into its spine.  The beast let out one last choking breath and died, the light in its eyes dimming to darkness.

“Are you alright?” Tair asked, removing her daggers from the Zyn’s body.

Myst could only nod as she sat up, her breath coming in ragged gasps.  “What about you?” she was finally able to manage.

Tair nodded as well.  “I’m okay,” she responded, looking at her arms, “but I think I’m going to have to start wearing longer shirts.”

Myst let out a laugh despite herself and then slowly stood.  She scanned the area, unable to see very far in the moonless night.  “There will be more,” she muttered.  “We’re not safe.”

“We can handle them,” Tair said with a wince, using the dead Zyn’s leather vest to clean off her daggers.

“We barely handled one,” Myst told her.  “What if a pack of them happened upon us?”

“What do you want to do?” 

Myst stared out to the west once more.  “Let us move on,” she said.  “We can be at Fhaalvak’s gates when the sun rises!”

Tair moaned her dissent, but quickly realized it was probably for the best.  Besides, she thought, she doubted she would find sleep again this night.  As Tair began packing their campsite, Myst used the dead wolf’s apparel to wipe her weapon down.  She kicked the corpse once and grinned at the thought of crows and river bugs feasting on it for the next few days.

***

Baris tugged the collar of his long coat closer to his skin, annoyed at the cold night air.  It was the coldest night of the season so far and he hoped that he would soon be returning to warmer climates once this deal was seen through.  The Magi were not happy with his price and even less enthusiastic over the fact that House Diathanos was also bidding for the same prize.  He felt no pity for them.  He knew they had the gold – otherwise they would not be staying at the costly Fhaalvak Inn where he met them.  For one moment during their meeting, Baris thought that the Fire Magi was going to burn him on the spot when he told them he would sell the diamond to the paladins if they offered more.  The Diamond Magi attempted to appeal to Baris’s conscience and asked him to reveal the diamond for the safety of Fhaalvak.  It was the Shadow Magi that understood the essence of the deal.  Baris told the three to meet him at the river dock at high noon and left them sulking in their palatial dwelling.

Baris smiled as his benefactor’s plan began to become reality.  The Magi and House Diathanos knew of one another and either party would kill to get that diamond.  

He walked briskly from the north part of town, easily managing the uneven dirt road that wound through the darkness and quickly made his way toward the river dock.  He passed a patrol of knights and waved to them in a friendly manner.  Both nodded their heads, recognizing Baris as a regular visitor to the town.  Many of the townsfolk knew Baris; knew that he often did business with the river traders of Kaalmoore and Vhaalia.  Baris actually owned a few of the warehouses at the river dock and used them for his trading enterprise.  He even paid his taxes on time.

What the townsfolk didn’t know was that Baris kept a full stock of empty crates and barrels in the warehouses, using them only as a smokescreen for his more lucrative and less legal activities.  Labyrinthine paths filled with worthless crates kept more important items hidden.  Items just like the Diamond of Val’Cryys.  

Baris continued walking, noting the approaching sound of the churning lake that roiled underneath the river dock area.  The hard packed earth that served as the main road through Fhaalvak suddenly became a rough cobblestone path that led directly to the wide gate that protected the town’s southern side.  The air became sultry with the mist created by the frothing rivers, creating an almost constant fog that made the warehouses along the wall look sinister.  The entire area had a menacing feel to it.  Baris felt quite at home, however, as he thought of himself as one of the more dangerous things lurking in the misty dark.  

Feeble globes of yellow candlelight came from glass lampposts at occasional corners.  The iron-framed posts were rusted from years of sitting in the moisture-laden air and did very little to project any form of safety for those walking the river dock at night.  Baris found it amusing that those who would think to find solace in the light did not realize that it only served to make the night even darker.  He turned a corner and moved down a particularly tight corridor of closely packed warehouses.  There were no lights here and the constant drumming of the rivers into the lake made it a perfect place for a stalker to reach its target.

And Baris knew someone was following him.

Producing a small ring of keys, he stopped near the middle of the long path at a plain looking door of reinforced iron.  With a loud clank and a protesting screech, the door was unlocked and opened.  Pausing briefly, he used a piece of flint and steel to light a glass lantern that was stationed on a table next to the door.  Raising the lantern, he illuminated the wall of crates before him and closed the door, not bothering to lock it.  He wanted to know how smart his stalker was.  Would they come through the noisy door or would they find the unlatched shutter on the skylight that graced the slanted roof above?

With one hand on the lantern and the other on the hilt of his short sword, Baris made his way confidently through the maze of crates and barrels that filled his warehouse.  The narrow pathway led to an open area in the heart of the building.  A large rectangular table, surrounded by a few high-backed chairs sat in the gloom before him.  Beyond the light of his lantern, he could see the other three entryways that circled the area, each one wound their way through the warehouse leading to other doors he could use.     

Making sure nothing in the center had been disturbed; Baris knelt before the narrow opening, setting the lantern on the floor.  He reached for a spherical object that lay at the center of the threshold.  It was small, no bigger than his hand and was constructed of pure silver.  Small indentations ringed the object and it sparkled with the faintest dusting of amethyst powder.  Baris began to utter the enchantment that would disarm the magical trap, the same words used for each of the other three that protected the center of the warehouse.  He paused, however, when he felt the stack of crates to his right shift very slightly. 

His hunter was on top of the crates.   

Baris slowly brought up his right knee to use for leverage and once more grasped the hilt of his blade.  The moment he felt the stack of crates move, he dove and rolled to his left, bringing his sword to bear as he came to his feet in a crouched position.  His stalker leapt into the entryway as Baris had hoped, triggering the magical device that erupted in a violet explosion of light.  Thin webs of purple energy ensnared his hunter, trapping the cloaked figure and sending wave after wave of arcane power into the writhing form.  The magical web held the intruder aloft for a few seconds until the trap’s energy was spent, allowing the figure to crash to the floor, unconscious.  

The purple light faded away, leaving only the dim glow of his lantern to illuminate the area.  Wrinkling his nose at the smell of burnt hair, Baris approached the unmoving figure, keeping his hand near his sword hilt.  He gave a silent prayer of gratitude to the Amethyst Magi who sold him these spherical trinkets.  Most of the snobbish magic users refused to sully their reputations by selling their crafts to those without the gift, but most Amethyst and Onyx Magi and some from the Ruby Order were quite keen to make a living selling magically enhanced items.  They weren’t cheap, but Baris was quite pleased with his investment at the moment.

He reached the intruder whose body was entangled in a voluminous cloak of dark purple that only a Magi would wear.  Baris figured as much.  He had expected this for some time and was somewhat surprised that the famous Sajiix Mirhan had not found him sooner.  

Using his blade, Baris lifted the thick fabric from the Magi’s face and was shocked to find the black-furred visage of a panther Zyn Beast.  The creature’s eyes were closed, its pink tongue lolling out between white sharp fangs.  Baris shook his head in wonderment as he recognized Lynth.  He hadn’t seen the creature since the Theenian War, long before the Defender’s Guild was created.  Baris knew he would garner dangerous attention when he took the diamond, but he didn’t expect the Zynnashan Highlord to send Lynth.  If he was snooping around his warehouse, then it meant that the Zynnashans were closer than he expected.  

It was of little importance to Baris.  All he needed to do was collect the gold for the diamond and leave Fhaalvak.  The paladins, Magi and Zynnashans could tear the city apart fighting over it.  His loyalties lie only with the benefactor who was paying his fee.  Baris looked down upon the injured Zyn Beast, wondering if he should just dump the creature into the churning waters below.  After a moment’s thought, the mercenary shook his head, knowing full well that a live Zyn Beast, although hard to keep captive, was indefinitely more valuable to keep as a hostage.

***

Tair was exhausted.  She and Myst had jogged the light boat the remaining mile to the tributary in the dark.  The mud had pulled at her boots and the damp had soaked her feet.  Her arms hurt from the Zyn attack.  She kept quiet about it though.  Tair knew Myst was riding a thin line with her temper and she had no desire to see it turned against her.  The fear of running into any more of those Zyn wolves kept her adrenaline going until they reached the sluggish waterway.  Tair had no idea how tired she was until they were well away from the riverbank, paddling southeastward.  

Myst had said nothing to her, taking her position at the rear of the narrow craft.  Her lack of conversation was beginning to worry Tair.  It was not like her friend to keep silent for so long – unless it was Tair she was angry with.  Her uncle’s death had changed her.  She could only hope that getting this diamond would snap her back to the Myst she knew and loved.  

Tair struggled on with the paddling.  All around her was darkness, the river an inky ribbon winding between walls of black trees, their nearly skeletal limbs reaching out to touch the starry sky.  The blue crescent moon gave little light, allowing Tair to marvel at the thousands of stars above.  She had heard as a child that people saw pictures in the night sky, but those were from children who had parents that cared enough to show them.  Sometimes Tair liked to make up her own pictures, drawing invisible lines between the stars to give them names of her own.  She pulled her small oar in for just a moment, gazing above and recalling the pictures she created as a child.  She could hear Myst’s powerful strokes and the gentle splash of the water.  The boat rocked rhythmically, lulling her into a peaceful state.  

Tair awoke suddenly to Myst screaming her name.  She was rocking the boat back and forth at the same time in the attempt to wake her up.  The sky to her left was pink and orange with the coming of dawn.  Further down the waterway, the tributary began to narrow.  A long stone wall emerged from the trees, its smooth, gray surface nearly touching the river’s edge.  They were moving fast along the surface, the current keeping them in the center of the water.  Somewhere in the distance, she could hear a low rumbling sound as though a thunderstorm were approaching.  

“Tair, wake up!”

She turned to Myst who was furiously paddling to get them to the east side of the river.  The current, however, was fighting her.  “I’m awake,” she mumbled.

“Get your oar in the water, quick!  Paddle to the left, we have to get out of the river!”

This was not anger Myst had in her voice.  It was fear.  

The rumbling sound increased the further they glided down river and Tair had a sudden and frightening image of a waterfall suddenly dropping them hundreds of feet down to bone-breaking rocks below.  Tair did not recall a waterfall being here during her childhood visit, but she did remember something about the lake being dangerous.  Either way, she and Myst were in a boat heading straight for it.

She dug into the water, using fear-pumped adrenaline to edge them slightly closer to the eastern bank.  They were passing the high wall now as it followed them down the river.  She could see a few figures walking along it, but they showed no reaction to their plight.  Instead of screaming for help, Tair just paddled harder.  The river, unfortunately, would not let them go.  The tributary tightened further and the current increased, dragging the small boat back to the center of its now churning waters.   Despite their efforts, the boat began to turn sideways.  Tair had a panicked thought of diving into the water to try to swim to the edge, but she knew the current would only drag her down into the river’s gray depths.  

The rumbling became a continuous roar of crashing water.  The trees and the wall gave way to outcroppings of natural rock.  Tair could see the river’s end as it opened out into a maelstrom of churning white and gray water, its large waves would easily crack their small boat in half.  The roiling currents would push their bodies into the icy darkness below, holding them until their lungs burst and filled with water.  

Myst screamed something to her, but Tair could not hear her over the bellowing of the oncoming lake.  She was pointing to the eastern shore, but it was hard to tell as the currents were now slowly spinning the boat.  Myst gestured toward the town where the wall had now disappeared, leaving a flat area filled with low building and various boats.  For a moment, Tair wondered why those boats were able to stand still.  

Three figures stood on a low wall, waving to them.  One of them, a giant of a man, was gesturing with a thick coil of rope.  Tair’s survival instinct snapped her out of the shock that threatened to overwhelm her.  “Try to keep us level with them!” Tair shouted, not looking back at her friend.  She pushed her oar into the water, trying to keep the boat from turning.  The large man saw that she understood and began to twirl the rope over his head.  Tair shook her own head, knowing that they would have only one chance at this.

The man released the rope, throwing it further downstream to time Tair’s catch.  She nearly fell out of the boat as she caught it, losing her oar to the water.  Her cold, numb hands frantically tried to tie the end of the thick rope to a strut.  If she didn’t hurry, she knew she would be yanked out of the craft.  She tugged on the rope, fastening it through the strut loop and waved to the man still holding the other end.  

“Hang on!!” she yelled.

The boat jerked to a stop, throwing Tair into the bow face first.  She tore her lip, tasting blood in her mouth, but she didn’t care.  Somehow, the three men were slowly pulling the craft toward shore.  Tair could hear the strut creaking from the strain and held onto the edge of the rope in case it snapped.  The boat’s stern swung toward the lake, waving back and forth in the river’s powerful current as though it did not want to let them go, but the three men still pulled, dragging them inexorably toward the shore.  

Tair could now see that the men were standing on a low wall that kept the boats safe from the river’s influence.  Of their rescuers, she could see they were not soldiers or guards.  One wore a cloak with its hood pulled low, another wore a long coat of leather and was bearded, and the third was the giant with a stripe of thick black hair on the center of his otherwise shaved head.  All of them struggled to pull the boat towards them, but Tair could see the trunk-like arms of the big man doing most of the work.  Eventually, they pulled them close enough so that the bearded one was able to extend a helping hand.

Tair looked up into the sparkling brown eyes and clean white smile of their hero.  She took his hand and he yanked her up with ease.  Her booted feet touched smooth stone and she gave a quick sigh of thanks to whatever god was watching over them.  She leaned over and opened her arms for Myst to throw their packs, which she did.  As she dropped them to the side, the bearded man helped Myst out of the boat.

“Your route, although fast, carries quite a bit of danger,” the cloaked one said.

The giant let go of the rope and the boat Tair and Myst had taken from Joram’s Bend sped away and disappeared over the rim of the river; swallowed by the lake.  “I hope you did not want boat,” the man said apologetically.  

Myst waved it away.  She was bent over, her hands on her knees, taking in deep breaths.  

“Are you two alright?” the bearded one asked with genuine concern.  “I’m afraid I don’t have any towels in my gear…although, I would hate to cover up such beauty.”

Tair’s eyes sharpened at the glib remark he made and noticed he made it the moment Myst stood up straight.  Her shirt was open a bit further than normal and was soaking wet, exposing everyone to what she was born with.  Tair gave a disgusted snort, but Myst seemed to just ignore him.  

“Not that it is any of our business, but, may I ask what you two were doing traveling such a dangerous waterway?” the cloaked one asked.

“I don’t normally indulge such information to a stranger,” Myst answered coldly.

“Yes, of course,” he bowed and removed his hood.  “I am Tienn Draanyr.  My companions are Ayce Lyganthaar and Dorn of the Ice Cliff Tribe.”

Myst and Tair both took a step back at Tienn’s appearance.  Tair marveled at how the man’s long, snow white hair highlighted his mauve skin.  His face was angular, his nose sharp.  His eyes looked damaged – as if he was blind, but he seemed to be able to see quite well with the ghastly white orbs that now examined them both.  Although the look of his eyes frightened her, they only watched with a wistful sadness, as though he were accustomed to seeing such reactions.   

“I am Myst and this is Tair’Lianne.  We come from Joram’s Bend,” she said carefully.  “Or rather, what remains of it after the Zyn Beast attack.”

A single white eyebrow arched up as the one named Ayce leaned close.  “Could they be this close already?” he said softly.

“It would explain why the river gate is closed,” Tienn answered confidently.

Tair glanced toward the town.  A solid gate of wood and stone had been pulled closed, leaving only a few outbuildings and a number of fishing boats scattered along the pond in front of it.  Half a dozen figures stood clustered on top of the gate, near its center, their armor glinting from the rising sun.  

“You know of the Zyn Beast attacks?” Myst asked Tienn.

He nodded.  “We have been given information that they were in Kaalmoore, but we did not know how far.”

“They’re close,” Tair told him.  “They should be setting this town on fire before the sun goes tomorrow.”

Ayce laughed.  “That’s a funny way of putting it.”

“That is because we have seen it happen thrice,” Myst replied without a trace of humor.

“Three times!” Ayce exclaimed.  

Myst nodded and Tienn smiled kindly.  “Then it seems we are lucky to have found you.  You have survived three attacks from a Zynnashan force and have a good idea of how they will strike.  The Knight Captain will wish to speak with you.”

“We have personal business within those walls,” Myst said, her tone suddenly becoming agitated.  “We have no time to speak with a knight.”

Tienn stood firm, his hands on his hips.  “You said that the Zynnashans could attack at any time.  If this is true, then the Knight Captain will need all the help he can get – as will the people of Fhaalvak.  You have seen their tactics and can tell this to the captain.  I cannot, in good conscience, allow you to wander away with such information.  You will speak with the captain and then you can go about whatever business calls you here.

“Besides,” Tienn added with a smirk, “without us, those guards will not let you pass those gates.”
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Myst and Tair were led through the streets of Fhaalvak by a dark-haired woman of some stature.  Myst assumed this because the knights they would pass would stand a bit straighter when they saw her.  They wouldn’t salute, but they did show respect.  Behind them were the three strange men that had rescued them from the river.  There was something familiar about the violet-skinned man named Tienn, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.  She brushed it away with a mental shrug.  She had more important concerns to deal with at the moment.   

The muddy streets of the border town were busy with people loading carts or placing wide planks of wood upon the larger windows of their homes.  Myst noticed that most of the homes they passed were constructed of wattle-and-daub with thatched roofs.  She laughed cynically to herself, knowing it would only serve as kindling to the Zynnashans when they arrived.

There was an air of panic that reverberated through the streets as the townsfolk seemed unsure of what to do or where to go.  Myst commented inwardly that at least they had some fair warning of what was coming.  At least someone listened.  She thought of all those that lost their lives in the fields of Joram’s Bend and how needlessly they perished.  If only someone had listened then.  Well, that was not entirely true.  Her uncle had listened, he had gotten involved.  And look where it got him - floating down the Tebis’non with a crushed skull.  Somewhere in the back of her mind, she could hear Uncle Teeg chastising her for her line of thinking.  It was not the way he had taught her.  

It was something else she could blame the Zyn Beasts for: not only had they killed her uncle, but they had murdered her morality, as well.  

The memory of her uncle whispered that this was also wrong, but his ghostly voice was drowned out by the metallic thuds of armored boots as a division of knights marched by.  Twelve men stomped by in rows of three, the pikes they carried gleaming wickedly in the autumn sunrise.  Myst could not see their faces, covered as they were by the angled visors that slid over the front of their rounded helmets.  She, Tair, and the rest of their party stepped aside as they marched past, heading toward the east side of town.  

“This way, please,” urged the female guide.  She moved on, leading the five of them to the north where the simple homes of earth and wood began to shift into larger homes of granite and oak with roofs of layered slate.  The streets here were cleaner and wider.  A young boy ran past them, stopping at various points to extinguish the wrought-iron street lamps.  The further they moved on, the more lavish the homes became – some with two stories, others with lawns decorated with colorful plants that were beginning to fade as the chill of late autumn swept the land.  Some homes had ornate gates of black metal rods twisted into pleasing patterns that were anchored by carved slabs of granite resembling various animals.  

Myst shook her head.  It seemed every town had a place for the wealthy – and they had no compunction in showing it.  She knew it did not matter.  Rich or poor, all of their homes would burn under the Zyn tiger beasts and their fire magic.  

“There is little activity here,” Tienn noted.  “Do they not know of the danger that approaches?”

The young woman paused to regard Tienn.  “Captain Longvaale informed Lord Demestri first.  The King’s cousin immediately fled, taking his family east toward Kaalé.  The wealthier families followed suit.”

“Leaving the poor on their own,” Ayce muttered.

The female guide turned her gaze to Ayce, her brown eyes furious.  “The Knights of Kaalé are here to defend everyone within these walls.  Everyone can come and go as they choose, but they are here to stay.  They will not abandon their duty.”   The woman then spun on her heels and continued to lead them to their destination at a quicker pace.

Myst smiled despite herself.  She liked the woman.  

The group continued past the manicured lawns and decorated facades of Fhaalvak’s wealthy citizens until they came upon a section of wall that bordered the northern side of the town.  It was shorter than the curtain wall that protected Fhaalvak and had a singular arched opening in its center with only one portcullis gate as its defense.   Rising above the wall was the namesake to the farming community – Fhaalvak Tower.  Once home to the Border Knights of old during the boorsliig rampages, the tower now served as a measure of the King’s reach toward his southwestern lands.  The tower and the knights who served here were little more than city guards now, protecting one of Kaalmoore’s largest import and export stations.  

Myst only knew this information thanks to her uncle – who once served as a militia man during the boorsliig battles.  She gazed at the tower with watering eyes, silently cursing the wide structure for acting as another reminder of the pain she felt.   She abruptly wiped her face, not wanting anyone to see her weep.  She was so tired of crying.

Two footmen wearing padded armor and steel hats and each holding a long, barbed spear guarded the narrow gate on either side of the portcullis.  They did not salute the woman as she passed, but they did acknowledge her with a nod.  Their eyes strayed a bit as Myst walked by and then widened in surprise at the massive bulk of Dorn and his dual-bladed axe.  As the six entered the garrison area, they were met with the sounds of hammers on steel; the coarse shouts of commanders prepping their troops for battle; the hiss of blades being sharpened; and the nervous cries of horses as their keepers fumbled with barding straps.  

“Ugh, what is that smell?” Tair complained, waving her hand in front of her sour-looking face.  

“Battle,” Myst said absently.  Indeed, she could smell what Tair could and it did not offend her.  For some unknown reason, the mixture of sweat, steel, leather, and manure combined to create a heady scent that filled her with a sense of…anticipation.  

“I smell fear,” Ayce commented without his usual glib tone.  

Their guide stopped again, this time eyeing Ayce with a dangerous glare.  “The Knights of Kaalé will not falter by fear of any danger!  If I were not charged with escorting you to Captain Longvaale, you and I would be settling this outside these walls.”

Ayce lifted both hands in a defensive gesture as Tienn stepped in.  “I am quite sure our friend did not suggest that the Knights are cowards, milady.”

“Kreena,” she corrected.

“Kreena,” Tienn repeated with a slight bow.  “Nevertheless, these brave men and those that support them would be wise to fear what is coming.”

“You have seen them before, then?” Tair asked Tienn.  

Tienn turned to the young woman and lowered his hood.  Tair flinched back at the sight of his purple skin, snowy hair, and white eyes.  “I have seen them.  I have fought along side them.  A few I have been fortunate to call friend.”  

“Friend!” Myst cried.  “Those animals are your friends?”

“There are many species of Zynnashans, much like there are many types of Vasalians,” Tienn explained patiently.  “Those that are attacking the river folk of Kaalmoore are unknown to me.  The Zynnashans are not a race to wage war so easily and I am curious as to why they would go so far.”

“The diamond,” Tair answered with a tone as though everyone in the world knew the answer.  

Tienn rounded upon the girl with an intensity that frightened her.  “What diamond?” 

“Something called the Purestone.  The Zyn Beast we talked to said someone stole it from their holy ground and that they trailed it to Valdine.  They’ve been destroying one town after another down the Tebis’non just to get it back,” she answered soberly. 

“Wait, hold on a moment…you talked to a Zynnashan?” Ayce asked incredulously.  

“Please, if we could reach the main hall,” Kreena interrupted.  “I have much to do in anticipation of this attack.”

“One moment, please, Kreena,” Tienn urged.  “What these two women know could save the lives of many.”  He turned again to Myst and Tair and folded his arms across his chest.  “Now, I want to know everything you know.  Who was this Zynnashan that spoke with you?”

Tair squinted in an effort to remember its name.  “Lynth,” she finally said.  “It was a panther, and it knew shadow magic.”

Ayce and Tienn gave each other knowing looks.  “Did Lynth know who stole the diamond?”

“No,” Tair replied with a shake of her head.  “Only that he knew it was close.  He said if he could find it, he could turn the attack force away.  When we figured it could be here in Fhaalvak, he left.  We haven’t seen him since.”

“And you two traveled here because?”

“We came to warn the people of Fhaalvak,” Myst said heatedly, pushing Tair away from the Draaken.  “What does it matter why we came?”

Tienn faced Ayce.  “How much would you wager that Sajiix already knew that the Zynnashans were searching for the Purestone?”

“Everything.  It’s a sure bet,” he said gloomily.

“Damn him!” Tienn cursed.  “He’s always using people as pawns.  Kreena, has there been any Magi arriving in town that you have noticed, any Amethyst Magi?”

Kreena nodded.  “We have a trio of Magi staying at the Fhaalvak Inn; a Diamond, a Ruby, and an Amethyst Magi.”

“Sajiix wouldn’t be with anyone else,” Ayce suggested.  “Unless he was with his apprentice.”

“These three Magi also mentioned a diamond to Captain Longvaale,” Kreena added.  

Ayce shook his head and gave a sardonic smile.  “Wonderful,” he snorted.  “All we need now is a group of light-bringers to complete the ensemble.”

Kreena coughed softly, “They arrived yesterday.”

Tienn turned once more to Kreena, his white eyebrows arched so far up his head that Tair thought they were going to fly away.  “I beg your pardon?”

“A group of paladins, clerics, and priests arrived yesterday.  They said very little and have rarely left the small temple we have here.”

A disturbing picture began to form in Tienn’s mind and the feeling of dread he had felt in Kaalé became a sickening drop in his stomach.

“Kreena, take us to Captain Longvaale,” Tienn ordered with an eerie calm.  “We need to know what he knows.  If what I am thinking comes to pass, the Zynnashans will be the least of our worries.”

Without a further word, the young woman led the group past the readying knights.  They walked around the wide tower, passing rows of low buildings that hugged the inner wall.  Barracks, stables, smiths, fletchers, and tanners all surrounded the circular tower.  Men scrambled everywhere, some shouting orders, others conferring in hushed whispers of rumor.  

The tower had one entrance – an arched door of solid oak banded with iron.  It faced the garrison’s outer wall gate – a formidable structure of stone, iron, and wood.  Two massive doors constructed from the same sturdy oak banded thrice with cold iron were now closed and barred by two massive beams as thick as the tree they were made from.  An iron portcullis was lowered against the wood, giving the gate extra strength and protection.  A row of men, armored in leather and chainmail and armed with crossbows lined the crenellated parapet above the gate, their eyes scanning the northern countryside for any threat.  

The inside of the tower was not hollow as Myst thought it would be.  Inside the circular design was another stone tower that stretched up into gray shadow.  Two sets of staircases on either side wound around each other along the inner wall.  Before them was a smaller arched door that Kreena ushered them through into a long, low-ceilinged room that encompassed over half the base of the tower.  The floor and walls were made of the same blocked granite, but the ceiling was wood.  Along the circular wall were tapestries of plain design, one of them with the King’s crest of a diving valehawk and two crossed swords, while another held the knight’s banner of silver thread banded by a black diagonal stripe.  The only light came from three guttering torches that were bracketed to the stone wall, their flames nearly licking the ceiling above, leaving scorch marks from years of service.  Two rows of long tables stretched from one end of the room to another with matching wooden benches running along them.  At the end of the room, flanked by two doors, was a smaller table – presumably where the captain would sit during his meeting with his knights.  

Kreena let them walk in, wincing at the massive height of Dorn as he wedged and ducked until he was through the doorway.  “Captain Longvaale will be with you shortly.  He had a recent dignitary arrive and must see to his needs.  I have sent word ahead of us that you have knowledge of the Zynnashan attacks and he will be most eager to talk with you.”  She then nodded to each in turn and left the room, closing the door behind her.

Myst could smell the polishing oil used to keep the benches and tables in serviceable condition.  That and the oily smoke from the torches made her feel nauseous, and it was then she realized she could not remember the last time she had eaten anything.  She leaned against one of the tables as the group moved deeper into the room.  

Tair approached her carefully.  “You all right?” 

Myst nodded, putting her hand up to her head, gently rubbing her temple.  

“You want to tell me why you told that purple man we were here to warn Fhaalvak?” she whispered.

The sudden creak of wood nearly made Myst jump as Ayce plopped himself down upon one of the benches.  Dorn wandered around the room, gazing at the tapestries, while Tienn stood near Ayce, his eyes constantly jumping from Myst to the door.  Seeing that their company was somewhat distracted, Myst leaned closer to Tair.  “I do not want them to know what I intend to do with the diamond.”

“That’s going to be a bit hard since everyone knows it’s here, right?”

“They don’t know where it is,” Myst said softly, keeping her own eyes on Tienn.  “We just have to find it first and leave town before the Zynnashans attack.”

“Is that all?” Tair replied sarcastically with a roll of her eyes for effect.  

Tienn suddenly stepped toward them, his eyes still fixed on Myst.  “So, the two of you have been evading the Zynnashans since Valdine, hm?”

“Yes, we have,” Tair muttered with a soft tinge of irritation.

“Did you face any of them?” he pushed.

Tair began to tell him to remove himself in such a manner that would have made a Stormrage Sea Captain blush, when Myst shushed her and stood to her full height, nearly meeting Tienn’s own eyes.  “Yes.  A wolf Zyn Beast.  It came at us later that night after they burned Valdine.  It would have killed me had Tair not gashed its leg with a deep wound.  We fought dozens of them at Joram’s Bend.  Frightening they may be, but they are not immortal.  The same one from Valdine found us on our way here…just last night.  It remembered us.  It said it wanted to drink our blood.  We killed it.”

“Wolf Zyns, huh?” Ayce called out.  “Not easy to beat.  The knights are going to have their hands full.”

“You fought it with your sword?” Tienn asked with genuine curiosity.

“No, with a rock,” Myst sneered.  “Of course I fought it with my sword.”  She suddenly realized that Tienn was not looking at her, but at the pommel of her uncle’s sword that peeked over her left shoulder.  She unconsciously adjusted the baldric she wore, uncomfortable with the way he was studying it.  

“May I see it?” he asked kindly.

With a quick reach, Myst had retrieved the blade, holding its sharpened point towards Tienn.  His eyes scanned the steel, pausing briefly at the bronze crossguard molded in the shape of coiled oak leaves.  He looked at the etching carefully, nodding at the craftsmanship.  

“That is quite a weapon for someone so young,” Tienn finally said, taking a step away from her.  “Did you inherit that from your father?”

Myst laughed.  “My father would not know what to do with a blade larger than his steak knife.”  She then skillfully replaced the blade in the scabbard strapped to her back without a glance behind her.  “Trust me when I say that this sword belongs to me and no other.  If I had any way of returning it to its original owner, I would do so a thousand times over.”

“Are you saying that the previous owner of this weapon is dead?”

“She’s saying it’s none of your business,” Tair stepped up to the two, standing close to Myst, her hands on the handles of her daggers.

“Careful, Tienn,” Ayce warned, still lounging on the bench.  “They’ve got the look.”

“Very well,” the Draaken said, his hands rose in a defensive posture as he stepped away.  “I mean no disrespect.  I only wanted to know if Teeg Almdor was truly dead.”

“How did you know my uncle?” she cried, tugging on Tienn’s sleeve.

Ayce stood up in surprise, taking two steps nearer.  “Teeg Almdor is your uncle?”

“Was!” Myst shouted unnecessarily.  “He…he challenged the leader of the attack force…a Zyn lion…The beast dug his claws into his body…Uncle Teeg cut the ropes to the bridge they fought on…to keep me away…to keep me safe…he fell…”

The last few days finally caught up with Myst as she collapsed in a sobbing heap upon a bench with her face pressed against the cool wood.  Tears flowed again; much harder than before.  Tair kept to her side, letting her friend release some of the vast amount of emotion that was hurting her.  She stroked Myst’s shoulder, letting her know she was there without saying a word.  Ayce stood by looking uncomfortable, his eyes straying from the crying girl to the impassive figure of Dorn standing in the center of the room. 

Tienn could only watch as the girl’s wracking sobs echoed throughout the stone-walled room.  “Mystrianna,” he began softly, “I am very sorry for your loss and the loss everyone else will feel when they realize he is gone.

“Teeg trained initiates at the Defender’s Guild in the art of swordplay.  He was a skilled warrior who knew not only how to use his blade, but when.  He helped us occasionally during difficult tasks, but mainly stayed at the Guild in Kaalé.  Many men and women benefitted from his knowledge.  He even taught me a thing or two,” he added with a weary smile.

“He never spoke about his family, never talked about where he was from,” Tienn continued.  “I wish I could have met you under happier circumstances.”

“What is a Defender’s Guild?” questioned Tair.

Tienn sighed.  “It is, or was, rather, a Guild created to defend and aid those preyed upon by forces of darkness and tyranny.  We championed the right of good, honor, and justice.  Many of us gathered and traveled the realms of Vasalius to do this…for the beauty of all that is right.”

“You’ve practiced that bit a lot, haven’t you?” Tair said with a smirk.

“It is what we stood for,” Tienn replied brusquely.  “Please do not make light of what you do not understand.”

“We’ve heard of you,” said Tair, ignoring the Draaken’s irritated tone.  “Myst, remember?  When those heroes showed up when Lemmik’s Bandits were burning the eastern fields when we were kids?  They were part of some group, but we never knew from where.”

“I was not part of that quest,” Tienn told her.  “But there were once many Guildsmen.”

Myst’s sobs subsided as she slowly raised her head from the table.  Her green eyes were puffy and lined with moisture and exhaustion.  She sniffled once and cleared her throat before speaking.  “You are Tienn Draanyr from Kaalé,” she said, her voice ragged from crying.  “My uncle bade me to find you before he died.  He said you would set us on the right path.”

Tienn gave her a heart-felt smile.  “It is good to know you, Mystrianna Almdor.  I will be quite happy to set you on the right path…once we keep the Zynnashans from obliterating this town.”

“So, you and these two are Guildsmen?” Tair wondered, gesturing to Ayce and Dorn.

“Dorn is an initiate, training to become a Guildsman,” Tienn informed her.  “Ayce is one of our original members, or at least was since we took up this quest.”

“I knew your uncle,” Ayce said to Myst.  “He once cut an earring out of my ear.  He never paid me for it, either.”

“What do you mean was?  Did someone kick you out?”

“Yeah,” Ayce chuckled.  “The House of Diathanos.”

“It is a long tale,” Tienn insisted, the shadow of anger returning to his angular face.  “And one that should be told when we have less to worry about.  Right now, our main concern should be finding the diamond and returning it to the Zynnashans.”

Myst gritted her teeth, but kept quiet.

“Exactly how long does it take to interview a dignitary?” Ayce wondered.

“I’m sure the man is quite busy…”

Tienn’s attempt to pacify Ayce came to a halt as the ringing sound of metal boots striking stone approached the door.  Captain Longvaale entered in full armor, his black cape swishing against his ankles.  He carried a helm under his arm and the pommel of his sword clanked against his left elbow.  His face was drawn and haggard, his eyes revealing a lack of sleep.  He paused at the threshold for only a moment and then marched in, reaching Ayce and Tienn in just two steps.  

Tienn greeted the captain and introduced everyone.  He then launched immediately into why they were here and what was approaching.  

The Captain held up a gloved hand and stopped Tienn’s speech.  “We are well aware of the situation Master Draanyr.  I have been briefed by someone close to the situation who will share with us his plan on the defense of our town.”

Tienn gave Ayce a quizzical stare as the Knight Captain marched toward the larger table at the other side of the room.  Ayce only shrugged his shoulders.

“Sir, may I ask who it is that is close to the situation?” Tienn prompted.

“That would be me,” spoke a voice that let Tienn know just how complicated the situation was becoming. 

Cassius had arrived in Fhaalvak.
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Tienn moved back away from Cassius, giving the man ample room to walk past.  The Guild Master’s eyes touched Tienn and Ayce briefly before setting upon the table Captain Longvaale waited by.  He said nothing as he took a seat, the scraping of the wooden chair legs against the stone floor set everyone’s teeth on edge.  

“Did I miss something?” Tair remarked nervously to Myst.

The Knight Captain glanced up to see that no one else had taken a step towards the table.  “Come, come,” he said petulantly.  “We have little time to dally.  My aide tells me that these two women have witnessed the Zynnashan attacks first hand.  We must know what to expect.”

Myst looked from the captain to Tienn and then to Tair.  All Tair could do was shrug as she stepped forward.  Myst followed reluctantly and listened as Tair described the steel boat and the tiger Zyn Beasts who shot fire from their fingertips.  She recounted parts of the night when Valdine burned and how she and Myst repelled an attack from the wolf Zyn Beast in the woods.  With a shudder she also described what was left of Tabaan and of the refugees they escorted to Joram’s Bend.  

Myst suddenly broke in, informing the captain how the Zynnashans failed to burn much of the town proper, but reported how the tigers set fire to the surrounding fields and of the following attack by the wolves of Zynnasha at the main gate.  She conveyed the words the lion Zyn Beast said to them and described how Laridiya saved Joram’s Bend with her faith in Ethaea.  She left out, however, any mention of her uncle, Lynth, or their search for the Purestone.  

“We felt it was our duty to come here and warn the knights of the Zynnashan threat,” Myst said at last.  She held her breath, waiting for Tienn or the other one to speak out about the panther Zyn Beast.  

Tienn remained silent.  His eyes remained locked on the dark-skinned man who came in with the captain.  

“What do you think, Captain Deveres?”

“I told you I no longer hold rank with the Knights of Kaalé, sir,” Cassius said with a displeased tone.  

“And what rank do you hold with House Diathanos?” said Ayce heavily.  

“I believe we should hold the main contingent of knights along the eastern side of the town to protect the weaker gate,” Cassius told the captain, ignoring Ayce’s pointed remark.  “We should keep the civilians near the river gate, that way, if the Zynnashans are able to breach the town, they can escape by boat beyond the lake into the river.  I highly doubt they will attack the fortified entryway here at the tower.”

“I agree,” the captain huffed.  “We can station a number of fire patrols along the streets to put out any fires they throw at us.”

“Pardon me,” Tienn interjected softly, “but, what about the Purestone?”

“Do you have any offensive machinery along the gates?”

“Only an old catapult sitting on the southeastern wall tower,” Longvaale said with a wave of dismissal.  “But we have not used that since the days of the boorsliig attacks.”

“We may wish to man that so we have a weapon against the ship…”

“Excuse me,” Tienn said loudly, halting the conversation between Cassius and the captain.  “What about the Purestone?”

“What about it?” Captain Longvaale said just as loudly, angry at being interrupted.

“Should we not be searching for it?” Tienn demanded.  “It is what they want.  It is what they are destroying the river towns for!  We find who stole it and return it; perhaps they will turn back to Zynnasha.”

“We have someone doing that as we speak,” Cassius said coldly.  

Tienn placed his hands on his slender hips.  “Who?  The paladins?  The House of Diathanos?  Cassius, you know damn well that they will keep the diamond for themselves!”

Cassius stood quickly from his chair, turning to look at the Draaken with a face brooding with a barely contained rage.  “Perhaps they should keep it,” he said with a guttural tone.  “Perhaps the Zynnashans should be put in their place and the Eye of Diathanos should return to its rightful home in the arms of the church.”

Tienn shook his head, his face a grim mask.  “You know the outcome of that will create nothing but havoc.  The Magi will demand it.”

“Let them,” was all Cassius said.

“They are already here,” Tienn told him.  “And they know the Purestone is somewhere in the city!”

“Is Sajiix with them?”

“I do not know,” Tienn said truthfully.  “We have not seen him since we left Hemdale three days ago.”

“That’s very convenient,” Cassius snarled.

“I refuse to argue with you about this,” Tienn said with a resigned sigh.  “The key to stopping the Zynnashans is that diamond.  I will not wait for political rivalry to decide upon a course of action.  We must find the ones who stole it before they lead the Zynnashans all the way to Kaalé!”

“Master Draanyr, as an acting agent with the Defender’s Guild, I will need you and your companions’ assistance in defending this city,” Captain Longvaale said, watching Tienn carefully.

“And what if we no longer care to affiliate ourselves with the Guild?” demanded Ayce.

The Captain’s eyebrows shot up as his eyes focused on the bearded mercenary.  “If you will not abide by the law agreed upon and assist in the defense of the King’s city, then you will forfeit any advantage these walls provide and will vacate them immediately.”  The knight then stood, his armor rattling as he did so.  “You see, I have no time for politics, either.”

Tienn lifted a hand to pause the captain.  “We will stand with Fhaalvak, have no doubt of that.”

“Very good,” the captain puffed.  “I expect to see you and your party near the east gate as soon as possible.”

Tienn nodded as the knight stepped away, slamming the door as he exited.  The room filled with silence as the six stood uncomfortably, each one waiting for the other to speak.  It was Myst who cleared her throat.

“Tair and I will go look for the thief,” she told them.  

“There are people already searching,” boomed Cassius.  “Who are you to involve yourselves with this?”

“Just the ones who told your captain how the Zyn Beasts will attack,” Tair said with a mocking grin.

“We are also ones who are not involved with your Guild,” Myst reminded them.  “We will do as we wish.

“Thank you for your assistance,” she said, turning to Tienn.  

Both women marched out the door, leaving it slightly ajar and allowing a shaft of morning light to sneak in.  Tienn almost felt a pang of regret seeing Myst leave and not knowing why.  He chalked it up to memories of her uncle when he served the Guild as a blade master.

The Draaken began to move toward Ayce when he noticed Cassius take a step toward him.  “Have you truly left the Guild?” the Guild Master asked.  

“We have made no decisions except for those that feel right,” Tienn told him.  “You know the right thing to do is to find that diamond.  I wonder which side you fight for.  Do you fight for the Guild or House Diathanos?”

Cassius glanced up to see Ayce and Dorn watching him expectantly.  “I also fight for what is right,” he said.  His eyes were liquid bronze as he held Tienn in them with such intensity that it nearly pushed the Draaken back in warning.  “Chancellor Tevic knows what to do with the Eye.  He will make the right decision.”

Tienn shook his head sadly and walked away with Ayce and Dorn following him. 

Myst and Tair blinked at the bright morning sun as they emerged from the narrow gate of the garrison into Fhaalvak.  It was now mid-morning and the southerly breeze promised a warm autumn day; one of the last they would see before winter lay claim to the land.  Myst led Tair away from the gate to the shadows beneath a candle shop awning.

“We will have to look through all the taverns and inns in town to find this thief,” Myst said, her green eyes scanning the area behind Tair.

“If he hasn’t left already,” Tair mumbled.

Myst shook her head.  “No, I don’t think so.  The thief is ready to get rid of it.  And his customers are already here.”

Tair nodded, recalling the discussion about the paladins and the Magi.  “I doubt he’ll sell it inside a tavern.”

Myst shrugged her right shoulder, tossing her cloak over it and freeing her arm.  “It’s all we have.”

“We passed one as we came into town, just inside the river gate,” Tair recalled.  

Myst couldn’t help but grin as she tugged on her friend’s shoulder.  “Leave it to you to sniff out a tavern the moment you reach a new city.  Come on, we have don’t have much time.”

Tienn, Ayce, and Dorn watched the two young women walk away as they stood in the dim light of the gate entrance.  

“What do you think?” Tienn asked his bearded friend.

“They know more than they’re letting on,” Ayce answered, rubbing his chin.  “Do you want me to follow them?”

Tienn shook his head.  “Cassius will be expecting both of us at the east gate.”  The Draaken glanced up at the towering figure of Dorn.  “He can go.”

Ayce looked at Tienn as though he grew antlers out of his head.  “You do realize he’ll be noticed, don’t you?  He’s a Thaarakan.  They aren’t known for their stealth.”

“I follow far behind,” Dorn stated with his thick accent.  “I see over many heads.  I keep watch on them.”

***

Baris turned the key once more, securely locking the southern door of his warehouse.  He glanced up into gleaming blue autumn sky and took a breath of the warm breeze, inhaling deeply.  Today would be glorious.  The sun still had a few hours before reaching its zenith, so he had some time to kill before his meeting with the Magi and clergy of Diathanos.  The Zyn Beast he had unwittingly captured last night was secured and still unconscious, so he had no worries there.  His main concern would be how to get out of Fhaalvak before the Zynnashans reduced it to rubble.

His eyes strayed to the river gate and saw that it was not only barricaded, but also guarded by a handful of edgy looking foot soldiers and an armored knight.  Someone had finally arrived to tell the knights what was coming.  It seemed escaping Fhaalvak had become slightly more problematic for him.  He shrugged his shoulders and continued on, content in the knowledge that there were other secretive places to get in and out of the river town.

Baris turned left, intent on walking to the Golden Harvest to get some breakfast.  The main street before him was usually bursting with hawkers selling the earliest catches of the day.  The stalls were empty, the storefronts bare.  A lone dog trotted past looking confused that his usual scrap morsels were nowhere to be found.  Most would find the empty street unsettling.  Baris, however, thought it fortuitous as it meant fewer witnesses to see his meeting.

As Baris walked closer to the center of town, he started seeing people gathered at storefronts or in open doorways whispering rumor after rumor at why the gates were sealed and the knights dispatched.  They ranged in irrationality from a simple training exercise to a full-scale boorsliig attack.  Not one of the frantic gossip mongers had it right.  If they knew what was to befall them, they would be cowering in their cellars this very moment.

Sidestepping a group of cackling women, Baris looked ahead to find a pleasant surprise walking toward him.  It was the girl from the tavern.  She walked with that familiar swagger that only accentuated her voluptuous form.  She wore a simple brown dress with a cream-colored shawl wrapped around her shoulders.  Her brown hair was swept to one side to rest on her right shoulder.  She smiled when she saw him and quickened her pace to meet him.

“Good morning to you, sir,” she curtsied.

Baris smiled back, knowing that her demure behavior was exaggerated.  “And what are you doing out and about so early after such a long night serving drinks to the dregs of Fhaalvak?”

“I’m often up early to prepare the kitchens for the day,” she explained.  “But there is talk of war or some such nonsense and my uncle has closed the tavern until later tonight.”

A furrow appeared between Baris’ eyebrows.  “Good for you, bad for me,” he grumbled.  “I was hoping to grab something to eat.”

A sly smile spread upon the young girl’s face.  “My uncle will be away for most of the morning, sir.  I’m quite capable of making anything that tempts you.”

Baris felt a different stirring of hunger erupt within as he stared at the lovely woman’s curves.  “Are you sure of this?  I don’t even know your name.”

“I am quite sure, sir.  And my name is Sarah.”

“Sarah,” he said, rolling the name off of his tongue.  He glanced skyward again and grinned.  “Lead the way, Sarah.  I have just enough time to have…breakfast.”

Sarah giggled, pulling him the along the way by the arm.  

Behind them, Sarah’s uncle watched from the mouth of a darkened alley.

***

Tair looked up at the wooden sign with the faded picture of a yellow orb over a golden field as Myst pounded her fist upon the small, yet sturdy door of the Golden Harvest Tavern.

“Forget it, Myst,” Tair scolded.  “They’re not open.”

“We have come to three taverns so far and all are closed,” Myst said with a jerk of her cape.  “At this rate we will never find this thief.”

“Not all thieves spend their quality time in taverns,” Tair said, adjusting the leather belt she wore at her waist.  “Maybe we should start checking the inns?”

“The guard we asked said there was one near the Lord’s house, what was it called?”

“Fhaalvak Inn,” Tair smiled.

“How original,” Myst sneered.  “Let’s start there.”

The two women continued their trek through the river town, skirting past anxious foot soldiers and gawking townsfolk.  There was a sense of urgency in the air as if the people of Fhaalvak knew their time was running out.  Myst and Tair certainly felt it as they knew the truth of the matter: the Zynnashans would reach the lake at any time.

Exiting a smaller lane lined with tall, tiered balconies, the pair came upon an open market square.  The shops here were of sturdier build and the street was a mix of earth and gravel; finer than the dirt paths taken near the river entrance.  A number of shops were closed, but a few were open, catering to the higher-class of Fhaalvak.  A large gathering of well-to-do townsfolk were clustered near the opening of a glass shop.  Mostly made of women, the group whispered fervently about what was transpiring around town.  They gasped as each one told a more outlandish tale, grasping their silk shawls or waving lace covered fans in front of their delicately painted faces.  

Tair suddenly grabbed Myst by her cloak and pulled her to a stop.  The red headed woman looked at her friend irritably, demanding to know what she was doing with just a stern look.

“Is that one of those Magi people?” she pointed past the women to a still morning-shadowed street where a lone figure dressed in white approached.

Myst stared hard at the figure.  He was dressed in a multi-layered robe of varying shades of white, his hands hidden in its huge sleeves.  His hair was long, the color of molten sunlight.  He walked with halting steps, pausing every so often to pull his hands apart to expose a short, wooden-looking rod.  He would shake the rod vigorously, inspect it, and then continue on his way.  

Myst had seen one of his kind before when she was younger.  Her father had entertained a Magi of the Diamond Order during a particularly brutal winter storm and had given him shelter.  He was dressed much the same way this one was.  

“Yes,” Myst agreed.  “And he seems to be looking for something.”

“A Diamond Magi looking for a diamond?”

“It seems so,” said Myst, her voice a low growl.  “If anyone were able to track the diamond, he can.”

Tair gripped her friend by the shoulders so that she was facing her.  “And what happens when he finds it?  Are we just going to take it from a Magi?”

Myst shook her head as she watched the robed figure turn southward, down a wide street.  “No,” she said.  “When he finds it, I will distract him and you will nab it.”

“Of course,” Tair complied.  “You do the fighting, I’ll do the nabbing.  What about our large friend who is following us?”

Myst turned her head to the empty street behind them.  Though no one approached, she knew the large Guildsman named Dorn was hiding behind the corner.  “Let him follow,” she finally answered.  “If he gets in the way, then we shall deal with him, as well.”

Tair jerked her head back, her eyebrows shooting up to her hairline.  “Well, aren’t we just full of confidence?  You must be full of it if you think we can handle a Magi and an ice barbarian in one fight.”

“I don’t care.  All that matters is getting that diamond and letting that lion Zyn Beast know I have it.”  

Tair nodded.  “Ah, so we’re to fight a Magi, ice barbarian, and a lion Zyn Beast…they shouldn’t pose a problem.”  She smiled as she said it, trying to keep the situation light, but the look in Myst’s eyes told a different story.  

She was in this for blood.
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Tienn stood upon the rampart of the east gate, surveying the defenses the knights had prepared.  The gate was barricaded and a dozen archers stood at the ready, their bows slung over their shoulders.  Below him, squads of foot soldiers were preparing to fan out within the town to herd those near the gate to the southern edge of Fhaalvak, leaving their homes and businesses in the protection of the knights.  Runners stood near the various wells dotted around the town armed only with buckets to help extinguish the fires that would surely come.  Sprinkled within the crowd below were a few locals who were talented with a sword.  Captain Longvaale had well over two hundred men at his command and he seemed quite confident in his ability to protect Fhaalvak from any threat.

Tienn, however, was not so sure.  His memories of fighting alongside the gorilla Zynnashans at the battle of Theenia brought back vivid images of their tenacious ferocity.  The Zynnashans were a usually docile race, uninterested in becoming involved in the affairs of men, but when provoked, they were a force to be feared.  Tienn knew that the east gate would not hold; not against the fire magic their Magi would wield.  The only hope the knights held was in their numbers.  From what Myst had described, the Zynnashans had only a dozen warrior wolves and four Fire Magi.  It was indeed a formidable force, but he sincerely doubted they would defeat the entire garrison.

Tienn skipped down the narrow wooden steps of the rampart to the ground below as Captain Longvaale came up to inspect his men.  The Draaken glided through the rows to reach Ayce, but was suddenly blocked by Cassius.                

“I must speak with you,” he said.  His tone did not inspire refusal.  “Where is Dorn?”

“He is doing some reconnaissance for us and I believe you have said all that needs to be said,” Tienn returned coldly.  

“I must know if Sajiix arrived with you,” he continued as though Tienn had said nothing.

“I told you we have not seen him in three days.”

Cassius searched Tienn’s white eyes for a moment.  “But you believe he’s here, don’t you?”  It wasn’t a question and Tienn’s facial expression spoke volumes.

Tienn raised a defiant chin.  “I hope he is here.  He is our best hope in finding the Purestone.”

“If he finds the diamond, he will die.”

Tienn pointed a finger at the former knight.  “Are you willing to let it come to that?  Has your jealousy and hatred of the man driven you to such extremes?”

Cassius shook his head in frustration.  “I don’t want him dead.  The House of Diathanos does.”

Tienn’s face switched from an angered righteousness to horrified confusion.  “What?”

“Chancellor Tevic sent me here to murder Sajiix.”

Tienn’s eyes hardened.  “Well, why not?  You tried to do so at the Guild!”

“Yes,” Cassius sighed regretfully.  “I lost control there for a moment.”

“Lost control?” Tienn raised his voice, causing many guards around him to look in alarm – including Ayce.  

“Tienn, listen to me!  We don’t have much time.  If Sajiix is here, I have to find him.”

“To kill him,” Tienn accused.

“No, to protect him.”

Tienn stared at Cassius, his mouth agape.  Something was surely amiss, but Cassius’s voice presented him thoughts of the past.  This was not the cold and angry tone of a man betrayed.  It was the passion of a man pleading to do right.  It sounded like the Cassius Tienn had always known.  

Seeing the baffled look upon the Draaken’s face, Cassius continued to explain, “Chancellor Tevic sent Protector D’ghelle here with the singular purpose of obtaining the Eye of Diathanos.  This mission has been in preparation for days.  When Sajiix was discovered in Kaalé with the knowledge that the diamond was in Kaalmoore, Tevic had him captured and held until D’ghelle had a good head start to find the Zynnashan’s trail.  

“When you and the others aided Sajiix in escaping, he grew worried that Sajiix would find the diamond before it reached D’ghelle’s hands.  So, he dispatched me here to make sure the deal between the diamond thief and D’ghelle went unhindered – and hinted that murdering Sajiix would benefit the House and all concerned.”

Ayce appeared next to Tienn, his usually jovial face replaced with a mask of disbelief and shock.  His lycanthropic gift allowed him to hear the conversation – one he felt he needed to be a part of.  “But, I thought you were working for the church.  For the past few months, you’ve been quoting scripture from the Luminous, having meetings with Chancellor Tevic, and spurning everything dealing with the Knights of Kaalé.”

Cassius’s eyes bore a sadness neither expected.  “My friends, I am so sorry.  Since this past summer, I have been working with Commander Greeve and King Jalled on a secret quest to discover how strong Chancellor Tevic’s aspirations are and how far he would go to obtain his goals for the church.  To do so, I had to pretend to spurn the knights and debase anything to do with the Magi.  I had to use the Guild as a way of bartering trust with Tevic.”

“But…but King Jalled is a stout follower of Diathanos…isn’t he?”  Ayce looked from Tienn to Cassius for confirmation.

“He is, but not as a fanatic,” Cassius answered.  “His son, however…”

Tienn waved his hands before him to hush anything more being said.  “This still does not explain why you attacked Sajiix and have said nothing to us about this even during times we were alone.  By Ethaea’s garden, we just found out the Purestone was stolen!”

“Tevic placed a spy within our initiates.  And, until today, I had no clue as to who it might have been.”

“Until today,” Ayce repeated with a dumbfounded look.

Tienn’s head snapped up to gaze into Cassius’s eyes,  “Surely you do not believe…?

“He has been with us during every engagement, every training exercise, and every trip concerning Guild business,” enlightened Cassius.  

Ayce whirled to face Tienn and placed a meaty finger in front of the Draaken’s face.  “You see?  You just had to have a Thaarakan in the Guild, didn’t you?  ‘Oh, he’s different’, you said!  ‘We can show the world that not all the northern people are greedy barbarians’, you said!”

Tienn disregarded the mercenary, still intent on Cassius.  “So, this fight you had with Sajiix was staged?”

“Not entirely,” Cassius admitted.  “I exaggerated my feelings.  Tevic was watching us closely to make sure we didn’t initiate any Magi.  I had to make him believe I hated them all.  And when Sajiix arrived, I knew he would be monitored even closer than anyone else before.”

Tienn nodded, coming to terms with the scope of the story.  “In essence, you have been lying to us for months.”

“You are missing the bigger picture, Tienn,” Cassius admonished.  “Tevic wants the Eye of Diathanos for himself and he is willing to kill Magi for it.  It’s possible that he may even be responsible for its theft, but we have no proof of that.  

“If the Magi get word that Tevic is attacking their own for the sake of procuring this artifact…”

“…they will declare war on House Diathanos,” Tienn finished breathlessly.  

“I wanted to tell you this before you left Kaalé, but I wasn’t certain on the identity of the spy.  Only when I arrived and saw Dorn with you did I know for sure,” Cassius told them.  

“I find it hard to fathom that you could not find a time to tell us of this during the past few months,” Tienn held up his hands to halt any words of explanation from Cassius.  “But that is not our main concern now.  Tevic believes the diamond to be here and has sent his squad to retrieve it.  A group of Magi are also here.  I find this too much of a coincidence.  The gem must be here somewhere.”

Ayce suddenly jumped as though someone had pinched him from behind.  “Hold on!” he said urgently.  “If Dorn is a spy working for Tevic, then he’s looking for the diamond, too, right?”

“It is entirely possible,” Cassius said, rubbing the back of his neck.

Ayce looked at Tienn as the Draaken quickly realized where he was going with this line of questioning.  “Those two girls that were with us at the garrison…we think they may know the location of the diamond.”

“And we sent Dorn to follow them,” Ayce finished.

Cassius’s black eyebrows furrowed.  “He’s not exactly built for stealth.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Very well,” Tienn said with an exasperated breath.  “We all agree that Dorn is wrong for secretive action.  The question now is what are we to do and are you with us once more?”  

Cassius placed a gloved hand upon his friend’s shoulder.  “I am with you; as I was before, as I always will be.”

Tienn inwardly felt a great weight lift from his soul in hearing these words.  Since the events at the High Temple of Diathanos, he had felt a writhing queasiness over the possibility of losing Cassius to the church.  Cassius was their leader and Tienn had no reluctance in allowing this to continue.  He never had the nature for such responsibility.  He was always too concerned on how he was leading instead of if he even should be.  

“Ayce, you should track those girls in case they actually do know where the diamond is.  We cannot let Dorn give it to D’ghelle,” Cassius decided.  “Tienn, I want you to track down where the Magi are and see if Sajiix is with them.  I will go to the temple of Diathanos and see what D’ghelle knows.  

“With any luck, we can find the Purestone before the Zynnashans arrive.”

***

For a while, Tair thought tracking the Diamond Magi without being seen would be difficult.  The foot soldiers of Fhaalvak, however, made it quite easy as they began to herd the gossipers and gawkers away from the center of town toward the river gate.  Both women just blended with the crowd, all the while keeping their eyes on the white-robed figure that continued to wave and tap the rod in his hand.  Tair assumed it was a means of tracing the Purestone to its source, but the Magi seemed a bit put off by it as though it weren’t working properly.  Every so often he would shake the rod angrily and retrace his steps until he saw something he felt was correct and moved forward in a different direction.  Tair correctly guessed where he was leading them as it was the perfect place to hide something everyone wanted: the warehouse district.

The pair followed the Magi at a distance as he stepped into the maze-like pathways that wove in and intersected amongst the low buildings.  Some were two stories high, while most were of the same construct – low, flat-roofed wooden boxes with one door and no windows.  

The Magi seemed to have more trouble here with his divining rod, tapping it against dark walls of wood and muttering to himself.  Both had to fall even further back as they lost the cover of the crowds now gathered around the main boulevard.  He seemed oblivious to their presence, however, and continued on until stopping at a warehouse that was a bit larger than those around it.  Although it had only one level, it was nearly three times the size of its neighbors.  Tair and Myst stayed around a corner, peering every so often at the Magi.

Tair noticed that he was taking quite an interest in the building, waving the rod around a singular door framed at the center of its longer side.  The Magi tapped the door and then smacked the rod in the palm of his hand.  The tip then began to emit a white light that grew brighter, illuminating the shadows the morning sun could not reach.  The Magi seemed pleased with this reaction and looked around him to get his bearings.  

Tair pulled Myst back quickly, hoping he didn’t see them watching.  After a few seconds, Tair crouched low and reached into her black vest, retrieving a small circular mirror.  She slowly pointed it around the corner to where the Magi stood, careful not to reflect any sunlight above.  She sighed in relief as she watched the Magi walking away toward a wide shaft of sunlight that marked the main boulevard.  He moved quickly, intent on his direction.  

“I think he found it,” she whispered.

“Is he still there?” Myst murmured back.  

Tair shook her head.  “No, but I think he’s going back to get his friends.”

Myst turned the corner, walking straight for the warehouse door.  Tair had to run to keep up, her eyes darting from one intersection to the other.  She reached the entrance and was pleased to see that the door had a simple turn key lock.  “Keep watch,” she said, knowing Myst was doing so already.  

She replaced the mirror in her vest pocket and then retrieved a small leather case.  Opening it delicately, she produced two lock picking tools and set to work on the door.  Her nimble fingers made short work of the lock.  Years of doing this sort of thing in Joram’s Bend had given her the skill to do so. While other young girls were playing with dolls or flirting with boys, she was always breaking into her aunt’s cabinets for money and treats.  She might not have been popular back home, but she learned an invaluable trade.  With a satisfied grin, she replaced her lock picks and stood up, brushing the mud from her knees.  

“That was almost too easy,” she said to Myst.  “Let me make sure there aren’t any nasty surprises waiting for us.”

She heard the crunch of gravel seconds before Myst’s fingers gripped her arm.  Tair turned to make it look as though the two were chatting amicably in a darkened passageway.  Around the opposite corner from where they stood appeared a local.  He was short, stooped, and carried a belly grown from too much ale.  He wore simple woven clothes and a stained brown coat.  Underneath the coat, Tair could see the white of a dirty apron.  The dark haired man sported a black moustache and wore a week’s worth of stubble on his neck and face.  He carried no weapon Tair could see and staggered slightly as he turned their way.  As he moved closer, she could smell the reek of alcohol surrounding him.  

He seemed genuinely surprised when he saw them and stumbled back so fast that Tair thought he would fall.  He mumbled incoherently as he gave the two ladies a short stare and then continued on his way toward the sunshine, swaggering back and forth and using the walls of the warehouses along the narrow pathway to keep him upright.

Tair waited for the drunkard to vanish in the sunlight before she tested the door for any added weights or pressure.  Finding none, she eased her head into the gap and tried to adjust her eyes in the darkness.  Apart from the muted light coming in from the door, the warehouse was as dark as night.  She stepped in lightly, taking note of the crates before her and the yawning blackness of the narrow path to her right.  She ushered Myst in and shut the door quickly.  

They were immediately enveloped in darkness.

“This is not good,” Myst grumbled softly.  “We will find nothing in the dark.”

“Stop whining,” Tair told her.  She found the stub of a candle in her vest and used her flint to spark it to life within a few attempts.  The candle gave a feeble light, a globe of imperfect security flickering around them.  Tair thrust the candle before her, searching for any sign of traps or hidden surprises.  She lifted the flame above her head, letting out a quiet whistle to the high stacks of crates that formed the corridor they crept along.  

“What could possibly be inside all of these?” Myst said aloud.

“My guess is that one of them has a diamond the size of your fist in it.”

“If that is true, then we will never find it before the Zyn Beasts come,” Myst stated as they came upon a sharp turn to the left.

Tair noted that all the crates were identical and stacked with precision.  She also noticed that the deeper she and Myst slunk into the warehouse, the better she was able to see into the darkness.  Somewhere in the center of the building, there was a source of light.  The further they moved, the brighter it became. 

Tair was eventually able to snuff out her candle.  She replaced it back into one of the various pockets of her vest and gladly placed her hands upon the bone handles of her daggers.  She had a bad feeling about the place.  She felt as though something was pressing her forward and pushing her back at the same time.  She was nowhere safer than where she was at this moment, yet all of her instincts were screaming at her to run away from the building and never stop.  Tair looked to Myst and watched as she carefully pulled her uncle’s sword from its scabbard.  

“This place does not feel right,” Myst announced.

Tair only nodded as the crates turned them to the right once more.  Before them was a short length of stacked boxes that stopped before an open wide space.  Tair could see a table within the center of the area, a couple of rickety-looking chairs, and a gas lantern marking the source of the light.  

Myst used her free hand to shield her eyes from the sudden glare as she took a step forward.  Myst was able to see beyond the table to the opposite side of the open area.  It was another wall of crates framing an identical pathway to the one she stood in now.  Against the center of the wall was a figure, its body pinned somehow to the crates behind it.  “There is somebody in there!”

Myst took a step and heard Tair shout a warning.  She felt Tair’s body slam against her and suddenly she was falling to the floor, her sword skittering away as she landed hard upon the cold, wooden floor.  Yellow light exploded all around her, blinding her for a moment.  Myst held up her hands, waiting for what she assumed was some sort of fire trap.  The sound of rising wind tore through her ears as a powerful gale tugged at her clothes and hair, churning every loose article nearby into a writhing funnel of wind that stretched from the floor to the wooden beams along the ceiling.  

Within the center of the yellow, twisting column of air was Tair’Lianne, her mouth open in a scream of pain she could not hear over the swirling wind.  All four of her limbs were outstretched as though the winds were pulling her apart – which was exactly what they were doing judging by the expression of terror and anguish on her face.  

Myst leapt to her feet and ran to the column, reaching up to pull Tair out of the trap.  Myst felt as though her arm was getting ripped from its socket as the twister tried to envelop her.  She braced herself and tugged her arm out, her body tumbling to the floor.  Ignoring the pain, she scrambled up to retrieve her sword.  Gripping the weapon with both hands, Myst swung the blade at the base of the air trap.  The sword bounced away harmlessly as though the column were made of Bornosian steel.  

Tair’s screams became more frantic as Myst desperately tried to think of what to do.  She had stumbled unwittingly into the trap like an amateur and Tair had saved her by taking her place.  Myst searched around her in a near frenzied panic, looking for something she could use to pull her friend out to safety.

She heard a faint voice behind her.  “I can help her.”

Myst whipped around, her sword held high toward the figure she saw earlier.  She could not see who it was due to the violet cloak wrapped around its body and head, but she could hear that it was a male.  The figure’s hands were pinned to the wooden crates behind it by steel manacles, his black-gloved hands twitching in anticipation.

She reached the figure in three leaping steps.  “How?  What do you need?”

“Free me.”

Myst examined the steel cuffs around the man’s wrists and noted with alarm that the man was not wearing gloves.  It was fur.

Black fur.

Myst stepped back, pulling the hood from the creature’s head, knowing already what it was that stood before her.  The yellow gleam of its eyes reflected the ethereal glow of the air column that was killing her friend.  In some hidden part of her mind, Myst recalled that she had met this creature before; that its name was Lynth and that it came to her just before her uncle was murdered by its own brethren.  

“Let me help her,” it growled urgently, its white teeth sharp as any dagger.

Myst raised her uncle’s blade in shaking hands.  

The Zyn Beast lunged.  “Free me!”

She saw her uncle fall, his body torn by claws, his sword clattering uselessly to the rocks below.  Hot rage burned away the tears flowing unchecked down her cheeks.  The rage was directed at this creature before her and for its kind.  Myst saw her uncle fall, she heard herself scream.  She heard Tair scream.  

Tair was dying behind her.

The creature’s bestial face was snarling at her.

Closing her eyes, she brought the blade down.
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Anton D’ghelle stood in the pathetically small cathedral dedicated to Diathanos with a foul disposition.  The Protector was trapped within the walls of this mundane offering to the God of Light and Life; a wooden construction with simple pews lined together on either side of the cathedral.  Three wide steps and a white pedestal made of marble served as the altar for this lowbrow church.  Long, narrow windows of frosted glass lined the walls, while a circular window above allowed the sunlight to stream in during midday and shine upon the surface of the altar.  

Before him stood the Thaarakan that Chancellor Tevic had felt would serve them well as an informant inserted into the annoying Defender’s Guild.  Brother Tymas, the priest responsible for this church, stood off to the side – waiting with a sycophantic smile to aid the Protector in any way possible.  Two of his Palidiamos waited outside, guarding the front entrance of the church, while the others relaxed in the back apartments unseen by the common worshippers of Diathanos.  

The Thaarakan was telling him of his arrival by boat – aided by a sea witch who hastened their journey – and of the sudden appearance of Cassius Deveres.  The barbarian also told him of two women who knew about the Eye of Diathanos and that they were currently following a Diamond Magi who was snooping around the town as if looking for something.  Anton knew it was one of the cursed Magi that had made a deal with their contact, but now it seemed as though the blasphemers had lost their patience and intended to steal the prize for themselves.  The Protector sighed inwardly.  He was unsure of why the Chancellor would have sent Deveres, but first and foremost, they had to deal with this Diamond Magi.  

“Where is the Magi searching?”

The barbarian nodded.  “They are moving to warehouses I have seen by lake-water gate.”

Anton curled his lip at the oaf’s grasp of the common dialect.  It made the barbarian sound stupid.

“Aren, Konner!” Anton shouted.  From a door wedged hard between the dais and the wall, the two clerics came bounding in, ready to do their commander’s will.  They held their hands to their chest, palms out, maneuvering their fingers so that they made a diamond shape.  Anton returned the acknowledgment and waved them closer.  “Go to the warehouses located near the southern city gate and look for a Diamond Magi or two young females – one with hair like a raven’s wing, the other the color of flame – see if they have discovered the whereabouts of our prize.  Be sure to take Anaan with you

“You will return to your post with the Guildsmen,” he told Dorn.  “I am quite sure Chancellor Tevic wants you to continue your service to Diathanos.”

Dorn gave the diamond sign and bowed his head, but before Anton could act in turn, one of the paladins came rushing in, his armor creaking loudly.

“Sir, that knight from Kaalé approaches - the one with muddy skin.”

Dorn’s eyes grew wide in alarm.  D’ghelle faced the local priest, his demeanor calm.  “Do you have a back exit in this shoddy excuse for a temple?”

The priest’s face creased with a frown at the insult as he pointed to the door the two clerics had come through.  “Back near the larder,” he told them. 

Anton jerked his thumb at the door.  “You have your instructions…go.”

The two clerics and Dorn rushed through the back door, shutting it closed just as Cassius entered the cathedral.  Anton turned to meet him with a smile so spurious that the former knight could not help but frown at the reception.

“Cassius Deveres,” Anton announced.  “Diathanos praise you, what brings you so far from Kaalé?”

Cassius returned the paladin’s grin, its subtext just as false as D’ghelle’s.  “Chancellor Tevic bade me to come here and make certain your arrangement goes on without delay.”

Anton’s friendly demeanor vanished.  “And why would the Chancellor feel the need to send you to watch over me?”

“Not to watch over you, Protector,” Cassius said, “but to keep someone away from the transaction.  Sajiix Mirhan escaped from the temple and the Chancellor believes he will come here to claim what you are after.”

“Escaped.”  The disgust in his voice was quite apparent.  There would be much his Palidiamos had to answer for when he returned to Kaalé.  “And how did he accomplish this?”

“He had assistance from the Defender’s Guild,” he answered.  “Assistance I was not aware of, nor did I sanction.”

D’ghelle snorted.  “Your friends helped him escape.  Does it not follow that since you are responsible for your Guildsmen, you are responsible for this?”

Cassius spread his arms open wide.  “Which is why the Chancellor sent me,” he said.

“Very well,” D’ghelle sighed.  “The meeting with my contact will be within the hour.  I suggest you find Mirhan before then.”

“I am sure the Protector is aware that Sajiix is a Shadow Magi?”

“I am aware of his filthy calling,” Anton spat.

“Then you must also know that he could be disguised as someone different, someone we wouldn’t know until it was too late,” Cassius intoned.  “I suggest you allow me to accompany you when you make the exchange.  His most logical plan of attack will be to ambush you when you find the Purestone.”

D’ghelle wiggled his fingers together as he studied the situation.  He would rather not have the Chancellor’s lapdog watching him take the Purestone from Malagotta, but an extra sword arm never hurt, either.  Besides, his clerics were out searching for the diamond right now.  With any luck, they would find it before the meeting and Cassius could deal with Malagotta the moment the devious thief discovered that House Diathanos did not plan on compensating him for their own rightful prize.

“I see nothing wrong with that scenario,” he told the former knight.

Cassius gave him a nod of gratitude, which Anton ignored as he turned to address the two remaining paladins guarding the interior of the cathedral.  

“One more question, Protector…if you don’t mind?”

Heaving an irritated sigh, Anton faced Cassius once more.  “Make it quick, Deveres.  Our meeting will be soon in coming and Brother Tymas must prepare for midday prayer.”

“A simple question:  How do you plan to repel the Zynnashans once you have the Purestone?”

“I would think you already knew that answer,” D’ghelle told him.  “We plan to use the same tactic you and your Guildsmen used during the war with Theenia.”

A dawning look of dismay crept upon Cassius’s face as he recalled that event to his current memory.  Twenty years ago, he and the fledgling group of heroes that would one day comprise the Defender’s Guild had been tasked with the mission of recovering the Eye of Diathanos to save the realm of Theenia from a Nightwalker priest known as Kai-Malus.  The priest had discovered the Nightgem – one of the legendary Val’Cryys gemstones.  It was the antithesis of the Purestone, an artifact of pure dark power rumored to control the minds of those with evil in their hearts and to raise the dead as mindless servants to the owner of the gem.  

The only defense against this unholy might was the Purestone, which Cassius and the others were tasked to find.  They were successful and quickly brought the diamond back to Theenia.  The heroes soon discovered, however, that only one of pure heart could activate it.  A Diamond Magi by the name of Daraak took up that mantle and used the Purestone against the enemy forces attacking the sovereign city of Gateway.  The effect was horrifying.  Only a small portion of boorsliig surrendered.  The rest went berserk, either killing themselves or killing anything that came near – friend and foe, alike.  Cassius could remember having to search the mountain forests nearby for months afterward, hunting for insane boorsliigs.  

“We cannot use the Purestone against the Zynnashans,” Cassius warned.  “They are not boorsliigs.  They have been our allies for decades.  Not to mention the danger you place upon the person activating it.”

“You had no such worries for your comrade so long ago,” accused Anton.

Cassius nodded; his face a grim mask.  “We had no idea the Purestone would drive him mad!  The power of that artifact is too great for one person to handle!”

“Bah!  He was a Magi.  He was unfit to hold the splendor of Diathanos.”

“Protector, please,” Cassius urged, taking a faltering step toward him.  “Do not use the Eye against the Zynnashans.  I wholly support House Diathanos’ claim to the diamond, but to do so with such an act…I fear the cost will be too great for anyone involved.”

“This order comes from Chancellor Tevic,” Anton said coldly.  “If you wish to protest, by all means, return to Kaalé and do so.  Otherwise, you will do as you have been charged and keep the Magi away from the Eye of Diathanos!”

Anton glared for a few moments at Cassius until he was satisfied that the fool understood his place.  Turning, he walked to his soldiers to confer last minute plans of action concerning the removal of the Eye from Malagotta’s grasp and the removal of life in Malagotta’s eyes.  If Diathanos were truly with them, Sajiix Mirhan would show his face and perhaps he and this disgrace of a former knight would kill one another so that he wouldn’t have to do it later.

***

Tienn stood in the central room of the Fhaalvak Inn’s largest and most opulent suite.  Located on the third floor of the grand establishment, the suite boasted three sleeping chambers, a main living area, and a water closet.  The furnishings were old Kaalmoorian: blocky, angular, with tones of gray.  A massive window along one of the walls of the main room opened up onto a small balcony that overlooked the square the inn was located on – just right across the way from Lord Demestri’s estate.  

He stood before two Magi – one, a Fire Magi who sat on one of the wide couches, his right foot resting on his left knee.  He leaned his shaved, tattooed head upon the palm of his hand, staring up at him with a patronizing smile.  The other was a Shadow Magi who stood behind his companion.  He was dressed in the same purple robes that all of them wore, his thin black hair slicked back, revealing a sharply receding hairline.  The man was tall, his chin and his nose were too long, and his eyes were black.  He reminded Tienn of the pegmen the farmers set out in their fields to frighten hungry birds away.  

Tienn had arrived not long ago.  The innkeeper, a Defender’s Guild aficionado, not only allowed him upstairs, but personally escorted him to the suite.  Tienn then spent the next fifteen minutes explaining the situation and the dire threat that approached Fhaalvak.  When he was finished, the Shadow Magi waved his concerns away with an amethyst encrusted hand.  “Do not concern yourself with this threat, Master Draanyr.  We have the situation under control.”

Tienn was momentarily taken aback by the Magi’s information.  “How do you know my name?”

The Fire Magi laughed, exposing pointed teeth.  “A purple-skinned Draaken that can walk in sunlight is a unique thing in this world.”

“Sajiix actually did it,” the Shadow Magi breathed, carefully examining Tienn.  “He boasted of it often and I heard the tales of your deeds within the Guild, but I brushed them aside as exaggeration or rumor.  I thought you nothing more than a fanciful myth to placate the Defender’s Guild followers.”

“As you can see, I am real,” Tienn bristled.  “And so are the Zynnashans heading this way.”

The dark-haired Magi stared for a few more seconds and then focused with a shake of his head.  “We know they are real, Master Draanyr.  We have been following their path since they attacked Joram’s Bend.  We know what they are searching for and we know who has the object.”

Tienn stared incredulously from one Magi to the other.  “You know who has it?  Then why have you not condemned this fool for his actions and taken the diamond?  There is a very good possibility that the Zynnashans will turn back once they have the Purestone again!”

“The problem is that this ‘fool’ is rather intelligent for his kind,” the Shadow Magi explained with a resigned sigh.  “He has cleverly hidden the diamond and is asking a hefty price for its ownership.”

Tienn’s brows lowered dangerously, his eyes hard slits.  This was just greed and malice overriding common decency.  This thief has placed hundreds, if not thousands, in danger – not to mention the lives lost and damage done to river towns along the Tebis’non.  And still, this ignoble villain chooses to prize wealth over all.  

“Who is this person and where can I find him?”  Tienn’s voice came out as a growl.

“Yes, you would like it if I told you, hm?”

The tone of the Magi had changed from aloof indifference to suspicious anger in seconds.  

“Did your master convince you to try to talk that information out of me?” The Shadow Magi leaned forward over the back edge of the couch.  The Fire Magi watched, his interest peaked, hoping he would get to watch the Draaken fight.   

“My master,” Tienn said, not understanding.

“Your master: Sajiix Mirhan.  He must surely be here by now, hoping to find the Purestone so he can supplant me as head of the Amethyst Order!”

“I assure you, Sajiix is not my master,” Tienn said through clenched teeth.  “I do not believe you realize the severity of this situation.  Chancellor Tevic has sent a squad of Palidiamos here to recover that diamond before you or the Zynnashans do.”

The Fire Magi laughed again, this time with a brutal excitability.  “I look forward to that particular disagreement.”

“We will take the diamond when the moment is right, Master Draanyr.  The thief will be punished and I will return the artifact to the Zynnashans.”

Tienn couldn’t help but notice the emphasis the Shadow Magi placed on ‘I’.  But, at least he wanted to do the right thing, even if it were the wrong way to go about it.

“It is not my place to step in between an age-old feud, but you cannot come to blows with House Diathanos over this,” Tienn urged.  “I believe it is what Chancellor Tevic wants.”

“We will not be the ones to swing the first blow, Master Draanyr,” the Shadow Magi said not unkindly.  “But, we will return the compliment if we must.

“I will also not allow Sajiix Mirhan to jeopardize my mission in returning the Purestone.  I am the head of the Amethyst Order; I am his superior.  Be sure to tell him this when you see him.”

Tienn shook his head, disgusted and disheartened by the manner in which the Magi viewed the entire situation.  Heaving a sigh, he prepared to give his farewells when a Diamond Magi burst through the door, his youthful face full of excitement and triumph.

“I have found it, Dhama Shek!” he said breathlessly.  “He keeps it in the warehouse district!”

“Say nothing more, Jordyn,” the Shadow Magi warned.  “Our business is not for outsiders to hear.”

The Diamond Magi blinked as he suddenly realized Tienn was standing in the room.  His blue eyes took in the Draaken’s skin tone, his padded leather armor, and the rapier hanging on his hip with an uneasy stare Tienn recognized all too well.

“I have heard all I need to hear,” Tienn said, moving for the door.  “I hope that your political maneuvering does not cost the lives of innocents, Shadow Magi.”

Tienn quickly exited the room, his footfalls fading down the hall and to the stairs.  

Margas glanced at Jordyn as he fidgeted with the seams of his white robes.  “Do you know the location of the Purestone?”
              “I do, Dhama Shek.”

“Then lead us there, Jordyn,” Margas commanded.  “The Draaken will undoubtedly inform Sajiix of its general position.  It is time we take the initiative and remove the diamond from the thief’s clutches.”

Erak, the Fire Magi, jumped from the couch with an enthusiastic grin.  “The paladins won’t take kindly to us taking the diamond,” he said.

“We are not keeping it,” Margas quipped.  “But, if they attempt to take the Purestone from us or thwart our efforts in warding off the Zynnashans, then we will deal with them head on.”

***

Ayce took the side streets of Fhaalvak, avoiding the main roads now clogged with the city’s inhabitants.  Most of them were now in clusters, standing and gossiping near the southern portions of town.  Their presence made it difficult to trace the two young women they had met earlier that morning.  Ayce was able to track by smell – another gift from his lycanthropy – even in his human form.  Mystrianna and Tair’Lianne had distinctive scents.  The red head smelled of steel, sweat, and anger; an anger as red as the molten metal that formed her sword.  That one was on a mission of death.  The darker one smelled of lilacs, leather, and fear; fear not of her situation or for herself, but fear for her friend.  Tair’Lianne could sense that the anger Mystrianna was exuding was going to take her away.

Now, however, all he could smell was fear from the people of Fhaalvak.  

Ayce had backtracked for a third time when he saw Dorn approaching from the west.  He swallowed the anger that surged forth over the Thaarakan’s betrayal to the Guild.  There would be time for that later.  He waved at Dorn, who waved back as he neared.

“Where are the girls?” Ayce asked him.

“They lost me in rows of long houses,” he answered in his thick dialect.  

“Long houses,” Ayce wondered briefly before realizing the Thaarakan meant warehouses.  “They went into the warehouse district near the river gate?”

“By river gate, yes,” Dorn nodded.

He was lying.  

Ayce remembered walking alongside the warehouse district and it smelling like rotting fish and stagnant river water.  Dorn smelled nothing like that.  He smelled like incense, the kind used in temples.  

Dorn had already informed the paladins!

“All right,” he said, controlling the rage building inside him that wanted to burst forth and rip that fake grin off of his face.  “You head back to the town gate and meet with Tienn.  He’ll need you there.  I will search for the girls.”

“I search with you.”

Ayce turned to see that Dorn was still smiling, but his eyes were set in grim determination.  “No, Dorn,” Ayce commanded.  “Tienn will want you at his side once the Zynnashans attack.  Besides, I can track them better without you.  Now, go.”

The resolute look in the Thaarakan’s eyes faded, replaced with indecision.  He was obviously instructed to stay near anyone who would be close to the Purestone, but he was also given a direct order by a superior Guildsman.  If Dorn disobeyed Ayce, he would be giving away his position as a spy.  

“You find them,” Dorn said, indicating the two women, “you come back and find us.  We help get diamond.”

“Sure thing, pal,” Ayce said, patting the Thaarakan on the shoulder harder than normal.  “Be sure to report to Tienn on what is happening.”  

Dorn nodded and stomped away, his big lumbering gait causing those in front of him to scatter or risk being trampled by the giant.

“Of course, you’d better hope Tienn has more restraint than I do,” Ayce whispered, not looking back.

***

Baris Malagotta pushed the tin plate forward, his sides bursting from the amount of food he consumed.  Sarah was across from him, watching him eat at the small table that sat along the wide window of the Golden Harvest Inn.  Baris normally didn’t sit here, but since they were the only ones in the establishment, the mercenary didn’t need to concern himself with whoever came through the door.  The table afforded him a look through the window, and he noticed the shadows shrinking as the sun neared its zenith.  It was time to leave.  He yawned and stretched languidly, his eyes straying toward Sarah’s ample bosom.  “Wish I could stay longer,” he said wistfully.  “But I have business to attend to.”

“Are you sure that’s what you want?” Sarah cooed.  She leaned forward, nearly driving all sense of constraint out of him.  

“You have no idea what I want, girl.”

She stood slowly, moving gracefully around the table until she stood nearly on top of him.  Gathering her skirt, Sarah sat upon the table, placing her right foot upon the arm of his chair.  “I think I know,” she breathed.

Baris stood, knocking the chair backward and reached forward, crushing her to him.  She tasted like berries and soap, her lips as soft as crushed velvet.  He kissed her hard, pushing her down upon the table.  She offered no resistance, kissing him just as fiercely.  His hands groped and explored her, eventually sliding down to her arms and the bracelet she wore on her wrist. 

He opened his eyes briefly to view the bauble she wore, wondering what she would like once he received his riches for delivering the Purestone to House Diathanos.  The amethysts glittered alongside the silver ingots in between.  

In one fluid motion, he lifted Sarah back to a sitting position, his hands woven in her thick hair.  She moaned slightly when he tugged his hands free.  Baris pulled away regretfully, his lips lingering over hers.  Sarah sighed as he turned away to adjust his clothing and slid off the table to stand behind him.  

“Must you go?” she pouted.

He turned, grasped her shoulders, spun her around, and enveloped her in his sinewy arms.  He kissed the back of her neck, his fingers trailing up and down her arms.  “I must,” he answered impassively.  “I can’t let anything distract me...not even Sajiix’s apprentice.”

Before she could reply, Baris had his arms braced around her neck, squeezing tightly.  She squeaked once, her hands flailing at his brutal attack.  She kicked forward, knocking the table over and pushing the pair into the center of the taproom.  Her mouth stretched open, trying to scream out and draw breath in at the same time.  Sarah struggled to free herself a bit more before her eyes rolled back and her body went limp.  

Baris lowered her gently to the ground, kissing her cheek.  As he rose, Sarah’s hair went from brown to golden blond.  Her face and height changed slightly, but she still looked close to whoever Sarah might be or might have been.  

“Clever Magi,” he whispered, adjusting his sword belt.  “You’re lucky I have a soft spot for women.”

Baris knew he had to move quickly.  If his hunch was correct, he had very little time before his entire plan came to ruin…all thanks to a pretty barmaid and her overprotective “uncle”.
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It took Myst three swings to break the chain holding Lynth’s paws over his head.  When the link finally snapped, the Zyn Beast casually shoved Myst aside as though she were a child and tore open the front of his robes, exposing a triangular medallion lined with amethysts.  The creature spoke arcane words of magic and the medallion began to glow with a smoldering violet fire.  Myst watched anxiously, her heart constricting as she watched Tair trying not scream within the tumult of the yellow cyclone.

Tair’s body suddenly vanished, fading from view as Lynth finished his incantation.  The cyclone wavered for a moment, leaning over the center of the warehouse as though it were drunk and then collapsed with a brief gale that sent dust and a few crates flying. 

“What did you do?  Where did she go?” she demanded, adjusting her grip upon her uncle’s sword.

“She is safe,” the beast snarled.  “I had to deceive the trap into believing she was no longer there.”  With a wave of a razor-tipped paw, Lynth canceled his spell, allowing Tair to reappear upon the wooden floor.  She lay facedown from where she had fallen, her arms curled underneath her.  

Myst ran to her, diving to her knees and dropping the sword instantaneously as she cradled Tair’s head.  “Please be okay,” she murmured.  “Please be okay.”

“I am,” came a barely audible reply.  “I’m just tired of everything trying to pull me apart as though I’m their rag doll.”

Tair gave a weak smile to her friend and then craned her neck to see Lynth, who was pacing around the area in a very restless state.  “Thank you, fur-face.”

Lynth grumbled at her, his ears twitching in the shadows cast by the lantern.  

“Where’s the diamond?” Myst asked him.  “I know you can sense it.”

“I do not know,” he replied irritably.  “I can sense the Purestone all around me, but not focused in one place enough to pinpoint it.  It is very distracting.”

Myst slowly pulled Tair to her feet, making sure she was steady before bending down to retrieve her uncle’s sword.  Her eyes swept the room, focusing on everything.  “It has to be here,” she said determinedly.  “The thief wouldn’t have set up his traps here without having a good reason.”

“Agreed,” the beast snipped.

“I am taking the diamond,” she suddenly told him.

Lynth froze, his bright golden eyes focused upon her.  “They will not allow you to keep it.”

“I don’t want to keep it,” Myst said with a firm shake of her head.  “I want that lion thing to know I have it so that he will have to face me.  Once I have avenged my uncle, then they can have their diamond back.”

“You never said anything about giving it back,” Tair exclaimed, rubbing her left shoulder.

“Havaas killed your uncle?”

“If that’s its name, then yes,” Myst replied tersely.  “And I plan to return the favor.”

“Why would you do this?” Lynth asked her in earnest.  “You will most certainly die.  I see no logical conclusion in this action.”

“I don’t expect a Zyn Beast to understand emotion,” she said with a sullen glare.  

Lynth twitched his whiskers.  “This is a rash action.  It would be more suitable for us to return the diamond, thus forcing the strike unit to return to Zynnasha.  I am quite sure once Havaas has been released from the Purestone’s influence, he would be happy to make reparations.”

“Reparations,” Myst shouted.

“Oh, here we go,” Tair whispered, taking a step backward.

Myst felt the bile in her mouth rise as she stared at the creature before her.  She could tell that the Zyn Beast acknowledged her anger, but the look on its black-furred face showed her that it didn’t know why she was so upset.  She took a step forward and jabbed her finger into the beast’s muscular chest.  “No amount of money or gifts can bring back my uncle,” she said with a voice coming from deep within.  “And the fact that you even entertained that idea tells me that you Zyn Beasts think nothing of…”

Lynth held up a paw in warning and hissed air through his sharp fangs.  Myst had heard it too.  It was the creaking of wood, just behind Tair, as though someone were sneaking right behind her.  Tair had heard it as well, for she had leapt forward with a curse, drawing her two daggers.  

“What was that?” she asked, her breath coming in startled gasps.  No one was there.  Only their flickering silhouettes upon the stacks of crates.  

“We are not alone,” Lynth purred.  

The beast put its paws forward, closing his eyes.  Lynth took a deep breath and suddenly snapped his eyes back open.  “Invisible you may be, but I can still catch your scent, Sajiix Mirhan.”

The air shimmered before them and just behind from where Tair had stood, a man popped into being.  Myst knew him immediately as the drunk who had stumbled by them earlier outside, but, even that changed just as quickly.  The slovenly clothes melted into robes of violet and dark purple.  The face became thinner, healthier.  The man’s ebony hair grew longer, nearly touching his broad shoulders.  He wore a fine cloak of black with embroidered bands of purple along the edges.  On his right hand was a finely wrought silver ring with a huge amethyst placed in its center.  The man’s green eyes flashed dangerously as he smiled at the Zyn Beast, although Myst thought it was more of a smirk.

“I see you sense the Purestone’s location, as well?”  His voice was cocky, arrogant.  And Myst also thought she sensed a twinge of anger there.

“Yes, but I cannot pinpoint it,” Lynth said, scratching his ear.

“That is because its captor has hidden it beneath us.  It rests in an iron box under the churning waters of Th’baerne,” the Magi explained.  “Quite ingenious, really, as the waters spread the focus of the diamond out into the lake, fogging it from anyone who can sense it from its actual location.”

“And how do you know this?” Lynth asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I have been here for a few days, playing the part of innkeeper and watching anyone new that came into town.  I knew the moment I saw Malagotta that he was the one that had stolen the Purestone.”

“He has fallen far from the Guild’s graces.”

“The Guild closed.  Baris took the road offered to him,” Sajiix corrected.  

“Do you mean to say that the one who stole this diamond was once a Guildsman?” Myst said with a rising voice that matched her growing anger.

Lynth nodded.  “He was,” he answered simply.  “How did you know he would come here to Fhaalvak?” he asked the Magi.

Sajiix smiled.  “Chancellor Tevic gave that away when he told me he was sending Protector D’ghelle off to collect it.  Once I escaped, it was a simple matter of plotting where the paladin was heading.”

“Escaped?”  

“Tevic saw fit to imprison me for simply knowing that the Purestone had been spirited away to Kaalmoore,” Sajiix said darkly, “which leads me to believe that he is responsible for this entire event.”

“He has gone mad!” Lynth cried.  “Surely he knows the repercussions of such an action.  Does he think the Highlord would willingly give up such a sought-after prize?”

“I don’t think he cares, old friend,” Sajiix admitted.  “He wants the Purestone, no matter what the cost.  My fear is wondering what he will do with it once he has it.”

Myst, listening intently to the conversation, nudged Tair with her foot and looked meaningfully at her other dagger and then at Uncle Teeg’s sword.  She then motioned her head toward the Zyn Beast and the Magi.

Tair suddenly understood and shook her head fervidly.  “No,” she mouthed silently. 

Myst only nodded, a look of harsh determination covering her face.  This was it.  If she and Tair were going to get out of Fhaalvak with the diamond – they had to act now.

Twisting the blade in her hands, Myst brought it up to the Magi’s chest; while Tair reluctantly aimed her dagger to throw into the Zyn Beast’s heart should it move to attack her friend.  “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Myst said through clenched teeth.  “But I need you to retrieve that diamond for me before anyone else tries to lay claim upon it.”

The Magi’s reaction was not one Myst expected.

He laughed.

Focused energy spouted from the Magi’s ring, sending Teeg’s sword flying end over end into the darkness beyond, clattering to a stop somewhere unknown.  Another surge of arcane power wrapped around Myst like a band of purple steel.  She struggled for a few seconds before Sajiix motioned with his hand, sending Myst backward and slamming against a wall of crates.

Tair switched her aim, but halted her throw.  Both Magi were now regarding her with curiosity, wondering what her next move would be.  They looked at her not with fear, but with mild amusement, as though she were merely a bug they could squash at any time.  Tair knew that she and Myst were in over their heads.  She could throw a dozen daggers and not one would find the human Magi’s heart.  With a fateful sigh, she lowered her blade.

“Wise choice,” Sajiix told her. 

Myst let out a guttural scream of rage, twisting and jerking her body to free it from the magical trap.  “This goes beyond your petty personal vendetta,” Sajiix said scornfully.  “I have been waiting for this opportunity for twenty years.”

“And you’ll be waiting even longer,” whispered a voice in the darkness.

Sajiix and Lynth turned to see Baris Malagotta appear out of the shadows, pausing at the far corridor.  In his hands he held a thin rod that he currently had pointed at both Magi.  The tip of the object was glowing green with arcane energy.  

“Baris,” Sajiix acknowledged, “It has been a long time.”

“Indeed it has, old friend,” said the mercenary with an almost contemplative tone.  

“You must realize that this plan of yours is madness,” Sajiix told him.  “Is the profit worth the lives of all those destroyed by the Zynnashans?”

“You have the gall to ask me that after what you did to find the Shadowstone?  How many of those you called friend died in your endeavors?”

“Too many,” the Magi said with a whisper that only Myst could hear.  “But that was long ago.  We must stop the Zynnashans before they kill anyone else.”

Baris laughed.  “Like you care about what happens to these river folk.  You want to take the diamond back to your precious school.  I’ll wager you even think there is a way the Eye could help you locate the amethyst, hm?”

“Either way,” Lynth said with a snarl, “the diamond comes with us.”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Baris grinned, waving the emerald-tipped wand back and forth.

“Stop it, Baris!” Sajiix commanded.  “Even you cannot be foolish enough to use that element rod in here.  They are too unpredictable.  You could destroy everything in this warehouse.”

“Only you and your friends, Sajiix,” Baris said.  “I can easily handle the power of this…just as easily as I handled your apprentice.  She was a pretty thing.”

Sajiix’s face went crimson as his ring hand rose toward Malagotta.  But Baris was faster as he waved the rod at Sajiix, Lynth, Tair, and Myst.  

The entire center of the warehouse erupted with emerald energy.

***

Ayce continued tracking the scent of Tair and Myst through the growing throng of people gathering near the town’s south gate.  Once he entered the cluster of warehouses and the narrow passages between them, he was better able to trace their path.  He quickened his pace as the trail grew stronger the deeper he moved into the district.  He came upon an intersection of four buildings and poked his head around the right corner and froze.  Along the long wall of the adjacent warehouse were three Magi from different orders:  Diamond, Ruby, and Amethyst.  For a moment, Ayce thought the purple cloaked Magi was Sajiix, but soon noticed the man was too old and had a different scent.  All three were gathered around a small door in the center of the wall discussing their options.

“And you are certain this is the right one?” the Amethyst Magi asked with an air of authority.

The Diamond Magi nodded, “Yes, Dhama Shek.  The aura extends all through the town, but the epicenter of the energy is here.”

“Then let us take the object and be done with it,” snapped the Fire Magi.

The door quickly opened inward, revealing an old friend.  Ayce stifled a gasp, wishing he didn’t see what was happening and who was responsible.  Baris and Ayce were strong companions during the Guild’s golden years and both fought well together.  Ayce wanted to be surprised, but he knew Baris too well.  If anyone other than Sajiix could steal the Val’Cryys diamond and make a profit out of it – it was Baris Malagotta.  In his hand he held a wand-like object that glowed with green eldritch energy and pointed it at the Magi.

“There will be no taking of anything,” he warned with a tone not to be trifled with.  “I suggest we relocate ourselves to our aforementioned meeting place until the other customers arrive.  Someone has already attempted to take the diamond from me.  Any further attempt and I will make certain no one sees the artifact ever again.”

The three backed away, their hands in the air.  “Easy friend,” spoke the Amethyst one.  

“I am not your friend,” Baris said indignantly.  “I am the owner of something you seek.  Now, move on.”

He ushered the three Magi on down the opposite end of the pathway, allowing Ayce to silently pad to the eastern wall of the warehouse.  Ignoring the scent of adrenaline, surprise, and fear that lingered nearby, Ayce could smell the presence of Myst and Tair within the building.  

Moving silently, Ayce rushed to the door and crouched next to it, examining the door lock, and keeping an eye on the four figures rapidly walking further away.  A cursory test of the door latch proved that it was, indeed, locked.  Ayce cursed silently and stood straight once Baris and his business partners disappeared from view.  Ayce knew there had to be traps beyond the door, but he had little choice but to break in.  

Ayce placed his shoulder along the rim of the door, but before he could press any weight upon it, a purple-skinned hand grasped his shoulder, making him jump up with a startled shriek.

“Don’t do that!” he snapped, slapping Tienn’s hand away.

Stifling a chuckle, Tienn apologized and then said in a more somber voice, “Did you see Baris?”

“I did,” Ayce replied sadly.  “This will be harder than we thought.”

“Can you unlock the door?”

“Maybe,” Ayce said regrettably, “if I had remembered to bring my lock picks.”

“Some thief you are.”

“I’m not a thief,” said Ayce indignantly.  “I’m a warrior.”

“You are a mercenary thief with lycanthropic tendencies,” Tienn grinned, looking once more to make sure the Magi were gone.  “Is there any way to get in without making it look like we have broken in?”

Ayce shook his head, “No.  I can sense the girls in there and I can smell magic in there, strong magic.”

“Do it.”

It was all the command Ayce needed.  He had the door open within two shoulder heaves and both men were inside, adjusting their eyes to the dark.  Ayce examined the crates that made the makeshift corridors of the warehouse and then tugged Tienn’s coat sleeve, motioning to the floor.  Tienn’s naturally enhanced night vision easily found the oblong silver object Ayce had discovered a dozen feet away from them.

“Why put a trap so far from the entrance?” Tienn wondered aloud.

“It makes sense,” Ayce answered.  “This way, you’re not advertising that what you have stored here is worth killing people over.”

“Can we move forward without triggering the device?”

“That’s the big question,” Ayce said, wiggling his fingers as he slowly approached the magi-trap.  “It all depends on what type of magic is stored.”  Upon the last word, Ayce brought his leg about and kicked the object down the stone floor.  The trap skidded along the surface until it struck the crates along the first turn.  

Violet lighting shot from the device, making Ayce and Tienn dive for cover as the magic flared and struck everything above them.  A crackling noise reverberated amongst the crates accompanied by a scorched smell of charred wood and burning energy.  The purple light faded, covering all in darkness once more.  

“That was bracing,” Tienn said, offering Ayce a hand to help him up.  

“Just keep your night vision in front of us so we can spot more traps,” Ayce suggested.

The pair crept carefully along the makeshift halls until Tienn noticed a greenish glow coming from somewhere up ahead.  They moved carefully, both knowing that time was against them, but both understanding that they could do very little if they were injured or captured with a magic trap.  

Eventually the duo came to the center of the warehouse and the source of the shimmering green aura.  At the far corner to their left was a grossly misshapen vine that erupted from the stone floor, its bulk was thrust against the wooden crates, making the entire wall creak alarmingly.  The main body of the vine was as wide as a willow tree and its forked extensions were as thick as a man’s arm.  The vine was greenish-brown and glowed with an emerald energy that seemed almost sick and putrid.  Tangled within the vines were Myst, Tair, Sajiix, and a Zynnashan that Tienn recognized as Lynth.  

“Lynth,” Ayce shouted, leaping into the center area.  “Is that you?  By the gods!  I haven’t seen you in ages!”

The Zynnashan inclined his head, the cowl of his cloak sliding over half of his bestial face.  “It is good to see you, as well, friend Ayce,” he said calmly.  “It would be even better to see you without these vines crushing me to death.”

“You must move quickly,” Sajiix ordered, hanging upside down near the top of the wall.  “They will be back any moment.”

Ayce pulled out his sword and stepped to the main branch of the vine.  He lifted his blade, but paused for a moment, gazing up at Sajiix.  Tienn had retrieved a dagger and was cutting Myst loose and saw Ayce pause in his work.  “What are you doing?” Tienn asked.

“Savoring the little moment’s life gives us,” Ayce replied, grinning at the fuming Magi above.

***

Two warehouse lengths away, Baris Malagotta stopped and faced the three Magi following him.  His face was tinged red from the effort of trapping Sajiix and his minions within the warehouse and the anger over the Magi trying to break into his property to steal what he was offering to sell.

“If you want that diamond, then you will pay me for it.  And the price has doubled since you felt it necessary to try to rob me of it!”  

The Ruby Magi – Erak – stepped toward him, his shoulders bunched and fists clenched as though he were ready to strike.  “We’ll pay you nothing, worm!  We’ll take what we want now that we know where it is!”

Baris took a step back, his hand reaching for the hilt of his sword.  

“Rest easy, my friend,” came the calming voice of the Amethyst Magi.  He laid a restraining hand on Erak and gestured for Baris to lower his sword arm.  “We were not there to steal the Purestone, but only to make certain that it was the true artifact.  Besides, I’m quite sure someone with your intelligence has other failsafe measures in case someone tries to steal your prize.”

“Your words are as slippery as fish oil, Shadow Magi,” Baris hissed.  “And yes, I have other measures.  Just knowing what building the diamond is in will not allow you to get it.”

“Then let us end this,” Margas said, reaching into his cloak and producing a leather pouch bursting at the seams with coins.  The Magi tossed the heavy sack to Baris who nearly dropped it due to the unaccustomed weight.  “There is half of your asking price.  Show us the Purestone and you will receive the other half.”

Baris peeked into the narrow slit at the top of the bag, squinting at the golden crowns winking sunlight back at him.   He hefted the bag in his hand, feeling the coins within and mentally counting what he could touch – and it was indeed over half of what he was asking for. 

Tugging the drawstring tight, Baris hooked the bag onto his belt and looked down the sides of the intersection.  There was no sign of the priests or paladins and it was past the time for their meeting.  Baris was tired of this game and wanted to be rid of the diamond.  A few more coins weren’t going to make much of a difference.

“Very well,” he gestured them forward with a wave.  “Let me lead you to your prize.”

***

Ayce pulled the last withering vine away from Tair as she pushed herself free from the wall.  She gave him an approving nod of thanks and then stepped close to Myst who was watching everyone very closely.  Ayce, Tienn, Lynth, and Sajiix were talking a few steps away.  

“I must find Kaelyn,” Sajiix said with a note of urgency.  

“We must retrieve the Purestone so that I can return it to Havaas,” Lynth said with his customary growl.  “It is the only way Fhaalvak will be spared.”

With an impatient snarl, the Magi marched toward the center of the area and stomped his boot upon the floor, which lifted a small section of flooring.  Squatting down, Sajiix pried the piece of wood out, exposing the churning waters of the lake below.  Getting on his hands and knees, Sajiix stuck his arm through the opening, reaching all the way to his shoulder.  Finding what he wanted, he leaned back on his knees with a thick, wet rope in his hands.  

He handed the rope to Lynth.  “Pull this from the water and you will have the diamond.”

“How did you know this?” Tienn wondered with his hands on his hips.

Sajiix stood once Lynth accepted the rope.  He brushed the front of his robes clean and regarded Tienn’s question with a sigh.  “I know Baris.  I’ve been watching him for days and this was the first opportunity I had to retrieve it.”

Ayce shook his head with a mixture of sorrow and approbation, “Baris always did have lofty schemes.”

“Lofty or not, I do not believe that neither the Magi nor the church will pay for that prize,” Tienn interjected.  “They will pry it from his dead hands.”

“Meanwhile the Zynnashans will destroy this town,” Sajiix added.

“Which is why we must take the Purestone to Havaas,” Lynth said, taking a step toward the open hatch.

“Lynth, I wish to be with you when you present the diamond to your leader.”

All eyes turned to Myst, who had taken a few steps toward them, leaving behind a still protesting Tair’Lianne.  “I want him to know what he has done to me and my family.  I want satisfaction.”

Lynth held the rope tightly in his clawed paw, his yellow eyes gazing at Myst like gleaming topaz.  “I sense your sincerity, young human,” he said solemnly.  “But I cannot be responsible for you.  Havaas will strike you down and eat your heart without question and for nothing more than vengeance.”

“Don’t place me in the position to try to take the diamond,” she warned.

Tair stepped forward, placing a hand on her friend’s arm.  “Myst, please stop this.”

“As you’re so fond of telling me, Tair – ‘Don’t tell me what to do’!”  Myst shrugged her arm away and reached for the sword she had retrieved.  

Beyond the sound of crashing waves below, came the whispering echo of a horn being blown from far away.  Everyone froze, listening intently.  The blast came again, louder, more urgent.  

Sajiix, stepping in the direction Tienn and Ayce had come, shifted his cloak and shook his head.  “It matters very little whether she comes with you now, Lynth,” he said.  “Havaas is here and he will have this town and its people.”

The horn sounded again, this time closer, near the lake.  

“We’re out of time,” Tienn said gravely.

“No, you are out of time,” Sajiix returned.  “There is nothing we can do with that diamond now that the Zynnashans have arrived.”

Sajiix suddenly felt as though the roof of the warehouse had caved in upon the back of his neck, throwing him once more to the center of the warehouse.  Dazed and in pain, the Magi rolled over to see Protector D’ghelle adjusting the gauntlet he struck him with.  Behind him were his retinue of paladins and clerics.  

“I’m quite sure there is something we can do, Magi,” he grinned.  “One must only have faith – and the Eye of Diathanos.”
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Captain Longvaale stood atop the crenellated parapet that crested Fhaalvak’s main gate surveying the work his men had accomplished through the night and early dawn.  Drop pits, spike traps, and barricades had been dug and erected before the gate – what Mikhail considered the weakest link in Fhaalvak’s defense and where he believed the Zynnashans would strike first.  A dozen men in two rows stood alongside him, their bows prepared, their arrows ready.  Thirty pikemen stood below behind the barred gate, ready to defend or attack as their commander saw fit.  Behind them, ten knights stood at the ready, their armor gleaming in the clear day’s sunlight.  The line of men stood near the town’s stables, their horses barded and waiting for battle with impatient snorts.  Behind that were still ten to fifteen others armed and ready to defend the river town.  These were citizens or adventurers who agreed to assist the knights for a small fee – mostly traded for compensation for their stay in Fhaalvak.  

Let the Zynnashans come.  They did not face frightened fishermen here.

Kreena marched quickly up to him, snapping a salute.  “Lieutenant Nallim reports that his men are ready at the north gate should the enemy attack there, sir,” she announced.

Mikhail smiled at her, taking in her appearance.  The woman wasn’t allowed to don the uniform of a Knight of Kaalé, but she certainly came close to doing so – down to the gray shoulder cape she wore buttoned to the side.  Her black boots were polished, her pants creased, and her sword hilt polished.  The only item missing was the Knights’ standard on the shoulder – the silver shield with the black diagonal stripe.  

“Thank you, Kreena,” he said.  “Now, do me a favor and put on some armor.”

“I have a chain shirt down in the gatehouse, sir,” she replied, staring at his own silver armor with a look of envy that nearly burst his heart.  

Mikhail gave her a meaningful glance and then cast his eyes once more to the east.  “One day, Kreena,” he said as he examined the tree line in the distance.  “One day the King will see that women can fight just as fiercely as men.”

The blast of one of their alarm horns sounded to his left.  Confused, Mikhail looked to the north where the reverberating wail was winding down.  It came from one of his men at the north gate.  Retrieving a spyglass from his belt, Mikhail flicked it open and peered toward the garrison.  Sure enough, one of his men was gesturing to the northeast, toward a thick line of pine, oak, and whitebark.  

Adjusting the spyglass, Mikhail could see figures emerging from the trees; their tall, gangly forms moving with steady purpose out of the shadows and onto a wide floodplain filled with sunshine.  The Zynnashan wolf pack began to line up in formation and a quick count gave Mikhail a glimmer of hope.

“Sixteen,” he said, realizing he had been holding his breath.  “They only number sixteen.”  He moved the spyglass away to give Kreena a triumphant grin.  It was short lived, however, as another warning was trumpeted from the south – towards the lake.

Turning quickly, Mikhail examined the gate and beyond.  Rocking in the turbulent waters was the strange vessel the red-headed girl from Joram’s Bend had described.  It was black, shining with the spray the waters slapped upon it.  It had a narrow bow and square, flat body.  The top had no sail and was domed with the same black material.  It listed towards the center of the lake, away from the safety of the Tebis’non.  

“Fools,” he whispered.  “The lake is giving them more than they bargained for.”

“Sir!” Kreena warned.  “The Zynnashans are moving!”

Shielding his eyes from the sun, Mikhail watched as the sixteen Zynnashans began moving in a column of four by four towards the north gate.  “They’re attacking the outpost,” he said in amazement.  

“I thought you said they would attack the town gate, sir,” Kreena said aloud, not realizing she had just questioned his strategy.  

Mikhail paid it no mind, knowing she was just as flabbergasted as he was.  “It seems these wolf Zynnashans are not the tacticians their ape brethren are,” he told her.  “Send to Lieutenant Gartis below, move the footmen and five knights to the north gate.  I will follow shortly with our bowmen.”

Kreena saluted and ran for the narrow staircase.  

“The gods be praised,” he smiled.  “The Zynnashans will be routed quickly this day.”

***

Sajiix stood quickly, wincing at the pain as he took two steps back from the approaching paladins and clerics.  D’ghelle and his four Palidiamos had unsheathed their weapons while the two clerics placed hands upon handles of the war hammers they carried.  Ayce and Tienn were still standing near the hole where the diamond was kept while Lynth still had hold of the rope.

“Release the rope, Zyn Beast,” D’ghelle commanded, “or face the searing light of Diathanos!”

“Do not let them have it, Lynth,” Sajiix warned.  “They mean to wipe the minds of your people until they die from madness.  They only want the diamond.  They care nothing about this town or its people.”

“Was it not you who was just saying to your friends that this town had no hope left?” D’ghelle asked, gesturing to Sajiix, “That even if the diamond was returned, the Zynnashans would still seek to punish Fhaalvak and its citizens?  I think, perhaps, it is you who wants the diamond for your own personal glory.”

Sajiix looked to Tienn and Ayce, who were staring at him with that all too familiar glare of suspicion.  “I have no interest in keeping the diamond.”  He said it more to them than the smirking paladin before him.

“Then give us access to the Eye of Diathanos,” D’ghelle urged.  “Let us end this!”

Tienn stepped forward.  “It sounds right, Sajiix,” he said calmly.  “They have the ability to control the diamond.  Let them have it so it can be finished.”

“Not by wiping the minds of my brothers,” Lynth growled.

Sajiix gave an exaggerated wave of his arms, “It seems we are at an impasse.”

“Not where the lives of the people of Fhaalvak are concerned,” boomed a commanding voice behind the clerics.  Pushing his way through them, Cassius stepped forward and stood beside Protector D’ghelle.  “I’m sorry, Lynth, but your people will wantonly destroy this town and murder its people for a crime they are not guilty of.  This is something that I cannot allow to happen.”

“And who made you leader of this mess?” Sajiix quipped with sarcastic venom.

“Be quiet,” Cassius scolded him.  “You and I can have words later.  Right now the lives of this town are in mortal danger and as a former knight and a Guildsman, I am sworn to do right by their situation.”

“You forgot to mention your status as sycophant to an overrated deity.”

“You go too far,” D’ghelle snarled, bringing his sword to bear.  

“Anton,” Cassius warned, “put your blade awa…”

A blast of white energy flung the sword from D’ghelle’s hand just as a wall of flame separated Sajiix from Cassius and D’ghelle.  

“What goes on here?” shouted Margas as he emerged from the shadows of the opposite side of the warehouse with Erak, Jordyn, and Baris.  “What trickery is this?”  The Shadow Magi looked to Baris for an answer, but the thief only scowled at the short wall of flame and the Palidiamos beyond. 

“It seems my former comrades are trying to take what you have rightfully paid for!” he bellowed.  

The priest behind D’ghelle began to pray, stroking his diamond-shaped medallion.  As it started to glow white, the flames weakened and soon disappeared, leaving behind only a sooty line of scorched wood.

Anton leaned back and reclaimed his sword, pointing it at the Diamond Magi that had dared attack him.  “You call yourself an ally of Diathanos?”

Sajiix laughed.  “I would call him someone else who could use the Purestone.”

Arcane and divine energy began to hum, rising to an audible crackle.  Cassius stood between the Palidiamos and the Magi.  “Stop this,” he ordered.  “Fighting each other will not accomplish anything!  We must protect the people of Fhaalvak!”

Seconds later, the warehouse became a battlefield.

***

Captain Longvaale clambered up the wide stairs leading to the battlements of the garrison gate.  Adjusting his armor once atop the structure, the captain marched to Lieutenant Nallim who gave him a hard slap of a salute.  Mikhail returned the salute, looking over the ginger-haired knight’s shoulder to the loosely columned Zynnashan wolf pack below.  They were barely within arrow range, but Mikhail had no intention of firing into them until he had to.

“They’re just standing there, sir,” Nallim informed him.  “Some of them have weapons, but most of them are unarmed.  They just stand there, staring up at us as if waiting for something.”

Mikhail suddenly felt his blood run cold.  He had made a horrible mistake.

“Signal to the main gate,” he ordered a thin soldier carrying two flags posted to thin wooden rods.  “Signal to verify situation at south gate.  What is that ship doing?”

The soldier nodded and began using the silver and black flags to signal the message to another flag holder at the main gate.  Mikhail, impatient and concerned, watched the mid-gate through his spyglass.  Finally, in what seemed like an eternity, Mikhail could see the signal given back.  

“Still floundering in lake wash…boat has moved closer to shore, but too far for dry landing,” he said slowly, deciphering the flag movements.

He clicked his spyglass shut in irritation.  “What are they waiting on?”

“Sir…sir!”

The urgency in his lieutenant’s voice whirled him around.  Nallim was pointing beyond the sixteen Zynnashans to another line of trees further south and east.  Like a living wave, another group of Zynnashan wolves flowed from the shadows – their numbers much greater.  

The army of man-beasts swelled from sixteen to just over fifty.  

“Signal to main gate,” he said ominously.  “Bring every soldier and mercenary to the garrison…now.”

***

Sajiix was not quite sure how it started.  One moment he was standing there, watching Protector D’ghelle and Cassius, and the next moment, he was shielding his eyes from an explosive white glare that seemed to erupt to his right.   Sajiix instinctively leapt to the left – which saved his life.  D’ghelle’s sword suddenly thrust itself into the space he had just occupied.  Shouts of challenge bounced in the air as the Palidiamos attacked the Magi.  Sajiix knew that D’ghelle would come for him, but his two main concerns were the diamond and Kaelyn.  Casting a fast glance toward the diamond’s hiding place, Sajiix saw that Lynth had released the rope as one of the paladins came at him with his sword raised.  

Behind Lynth was Malagotta – waiting for his chance to steal the Purestone again.

Sajiix brought to mind a web spell that would hold Baris until he had a chance to interrogate him – but a violent blow to the side of his head sent him sprawling to the floor a second time.  D’ghelle came at him, blade poised to strike with murder gleaming in his eyes.  Sajiix scrabbled backward like a crab, firing shards of amethyst energy at the paladin which bounced harmlessly off his armor that now gleamed with an ethereal bluish-white aura.  

Sajiix’s head cracked painfully upon a crate.  He was out of room – he had nowhere to move.  D’ghelle stood over the Magi with a wicked grin etched upon his coldly handsome face.  Behind him, the warehouse was lit with diamond, amethyst, and ruby energy brighter than the sunlight that peeked through the high set windows.  

“Your death will be the beginning of the firestorm that comes for all Magi,” he seethed.  

Sajiix wished death upon the paladin.  If he could have murdered the venerated idiot right there, he would have.  Alas, all he could do was wait for the steel blade to split him open.  Had Cassius not charged into paladin, he surely would have.  

The Magi watched as D’ghelle spun away into the crates.  Cassius offered Sajiix his hand.  He took it reluctantly, unsure what motivation the former knight had.  Sajiix felt himself yanked ungraciously to his feet.  “We must stop this before it cannot be stopped,” he told him.  “I will handle the Palidiamos; you take care of the Magi.”

Sajiix almost laughed.  He had no control over Margas and the others, but he knew that the Magi could not be seen killing diamond clergy without triggering an all out war between the seven houses of faith and the seven orders of magic.  Giving Cassius a begrudging nod, Sajiix turned to find Margas, Erak, and Jordyn fighting for their own lives.

***

Cassius focused his attention on D’ghelle, unsure if Sajiix would aid in stopping the fight or not.  With his sword still drawn, but pointed away, Cassius offered his hand to Anton, who was just recovering from his charge.

“Help me end this, Anton,” he urged.  “You can still have the Eye of Diathanos.  We can save the people of Fhaalvak and bring home the prize without having to kill any Magi.”

The Protector’s reply was a sword swipe at Cassius’s chest.  “Killing Magi was an added bonus to bringing the Eye of Diathanos back to Kaalé, you simpering idiot.  I told Chancellor Tevic that bringing you into the fold was a mistake.”

The knight jumped back and leveled his own blade at D’ghelle.  The paladin swung again, his weapon crackling with diamond energy.  Cassius parried and the two began a deadly dance of weaving, slicing, and blocking.  The paladin was skilled, but Cassius had the experience, easily deflecting any move Anton delivered.  

After a series of forward thrusts, Anton quickly brought his blade down in a vicious arc that Cassius parried.  The former knight felt something give way in the metal of his blade, like a tremor starting in its center and rumbling to the hilt.  Before he could react, Anton reared back and brought his sword down again.  Cassius moved with the attack, allowing D’ghelle’s sword to strike the floor while he whipped his own sword around in an extension of his right arm.  The blow should have taken D’ghelle’s head off, but the paladin was able to bring his sword up to block just in time.  The blue-white glow of the blade’s edge sparked as Cassius’s sword met it and snapped the Guildsman’s weapon in half.  

Cassius stared at his sword in disbelief.

***

Tair was pulling on Myst’s arm when the battle began.  She could feel what was coming and knew they had to escape.  As the lights flared, one of the armored men came running at them, his sword thrust forward like a spear.  Behind him, another man came at them whirling a silver spiked hammer, his chain mail coif shining in the magical light that erupted around them.  Tair grasped her daggers, knowing they would do no good.  This entire fight was stupid.  They had no business being here – none of this mess concerned them.  

She felt Myst tense next to her as the warrior with the glowing armor came closer, but a dark form leapt over them, taking the paladin down in a blur of black fur and steel armor.  A flash of amethyst energy flared every time Lynth struck the man and soon the Zynnashan had the paladin pinned down.  

Lynth didn’t see the cleric charging forward, his hammer a spinning wheel of death.  Tair flinched as one of the Magi screamed a battle cry, waving his own hammer wreathed in orange flame.  The bald, tattooed man met the cleric with guttural cries of ecstasy, their weapons hissing with arcane fire and divine light.  

“Too big,” she mumbled.  “This is all too big for us, Myst.”  She tugged on her friend’s arm as they backed toward one of the corridors that promised an escape.     

Turning to find the entryway, Tair came face-to-face with a thin man with dark hair and ebony clothing.  He wore a dark, broad-rimmed hat and was currently pulling upon the rope that Lynth had released.  In that instant, Tair knew that this was the man responsible for everything.  He was the reason Valdine burned; why the refugees of Tabaan had no home; why she and Myst had to return to Joram’s Bend; why Uncle Teeg was dead; why the people of Fhaalvak were in danger; and why this battle was now fought.  

And here he was, trying to sneak away with it again.

Tair lunged at the man, her daggers whipping around him like deadly insects.  He danced away from her, his own daggers coming from hidden sheaths.  

“This is your fault!” Tair shouted.

The man blocked two of her slashes, delivering one of his own that left a scratch on the sleeve of her blood-red shirt.  “I’d hate to cut up such a pretty little girl,” he taunted.  “But I will if you don’t stand aside.”

Tair felt the cut on her arm, but ignored it, bringing both blades around on opposite sides of the man’s ribs.  Somehow, the thief blocked both weapons, leaving her wide open for his knee to crash into her gut.  Tair felt the air leave her lungs, her daggers clattered uselessly to the floor.  Her legs wobbled, dropping her to her knees.  The man looked down, shaking his head in a patronizing way.  

“You’ll have to do better than that,” he smiled.

His smile vanished as Myst’s leather-gloved fist smashed into his face, sending him backwards into the crate-lined wall.  He slid unconscious to the floor, his hands still grasping his daggers.  

Myst helped her friend up, tugging her sleeve to examine the wound.  Tair shooed her away, gesturing to the open trap door.  “Get the diamond!”

***

Cassius fought for his life against the paladin.  He used what remained of his sword to stave off D’ghelle’s attacks, but every time he found a way through his defenses, Cassius’s blade bounced harmlessly off of his blessed armor.  Now he was finding it difficult just to keep D’ghelle’s sword from delivering a mortal blow.  

The paladin had stopped taunting Cassius with words.  His face was twisted into a pinched mask of rage and concentration.  Spittle flew from his lips, flecking his sweat-plastered moustache with each swing of his weapon.  Anton gripped the blade with both hands, hacking with a fury Cassius never expected.  

A sudden flare of white energy took Cassius’s eyes off his opponent for only a second.  D’ghelle took advantage with a low swipe of his blade, slicing into the Guildsman’s padded leg guard.  The cut was not deep, but it was painful, causing Cassius to collapse to one knee.  The paladin wasted no time, lifting his blade to finish the former knight, but a bolt of purple lighting jolted D’ghelle backward, giving Cassius time to recover.  

He looked to the source and gave a grim smile to Sajiix.  The Magi saluted him, sending a surge of amethyst energy into Cassius’s sword.  The Guildsman watched as the arcane magic swirled along his blade, making it whole again.  The sword glimmered with violet light and Cassius knew it would hold against D’ghelle’s own blessed blade.  

“Your own weapon reflects your soul!” Anton cried as he brought his sword down in an overhead swing. 

Cassius countered with a shoulder block.  Diamond and amethyst energy sparked along the steel blades.  “I know my soul,” he spat back.  “I do not hide behind the condemnation of others!”

Both warriors came at each other with renewed anger and rage.

Myst approached the trap door with the thick rope coiled around it.  Just a few feet ahead of her, a group of Magi were fighting some of the armored men Myst knew to be paladins of Diathanos.  They fought with weapons forged of magic, but their skill was lacking compared to the battle-trained Palidiamos.  Ignoring them, she picked up the rope and began tugging on the slack until she felt it tighten.  She pulled harder, fighting against the waves below until she dragged a plain iron box up through the trap door.  

She set the wet box down and examined the simple padlock that kept the crate secure.  Myst glanced at Tair, who was watching her and the thief, but Tair only shrugged her shoulders.  Myst was concerned that the padlock was protected as was everything else in this warehouse, but she didn’t have time to deal with it.  With a resigned sigh, Myst used the pommel of her uncle’s sword and broke the lock.  

Nothing happened.

Opening her eyes, Myst gave a surprised grunt and tugged the padlock off and pulled the lid open in one fluid motion.  Inside the box, wrapped in a filthy linen cloth, was the Eye of Diathanos.  It was nothing more than a large piece of jagged white rock with transparent facets and cloudy protrusions.  It was uncut, unpolished, and was, in Myst’s opinion, quite ugly.  She picked the gemstone up by the linen cloth and backed away from the hole toward Tair.  

“That’s it?” Tair yelled over the fighting.  “That’s what everyone’s fighting about?”

Myst nodded as Tair reached out to touch it.  The moment her hand grazed the Purestone, a sudden burst of invisible force exploded outward.  Everyone in the warehouse felt it as it passed through them.  The fighting stopped.

All eyes were on Myst and Tair.

***

Standing upon the garrison gate, Mikhail paced nervously back and forth.  The Zynnashan attack force continued to grow in size to nearly sixty-five of the man-beasts.  The main bulk of his defenders were now stationed at the sturdy gate, waiting for the impending attack.  Mikhail had nearly one hundred men at his disposal, but he also knew that one Zynnashan could rip apart two men in mere seconds.  The odds were growing fast against them.  

His men were growing restless as the Zynnashans continued to just stand and watch.  Mikhail knew they were waiting for a signal, waiting to launch their attack from a still unseen component of their attack force.  

The captain knew the signal the moment it arced past him.  An invisible wave of soundless energy shot through he and his men, past the gate, and beyond to the wolf pack.  Mikhail saw the sudden change in the Zynnashans formation; saw their bodies tense as they began sprinting for the garrison gate.

“The enemy is upon us!” he shouted aloud.  He could sense the relief in his men.  Although they still carried a measure of gnawing fear in their gut, they were glad to know that at least something was now happening.  The clank of armor and rattling weapons swelled around him as Mikhail readied his own sword.  

The sound of a horn far behind him drew Mikhail away from the coming fight.  The main gate flagman was waving his signal flags in an agitated state.  The wailing horn blasts, however, were coming from the river gate.  Ignoring the waving flagman, Mikhail quickly sheathed his sword and concentrated his spyglass on the southern gate.  The men stationed on the wall were gesturing wildly at the lake as the man at the horn continued to send a series of warnings.  Adjusting his spyglass carefully, Mikhail saw what they saw.

The bizarre signal they had felt had apparently been given to the strange vessel, for it now rose higher from the water and was churning at an impossible speed toward the gate.  The frothing waves had no effect on its course as it glided through the water like molten metal through snow.  

The captain watched in satisfaction as his men stationed at the ancient catapult launched the massive stone that had been readied earlier.  Mikhail kept his eye on the boulder, impressed by the aim of his soldiers as it spun relentlessly toward the black ship.  The stone struck true and instantly smashed into dusty pieces that careened off of the sun-glinted metal deck.  

Not only was the vessel unaffected, it didn’t even slow its pace.

With dawning horror, Mikhail suddenly saw the ruse.  The wolf pack was a distraction.  The vessel was going to smash through the gates, allowing the Zynnashans to breach Fhaalvak’s walls and attack the town within, precisely where he had ordered the town’s citizenry to take refuge.
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Myst stood dumbfounded, unable to focus as the large raw diamond in her hands hummed and throbbed, sending out waves of energy unseen, yet felt by everyone.  Tair had a hold of her by the shoulder, pulling her back slowly toward the exiting corridor on their side of the warehouse.  Myst slowly lifted her head and saw that the Magi, the Guildsmen, and the paladins had stopped fighting and were looking at her in the same confused manner.

The leader of the paladins broke the silence.  “You desecrate the Eye of Diathanos with your vile touch!!”  

Tienn, who had seconds earlier been grappling with a cleric of Diathanos shouted to her, “Run, Mystrianna!  Get it out of the city!”

“No!” shouted a purple robed Magi.  “Give it to me!  We will stop the Zynnashans from harming anyone!”

Myst felt Tair pull her backward; she felt the living essence of the diamond; she sensed the rage and desperation of the group before her.  

And then the world exploded in a rending screech of stone, dust, and wood.

***

At Fhaalvak’s main gate, Kreena stood with Lieutenant Gartis, both of them watching in mute dismay as the Zynnashan vessel rocketed toward the southern gate.  She could see the knights stationed there vainly trying to warn the gathered citizens to flee.  Slowly, too slowly, the crown began to move away from the river market that stood behind the gate.  The black iron ship reached the river docks, cutting through the moored boats as if they were made of paper.  The gate exploded inward, sending wood, stone, and water flying everywhere into the market – into the people.  The boat chewed its way through the gate like an unleashed beast, crushing everything in its path.  The ship destroyed the wooden foundations that held the southern end of the town above the water, ripping up parts of buildings and sometimes whole structures and dumping them into the roiling waters of Lake Th’baerne.  

The ship crashed into the warehouse district and ground itself to a halt.  The vessel looked undamaged, its bow slightly bent inward from the impact with the gate.  It listed slightly to the right and then remained still.  Kreena could hear the screams of hundreds coming from the ruins of the river market.  

“We need to get to that vessel quickly!” Kreena shouted to the lieutenant.  

“I have no orders to do so,” the officer snapped back.  

Kreena shook her head.  Gartis was one of those knights that could never think beyond his station.  She knew from the red-headed stranger’s report earlier this day that the Zynnashans would soon emerge from the ship and burn everything nearby.  She told this to Gartis, stressing that they had to intercept the threat.

“You have no authority to take any of my men,” he told her.  “I must protect the main gate in case they should attack here.”

“They’re not going to attack here, you idiot!” she shouted.  “They are already within the city!”

Gartis turned away and pretended to inspect the land before him.

Cursing under her breath, Kreena ran down the wooden steps of the balustrade and into the group of twenty foot soldiers gathered nearby.  “Anyone who would protect this city and its people from further harm, follow me now into battle!  The walls are breached at the southern market!”

Kreena did not wait to see if anyone followed her.  She ran on, hoping she could do some good before Fhaalvak burned.

***

Cassius lay on his back, his arms pinned in front of him by a heavy object.  Dust stung his eyes and he felt a lancing pain in his left arm.  He knew he had to get up; he had to move before D’ghelle took advantage of his position.  He tried moving his arms, ignoring the pain that flared up to his shoulder, and felt the weight shift.  Cassius blinked the dust away, beginning to panic over the fact that Anton’s sword could take his head at any moment.

Clearing his vision, Cassius saw that Anton would not be a problem for anyone any longer.  His dead, staring eyes held the former knight in a lightless gaze.

Whatever force had crashed through the walls of the warehouse pushed D’ghelle into the ensorcelled blade Sajiix had created for him.  Light cancels shadow; shadow cancels light - The amethyst energy cut through the paladin’s armor as though it were butter, pushing the sword into D’ghelle all the way up to the jagged edge of the original steel.  The arcane energy had dispersed, leaving only the remnants of the sword and an ever expanding pool of Anton’s blood that was now beginning to stain Cassius’s own clothing.  

With a final heave, Cassius was able to roll Anton’s body and a fair amount of debris off of him.  He staggered to one knee, his eyes still filled with the now settling dust.  He surveyed the area, aghast at the devastation that surrounded him.  Half of the warehouse was gone, destroyed by a massive wall of black metal.  Lake water bubbled and frothed over the flooring where the strange metal object had pushed through.  Shafts of sunlight beamed through the serrated roof of the ruined building.  The neat stacks of crates that once created the twisting hallways were thrown everywhere as though they were children’s toys.  Bodies lay about everywhere, some moving…some not.

Discarding his broken sword, Cassius pushed himself up to both feet and cradled his arm.  Examining his wounds, Cassius found they were not serious.  A jagged gash on his leg where D’ghelle’s sword had found its mark and another long cut caused by flying debris.  He stumbled over slats of wood and chunks of stone as he moved slowly toward what was once the center of the warehouse.  The corridor he had entered through was gone.  All that remained was a huge stack of cracked and broken crates and the arm of a Diathanos priest, his white robes now stained red.  

Turning quickly from the grizzly sight, Cassius edged toward the center where the survivors seemed to be gathering.  A paladin sat on his knees next to a sprawled comrade.  The man’s helmet was off, revealing a pale face lined with blood just over his vacant eyes.  A few feet away, one of the clerics was laying face down in debris.  

Cassius found Sajiix already on his feet – unharmed save for the dust that covered his amethyst cloak.  He was giving orders to the Diamond Magi that stood next to him.  The Fire Magi also stood on his other side, gazing down at the fallen form of the elder Amethyst Magi.  The bald magic-user did not look happy with the orders that were given.

“…somewhere safe.  This area is going to be under attack soon and we have little time to debate,” Sajiix was saying tensely.  “You and Jordyn must see Margas and Lynth to safety.”

Cassius saw Lynth’s crumpled form behind the young Diamond Magi.  

“I am head of the Ruby Order of Magi, Sajiix,” snapped Erak.  “I will make the decisions.”

Sajiix pointed to the still form of Margas.  “He is head of the Amethyst Order and he is now seriously wounded – which makes me acting master of the Amethyst Order.  And I will tell you again to help Jordyn with these two!  I will secure the Purestone.”

Both were shouting over the tumultuous rage of the water below and the ominous creaking coming from the remains of the warehouse above and around them.  

Cassius stepped in with a commanding air.  “It matters very little what either of you want.  We must get everyone who still breathes out of this building before it falls around our ears.  Since this man is a fellow headmaster of yours,” the knight pointed to Margas, “I would suggest you and your subordinate get him out.  Sajiix and I will assist our friend Lynth.  We can worry about the diamond later.”

So authoritative were his instructions, the Diamond Magi moved immediately to aid the fallen Margas.  Erak gave the Guildsman a reproving stare before he helped carry the man through the single path leading out of the warehouse.  

“Well done,” Sajiix began.

Cassius cut him off with a stern look.  “I will take care of Lynth and the others.  You find that girl and get the diamond away.  Get it as far away as you can until we can lead the Zynnashans out of here.”

Sajiix looked at the metal ship that lay like a steel sea serpent that had beached itself.  “I do not believe the Zynnashans will be going anywhere anytime soon.”

As if knowing it were the subject of their discussions, the ship lurched slightly toward its port side with an echoing screech, followed by the cracking of timber above.  Menacing thuds and clangs came from the bowels of the vessel.

Whatever was inside was stirring.

***

Myst had instinctively thrown herself toward the passageway, slamming Tair down as the warehouse began to crumble.  As the dust settled, the first thing she felt was the diamond still in her hand.  Tair was leaning against her, coughing, sputtering, and cursing.  Across the passage to her right, she could see that part of the wall had collapsed onto Tienn.  He lay unmoving, his arm outstretched to the sword he was just using.  The cleric he had been fighting laid the opposite way, his legs jutting out in an unnatural manner.  She could hear someone pulling the wreckage away from the other side where she could not see.  Ahead of her, she heard the raised voices of Sajiix, Erak, and Cassius as they argued upon who was to carry the older Amethyst Magi.  

Then she finally noticed the ship.

She grabbed Tair by the shoulder, yanking her up to a sitting position where she began to grumble irritably.  Myst stayed silent over her protests, staring at the ship until Tair became quiet as well.  The first thump that came from the ship had both women up on their feet, searching for their weapons.  

Tair’s search brought her to where Tienn lay.  She knelt down, checking his life signs and was pleased when he let out a small groan.  Around the corner of rubble, she heard someone scrambling to remove the ruins that had pinned Tienn down.  Tair followed the sounds to find Ayce pulling up on a large cracked box that was sitting on top of Tienn’s legs.  

At least, Tair thought it was Ayce.  The thing was wearing Ayce’s coat and had his raven-like hair.  But the face was bestial, no better than the creature she and Myst had fought in the floodplains.  Ayce’s ears had lengthened, his face had elongated, and his eyes were glowing with a yellowish-orange light.  His shoulders were hunched over; his forearms had grown larger, tearing the sleeves of his coat and revealing thick black hair that had suddenly appeared.  The beast looked up at her, its eyes filled not with rage or hunger, but with concern.

“Help me,” Ayce hissed through sharpened teeth.  

Tair took a step back, wanting only to find her daggers and leave this insane place.

The creature, seeing it was getting no help from her, turned back to its task of trying to free Tienn.  

Myst had found her uncle’s sword and was attempting to find a place to stash the diamond when the Amethyst Magi approached her.  She turned to him; her sword pointed his way to keep him back.  Instead, the Magi just lifted his hand and whispered a command.  A ring on his hand flashed purple and a wave of dark violet energy wrapped around her entire body, throwing her against the crumbling wall.  Her sword clattered away uselessly, but she held tight to the diamond.  The Magi approached her quickly and with each step the surrounding force squeezed tighter.  

“I am done playing games,” he said impassively.  “You can either join us to fight another day or you can fight me now and lose.  Either way, I will be taking that diamond.”

Stifling the cry of despair building within her, Myst let the diamond go.  The Magi deftly caught it and stuffed it somewhere within the black and purple cloak he wore.  The moment the diamond was out of sight, the energy around Myst faded away, dropping her to her knees as she pulled sweet air into her lungs.  

“Wise choice,” he said to her.

The black ship shifted once again to its starboard side, leaning further into the warehouse, causing more of its roof to crack and fall.  Myst grabbed her uncle’s sword, leveling it at the ship as she backed away.  Her face was a vivid mask of terror – one Sajiix did not miss.

“You have seen this ship before.”

It wasn’t a question and all Myst could do was nod.  

Sajiix stepped closer to her, wary of the sword she carried in a shaking hand.  “What happens next?” he asked her.  “What will they do next?”  His second question was louder, more insistent.  It cut through the fog of fear that surrounded her.

“The ship will open at the dome,” she pointed to where the warehouse roof had collapsed upon the vessel, obscuring the dome from view.  “Zyn Beasts will come out…tigers.  They know fire magic.”

“Most of them do,” breathed Sajiix.

“They will burn the city and the lion will watch.”

Sajiix noticed that Myst’s voice immediately switched from fear to anger.  

“Listen to me,” the Magi said forcefully.  “Vengeance will not be found with these overwhelming odds.  Live today, fight tomorrow.”

Myst blinked.  “How do you know?”

“I have been where you are now,” he answered sagely.  “Let the odds work in your favor.”

“What do we do?” she wondered aloud.

“Find your friend,” he instructed.  “Get as far away from here before the Zynnashans start their attack.”

Myst nodded, sheathing her uncle’s sword as she searched the clearing dust for Tair.  She sighed in relief as her friend came bounding through the shadows, her eyes revealing a concerned look.  

“What’s wrong?” Myst asked her.

“That purple-skinned Guildsman,” she said with a cough.  “He’s trapped and the other one is trying to help him, but he’s turned into a monster.”

“Where are they?” Sajiix said to her.

Tair pointed to where Tienn’s feet still protruded from the wreckage.  

With a flick of his wrist, Sajiix commanded the magic and hoisted the debris up with ease, flinging it across the warehouse.  The Magi turned to the women, his stern face pinched from the power he was exerting.  “Go,” he ordered.

Myst and Tair ran just as a large section of roof came down nearby, stirring up more dust.  Sajiix lifted his hands up as he moved through the gloom toward where Tienn had been.  Ayce was there, helping his friend to stand.  Tienn was bloody and bruised, but he would live.  The cleric he had fought with was not so lucky.  

The walls shook and snapped.  The warehouse was minutes away from collapse.  

From the swirling cloud of finite debris came the form of Cassius carrying Lynth over his shoulder.  He handed the limp Zynnashan to Ayce, the strain of hauling him showing visibly on Cassius’s face.  “Take him out,” he ordered.  “I have to go back.”

“For what reason?” Sajiix asked him, but the Magi already knew the answer. 

“There are two Palidiamos still alive; one is severely injured.  I cannot leave them.”

“Baris is in there, as well,” Sajiix told him.

Cassius was silent for a moment.  “Is he the one who stole…?”

Sajiix only nodded.

 “Go and I will follow shortly,” ordered the former Knight.

Sajiix allowed Tienn to lean on his arm.  He watched Cassius dive back into the disintegrating building’s center.  “Always the hero,” he muttered before dragging Tienn out of the building with Ayce following closely behind.

Outside, Sajiix blinked in the sunlight that was now filtered with dust and smoke, coloring the sky a putrid yellow.  Screams and wails of pain and anguish came from his right on the other side of the beached Zynnashan ship.  Sajiix recalled the swell of townsfolk that had been ordered to wait there, of the dozens of women and children that had been told they would be safe near the river.  The Magi felt his rage building; he felt the familiar anger at the injustice of it and wanted nothing more than to unleash his own shadow magic at the steel boat.

Now was not the time.

Tienn shifted and moaned as Sajiix half-dragged him down the twisting pathways of the warehouse district, away from the carnage of the river market.  He followed Ayce, still carrying the flaccid form of Lynth, who, in turn, followed the three Magi as they all endeavored to place as much space between them and the ship.  

The path opened up onto a broad street toward the west end of Fhaalvak.  They were in a small business district near the west wall that was currently devoid of anyone but themselves.  The Magi had paused near a small tailoring shop and Ayce took the incentive to kick the rounded door open, shouting for anyone who might be within.  Hearing no answer, Ayce stepped into the small, yet tidy shop and gently laid Lynth upon a wide counter top lined with fine fabrics.  Erak and Jordyn did the same, placing Margas next to the prone Zynnashan.  Sajiix came next, helping Tienn to a red cushioned chair near a wide bay window.  Myst and Tair stepped in, timidly gazing at the throng of heroes before them.  

The Diamond Magi was examining Margas with a knowledgeable air, checking his body for any other wounds as yet undiscovered.  Jordyn placed both hands on the Shadow Magi’s head and soon the diamond pendant he wore around his neck glowed softly, comfortingly.  Margas groaned once as the aura faded and remained unconscious.  

“You have the healing gift,” Sajiix confirmed.  Some Diamond and Sapphire Magi were blessed with a weaker version of healing ability than those of the Seven Houses.  It was a skill he secretly envied during times such as these.

Jordyn nodded, carefully placing a thick pad of cloth underneath Margas’ head.  “He’ll recover from his head wound.  He had two crates slam into the back of him when the warehouse imploded.”

“Can you take care of my friend?” Sajiix asked him urgently, gesturing to Tienn.

“No,” the Draaken said.  “Lynth looks worse than I do…”  He then fell into a fit of coughing.  

Jordyn nodded, examining the Zynnashan with trepidation.  

Ayce, now back in his normal form, leaned close to the Sajiix.  “We need to get out there and help those people.  You saw all the…”

“I saw them,” Sajiix replied tersely.  “However, Havaas and his Fire Magi will be coming out of that metal beast to lay Fhaalvak to waste.”

“The wolves will be attacking one of the other gates,” Myst added.  

Tienn winced in pain as he touched his side.  “If they get through, they will shred everything near them.  What they do not kill, the fires will finish.”

“We must leave this city,” Sajiix urged.

The Ruby Magi laughed, his sweat-domed head shaking in disgust.  “The great Sajiix Mirhan is a simple coward.  Perhaps you need to change the name of your famous Guild.”

Sajiix stepped up to the Fire Magi, his eyes boring holes of hatred into the heart of his red and orange robes.  “Need necessitates fleeing, Erak.  I have the Purestone.  We cannot allow it to return to the Zynnashans until we are out of the city.”

“Refer to me as Dhama Karn, shadow-born,” he spat back to Sajiix.  

“You have the diamond?” Ayce said suddenly.  “Then use it!  Use it like we did in Theenia!  We can save these people by doing so!”

“Use your fur-addled brain!” Sajiix argued angrily.  “Do you recall what happened to the boorsliig when the diamond was used?  Do you?”

“They ran.”

“Not all of them,” interjected Tienn.  “Some of them, a large part, went mad…berserk.  You do not remember as you were wounded, but some of us had to hunt these creatures down weeks after the battle was won.  They were stronger and smarter.  Others went on a rampage, killing everything that came within their path.   They had no fear…only madness.”  Tienn shuddered at the memory.

“And you want to do that to the Zynnashans?” Sajiix demanded Ayce to answer.

“Fine,” Ayce conceded defeat with a powerful shrug of his shoulders.  “Then what would you have us do?”

“We leave,” he said sourly.  

“What about the people of Fhaalvak?”  Tienn objected.  “What of Cassius?”

What of Kaelyn? Sajiix thought to himself.  She was out there somewhere, and the only person who knew was still in the shattered warehouse.  For all his talk of fleeing the city, he knew he couldn’t leave her behind without knowing she was safe.  

“Cassius went back for Baris and the Palidiamos,” Sajiix told him with a disdainful edge.  

“They attacked first,” blurted Jordyn as he hovered over Lynth, using his magic to heal the Zynnashan’s wounds.  “One of them used their power to place a holding spell over me before the fighting even started.”

“It matters very little what happened first,” said Tienn softly.  “What matters is what we do now to help.”

Sajiix sighed.  “Ayce, Jordyn, Dhama Karn…come with me.  Tienn – can you watch the wounded?”

A sudden outcry of questions and demands came from those around him.  The two females demanding to know what they should do; Karn insisting that Sajiix stop commanding him; Tienn questioning his decision to leave – it all pushed Sajiix to the breaking point.

“Enough!!”

They all fell silent, matching the strangely serene and hushed atmosphere of the market outside.  Sajiix eyed them all, throwing open his cloak in exasperation.  He pointed at Myst and Tair.  “You two may go or stay as you wish.  I do not care as long as you do not get in my way.  All of you look to me for answers; look to me to lead, and then you question me when I do.  I am going back to the warehouse to find Cassius and to find the thief that started this mess.  Come with me or stay.  I assumed that at least Karn would want a chance to fight Zynnashan Fire Magi.”

“You assumed correctly,” Erak grinned.

“Very well,” nodded Sajiix.  “The rest of you do as you wish.  Once I have found Cassius and Malagotta, I am leaving this city.”

Sajiix marched out of the building with Erak and Jordyn following.  

“I am going with them,” Myst said to Tair.

“I had a feeling you would,” Tair responded with a sad shake of her head.  

Myst adjusted her weapons and gear and then turned to Tienn, who was watching them with interest.  “Thank you for your help,” she told him.

Tienn could only nod as the two young women slipped through the door.  Ayce was at his side, examining his wounds.  “Looks to me like a few ribs are broken,” he said to the Draaken.

“I will heal,” Tienn assured him.  “You need to go with him.”

“Will you be alright?”

Tienn nodded.  “Close the door behind you.  With any luck, Lynth will awaken and assist us with any further needs.”

Ayce clasped his friend’s hand and then quickly ran out the door, shutting it firmly behind him.

***

Sajiix and the others reached the warehouse district once more.  Smoke from nearby fires caused by the beaching of the Zynnashan ship curled along the empty pathways before them.  Muffled screams and shouts for aid came from seemingly far away as the six made their way down the narrow path.  Sajiix could feel the wood underneath his feet shuddering from the damage taken by the vessel.  For a moment, the Amethyst Magi wondered if the entire district would soon drop into the violent lake waters below it.  

“Someone approaches,” Erak announced.  

Behind him, Sajiix could hear the women draw their weapons.  Before him, shadowy figures came running out of the smoke.  A group of eight townsfolk – bloodied and battered – came scrambling before them and just as quickly past them without a second glance.  Sajiix and the others had to press themselves against the wall of a warehouse to allow the frightened people by.  The Amethyst Magi was held snug between Erak in front of him and the annoying brunette female behind.  

“Must you get so close?” complained Sajiix.

“Believe me, I don’t enjoy it any more than you,” Tair snapped back as the last of the townsfolk edged through.

Adjusting his cloak, Sajiix moved on to Malagotta’s warehouse, pausing only when he heard the clank of armor approaching through the thickening smoke.  He summoned a part of his magic, ready to use it if need be.  He breathed a sigh of relief as Cassius appeared with a member of the Palidiamos.  Between them was a wounded paladin, his armor stained red along his left leg.  The unharmed paladin seemed unsure how to react to three Magi before him.  His free hand twitched toward his sword

“Stop,” Cassius commanded.  “They will not harm you.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” hissed Erak, his hand suddenly flashing red.

Sajiix placed a hand on the Fire Magi’s shoulder, pulling him backward and away from the paladins.  “Follow this path further until you reach a small marketplace on the west end.  You can find shelter at a small tailor’s shop.”

Cassius ducked under the wounded Paladin, putting the full weight of the man on his comrade.  “Take him there, heal him.  Do what is right by the will of Diathanos and assist the people of this town.”

That paladin gave a scathing stare to everyone before him, resting his angry eyes on Cassius as he adjusted his companion’s weight.  “You will suffer for the death of Protector D’ghelle.”

Cassius’s jaw twitched as the two paladins hobbled away using Sajiix’s directions.  

“You killed D’ghelle?” Sajiix asked with an arched eyebrow.

The former knight shook his head.  “It was a regrettable accident.”

“An accident, perhaps,” Sajiix remarked.  “Regrettable?  That remains to be seen.  Where is Baris?  Did you find him?”

“No,” Cassius answered.  “All that remains are the bodies of Diathanos clergy.”

Panic gripped Sajiix as the thought of Baris alive and free entered his mind.  The rogue knew Kaelyn’s location.  His apprentice could be dead or wounded with Malagotta coming to finish his work out of revenge.  

All Sajiix could recall was that Kaelyn said she would lure him somewhere away from the warehouse district.  The most logical choice would have been the Golden Harvest Inn.  It was far enough away; it was closed for business; and they would have been alone.  A squirmy feeling crawled inside his stomach at the thought of that encounter, followed by a slow burning rage at the idea of Baris’s hands on her.  The Golden Harvest was near the main exit of Fhaalvak.  He would check on her at the inn and then the two of them could slip out of town with the diamond.

Sajiix jogged east to the next intersection and then turned left, heading north toward the main gate.  A strong hand jerked him to a stop, spinning him around to face Cassius, Ayce, and the two Magi behind them.

“Where are you going?”

“The Golden Harvest Inn,” Sajiix answered feverishly.  “Kaelyn may be there.  Once I know she is well, we will leave Fhaalvak.”

“We need to help those people trapped by the Zynnashan vessel!” cried Cassius.  

“The Zynnashans can sense the Purestone!” Sajiix shot back.  “They are going to burn this city down just for it being here.  If we can get it out, perhaps they will follow it before the entire area is blackened to nothing!”

Cassius thought about it for a moment.  “And you have the diamond?”

“I have it right here,” Sajiix patted the inner pocket he had placed it in and froze.  

It was gone.

With a cry of rage, the Magi suddenly noticed that Tair and Myst had conveniently disappeared.  
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Tair dragged Myst along the narrow path, skirting the destroyed buildings of the warehouse district.  She couldn’t believe what she had done.  When the refugees of Fhaalvak had pressed her against the Magi, she could feel the diamond within his robes.  It was just second nature for her to reach in through the velvety fabric and retrieve the object Myst wanted.  These fools continued to argue over what to do with it while Myst had a very simple solution: run.  Yes, the Magi had the same idea, but Tair could tell that his friends weren’t going to allow him to get away with it so easily.  On their own, she and Myst could easily outdistance the Zynnashans now that their ship was sitting in Fhaalvak’s marketplace.

Myst pulled against her at first until she showed her what she had in her cloak.  Myst’s teary-eyed look of surprise was all she needed for a thank you and then they were running.  They were heedless of the smoke, the screams, and the shouts for assistance.  They emerged into a scene of horror. 

Half of the river market was gone, now underneath the bulk of the listing vessel.  The gate that opened onto the lake was now a jagged hole of stone and wood; the docks beyond it now wreckage under the turbulent waves.  Shops and homes were crushed; some ripped halfway open to expose the world to their privacy.  Bodies were strewn everywhere.  Limbs jutted out from the debris like cadaverous tulips on a spring day.  One portion of the market place was on fire, a dutiful crowd of men and women were forming a water line to try to extinguish the flames before they spread further.  

Up ahead, a single female officer of Fhaalvak’s garrisoned army desperately tried to herd the remaining people north or west – away from the ship.  A few foot soldiers were there, their long pikes set aside as they helped the wounded away from the damned vessel that was now making continuous rattling noises.  The female officer pulled on people, pleaded with them to leave their fallen loved ones, to flee for their own lives.  She begged because she knew what was to come next – because Myst had told her.

“It’s Kreena,” she coughed.

Tair squinted in the smoke.  “Yeah, and she’s doing the right thing by them.  Let’s go.”

Myst felt a pull on her heart; a merciful desire to help these poor people.  Tair saw the look in her friend’s eyes and immediately shook her to snap her out of it. 

“We can’t help them!” she shouted.  “Not this way!”

Myst saw children crying for their parents, wandering the streets alone.

“We have to leave before the damn Zynnashans…”

Tair’s warning was drowned out by the sudden groan of the ship as it righted itself.  Wood and stone cracked as black metal forced it to conform to its own shape.  Timbers of torn lumber fell from the rounded dome as four rectangular doors slid open with a jarring clang of metal upon metal.  From the four dark recesses came the Zynnashan Fire Magi, their orange and black fur covered by thin robes of red.  They walked solemnly to four points that surrounded the dome, looking to the horizon instead of below.

Behind them came Havaas.  

“By Ethaea’s Grace,” Myst whispered.  “These people are going to die.”

“HEAR ME, WRETCHED HUMANS OF VASALIUS!”

Myst ran.  She ran toward Kreena, toward the people who were still fumbling about near the bow of the vessel.  She shouted to Kreena, screamed to get the people out.  

Havaas began his speech.  “For centuries, we have endured the plague of man with stoic benevolence.  We have shared this world and our lands in peace.  And yet, a grave injustice has been committed against the Zynnashan race.  Humans have crept into our lands, snuck into our most beloved city of Sirif’Teel and stolen the Purestone from our own temple to Diathanos.  The stink of humans is strong, but the blessed radiance of the Purestone is greater still.  

“We have searched long and followed its trail, punishing your towns for harboring our lost glory, and now, at last, we have the Purestone near and we have those that are responsible within the walls of your town.  Fire will purge this injustice.  Then, only then, will we take what is ours and return to our homeland. 

“Now, feel the flames of retribution!”

With a flick of his giant paw, Havaas signaled his Fire Magi.  The four tiger men raised their own muscular arms, the rubies on their bodies gleaming brighter than the sun.  They pointed ebony-tipped claws and fire rained down upon the river market place.  

***

Captain Longvaale watched as the smoke and dust rose like a storm cloud and spread over the southern sections of Fhaalvak.  He watched only briefly, wishing he could tell his signal man to convey a message to the knights at the main gate to evacuate those affected by the Zynnashan ship.  Sadly, his signal man was dead; his torn body still on the overrun garrison gate.  

Mikhail and his knights now defended the small portcullis that led into the city.  The battlements here were not as strong as the gate they had lost, but the narrow bottleneck allowed only a few wolf Zyn Beasts through to attack.  It was how they had breached the garrison – their sheer numbers allowed them to rush the gate and practically climb over it.  His archers had time enough to send only two volleys before they came surging over the gate like a black wave of death.  Some of the Zynnashans fell, but for every one of them defeated, six of his men fell with them.  They fought like mad dogs; frothing at the mouth, their eyes gleaming white in the autumn sun.  They used sword, mace, staff, and hammer; they swung their scythe-like claws, biting with their slavering jaws.  They were a nightmare fighting to reach the city.  And then the booming voice echoed through the streets of Fhaalvak, a voice promising them fire and retribution.

Mikhail could see the sudden burst of firelight in the south.  But his attention was soon drawn to the two Zynnashan wolves that leapt from the throng gathered at the portcullis.  He swung his sword, battered with his shield, and wondered which would take him first:  the wolves or the flames?  

***

A wall of fire rose around the base of the metal hull of the Zynnashan ship, burning those still trapped around it.  The screams of the dying were short-lived as man-like shapes emerged from the gout of flame.  In hands of blue fire they held weapons of searing pain; elemental swords and hammers.  They had no faces; no eyes held emotion of hatred or glee at what they brought. 

Their mission was to murder and burn.

Myst instinctively pulled Kreena away as the wall of fire erupted before them.  Those townsfolk that had milled about, trying to aid those trapped, now ran, stampeding in any and every direction just to get away from the fire elementals. 

“Way over our heads,” Tair muttered as she moved quickly backward, keeping an eye on Myst and the figure of fire moving slowly toward them.

Kreena attacked angrily, still hearing the screams of those dying in the flames.  The creature raised its own sword of fire and the blades met with a crackling of orange energy.  She swung again at its mid-section and it parried once more, but Kreena moved faster for her next attack, twisting her entire body until her blackened blade lopped the elemental’s head clean off.  She stepped back, smiling grimly at her handiwork.  Her smile evaporated as a new head grew from the elemental’s body.  The removed head also began to swell with a new form.

“Can we run now, please?” Tair suggested fearfully.

Myst watched a line of the elementals moving relentlessly forward, touching buildings and people.  She watched as one of the figures reached out and grasped a panicked foot soldier that burst into screaming flame.  She tried to spot Havaas through the searing heat waves caused by the attack, but the smoke and intensity of the fire made it impossible.  How was she to let the lion Zyn Beast know she had the diamond if he couldn’t see her?

“We must move before they flank us!” Kreena warned.

An elemental to their right suddenly froze with a white light, crystallizing and crumbling at the same time into pieces of glass.  Another one followed as the Diamond Magi came running through the smoke, his diamond-laced bracers gleaming white with each burst of arcane power.  Following him was the Fire Magi with an eager look on his face.  Cassius, Ayce, and the Amethyst Magi came next.  Ayce and Cassius looked in horrified awe at the fire elementals, but the dark-haired Magi made eye contact with Tair and ran toward her.

Cassius and Ayce followed suit, all of them gathering around the three women.  Sajiix held out his hand; the look on his face intimidating Tair enough that she handed the Purestone over without a single word of protest. 

“We are in agreement, then?” he shouted to his companions.

Cassius nodded and Ayce grinned.  “Just like old times!”

“What agreement?”  Myst said, stepping forward.

Sajiix ignored her, watching Jordyn and Erak holding off the elementals.  Ayce regarded Myst for a moment and then explained.  “We’re going to use the Purestone to lead the Zynnashans out of the city.”

Cassius recognized the garrison captain’s aide and motioned to her.  “Your name is Kreena, right?”  She nodded, watching two more elementals disintegrate in diamond magic.  “Kreena, I need you to run ahead to the main gate.  Get everyone you can away from the main road and I need you to have five horses ready for us.”

“Six,” Myst objected.  

Cassius glanced in Myst’s direction and gave her a brief smile.  “Six horses will need to be saddled.  We’ll be coming in fast.”

“I’ll do what I can, sir!”  Kreena, knowing Cassius was once a knight, saluted and sprinted off, running north as fast as she could.

Sajiix shouted to Erak, “Can you give us some time to get away?”

The Fire Magi nodded and gave a sinister grin.

Sajiix pulled Jordyn close, “You are the key to all of this,” he told him.  “You are the only one that can awaken the diamond if we decide to take that path.  When I give you the signal, I want you to touch the Purestone.  That should empower it enough to get their attention!

“You two,” Sajiix gestured to Myst and Tair, “Since you are so eager to assist us in this, run ahead and make sure that knight lackey preps the horses we will need to escape this town alive.”

Tair stepped forward to tell the Magi what he could do with the horses, but Myst moved first.  “We’ll have them ready – you just bring that Zynnashan bastard with you.”

With that, Myst and Tair fled north

The destruction of fire elementals caught the attention of the Zynnashan Fire Magi, who began creating more and directing them to attack the small group of humans standing stoically beneath them.

“They know we’re here,” Ayce said, gripping his sword tighter.

“Erak,” Sajiix yelled.  “Go!”

The Fire Magi had torn the top of his robes off, his tattooed chest and back gleaming from the heat-induced sweat on his body.  Reaching deep within, Erak opened his arms wide and then brought them together hard, clapping his hands fiercely.  The rubies he wore sparked crimson, creating a wave of superheated air that blew out the elementals in twirling gouts of wind and smoke.

In the silence that followed, Sajiix shouted to the Diamond Magi: “Do it, Jordyn, now!”

The young Magi hesitated for a second and then lightly touched the jagged diamond that Sajiix held outstretched before him.  The soft touch from the Diamond Magi was enough to ignite the Purestone with a piercing white light that cut through the smoke, dust, and flame like a beacon.  The resounding roar from above acted as a signal, warning all of those below that the Zynnashans had seen the object they had traveled so far to reclaim.

The ground shook with four reverberating thuds as four more elementals appeared – twice the size of their predecessors.  Instead of attacking, they merged to form two towering figures of fire.

“Well, that’s just not fair,” Ayce said, craning his neck as he watched the two elementals join to become one giant fire creature, taller than any building in Fhaalvak; large enough to destroy anything in its path with one swipe of its hand.  The creature roared – the sound of a thousand trees bursting into flame.  

“Run!!” Sajiix shouted, his purple robes flapping behind him as he ran north.  The light of the diamond winked out as the Magi placed it safely within one of his pockets.  Jordyn, Ayce, and Cassius followed close behind, but Erak remained, staring up in awe and admiration at the creature that was preparing to step on him like a bug.  

The massive bulk of Havaas landed nearby after having leapt from the bow of the ship.  He ignored Erak, his glowing eyes of amber staring only at the path the holders of the diamond had taken.  With a throaty growl, the lion Zyn Beast gave chase, leaving his Fire Magi to burn Fhaalvak.  

Erak watched as the giant elemental raised its fiery foot and slammed it down toward him.  With power born of desperation, the Magi created a shield of red energy around himself.  The elemental’s foot slammed down hard, burying Erak and his shield halfway into the wood and stone surface of the marketplace.  The creature looked down to survey its work and roared when it saw the puny Magi alive and scrambling out of the crater it had caused.

The tiger men directed their creation to swat the annoying human away, but their giant elemental was a lumbering monstrosity; slow and burdensome.  Erak was much faster and used that time to delve deeply into his power.  The head of the Ruby Order nurtured his talent and brought forth a column of twisting fire that grew as tall as the elemental attempting to murder him.  Erak closed his eyes, using his emotions to overpower the four Zynnashans that used only the cold logic they were accustomed to.  The fiery twister grew larger; the wind generated fueled the tempest even higher until it was taller than the giant standing before it.  

The Zynnashans faltered for a moment.  Erak nudged the twister into the elemental.

The energy surge and heat that accompanied it sent Erak to his knees.  The orange-red tornado ingested the elemental, making it part of itself.  The twister expanded, leveling a number of buildings and slammed into the Zynnashan vessel.  The four tiger men vanished, incinerated by the sudden conflagration.  Erak shook with the effort of reducing the energy, knowing that he was losing control.  

Hot embers and charred debris pelted Erak.  He could feel the fibers of his muscles ripping, straining alongside the sparking energy of his mind to guide the tempest.  With one last, frantic push, Erak screamed and directed the twister backward through the wreckage of the gate and into the waters of the lake.  The Fire Magi’s last conscious thought was of the explosion of steam that blossomed toward him.

***

Kreena arrived at the main gate and felt a slamming pall of dread strike her in the gut when she spied only one armored knight pacing nervously back and forth along the barred entryway.  She asked what had happened in painful gasps as she tried to catch her breath.  The knight gladly informed her that the rest of the men had been called to the garrison wall that separated the tower from the city and that the main gate had fallen to the Zynnashan wolves.  He had been ordered to guard the city gate while the rest of the squad charged toward the tower to repel the invaders.

Kreena looked on toward the north, toward the tower where Captain Longvaale was fighting for his city, for his men, and for his life.  She wanted to be there; she knew she should be there, but something inside her insisted that she prepare the horses to help these Guildsmen.  Her instincts were screaming that these people were the ones that would save Fhaalvak – if it could be saved.  

She ran toward the town gate stables, a wedge shaped building just north of the gate.  Inside, she found some of the horses that were to be used to defend the main part of the city.  Four of them were ready to ride.  Thanking the gods, Kreena began saddling two more, her hands shaking as she buckled harness and tack.  She hardly noticed when Myst and Tair burst through the wide double doors.   

Tair snorted at the smell of stale hay, dung, and nervous horse sweat.  Myst moved immediately to assist Kreena, but Tair could only watch them, having no experience with the brutish animals.  The dark-haired woman turned to face the road in which they had come – waiting to see what would be following them.  

Myst handed Tair the reins of two eager horses, their hooves pawing at the dusty ground in anticipation of battle.  She took them reluctantly, tugging on the leather straps and expecting them to balk at her commands.  The mounts followed her obediently as she led them to the gate.  She then stood, waiting, ignoring the staring knight as Myst soon brought two more of the horses with her.  

“What do you think you’re doing with those mounts?” the knight asked with forced bravado.  

Kreena came out of the stables, running with the two skittish horses she had found.  They were not like the other four; they were thinner, less inclined for battle and wore no barding for protection.  “They’re using them to save this city,” she told the knight.  “I suggest you help me unbar this gate so they can do so.”

“I have no orders to open this gate!” the knight shouted incredulously.  “What if the enemy chooses to attack here?”

Kreena turned and punched the knight on his armored chest, creating a loud clang.  “You idiot, the enemy is already in the city!”  She dragged the protesting soldier to the center of the street and pointed north.  “From there, the Zynnashan wolves will be forming ranks.”  She turned him south.  “From there will a wall of fire will spread and Zynnashan tigers will follow,” Kreena jerked him around to face Myst and Tair.  “They and their companions have what they want.  If they leave the city, the enemy follows.  Do you get it?”  As if to add substance to Kreena’s explanation, an unknown roar sounded from the south, jolting the knight into action.  

Kreena shook her head and gave Tair and Myst a weak smile.  “Boys,” she clucked.

With Kreena’s help, the gate was soon unlocked, but kept closed as a precaution.  

“When will we know when it’s time?” Tair wondered.

A series of skin-pounding booms echoed over them, causing everyone to jump in startled alarm.

“I think that might be a clue,” Myst uttered as she mounted her horse.  She reached down and helped Tair on behind her.  The horse protested with a whinny, unaccustomed to two riders.  Myst deftly guided the horse back to its original position and calmed the mighty animal with a pat on its neck.  

“Stupid beast,” Tair growled.

“You call it stupid only because you do not know how to handle it.  You had every chance to learn back home,” Myst admonished.  She meant it as a mild reprimand, but the memory of home darkened her already nervous state.  Both women remained quiet until they saw the Amethyst Magi sprinting toward them.  Close behind was the Diamond Magi, Ayce, and Cassius.  

“Go!” the Magi shouted.  “Open the gate!  Ride for the Eastmoor Ferry beyond the tree line!!”

A deafening explosion from the river dock to the south spurred them into action.  Kreena and the knight pulled the gate open.  

“Watch for the pit traps,” Kreena warned them.  “They are marked with the hay bales.”

“Come with us,” Myst urged her.  

Kreena shook her head.  “My place is with Captain Longvaale.  May the gods grant you success.”

“To you, as well,” Myst returned.

Sajiix hopped on one of the unarmored horses as did Jordyn.  Both men spurred their mounts onward, deftly avoiding the pit traps and wooden spikes.  Cassius and Ayce leapt upon their waiting animals, moving close to Kreena and the others.

“We’re short one person,” Ayce commented.

Cassius searched the road to the south, waiting for a flash of red to emerge from the smoke and ash that were slowly spreading through the city.  Instead, he saw only the loping figure of Havaas quickly approaching.

“Ride!” he shouted.  “Kreena, get out of here!”

Ayce, Cassius, Tair and Myst fled through the gate.  Kreena jumped upon the remaining horse and offered her hand to the lone knight.  

“For the glory of Kaalmoore!!”

Kreena watched as the knight charged at the Zynnashan.  She gave a salute to the man’s bravery, but she knew he ran to his death.  She spurred her horse northward, hoping she could do something to aid her captain.

Havaas watched the group that possessed the Purestone ride beyond the gate.  He gave a mental command to his troops attacking in the north and charged his way past the unmanned eastern gateway of Fhaalvak.  The Zynnashan commander did not even pause when he tore the head off of the human knight that attacked him.

***

Kreena jumped from her horse long before it stopped and stumbled as she landed.  She adjusted her gait and ran up the narrow stairs leading to the portcullis battlements.  All around her were knights either screaming from injuries or silent in death.  Many foot soldiers and swordsmen were standing in confusion, watching as the bulk of the Zynnashan wolves ran back through the northern gate as though fleeing for their lives.  A number of the creatures even leapt from the eastern wall, heedless of the height or of what lay below.  

She recognized the figure of Lieutenant Gartis kneeling against a parapet, his armor dented, and his face bloody from a claw gash.  “Are they retreating?  Have we won the day?” she asked him excitedly.

Gartis stared ahead, unwilling or unable to face her.  “I don’t know,” he gasped.  “We were fighting for our very lives.  We were losing.  Suddenly they turned, leaving their wounded, not caring if we even struck them from behind.”

“Where is Captain Longvaale?”

The silence that followed told her that he was dead.  Kreena felt as though she had fallen from the wall and landed on her back.  She grew dizzy and couldn’t breathe.  She toppled against Gartis, oblivious to his grunt of pain.  

“They tore his throat out,” he whispered.  “He stood upon the battlements, striking at three of them.  He was gone with one swipe…Thank Diathanos, they have retreated.”

She looked to the east, toward the tree line where Eastmoor Ferry was located.  Kreena knew they were not retreating.  She knew where they were going and who they pursued.  

With unchecked tears, Kreena wished the Guildsmen luck and prayed that they succeeded.
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Cassius, Sajiix, Ayce, Jordyn, and Myst dug their heels hard into the flanks of their horses, urging them on at full speed once they were beyond the man-made traps set for the Zynnashans.  The road before them lay on an open flood plain, allowing them to ride five abreast and at a breakneck pace.  Cassius took point as he was more familiar with the nearby landscape.  He led the group along the road, keeping his head forward, watching for any sign of an ambush.  The former knight knew this was the right course of action, but he feared they may have dallied too long and that the number of dead would be too high for his conscience to deal with.

The road ahead curved sharply south, avoiding a wide, yet shallow creek that ran parallel to the Tebis’non.  Cassius remembered a bridge further south, but they had no time for such pleasantries.  He slowed his speed with a gentle tug on the reins and steered the snorting animal toward the water.  

The afternoon sun glinted beautifully off the creek’s surface and a warm breeze rippled the water and the nearby blossoms of marsh weed.  The azure sky above made for a picture-perfect day – a mockery of what lay behind them.  Cassius pulled harder on the reins to bring his horse to an almost complete stop and turned back to gauge the distance they had made.

Fhaalvak sat upon the edge of the flood plain, its north and south sides billowing plumes of black and gray smoke.  Directly behind them came a dark, writhing line of Zynnashans – the remnants of the wolf pack.  Their plan worked.  They had pulled the Zynnashans away from Fhaalvak and they were now coming for the Purestone.  

Sajiix pulled up close to him, his eyes taking in the force pursuing them.  “Are we far enough yet?” Cassius asked him breathlessly.

Sajiix arched an eyebrow.  “Far enough for what?”

“To use the diamond,” the Guildsman said.  “Surely you don’t think I was foolish enough to believe that we could outrun them?”

“No,” Sajiix offered a rare smile.  “I had only hoped it would not come to this.”

The others arrived, pausing at the creek bed, their horses pawing the ground nervously.  Cassius pointed across the water to a dark line of tall pine and oak trees in the distance.  “Beyond those trees stands the Eastmoor Ferry.  If we can reach it first, we can dismantle the boat and press on safely.”  Cassius did not tell them what they would do once they reached the eastern side of the river.  

The others rode on, their mounts splashing across the creek.  Sajiix paused for a moment, his eyes scanning over the approaching beasts to the town he had left behind – to the woman he had left behind.  He could only hope that Kaelyn was still alive and that she would understand why he could not come back for her.  

“I am no traitor,” said Cassius suddenly.

Sajiix jerked his head back to the former knight, listening intently.

“The King was concerned that Tevic’s reach was growing faster than it should and that he had an eye for Kaalé.

Commander Greeve and I came up with a plan to make the King favorable to Tevic; to make him believe the King was susceptible to his word.  The King played along and allowed the Chancellor’s whims to become law.  

“The knights were disbanded within the city and soon every Magi was harassed until they left the gates.  I convinced Tevic that I was reopening the Guild and wanted to be affiliated with House Diathanos.  By doing so, I was able to track his paladins and help any Magi that they illegally held.”

“So, the foci that I found within the High Temple…”

“Belonged to Magi I helped to set free,” Cassius finished.

Both were silent for a moment.

“Why are you telling me this?” Sajiix finally asked.

Cassius leaned forward, patting his nervous steed.  “If anything should go awry with this, I wanted you to know the truth.  The Guild and the Knights of Kaalé…they are my life and I would not give them up for all seven gods of Vasalius.”

“Would you give them up for Saerle?”

Cassius’s lips tightened into a straight line, his eyes hardened.  “Why would you say such a thing?”

“To keep you focused!  Look there!”  Sajiix pointed to the Zynnashans closing the distance.  “Those things are going to tear across this field and attempt to take back what they believe is theirs by holy right.  If they succeed, they will return to Fhaalvak to retrieve their boat and finish what they started.

“I need your head cleared of weak, emotional drivel!”

Cassius nodded, saying nothing.  The growls and snarls of the approaching monsters began to grow louder as Sajiix spurred his horse across the creek.  The former knight looked after him wondering how so many women could adore the cold-hearted bastard.

Cassius kicked his horse into action, leaping into the creek and galloping hard to catch up with Sajiix.  The others had already reached the trees and Sajiix was halfway there.  He urged his mount faster and the horse agreeably quickened its pace.  The thundering of its hooves and the blasting wind on his face surged Cassius’s adrenaline.  Danger chased him – like it did when he was younger and he reveled in it.  He only wished the man riding next to him felt the same way.  

Sajiix kept low, avoiding the buffeting wind, his shoulders hunched over, and his purple cloak billowing out like a purple flag caught in a gale.  He saw Cassius trying to overtake him and suddenly, regardless of the horror that chased them, the competitive streak that was one of the basic foundations of their decades-long friendship broke free and he kicked his horse’s flanks to stay ahead of his old friend.

Cassius pushed harder, slowly matching the Magi’s speed.  Both horses were at their maximum running gait.  The former knight’s brown mount was bigger and stronger, but the barding it wore slowed it down, allowing the smaller horse to keep up.  Cassius leaned forward, trying to gain an edge.  Both men looked at one another for a moment.

And neither one could stop from breaking into unchecked laughter.

Memories of adventures past; of dangers they had escaped in much the same manner as they did now, came forth.  They were suddenly reminded of their youth and the friendship they carried throughout the years.  Sajiix recalled wagers he had made with Ayce and Tienn on who had fled the fastest during times of peril.  Cassius could remember moments when he, Sajiix, Tienn, and Baris would ride gloriously into combat, unconcerned with the risk that lay before them, only to ride away just as fast from the underestimated menace.  The more they laughed, the harder it became to stop as the ridiculousness of the situation presented itself.  

Both were cackling madly as they broke through the thin tree line, but sobered quickly enough as they took in the scene before them.  Ayce was dismounted, staring across the wide, fast-moving waters of the Tebis’non.  Jordyn, Myst, and Tair still sat upon their nervous horses, staring in shock at the charred remains of the Eastmoor Ferry.  The pulley and the flat boat were gone and the docking ramp was a blackened ruin.

“The Zynnashans are thorough, I’ll give them that,” said Ayce.

“What do we do?” Myst asked, looking at Cassius.

“What we must,” Sajiix sighed, raising a leg and dismounting with little effort.

Jordyn and Cassius followed suit, but Myst only nudged her horse closer to the Amethyst Magi.  “You are going to use the diamond against them?”

“If we do not, they will kill us, take the gem, and destroy Fhaalvak before leaving the kingdom,” he told her.

“Wait a second,” Tair objected.  “Didn’t you say that this would make them stronger or make them go crazy?”

“Some of them,” Sajiix said. 

Tair gave him and then Myst an unconvinced glance.  “How will we escape with those odds?”

“We don’t,” said Ayce, marching past them as he shrugged off his ruined coat.  

Tair shook her head, unwilling to accept what they were doing.  “So, we just unleash the diamond upon them and then let them kill us?”

Ayce smiled at her as he pulled his shirt off, exposing a broad, muscular chest covered with dark hair.  “We’ll take as many of them with us as we can.  It’s a good way for a Guildsman to die.”

“But, I’m not a Guildsman!” she shouted back in anger.

“You are today,” said Cassius, offering her a hand to assist in dismounting.  She ignored it and scanned the riverbank to the north.  

“The ferry rests on an outcropping of land,” informed Cassius.  “You will have to ride back the way we came to be able to move north.  And it is much too late for that.”

“Why is it too late?”

As if in answer, a line of Zynnashans came through the trees.  They no longer ran, seeing as their prey was trapped between them and the waters of the river.  Tair moaned and looked eastward.  For a moment, she gauged her swimming skills versus the current of the Tebis’non, but she knew it was folly.  She had never been a strong swimmer.

“Well, that’s it then,” announced Myst as she jumped from her horse.  

Tair slid off behind her.  “I have two daggers, two daggers against an army of those things.” 

Myst patted her shoulder comfortingly.  “Just stay close to me.  We’ll fight them as a team, like we did with the other ones.”

Tair could only nod, swallowing the sudden lump that formed in her throat.

Sajiix approached Ayce, who was now taking off his boots and socks.  “Keep them off of me and the white hat,” he said, referring to Jordyn.  “It may take a while to awaken the Purestone.”

“I’ll do what I can,” he replied, unbuckling his sword belt.  Another line of seven wolves appeared behind the first six, all of them padding slowly toward them.  

Myst gripped her uncle’s sword tightly and then noticed Ayce dropping his weapon in the pile of clothes next to him.  “What is he doing?”

“Oh, you haven’t seen this yet, have you?” Tair commented dryly.  “You’re going to love this.”

With nothing more than a shrug of his broad shoulders, Ayce began the transformation from human to werewolf.  Thankfully, the river’s flow drowned out most of the bone-popping, skin-stretching noises that accompanied it.  But the visual remained horrifying.  Ayce grew two feet taller, his body thickening with muscle and coarse black hair.  The change seemed to flow from one side of his body to another in waves.  His face expanded, growing a large snout laced with massive fangs; his eyes shone yellow, staring intelligently at the growing number of Zynnashans before him.  His arms grew impossibly long with corded, sinewy muscles covered in black fur and ending with sharpened claws that were exceptionally larger than those carried by the wolf pack.  

With one quick swipe, the werewolf ripped off what was left of his shredded leggings.  The creature turned his canine head to Myst and gave her a wink.

It was the most disturbing thing she had ever seen in her twenty years of life.

“Remember, he’s on our side,” Cassius told Myst, whose mouth was still agape at the transformed Ayce.

Another group of six Zynnashan wolves emerged from the trees, this time followed by their leader – the Lion Zyn Beast Havaas.  The green-eyed beast, his golden mane flying wildly from the chase, focused his gaze upon the diamond that Sajiix now held before him.  

Havaas roared and the wolves were upon them.

Sajiix gripped Jordyn by his shoulders.  “Use the diamond the same way you would with your own foci,” he instructed.  “It may take some time, but we will give you all that we can.”

The Diamond Magi nodded, both hands grasping the gem that Sajiix placed there.

With a nod to Cassius, Sajiix began using his own power, blasting at the oncoming Zynnashans with arcane amethyst energy.  Cassius charged forward, running to meet the oncoming wolves with his borrowed sword flashing in the autumn sun.  Myst and Tair stepped forward, both women staying together, fighting as one.  Ayce roared and closed the distance faster than his friends.  With one leap, he toppled five Zynnashans, his claws raking death with every strike.

Sajiix concentrated his energy on those wolves that held weapons.  It would take Cassius and the others longer to defeat any of those and the more time he could give Jordyn, the better.  The problem was that the Zynnashans had a natural defense against magic.  Since they were created with magic, they could repel it as well.  It took three globes of amethyst energy to drop just one wolf.  It took twice as long to use his lightning spell.  He did what he could, but there were just too many.  The earth below them shattered with mud and purple eldritch energy, and still they came closer.

Cassius used every ounce of training he had learned in his thirty years as a swordsman.  His mind screamed physical commands for every enraged wolf visage that lunged: thrust, swipe, parry, riposte, stab, duck, and start again.  He moved in and out like a roiling tide of steel.  Every time he would feel a pull on his padded armor, he would turn to strike, knowing that another Zynnashan had scored a hit upon his body.  A nightmarish image of a slavering wolf beast rose before him.  Cassius’s blade whistled, slicing one of its arms from its body.  The beast still attacked, coming at him with snapping jaws and ripping at him with its one good arm.

Myst and Tair weaved in and out of wolves, moving in unison against the raging monsters.  When a Zynnashan would shift away from Myst’s blade, Tair was there to meet it with her now bloodied daggers.  Not a single wolf could defend against their strategy, but it was not long before two, three, and even four charged at them.  The pair fell back quickly, desperately trying to stay alive to keep the wolves from the Diamond Magi who still held the Purestone in his hands, his eyes closed in concentration.

Ayce left a trail of death as he rampaged amongst the Zynnashan wolves.  He struck with intelligent grace, attacking in vital areas.  He cut throats, raked eyes, punctured heart and lung.  He was a monster among monsters, cutting a swath of red down the center of their attack force.  The wolves could not match his speed; his supernatural skills over-matched their own.  His speed and agility, however, did little against Havaas.

The lion Zyn Beast leapt from behind, grabbing Ayce in a powerful hug that pinned the werewolf’s arms to his sides.  Havaas hoisted Ayce in the air, keeping his thrashing legs from gaining any purchase on the ground.  The werewolf tried throwing his head back to crack the Zynnashan’s face, but Havaas held Ayce too high.  The lion flexed and Ayce howled in silent pain as his lungs were unable to get any air.  There was an audible snap and Ayce’s struggling began to weaken.  

Sajiix saw this and canceled the lightning web that entangled five Zynnashans.  Aiming carefully, the Magi summoned a disc-shaped form of dark violet energy and threw his hand toward Havaas.  The spell struck the lion Zyn Beast in the face, forcing him to release Ayce, who slumped to the ground unconscious.  Havaas staggered backward, trying to rip the arcane shadow magic off of his face as it slowly entered his nostrils, mouth, and eyes.  Sajiix returned his attention to the rushing wolves – but the distraction was successful.  

One of the wolves fired a crossbow at him.  

Sajiix could do nothing but dive out of the way as the bolt whistled past.  A few shards of magic shattered the crossbow and Sajiix rolled to his feet.  He knew there was precious little time left.  If Jordyn didn’t find his focus soon, they would be overrun and slaughtered.  Sajiix turned to urge the young Magi to hurry and saw only his body on the ground; the white of his robes stained red from the expanding blood caused by the crossbow bolt.  Next to him lay the diamond, unused, unhelpful.

Sajiix channeled his power deeper.  The lightning web burned hotter, the three Zyn wolves trapped within screamed in agony, dying from the Magi’s rage.  His power waning, Sajiix cut off the source and shuffled to Jordyn.  His sightless eyes stared up at the autumn sky and his mouth was agape from the last surprise he would ever receive.  

Sajiix leaned down and took the diamond, cursing his ill-luck.  He would have to attempt to channel the diamond and he knew how dangerous it was for one who walked the shadows to try to direct the light.  He was so tired, but there was no other way.  A wolf Zynnashan bounded toward him and jumped intent on pouncing upon his body.  Sajiix, using the last of his strength, conjured a jagged lance of purple energy and impaled the beast as it sailed toward him.  Ignoring its wailing death cry, Sajiix lifted the diamond and used his skill to awaken it.

The surrounding battle ceased; the noise, the blood, the churned earth – all of it disappeared.  Sajiix felt as though his body were being drawn into the diamond.  He could actually feel his spirit lifting, rising like a vapor and entering the now glowing gem.  His vision became white; everything was covered with a soft, perpetual feeling of calm and peace.  A voice was speaking to him, but he could not understand its baritone language.  It was questioning him, its tone pleasant and kind.  Sajiix could feel the warmth of that voice and he could sense a powerful presence within.  

Images of a murky swamp came to him; a large lake surrounded by moss-covered trees, their roots reaching into its dark waters.  He could feel a clammy mist swirling about his ankles, but he knew he was not physically there.  Insects the size of his skull swarmed around him as his boots were sucked into a foul-smelling muck that surrounded the swamp.  He felt himself glide over the still waters, disturbing giant lizard-like creatures that floated upon the surface until he came upon an island of dry land surrounded by a protective ring of narrow trees.  Within the center, he saw the glow of something caught within a natural cage of swamp-bark and moss.  His heart skipped as Sajiix realized what he was staring at…

Then the voice seemed to recognize what he was – and it became angry.

It yelled in a rage never before heard by mortal ears.  His surroundings shattered into thousands of pieces, burying themselves in his mind.  The presence demanded to know why a being that walked in shadow would be allowed to denigrate the holy purity of light!  The voice became many, its shouts and demands creating a dissonance that nearly burst his skull.  When no answer came, it took a hold of Sajiix’s spirit and rent it in two.  

The scream that followed from the Magi’s mouth was very real as he fell to the ground, convulsing in the mud around him.  Everyone heard the scream and everyone saw the Magi drop with the diamond rolling to a stop.  

The wolves ignored the humans to gain purchase of the fallen prize.  Cassius was too far away to grab it, his own strength lagging from the dozens of wounds he had received.  Myst hacked and cut everything in front of her to reach the Purestone, but there were just too many in front of her.  They were going to get the diamond, they were going to win.

It was Tair’s deft hands that snatched the gem.  She twisted, turned, and dove away from the frustrated Zyn Beasts.  She was trying to reach Myst, but there were still too many Zynnashans standing between them.  Myst knew she would not be able to reach her in time.  Tair knew this, as well, so she did the only thing that made sense.

She threw it to Myst and disappeared under a mass of snarling wolf-beasts.

Myst dropped her uncle’s sword and had to lunge to catch the Purestone.  Her hands touched the cold surface of the jagged diamond just as Havaas’s mighty paws did.  The beast had freed himself from Sajiix’s spell and watched as the little human had thrown the Purestone.  Both human and Zynnashan stood staring at the other, their concentration not forced on holding the Purestone – but bending it to their will.  

Myst saw no images of strange places; she saw no light.  She saw only her uncle, smiling at her as he reminded her to keep her arms straight when deflecting another person’s sword swing.  She saw Uncle Teeg sending her back home to her father when she begged to be allowed to live with him instead.  She saw Uncle Teeg as he admonished her for striking a child that had been teasing her and instructing her to never fight without a good cause.  

She saw her uncle die.

The diamond answered her and flared brighter than the sun, blinding the Zynnashan forever.  Havaas roared in pain and fear as the energy continued to build.  A throbbing hum came from the diamond, stopping every Zynnashan on the river bank and in Fhaalvak.  Havaas fell to his knees, still unable to release the Purestone.  Myst shook with the power she held in her hands and held the gem steady.  The humming paused just before an energy wave surged outward like a rippling of air, encompassing everything for many leagues.  The Zynnashan wolf pack and their commander dropped like sacks of flour and fell unconscious.  

Myst felt the diamond’s power radiate, she felt it leave the gem and course through her.  It was blissful and terrifying at once.  She knew the link between the Purestone and the Zynnashans had ended, its influence on them was gone.  She dropped the diamond and let it fall upon the prone figure of the lion man-beast.  Falling to her knees, Myst retrieved her uncle’s sword and held it steady, ready to slice through the golden mane of the unconscious Zyn Beast before her.  

Suddenly, memories of her uncle returned and Myst could almost swear that she saw his image through tear-filled eyes.  ‘Mercy is just as important as victory’, she could hear him say again.  ‘An ignoble warrior will not find peace without mercy and those without mercy roam the realms with black hearts.’  

The tears ran down her cheeks as the memory of her uncle saved her once again.  She had mercy in her heart.  It was what the Purestone found in her and what allowed her to awaken it.  

She pulled her uncle’s sword away – her sword – and fell backward into the muddy riverbank.  Somewhere to her left came Tair’s muffled and weary voice:  “Can we leave now?”  Myst could only let out a small giggle in reply. 

The blue sky above was blocked by Cassius’s concerned face.  “Are you alright?”

Myst’s giggle turned into gleeful laughter as the tears continued.

“Yes,” was all she said and smiled as she sensed her uncle Teeg’s relieved spirit pass on to whatever realm awaited it.  

For once, everything was alright.
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Tienn waited for the foreman to give the order, holding the round, wooden support beam against the new gate section.  A stout man with a red, puffy face marched along the new section inspecting the base and frame.  His keen mason’s eyes scanned the river stone and mortar framed by thick planks of wood and searched for any imperfections.  Finding none, the foreman bellowed and Tienn, as well as ten other men of Fhaalvak and one woman – Myst – removed their support beams.  The sound of bouncing wood echoed against the new wall as each beam was dropped in a somewhat haphazard pile.  

Tienn arched his back.  It had been eight days since the Zynnashans attacked Fhaalvak and even after the healing he had received from the unfortunate Diamond Magi, he was still feeling sore from it.  He wore a simple linen vest he kept open, exposing his dusky, twilight-tinged chest to the cool autumn air.  The dark pants he wore were stained, his traveling boots were dusty, and he kept his snow colored hair tied behind his back as he worked to help the people of Fhaalvak rebuild their town.

Tienn inspected the area where the Zynnashan ship had crashed through and was impressed at the hard work these people had invested in repairing the river market, the river dock and the wall that once protected it.  The only evidence the ship had even been there were the burned husks of empty shops and homes and the smell of fresh lumber.  The black iron Zynnashan vessel had somehow backed itself out of the debris and floated away across the angry waves of Lake Th’baerne.  Tienn had asked Lynth, who was recuperating with the others at the Fhaalvak Inn, how this had happened.  The Zynnashan only shrugged his shoulders and said that most magical objects simply return to their masters.

Hours after Myst had called forth the power of the Purestone, the Zynnashans and their leader, Havaas, had awoken and all were reacting quite differently than what he or Cassius had expected.  Havaas was now blind, his eyes burned away by the radiance of the Purestone.  But his demeanor was now that of a wise cleric, not an enraged beast.  No longer enraptured by the diamond, he and his wolf pack collected their dead and disappeared into the surrounding forests.  

The people of Fhaalvak let them go without too much trouble.  They were busy enough with mourning and burying their own dead.  Lieutenant Gartis assumed command of the knight regiment and made arrangements to have Captain Longvaale’s body taken to Kaalé and interred in the tombs below Borgam Keep.  The other knights and footmen were to be taken to their families across the lands of Kaalmoore, to be buried as their own kin saw fit.  Tienn never understood the reason some placed their dead within the ground.  As a Draaken, it was customary to consecrate one’s body by fire, but who was he to judge the ways of others?  

Myst approached him tentatively, her muscular arms glistening in the late morning sun.  She wore her customary black vest and pants.  Her red hair was matted down from sweat and dust smattered her clothes and bare skin.  She pulled off her work gloves as she neared him, dusting off her pants and fidgeting with her hair.  Her green eyes were alight with an emerald fire and her smile was brighter than the gold and red leaves that now canopied the surrounding forests.  

“Good morning,” she greeted politely.

“Hello,” he replied with a careful smile.  “You seem to be in good spirits today.”

“Considering what we will have to deal with in the coming hours, yes.  I feel good this morning.”

Tienn nodded, knowing that she referred to the meeting.  Yesterday, an entire regiment of Palidiamos arrived, led by none other than Chancellor Tevic himself.  They had come for the diamond – or what they called the Eye of Diathanos, but the Magi were claiming it as their rightful property.  Margas Shek – the head of the Amethyst Order – argued that he had lost one of his men and paid hundreds in gold crowns for the diamond.  Cassius, acting as mediator under the jurisdiction of the King and Lord Demestri (the King’s cousin had yet to return after fleeing Fhaalvak), was to monitor the situation and, if necessary, make a decision if one was not reached.  Cassius had also requested that Myst and Tair attend as witnesses and secretly asked Tienn to keep an eye on them.

It was not going to be pleasant.  

Tienn used his arm to wipe the sweat from his forehead.  “How are you feeling?”

Myst’s smile broadened as she nodded, acknowledging that Tienn was referring to her moment with the Purestone.  “I’m fine, Tienn,” she answered, placing her hand on his arm.  “Whatever the diamond did to that Magi twenty years ago did not happen to me.  I am more at peace with who I am than I ever have been.  The only way to explain it is that the diamond purified me…it gave me clarity.”

Tienn nodded.  “Perhaps it saw the beauty and kindness we all see in you.”

There was a moment of awkward silence before Tienn cleared his throat.  “Have you thought about where you were going after this?  Will you return to Joram’s Bend?”

Myst looked thoughtful for a moment.  “No,” she answered softly.  “I do not believe I have any reason to return in the near future.  Besides, Tair would never allow it.”

“The connection is strong between the two of you.”

Myst scrutinized Tienn’s white eyes.  It was hard to tell his intent from those snowy orbs.  “It is.  We have each other’s trust and that is quite a lot to have in this world.”

“Indeed,” Tienn agreed, relishing a cool breeze that wafted by.  “It is good that you have someone to travel with.  I fear the winter will be harsh this year…in more ways than one.”

“Where will you be heading?”

Tienn seemed surprised by her question.  “I shall return to Kaalé with Ayce and Cassius.  Although Dorn will be leaving us to become a Protector, we still have a few students to train and monitor to become Guildsmen.”

Myst’s eyebrows rose when he mentioned the Tharaakan’s name.  “Will you not punish Dorn for his betrayal?”

Tienn shook his head with a weary smile.  “No, Dorn’s actions, while unfavorable to the Guild, were right within his heart.  Besides, if not for him, the knights may have lost the battle at the tower gate.”

Myst nodded.  “Kreena told us of his heroism.”

“You and Tair should join us as Guildsmen,” Tienn said quite suddenly.

Now it was Myst’s turn to look shocked.  “Are you inviting us?”

Tienn stepped close to her, unnerved by the excitement he felt.  “Your uncle was a skilled swordsman who trained some of our best fighters.  His name will always be spoken with honor within the walls of the Defender’s Guild.  It would be a further honor to have his niece as an initiate.”

“And Tair,” she added.

Tienn sighed.  “Yes, of course.  We shall not forget your shadow.  Although, I fear she may be a more difficult student to teach.”

Myst smiled.  “You have no idea.”

***

The meeting was taking place within the open space of the Fhaalvak Inn’s taproom.  Cassius had originally planned to have it within the garrison tower, but Chancellor Tevic was adamant that they hold it within the small temple to Diathanos that graced the western portion of the city.  The Magi deemed this inappropriate almost immediately, so Cassius suggested the inn as a common ground to meet.  The former knight had moved a set of three tables on both sides of the room with two tables in the center.  The Magi would sit on one side while Tevic and his entourage would sit on the other.  Cassius would remain in the center – a barrier between both groups.

The meeting imploded before it began.

Chancellor Tevic arrived with his entire entourage, all of whom could not fit within the confines of the inn’s taproom.  Tevic accused the Magi of choosing the location just for that very reason and he refused to step foot into the building without proper protection.  Margas Shek, who was watching from inside the still shadow-filled entryway, laughed aloud and told Tevic that he was quite welcome to leave the proceedings without the diamond.  The Chancellor countered by stating that he would use his Palidiamos to take the Eye by force if necessary.  With a snap of his gloved fingers, fifteen men produced keen blades of steel lined with the white radiance of Diathanos.  Their movement was so precise, their armor made scarcely an echo across the clean cobblestones of the district. 

Before Margas could respond, Cassius let out a shrill, yet penetrating whistle.  From the two streets that led into the cul-de-sac where the Inn stood, two regiments of the King’s Knight’s of Kaalé marched proudly and with purpose onto the circular roadway, flanking the paladins on their backside.  Rows of footmen were combined with steel-armored men on foot and horseback.  The Knights’ standard hung limply in the breezeless afternoon, but the hands that held them were strong and ready.  They stood at attention, prepared for any word given by their Lieutenant Gatiss who, in turn, awaited any signal from Cassius to move in.

“Two paladins, Chancellor,” Cassius advised.  “It’s more than enough to protect you from two injured Magi.”

Tevic’s face was ashen, but his eyes betrayed the fury that stormed within.  With another gesture, the Palidiamos sheathed their weapons, each man eyeing the knights that surrounded them with exiguous bravado.  Motioning for two of his Protectors to follow him, Chancellor Tevic glided up the wide stairs of the Fhaalvak Inn’s entry hall, giving Cassius a murderous glare as he passed.  

Cassius followed the three men and closed the door once inside.  Within the taproom, Margas had taken his place next to Sajiix and his blond apprentice.  The Guildsman was concerned for his former friend.  Sajiix did not seem the same after the diamond attacked him.  He was even more sullen than usual, quiet, and his haunted face seemed to be swimming in shadow.  The only life he saw in the Magi was when he was reunited with his apprentice later that night after the Zynnashan battle.  He then stayed behind closed doors at the Golden Harvest Inn, taking his meals in his room and speaking to no one – not even the leader of his Order.  Tienn and Ayce stood behind the Magi, talking quietly with the two females that had assisted them in the battle with the Zynnashans.  He felt a comfort knowing his two friends were here.  The young women fidgeted nervously, uncertain as to why Cassius requested their presence.  He would let them know shortly.

Standing away from the center near the entryway to the kitchen was Lynth.  He was wrapped in his dark purple cloak with the hood covering his feline face.  The Zynnashan was also being reclusive, but Cassius believed that was more for his own safety since his own people were responsible for the massacre in Fhaalvak.  

To the right, Chancellor Tevic sat with a rigid posture; his eyes staring above the Magi, unwilling to even sully his sight with them.  His two Protectors stood on either side; their hands grasping the hilts of their swords and, unlike their leader, their eyes bore hard into the visages of Sajiix, Margas, and Kaelyn.  Cassius whispered a prayer of gratitude to Diathanos that the Ruby Magi was still too injured to take place in the proceedings.  Having him and two Paladins itching for a fight was tempting fate a bit too much. 

Cassius moved to the center table and gave each side a long look, “We know why we are here, so let us begin.  The Val’Cryys Diamond, known to the Houses of Vasalius as the Eye of Diathanos and known to the Elementai as the Purestone, was stolen from Zynnasha for the greed of one individual.  That plot has been stopped and the diamond rests safely nearby.  The question is – who does it return to?

“Seeing as it was wrongly taken from Zynnasha, we will first offer the diamond to Lynth – a member of that noble race.”

Tevic snorted, “A race that murdered hundreds of innocents to taint the sanctity of a gift from Diathanos.”

Lynth approached the table where the Magi were seated.  His glowing eyes held Tevic in a state of emotionless grace.  “Commander Havaas and his retrieval force were ordered by Highlord Bragas to find and return this gift.  It has long been whispered amongst others of my kind that this diamond influenced the Highlord’s decisions…and those of any that coveted it.  

“Whatever magic Sajiix Mirhan used or whatever miracle the human woman performed to break this hold,” Lynth gestured to Myst, “it did so utterly and completely.  I have conversed with the Highlord and he is truly sorry for the destruction caused by his order.  He has decreed that any reparations requested by the kingdom of Kaalmoore will be dutifully fulfilled with sincerity and that the Purestone be taken from us to be given to the people we have attacked.”

Cassius knew this was what the Zynnashans wanted.  They were quite adamant about the diamond, too.  “Is there anything else?”  Cassius asked, offering the Zynnashan a final word.

Lynth nodded, removing the hood from his head with his powerful black paws.  “Only a warning to your people, friend Cassius:  The Purestone represents the light of Vasalius.  It is the purity of good, the enlightenment of the noble, and the power of righteousness.  But even these virtues can blind those who refuse to see beyond the light.  To those that will hold the diamond – do not let its radiance blind you as it did my people.”

 Lynth had barely taken a step back into the shadows when Tevic slammed his palm against the wood of his table.  “The Eye of Diathanos belongs with His House.  As harbingers of the light, we men and women of Diathanos will not be swayed by such desires.  How can we be influenced when we already have His light within?”

“Your faith already blinds you,” Margas said coldly.  “The Diamond Order should be allowed to study the gem, discover its focus, and divine how it works.  By doing so, we can control its use.”

“Study, control,” spat Tevic.  “One cannot control the light of righteous divinity!  One must accept it within one’s heart; let it reassure you, not control you.”  He pointed at Myst, who looked as though she suddenly wished she were elsewhere.  “This young woman, this pure young creature, was able to break the link between the Zyn Beasts and the diamond solely with the essence of the goodness within her.  Imagine the work that could be done with that kind of influence within the House of Diathanos!”

“That woman is not a priest!  She does not represent your House.  You cannot base your argument on the actions of one person!  Careful study and control will keep it safe.”

“Many of those beloved by Diathanos were killed within the walls of this city,” Tevic challenged.  “That alone should grant us the Eye.”

“We Magi also lost a brother to this,” Margas retorted passionately.  “The Arcanum also paid a very large sum for this artifact, gold we will never see returned!”

“That folly is your own to regret,” said Tevic with disdain.  “If you are foolish enough to pay for something that was not in your hands…”

“It would have been in our hands had your men not tried to take it from us!” Margas shouted, leaping to his feet.

“Enough!” Cassius yelled.  He refused to let this contest get out of hand, even if it meant bashing people in the head with the pommel of his sword.  “Lynth, do you have any thoughts as to who the diamond should go to?”

Lynth gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head.  “As I have told you, we no longer wish to have anything to do with this object.”

Cassius sighed.  He expected that as well.

“I have a missive from King Jalled that arrived this morning,” Cassius announced, pulling a thin scroll case from the leather belt at his waist.  “Under instructions given to the courier, I was to read this message and report the King’s thoughts on where this prize should go.  In accordance with this missive, King Jalled believes the diamond should be placed within the House of Diathanos at the High Temple in Kaalé.”

Cassius watched as Tevic’s lips formed a sly smile.  The former knight knew what the Chancellor was thinking, gloating over his assumed power over the monarch.  Cassius fought hard not to smile as he continued the message.

“The King is prepared to support such a measure if certain conditions are met.”

Tevic turned his head so fast that his neck cracked.  “What conditions?”

 Cassius cleared his throat and went on.  “First, the Palidiamos will cease patrolling the capital city and that the Knight’s of Kaalé shall return to their original places as the city protectorate.  Second, the Palidiamos and all other clergy of Diathanos will no longer harass any Magi or those associated with the Arcanum within the walls of the capital city; subsequently, no Magi will be allowed to provoke those of House faith.  Third, as Chancellor, you will cease your political agenda against the monarchy and tend to your flock without aspirations of kingdom rule.  And, finally, the House will recoup the Arcanum any purchase price they made for the diamond.  Any deviation from these conditions will result in your removal as Chancellor.”

Tevic jumped from his seat, which clattered to the floor behind him.  This time, the Chancellor could not hide his rage.  His face turned as red as a stoked forge and his eyes blazed dangerously.  “Removal!” he sputtered, almost incomprehensible.  “I hold him and his son under the divine influence of Diathanos!  How dare him!”

“Wrong,” Cassius said loudly, halting Tevic’s furious rant, “The King has gone along with your political machinations long enough.  He and Commander Greeve have been observing your behavior, playing along, watching you subvert his power for the past two seasons.  They enlisted my aid in this endeavor and I have done my duty for my King.  

“The King believes you are a force for good, Chancellor, and he wants you to remain as such.  However, he will not tolerate your push for power.  Abide by these decrees, remain in control of the church, and keep the Eye of Diathanos or give the diamond to the Magi and build a temple someplace else.”  Cassius finished, folding his arms in front of his chest, and awaited an answer.

Tevic had placed both of his hands upon the wide silver medallion that dangled from a gold chain around his neck.  The Chancellor’s soft thumbs traced the diamond shape etched into the silver; the gem dust that lay upon its surface glittered in the candlelight.  The man rocked back and forth, mumbling a prayer to his god.  For a moment, Cassius thought Tevic was prepping a divine attack, but he quickly realized that the man was simply praying for guidance in a moment of crisis.

“I protest this iniquitous decision,” Margas said thunderously.  “You have given no consideration to the Elementai, nor has your King!”

Cassius drew himself up confidently.  “If I had any consideration to give, Master Magi, I would consider throwing this object into the Stormrage Sea.  As it is, I have no say in this matter.  It is the King’s Word and since this diamond was relinquished in his realm, it is King Jalled’s right to say who can claim it.”

“How convenient for the King since he plans to store the Purestone in his own city!”

“You may take your disagreement to the King,” said Cassius with an edge that warned the Magi to drop the subject.  

Margas pounded on the table with his fist.  “We have every right to that diamond!”

“The King recognizes your right, Master Shek, but he believes that the House has more of a right to it.”

Margas looked to Sajiix, whose tired eyes were locked upon the Purestone.  “Mirhan, you have had dealings with this knight before.  You are known to King Jalled.  Rise and support the Arcanum in this acquisition!”

It seemed to take Sajiix hours to draw his gaze away from the dormant gemstone.  He rose slowly, unsteadily to his feet.  With a quiet voice unknown to Cassius, the Amethyst Magi spoke.  “The Purestone should go with the Chancellor.”

There was a moment of shocked silence as the majority of those familiar with the Magi took time to consider his words.  From the back, Cassius heard Ayce choking on whatever drink he was currently imbibing.  The Guildsman wondered once again what had happened to Sajiix when he attempted to use the Purestone, for this was not what anyone expected.  For years, Sajiix had championed his search for the Gemstones of Val’Cryys to a near obsession.  His desire to find one and study it was one of the reasons why he was removed from the Defender’s Guild.  Now there was one within arm’s reach and he was suggesting that it be taken by a political enemy?  

“You fool!” Margas said with clenched fists.  “How can you side with those that despise us so readily?”

“I have touched the Purestone and in doing so I have touched upon the presence of a god,” Sajiix told him with some of the power returning to his voice.  “I felt its judgment.  I felt its fury.  We are not meant to hold it.  Let the Chancellor deal with it.”

Margas shook his head in disbelief, staring around the room at the faces that confirmed an already made decision.  “Very well,” he spoke, all emotion gone from his voice.  “I will report this to the Elementai and we will see what happens next.  As for you,” he leaned close to Sajiix, but Cassius could still hear his threatening whisper, “I would suggest you and your apprentice return to the Arcanum with all due haste.  The Elementai will want to hear why you did not aid us in this.”

Margas straightened and regarded Cassius with an icy countenance.  “May I assume that my companion Erak will continue to be given quarter until he is fully healed?”

The Guildsman nodded.  “Of course, he will be well tended to.  Your Diamond Magi…will his remains need to be consecrated?”

“His family has been notified and they are coming to collect his body,” the Magi answered.  “Erak will be collected once he can travel.”

“Very well,” Cassius nodded.  “There is no rush.  He may stay as long as he desires.  We do not consider you our enemy.”

“You may not think so, knight.  But, I cannot speak for the Elementai as a whole.”

Without a word of farewell, Margas Shek stepped away from the table and walked briskly to the shadows underneath a wide staircase leading to the second floor.  There was a brilliant flash of lavender and then he was gone.

Cassius regarded Sajiix with a wary, yet respectful eye as he slowly lowered himself back to his seat.  Kaelyn put a comforting hand on his arm and both drew inward once more.  The Guildsman then turned his attention to Chancellor Tevic, who was no longer praying, but smiling with a crazed benevolence.  

“Diathanos has guided me to agree with your King’s wishes.  We and the Eye of Diathanos shall take leave of you and return to the High Temple in Kaalé,” he said with an enraptured tone.  “He has shown me the folly of political masterminding and we will strive to become a House for all who seek the light of purity and the sanctity of healing.  He blesses me with his gift as he blesses all of his children.

“Even those who have betrayed him,” he said with a gentle smile at Cassius.  

It was meant to be compassionate, but Cassius could not help but shudder at its disturbing lucidity.

The Chancellor then stood and held his hands out expectantly.  Cassius gestured to Myst, who quickly produced the diamond from the worn pack at her feet and stepped hurriedly to the center table to give the man his gift.  Once relieved of the diamond, Myst returned hastily to Tair’s side, the relief on her face quite evident.

Tevic’s eyes were alight with joy as the raw, jagged gemstone began to emit a soft white radiance.  The Chancellor began to weep as he stepped away from the table.  Cassius watched him leave with his two Protectors near.  As they stepped outside of the inn, the Guildsman heard a roaring cheer presumably coming from the gathered Diathanos regiment.  The sound of booted feet marching away from the building led to an almost relieved silence.

Slumping into his chair, Cassius lay his head down upon the cool wood of the table, happy to be removed from any further responsibility of the damned diamond.
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Tair’Lianne sat at a corner table downing the last of her third ale while hearing another story from those that called themselves the Guildsmen.  She sat across from Myst, who was listening to Tienn describe an encounter they had with a cave dragon in Bornos seventeen years ago.  Every so often, Ayce would add a comment or Sajiix would be asked to confirm the date it occurred.  Cassius would also add his thoughts, which led to some of them arguing over who was there, when it happened, and why they bothered.  It became a bit ludicrous as the night grew long and the number of ales grew even longer.  

At first, Tair had no desire to attend this small party filled with old people and their tales of younger days.  It seemed important to Myst, however, so she agreed to go with her – plus the free ale was a genuine bonus.  

The four men sat at a long center table, laden with dirty crockery, candles, and empty mugs.  On one end, sitting alone and quiet, was the swordswoman Kreena.  She nursed the same ale she had kept close all night, taking light sips as she listened.  On the opposite side of the table was the golden-haired apprentice of Sajiix.  She looked as bored as Tair felt, but she seemed to take advantage of the free spirits.  

The true owner of the Golden Harvest Inn had long retired for the night.  He had graciously tapped a single keg for the group and had his cook prepare them a large roast and a pot of vegetables swimming in light gravy.  He refused to take payment, however, saying only that he was grateful to still have a business to run.  He asked only that the group snuff out any lights and allow the fire in the hearth to die down.  The candles were now burned halfway to their nubs; the lanterns were nearly empty of oil; but the fire still roared, popped, and snapped as Tienn continued to feed it. 

Tair found herself smiling and even laughing every so often – but she contributed that to the amount of ale she was drinking.  Tienn was describing Sajiix’s reaction to the moment the rare beast emerged from its lair.  

“I came out of that hole not even realizing the dragon was behind me,” he said with a chuckle.  “Sajiix could only stand there, staring over my head with his mouth wide open.”

“You did not see it,” Sajiix explained.  “You came sliding down that rock pile as though nothing was wrong, but you did not see that dragon’s head slowly slip out from the crevasse above.  It just perched there, staring at me.”

“It was probably trying to decide which of you to eat first,” Cassius joked.

“When I finally reached Sajiix, I could tell something was not right,” Tienn said after another sip of ale.  “But before I could do or say anything, Ayce starts screaming like a barn owl.”

Ayce laughed.  “I came around that corner and saw a head the size of a milling wheel complete with fangs and eyes as red as embers.  I scream, ‘Dragon!!’ and ran back the way I came!”

“Knocking me and Tienn over into her egg nest,” Cassius added with a roll of his eyes.  “She was not happy.”

“How did you get out of that?” asked Myst with genuine concern.

“It took some explaining,” Tienn smiled.  “But she finally realized we were not there to steal her eggs.”

“Explaining?” Tair wanted to know exactly how they made themselves clear to a dragon.

“Cave dragons, or any dragon for that matter, are very intelligent creatures,” explained Sajiix as he rooted for a piece of carrot on the plate before him.  “We were ignorant of the fact and she enjoyed herself immensely as we stumbled about her lair.  She finally let us know that we could communicate by calling us names.”

“She called you spring violet,” Ayce giggled.

“She called you dog-boy,” Sajiix countered.

Myst leaned forward.  “So, did you kill it as the Baron requested?”

Cassius shook his head.  “It turned out that the Baron was nothing of the kind.  He was just the leader of a gang of bandits trying to make a quick bag of gold.  The dragon never once came near their village, but he had seen it crawling along the rocky sides of the mountain paths.  He hired us to kill it so that he could go back and collect its scales.”

“Cave dragon scales are extremely valuable,” added Tienn.

“What did you do?”  Myst had to know.

“We apologized,” Tienn told her.  “Then we returned to the village and informed the ‘Baron’ that the beast was dead.”

Myst shook her head.  “So, you allowed him to journey back into the caves, knowing that the dragon would…”

“Eat him?” Sajiix suggested.  “Yes, we did.  Such was the price for attempting to fool the Defender’s Guild.”

At that, all four men made a sort of grunting and coughing noise and slammed their tankards together – with Ayce completely missing.  This got them to laughing again.  Even Tair let out a giggle.  

“I remember stories about the Guild from when I was a child,” Kreena told them.  

All four men looked at the dark-haired swordswoman dressed in a mock-up of an officer knight’s uniform.  Her cherubic face was flush from the sudden attention, but her dark eyes were serious.  Her youthful visage was not lost on the older men and they lapsed into silence as Kreena continued.

“Poppa loved your tales.  He often hoped I would join your Guild, but you had closed your doors before I was of age,” she said with a wistfulness that sobered the celebration.  “Why did you do this?”

Tair could feel the mood of the gathering fall into an icy repose.  Ayce took a long drink, Tienn’s eyes scanned the stairway, Cassius cleared his throat uncomfortably, and Sajiix stared down at the worn wood of the table.  

“There were circumstances…” Cassius’s voice fell to an indiscernible mumble and then silence.

Sajiix cleared his own throat.  “It was decided that I was…that my obsession for the Gemstones of Val’Cryys was interfering with the Guild’s decree.”

“The simple fact, Miss Kreena, is that we no longer functioned well as a team,” Tienn said, defending the Magi.  “Our friendships had been tested too far.”

Kreena was thoughtful for a moment and then said, “But you’ve been sitting here all night joking and talking as though you were all still friends.  And your teamwork was quite evident during the Zynnashan attack.”

Another round of silence descended upon the team.  Suddenly Cassius regarded Sajiix with a stern eye.  “I was wrong about you,” he said to the Magi.  “The Purestone was within your grasp for the first time in twenty years and you let it go.  You allowed Tevic to take it, knowing the trouble it would cause you at the Arcanum.  That was not the act of a man obsessed.”

Sajiix’s eyes remained on the table, his fingers rubbing upon an unseen mark on its surface, “I did that to avoid a fight between the Magi and the Houses of faith.  If I had championed for Margas – he would have tried to take the diamond by force.  

“Alas, I am afraid that I have only staunched the bleeding, my friends.  When word reaches the Elementai that House Diathanos has been holding Magi against their will and that they have taken the diamond from our grasp, they will seek retribution…and Tevic will not give it to them.”

“Do you think they will fight?”  Cassius asked.

“I think there is a storm coming,” Sajiix said, his eyes now upon his former friend, “A storm that cannot be averted, but one that must be prepared for.”

Ayce let out a sardonic laugh.  “That sounds cheerful.”

Sajiix said nothing else, nor did Cassius, but the two nodded to one another, acknowledging the basic fact that this was something to keep an eye on from both sides.  

“I wish to join your Guild,” Kreena announced.  “I have nothing left here now that Captain Longvaale is dead.  His replacement will not see me as he did and I still want to be a part of something that matters.”

She looked at Cassius and then shifted her gaze to Sajiix who lifted his hands in a mock gesture of defense.  “Cast your eyes away from me,” he told her.  “I have no say in this matter as I am not in this Guild.”

“Would you be?”

Sajiix slowly lowered his hands, watching Cassius carefully.  “What?”

“If we were to ask you, would you come back to the Guild?”  Cassius’s voice was not mordant.  He was asking the Magi to come back.

Tair took another swig of her ale, watching with renewed interest.  In the silence that followed, she could see Tienn and Ayce exchange hopeful glances.  The Magi stared hard at the dark-skinned Guild leader and finally shook his head.

“If you were to ask me I would have to regretfully decline,” he finally said.

Ayce and Tienn released disappointed breaths while Cassius stood back with his familiar straight-edged posture and folded his thick arms over his chest.  “I have never understood you,” he said with an exasperated sigh.  “You throw a fit when we don’t invite you, then you snub us when we do!”

“Calm yourself,” Sajiix urged.  “I have pressing matters that need attending to at the Arcanum; matters that require a delicate touch.  I cannot be at two places at once, Cassius.  But I am grateful for your offer.”

Cassius unfolded his arms and nodded.  He might not have liked what the Magi said, but Tair could see that he accepted the tone of his voice.  The Guild Master smiled at Kreena and instructed her to pack whatever it was she wanted to bring to Kaalé, for they left in the morning.

“Late morning!” Ayce threw in with a loud belch.

Kreena shook hands with each Guildsman, her smile chastened only by the cheerless thought of abandoning any chance of becoming a knight.

“And what of you?”

It was Tienn who spoke and he was looking in Tair’s direction.  She lifted a thumb and pointed at herself to confirm that it was indeed her he was referring to, but his eyes were not on hers.  They were on…

“You didn’t!”

The moment the words left her mouth, she could see Myst’s guilt pouring out.

“No, I didn’t,” Myst objected.  “We only discussed it.”

“Discussed it?”

“With Tienn,” Myst expounded.  “He believes we should both join the Guild…”

“...and?” said Tair with her lips pressed tight.

“...and I think we should join.”

Tair moaned and slammed her head upon the table.     

“Think about it, Tair.  Free room and board,” Myst urged.  “We get expert training and can become a part of something that matters.”

“Not to mention living with rules and expectations,” Tair snarled.  “We might as well be living in Joram’s Bend again!”

“Tair, I can’t continue living on the road, stopping at every flophouse and tavern along the way to gamble what we have to make enough to eat or sleep on.”  Myst’s voice was pleading, but it was also compiled of merciless finality.  “We deserve better.”

“We will be told when to wake up, when to eat, when and how to fight…this is better?”

Myst shook her head.  “It is better than sleeping out in the snow this winter.”

She had a point.  

Tair was also tired of trying to forage for food and shelter in every city they arrived in.  The gambling money never seemed to last and there have been times when they had to dig in garbage for something to eat.  The cold and snow would make it worse.  She still felt as though she were being domesticated.  Tair didn’t want to lose her edge with a continuous supply of food, clothes, and warm and dry quarters.   

Still, they could always leave in the spring, she reasoned.

“Fine,” she muttered.

Myst gripped her friend’s arm with a quick squeeze of thanks and turned excitedly to Tienn, “We’re in…if you will have us.”

A small cheer erupted in the room as Ayce lifted his tankard and shouted a bawdy welcome.  

“Pack what you own tonight, for we leave at dawn,” Cassius told them.  “Stragglers will be left behind.   We should be able to cross through Laedar’s Gap before the first snows make it too difficult.”

“We can reach Vaasgar and retrieve Morgath and Ro’byenn,” Tienn suggested.

The sound of wood scraping against wood jarred everyone in the room as Sajiix and Kaelyn rose from the table.  

 “Leaving?” Tienn asked.

Sajiix nodded.  “Just to our room,” he told him.  “I am too tired to put forth the effort to shadow walk to the Arcanum.  Besides, the longer Margas blathers about my supposed betrayal, the less inclined others will be to believe him.  We will take our leave to get some rest.”

Ayce let out a barking laugh.  “Right, of course you will,” he said with a leering grin at Kaelyn, who properly ignored him.  

“Do not be jealous, old friend,” Sajiix said, offering his hand.  “You still have your fleas to keep you company on this cold night.”

Ayce laughed even harder and shook the Magi’s proffered hand firmly.  “Take care of yourself, gem-hoarder.”

Sajiix turned to Tienn and shook his hand as well.  The Draaken’s farewell was not as vigorous as Ayce’s, but its intensity was tenfold.  “Be sure to drop in from time to time,” he invited the Magi.    

“If you ever initiate a young Magi, let me know,” he smiled, “so we can steal him.”

Sajiix stepped away from Tienn and faced Cassius.

“My apologies for attacking you at the Guild,” Cassius told him.  “I had to make Dorn believe I was truly against you.”

“No need for apologies,” Sajiix told him.  “I won.”

Both men laughed and Cassius slapped the Magi on the back.  “You are always welcome to come home, Sajiix.”

“I may take you up on that offer, one day,” he replied mirthlessly.  

Sajiix led Kaelyn away by the hand and paused at the small table where Kreena, Myst, and Tair were sitting.  He looked at each in turn and drew in a breath.  “I wish you luck as initiates,” he said to them.  “I hope you can bring honor back within the guild’s walls.”

Tugging at the edge of his cloak, Sajiix walked away with Kaelyn following him up the stairs.  

Tair’Lianne shook her head and took a long pull of her tankard.  “Is he always so melodramatic?” she asked after draining the cup’s contents.

“He is a Magi…they are all inclined to dramatic behavior,” said Tienn with a hint of a smile.  “Sajiix Mirhan, however…they do not come more theatrical than that.”

***

Kaelyn closed the door of their room by pressing her backside against it, loudly slamming the locking bolt home.  She unclasped the fastener to her cloak and let the heavy fabric slide to her feet, exposing the assets she had within the confines of her low cut violet blouse and corset.  She moved to Sajiix, pushing her body against his – it had been too long since they last made love.  

Her hands moved up along his sides and slid up to his chest and he kissed her roughly, his own hands pressing against her face.  But just as soon as he started, he broke away, his attention going out the small window of their paltry room.  

“What is wrong, Dhama?” she asked him, lifting her foot upon a small wooden chest that sat at the end of their lumpy-looking bed.  She pulled up the hem of her thick black skirt, exposing cream-colored stockings and a black leather boot laced to the bottom of her knee.  “You have not made love to me in these past eight days.  Are you displeased with me?  Are you angry with the way I handled Baris Malagotta?”

Sajiix bristled at the name, knowing that the thief had touched her in ways he would kill other men for.  “Nothing so mundane, my love,” Sajiix said with an excited fervor.  He turned to Kaelyn as she slipped off a boot and grabbed her roughly by the shoulders.  “I have waited to tell you in fear of letting it slip during our convalescence here.”

He kissed her again and this time she felt the passion in him like a raw heat.  He was literally shaking as he helped her with her other boot.  

“What is it?  What’s wrong?”

Sajiix turned her so that her back was facing him and began unlacing her tight corset.  “When the Purestone attacked me,” he paused only to kiss her neck, “It gave me a vision.”

Kaelyn didn’t understand, nor did she care to.  She turned to him, meeting his passion with her own searing need.  He began kissing her in places that made her knees buckle.  She felt herself slip, but he was there, supporting her until her body reached the down mattress of their bed.

“A vision of what?” Kaelyn finally asked.

Sajiix threw his cloak across the room and stared down at his apprentice with a passion that matched the revelation the diamond had given him.  “The Purestone showed me where to go…it showed me the amethyst.”

Kaelyn’s head cleared for a frightening moment.  “You mean…?”

Sajiix moved like a snake, sliding down against her body until his lips touched her cheek, his breath hot in her ear.  “Yes, my love,” he whispered.  “I know the location of the Shadowgem.”

 

THE STORY CONTINUES…
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