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   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon sat on his bed, bits of straw poking through the sheets and digging into his bare, dirt-streaked calves. In his hands he held a pair of wooden dolls, wolves that his father had carved for him for his fifth birthday. He wasn’t really playing with them so much as staring at the figurines and holding them tightly in his fingers. It did little to lessen the pain, however.
 
   Talon dropped onto his back, then rolled to his side facing the wall and brought his knees up to his chest. His head rested on a wadded up pair of trousers that had belonged to his father. A few inches in front of Talon’s nose was a journal that his father had drawn sketches in. Still, no matter how many things he surrounded himself with, he couldn’t bridge the gap between him and his father now.
 
   A low, wailing squeak announced his mother’s return. The door to the house closed softly, and then the metallic scraping of the chain sliding into place sealed them off from the outside world. In the moment the door had opened, a chilling draft had wormed its way into the house and swirled around Talon’s knees, giving birth to hundreds of prickly goose-bumps.
 
   “A few more families left today,” Talon’s mother said.
 
   “Cowards,” Talon muttered under his breath. He hadn’t meant for the words to be heard, but his mother had exceptionally good hearing.
 
   “It isn’t easy living in the borderlands,” Talon’s mother said, defending those who had left. “With bands of orcs still roving the foothills, there are many who feel it would be smarter to move further inland, where there are walled cities and…” her words trailed off.
 
   Talon knew what she had been about to say. Walls and patrols. As Talon’s father had been the captain of the guard in their village, the words had obviously gotten stuck in Talon’s mother’s throat. Talon stared at the wall. He clenched his fists, squeezing the wooden toys in his hands and silently cursing the others. Every family that left was another insult to his father. It was as if the village was giving up on everything Talon’s father had worked so hard to protect. They made a mockery of his life.
 
   “Perhaps we should go with them,” Talon’s mother whispered.
 
   Talon shot up from his bed and his bare feet slapped onto the wooden floor. “No!” he shouted as his mother set an armload of firewood next to the hearth. “I am not leaving my home. I am not leaving my father!”
 
   Talon’s mother stopped and closed her eyes as she sighed and shook her head. She dusted her hands on the front of her pale, faded green dress, and then turned to Talon with a tender smile and a nod. “Very well, what should we do?”
 
   Talon shook his head, his face reddening as he fumbled for the words he wanted to say. He let out an exasperated snarl and then turned with his arms folded.
 
   His mother walked over and scooped seven-year-old Talon up into her warm arms. Talon struggled at first, wrestling against her, but soon she had him turned and facing her. The smell of lavender from her hair wafted into his nose and despite his struggling, he felt comfortable and safe, though he would never have admitted it to her at that age.
 
   “Put me down, I am a big boy,” Talon fumed.
 
   His mother smiled wide. “And a stubborn one at that,” she said. “One day you might miss my hugs, you know.”
 
   Talon shook his head, but he stopped resisting her. Finally, his eyes caught sight of a small, red leather book on a wooden stool. That was it. That was his answer. “You always said that Basei would favor the brave, did you mean it?”
 
   Talon’s mother glanced back toward the book and then nodded as she set Talon back on his feet. “I did,” she said. “I didn’t realize you had been paying attention.”
 
   Talon shrugged. “Even father listened when you read from the book of sermons. He said that the Old Gods were the proper deities to worship—”
 
   “But that Basei would be a fitting substitute until they returned,” Talon’s mother finished with a knowing smile. “Yes, I heard him say that often. I wasn’t sure he ever wholly approved of my worshipping a demi-god, but he let me do as I saw fit when it came to religion.”
 
   “So, then Basei will protect us if we stay,” Talon said definitively. “He has to. Father said he was good. You have always taught that he blesses the brave. We are brave if we stay even when others flee, right, momma?”
 
   Talon’s mother nodded. “That is right. We are so very brave,” she said as she bent down and tussled Talon’s hair.
 
   “And Father was bravest of all, being captain of the guard, right?”
 
   Again, Talon’s mother nodded, though this time she had to choke back the tears welling in her eyes. “He will protect us,” she promised. “Basei will watch over our family. He will honor your father, and he will protect us for our courage.”
 
   Talon moved to the book and picked it up. “Then, let’s offer him a sacrifice,” he said. “You said the truly devout offer sacrifice and not only prayers.”
 
   Talon’s mother frowned and rocked back onto her heels before standing up fully. “It is getting late,” she said. “It will be dark soon. Let’s go at first light.”
 
   Talon nodded. “Alright, I suppose one more night will be fine, but we must use our best goat!” Talon pointed to the book and had an incredibly stern look upon his face. “We can only use the best,” he insisted.
 
   His mother nodded and then settled him back onto his bed. Talon spent the night looking at each of the pages in the red book. He couldn’t read yet, but he could inspect the pictures and diagrams inside. He knew the contents well enough, since his mother had often read from the book before bed.
 
   After Talon ate his soup, he fell asleep with the red book open upon his chest.
 
   The next morning, he was woken gently by his mother shaking his shoulder. Remembering what they had said they would do, he quickly jumped out of bed and put on his best clothes. Black trousers and a red, linen shirt that his father had purchased for him from a traveling merchant. The two of them used a small length of rope to guide a black goat out to the shrine.
 
   The boy could hardly contain his excitement. He pulled the goat eagerly, quickening pace several times. Each time, his mother would reach out and put a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “The shrine will not leave,” she said. “We should show reverence as we approach. The priest will see us coming, and he will not approve if we are irreverent.”
 
   The two walked up a well-worn dirt path that led them to the crest of a grassy hill. Two braziers of iron held large fires on either side of the opening to the shrine. Great, corrugated columns rose up to support a flat slab of stone that formed the roof. A large, brass figure of a sword was fastened to the front of the slab, with the blade pointing down to the ground below. The building itself was perhaps only twenty feet wide, and forty feet long. As the sun was rising off behind the shrine, the open doorway was darkened, casting an impenetrable shadow in the shrine itself.
 
   From the darkness stepped a man in red robes. His white beard waved gently with each step as he descended the stairs and approached them soberly. The toes of his boots would stick out from the robes only slightly as he stepped forward. Talon looked up to the man and then glanced back to the goat.
 
   The priest inspected the offering and then finally nodded. “Welcome to the shrine of Basei. Tell me boy, what blessing do you seek from the Father of Battle?”
 
   Talon looked to his mother, and then turned back to the old priest. “I have come to ask his protection for our village,” Talon said.
 
   The priest did not smile. He stood there a moment, staring down at Talon with brown eyes as one of his gray brows arched up. The priest narrowed his eyes. “And are you willing to protect the village?” the priest asked. “For Basei will not do the fighting for you.”
 
   Talon stood firm. “I have my father’s sword,” he replied. “I will use it if the orcs come. I only ask that Basei help me fight them.”
 
   At this, the priest smiled and let out a short chuckle. “Then, come inside. Basei accepts your offering. As his priest, his emissary to this plane, I promise you that his strength will bolster yours. Basei is well pleased in you. That is certain.”
 
   Talon beamed with pride and looked to his mother. She smiled back at him and then motioned for him to follow the priest. The three of them went into the shrine. Once inside, Talon’s eyes adjusted to the dim light of candelabras and saw the stone image of Basei. He was a great, heavily muscled god posed standing with a massive sword planted directly in front of his feet, with his hands resting on the pommel. He wore a mask adorned with spikes. His belt buckle was nearly the size of a large shield. Talon suddenly felt very small.
 
   While Talon studied the statue, the priest busily placed dried wood onto the stone altar and neatly arranged the pieces so they held themselves in place. When he was finished, the priest said something that Talon didn’t notice, and then the man took the goat. He bent down and bound the goat’s feet together, wrestling it and pinning it down on its side when it tried to struggle away from him. The priest placed the animal on its side atop the altar. The goat bleated and jerked its head, disturbing some of the wood. Talon balked when the priest slapped the animal across the face and disoriented it before binding its neck and hooking the rope onto an iron ring on the side of the altar. Last, the priest took one more rope, tying one end to the bound legs, and the other to another iron ring on the opposite side of the altar. The animal bleated and its eyes went wide with terror as it was stretched awkwardly over the altar. The priest then circled around and faced the statue of Basei.
 
   “Basei, oh mighty Father of Battle and Giver of Fire, receive this offering from your faithful followers. Grant them strength, as they have displayed their courage and loyalty to you.”
 
   Talon watched as the priest took a knife of obsidian and plunged it into the goat’s heart. The animal bleated once, its neck stretching out and its legs twitching. Then it fell silent to the stone. The priest then pulled a gold-handled razor from his belt and slit the animal’s neck. Blood ran over the stone altar, collecting along the edges in shallow troughs that were designed to channel the blood towards the front of the altar where it flowed to the floor through decorative grooves that had been carved down the front face of the altar. As the carved design slowly filled with the goat’s blood, an ancient rune stood out scarlet, morbidly holding Talon’s attention as the blood flowed through the lines and then pooled in a broad, shallow collection basin at the foot of the altar.
 
   The priest then poured oil over the animal and set fire to it. The smoke rose up thick and black as the flames grew into the air and stretched nearly to the ceiling before dying down to a more moderate height. Talon watched the animal burn, its hair melting rapidly and the skin bubbling just before the fire consumed it.
 
   The priest then turned and ushered the two out of the shrine while the sacrifice burned.
 
   “Basei welcomes your sacrifice, and all will be well,” the priest told Talon.
 
   Talon smiled and his mother bowed her head reverently.
 
   “Thank you,” she said as she held out an offering of three copper pieces.
 
   “And my thanks to you,” the priest said as he took the coins. The old man then looked down to Talon once more and smiled widely. “Basei will be proud of you, I promise,” he said. “You keep growing up like your father, and you will be a mighty warrior.”
 
   “You can see that?” Talon asked.
 
   The priest nodded. “Basei has shown me how he will bless you.” The priest held up a finger. “Remember to be faithful!”
 
   Talon bowed his head. “I will,” he promised.
 
   The two of them returned home, Talon often looking back to the receding shrine until it shrank from view behind the bulk of the grassy hill. The rest of the day, Talon spent his time going through the red book again. As he slipped into his bed later that night, he had no idea that his life was about to change forever.
 
   Talon woke to the sounds of screams. Soon after, he could hear the warning bell chiming in the distance. He jumped out of bed and saw his mother bolting the door and sliding a chair up under the handle.
 
   “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “Orcs!” Talon’s mother shouted. “Shutters, now!”
 
   Talon turned and grabbed the heavy shutters, pulling them into place and locking them from inside. He moved on to the second window and then he saw them. There were maybe fifty or sixty warriors running through the field in front of Talon’s house. The Nibberbacher’s house was ablaze, and bodies were strewn upon the ground in front of it. A pair of men that Talon couldn’t recognize were embattled with some orcs, but the large, greenish brutes put the men down in seconds.
 
   Talon moved to grab the shutters, but he felt something under his knee. He looked down and saw the red leather book and remembered the promise he had made to the priest the day before. Talon turned and jumped from his bed. He ignored his mother’s shouts as he took his father’s sword and rushed for the back door.
 
   “Talon, no!”
 
   “I have to fight!” Talon said. “I can do this.”
 
   Talon opened the door and took two steps out onto the grass before stopping. A large, gray-skinned orc stood with his back to Talon. He wore thick, leather breeches, but was bare-chested. His wide shoulders heaved up and down and he held a wicked sword in his right hand, dripping with blood. At his feet lay Stenkar, one of the warriors that had not left the village after Talon’s father’s death.
 
   Talon took his father’s sword in both his hands and ran toward the orc. He let out a fierce yell and swung the weapon with all of his strength. The orc must have heard Talon coming, for he wheeled around and knocked the sword out of Talon’s hands. A massive hand snatched Talon by the wrists and lifted him into the air. The orc’s black eyes narrowed on the boy and he sneered evilly, revealing a row of sharp teeth set between the pair of yellow bottom tusks. The orc pulled his sword hand back, but before he could plunge the weapon into Talon, a pitchfork wound around Talon and pierced into the orc’s flesh.
 
   “Gulagh!” the orc hollered as it stumbled back and dropped Talon to the ground.
 
   Talon looked up to see his mother pushing the great beast back, twisting and pressing the pitchfork as far into the orc as she could. Then, she reached down, retrieved the sword Talon had dropped, and cut into the orc’s neck. The orc’s eyes rolled into the back of its head and then it fell to the ground.
 
   “What were you thinking?” Talon’s mother shouted. Talon tried to answer, but she pointed to the nearby well. Talon moved to obey, but then he saw a great, roiling fire falling from the clouds.
 
   “Look!” Talon shouted. The hissing, crackling flames flickered and snarled as a great ball of fire crashed into the ground with a trail of jet black smoke behind it. Earth and sparks spewed out from the crater, showering the village.
 
   Talon heard a mighty roar and then saw a great figure emerge from the sphere of fire. The boy’s lips curled upward into a smile as he saw what he had hoped for.
 
   Basei had come to protect the village.
 
   One swing of the monstrous sword cut down at least a dozen orcs. Bodies were flung out to the side. Then, a fire spawned in Basei’s left hand and leapt out to devour another group of orcs that had been attacking a pair of women near the Farengar’s house.
 
   The orcs soon turned and fled, knowing they were far outmatched.
 
   “Talon, get into the well,” the boy’s mother said breathlessly.
 
   Talon shot her a confused look and shook his head. Then, his mouth fell open in horror as Basei turned and set his fire to the Farengar’s house. The women screamed and ran, but Basei cut them down.
 
   “Talon, hide!”
 
   Talon half ran, half flew toward the well as his mother grabbed the back of his shirt and launched him toward it. He only just managed to grab the rope holding the bucket and avoid falling down into the water below.
 
   Talon peeked up over the edge of the stone, watching his mother run off toward Basei. She was pleading the god for mercy, shouting about the sacrifice she had offered only the day before.
 
   Talon watched in silent horror as Basei turned on her. His left hand reached out and grabbed her by the waist. His steely, talon-like gauntlet wrapped around her and he brought her up to his face.
 
   The boy couldn’t hear what she was saying now, as the shouts and screams around him drowned everything out. Then, the god spoke in a voice like thunder.
 
   “Your goat means nothing,” Basei said in a terrible growl. “A meager plea for protection from a woman and her fragile son.” Basei dropped her, then plunged his sword through her chest. Talon squeaked when his mother fell to the dirt. Basei then turned and set fire to everything, and everyone, around him. Humans, orcs, animals, and buildings were hewn down and burned. Ash and embers filled the air as blood spilled over the ground.
 
   Had the winch holding the bucket not given way in that instant, Basei might very well have seen Talon as well. Fortunately for the boy, he was dropped down into the cold water and spared the horrid fate that consumed everyone else. Occasionally he saw flames or smoke wash over the top of the well, but Basei never found the boy.
 
   He waited in the water for a long time, too afraid to move even after the ground stopped quaking and the smoke above began to thin.
 
   After hours that seemed to drag on for years, Talon gathered the courage to leave the well. He wasn’t entirely sure Basei was gone, but all had been silent for so long, that it seemed a good time to escape the well. Talon began to climb out of the well. He slipped more than a couple of times, but eventually made it out, pulling himself over the stone wall of the well and dropping down onto the dirt. He startled when he nearly bumped noses with an orc. He pushed up from the ground and scooted back toward the well, but breathed a sigh of relief when he realized that it was only an orc’s head that had spooked him. He looked up and saw the smoldering ruins of his home. Ashes floated down like falling leaves as glowing embers rose up over the rubble.
 
   Then, even though everything in his heart was hoping he had not seen his mother die, he turned his head and saw her body. She was lying in the dirt, cast aside by the god she had worshipped.
 
   Talon went to her, crying and sobbing uncontrollably. He knelt down beside her body and saw the matted hair stuck to her face with blood. Why had this happened? What had gone wrong? They had made the appropriate sacrifice. They had come to Basei looking for help, but they were repaid only with ruin.
 
   Talon’s heart broke in that moment. As he watched the dirt swallow his mother’s blood, it reminded him of how his father had died only days before, murdered by a faithless cur that had called himself Talon’s friend.
 
   Anger rose into the boy’s veins. The fire of hate replaced the fear and sadness. He turned and saw his father’s sword. He took the blade in his hands and looked down at his mother once more. After imprinting the image on his mind forever, he surveyed the smoldering village and clenched his jaw.
 
   The young child made the trek back up the hill to the shrine.
 
   The priest came out to meet him. This time the priest’s somber expression was gone and replaced with one of confusion as the priest arched his brow and stared at the sword Talon carried. The priest held his hands up and tried to speak, but Talon was beyond listening.
 
   The child rushed the old man and plunged his father’s blade into the priest’s stomach. The old man doubled over and fell to the dirt, coughing and choking. Talon pulled the blade free.
 
   “You said he would give me strength!” Talon shouted.
 
   The priest looked up with wide, brown eyes and put a bloody hand in the air. “Please, have mercy!” The priest crawled backward, up the steps and scooting along the stone to lean against the altar as Talon followed him.
 
   “Please, you must understand…” the priest contorted violently and fell forward onto his left hand while his right clutched at his stomach.
 
   “Did Basei give mercy?” Talon screamed hysterically. He then lifted the heavy sword up slowly over his head and brought it down hard on the priest’s neck. The bone cracked, but Talon had not the strength to sever the man’s head with the blow. The priest’s body fell limp and the head hung awkwardly from the gaping wound. Talon lifted his sword again and let out a feral yell as he came down for a second chop. This time, the priest’s head came free and rolled away across the stone. Blood splattered across the front of the altar and then poured from the wound, to gather in the same basin at the foot of the stone altar that the goat’s blood had pooled in. 
 
   Talon breathed heavily, tears filling his angry eyes. He knew he couldn’t destroy the stone building, but that didn’t stop him from drenching the statue of Basei in oil and setting it ablaze.
 
   “I will find you, and I will kill you,” Talon swore.
 
   He turned and went to leave the building, pausing only a moment to look down at the puddle of crimson liquid that had gathered around the priest’s body. As he looked down, he saw his face in the reflection, the light from the fire nearby lending the image an ethereal quality. Then, his face grew and changed form until he saw his own eyes staring back at him from behind Basei’s spiked mask.
 
   Talon reached up to pull off the mask. In that instant, a cold rush of air swirled around him and he was back in the cold, dark chamber where he had been before the vision of his past had begun. He was no longer the little boy, but the man he had become in the twenty-four years since that dreadful night. He turned to his right and saw Jahre’s ghost standing before him.
 
   “What are you doing?” Talon hissed.
 
   Jahre shrugged. “I am trying to find the boy I once knew in the man before me.”
 
   Talon shook his head. “That boy is no more.”
 
   Jahre held up a finger. “Allow me to show you something else,” the elf sage said.
 
   Talon would have protested, but he didn’t actually have a choice. In life, Talon was the stronger of the two, but in death, the opposite was the case. The assassin was frozen in place, helpless as Jahre whisked them both through space and time.
 
   “I have told you before that you were not supposed to be there,” Jahre said. “You were not supposed to see what your father and I did.”
 
   “But I did see,” Talon growled.
 
   Jahre nodded. “I understand your hatred for Basei. I lived it with you just moments ago, but there is something that I hope will change your mind about me.”
 
   “There is nothing you could do that will change my hatred for you,” Talon said.
 
   Jahre shrugged and held his arms up in the darkness. A swirling light of silver and blue spun around them. The two spirits were drawn into a vortex and dropped into another one of Talon’s memories, only this time, Talon and Jahre stood nearby, watching the scene unfold instead of reliving it inside Talon’s body.
 
    
 
   They were standing back in Talon’s home. Talon’s father stood near the hearth, and Jahre was with him.
 
   “Come closer,” Jahre told Talon. “I want you to hear everything this time.”
 
   “I know what was said,” Talon replied.
 
   Jahre shook his head and used his magic to pull Talon’s spirit close as he approached the living memories. “You remember only what you heard as a boy. That is not the same thing as remembering all that happened.”
 
   Talon cast his head back and glanced at his former self. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be here,” Talon’s father said in a hushed snarl. “You know you aren’t allowed here since the Mage Wars ended.”
 
   “This is more important than that,” Jahre said quickly. The old elf turned back to smile at Talon.
 
   “You must go!” Talon’s father shouted.
 
   “No, I must stay!” Jahre insisted. “The time has come. We must do it now.”
 
   “Now?” Talon’s father shook his head as he shouted. “We can’t do it now, I have a family now. My boy is only seven. I can’t come with you now.”
 
   “By Icadion’s beard you will listen to me!” Jahre shouted as he jabbed a finger in Talon’s father’s chest. “You knew this was going to happen. You can’t back out of it now.”
 
   “But you said it wouldn’t be until he became a man.”
 
   Jahre nodded and pressed on. “I made a mistake.”
 
   “A mistake?!” Talon’s father fumed and turned away as he put his hands to his temples. “Using too many eggs in cake batter is a mistake, this is a catastrophe! You told me that I would have twenty years. I have not even had half of that and now you say today is the day? Go and do it yourself!”
 
   Jahre moved in and backhanded Talon’s father in the chest. “You know I can’t do that. You also know I can’t control my visions. I see what I see. Sometimes they change. I do the best I can to use the information I receive, but it is not perfect.”
 
   “You said I was to have another child,” Talon’s father snarled as he stepped in close to Jahre.
 
   Talon stiffened when he heard those words. He most definitely had not remembered the argument in such detail as he now saw it playing out before him. He watched for the next hour as the two continued their shouting match. Then Jahre said something that took the fight out of Talon’s father.
 
   “You gave me your word,” Jahre said. “You pledged whatever I would ask, whenever it was asked of you. I explained the bargain to you many times, and gave you several opportunities to withdraw your support. Will you stand by your word now? Or will you cast the world aside because you lost thirteen years?”
 
   Talon’s father nodded as tears ran over his cheeks. “I will go with you. Will you promise to save him?”
 
   Jahre nodded. “You ask that which is already pledged. He is your son, but he is my grandson. I will do everything within my power to help him achieve his destiny.”
 
   “In your dreams, does he still stand upon a razor’s edge?”
 
   Jahre nodded. “I will not lie to you. The fates have not shown me a guaranteed success. However, I will do whatever is necessary to save him from destruction.”
 
   “Then let’s go.” Talon’s father turned and offered a single nod to Talon’s mother and then departed the house with Jahre.
 
   Jahre’s spirit turned to Talon’s spirit. “What was it that caused you to run after us?” Jahre asked.
 
   Talon smirked and pointed to his father’s sword. “My father never left the house without his sword. I thought he would need it.”
 
   As the two spirits stood and watched, Talon’s mother rushed in and sat with the young Talon on the bed, stroking his hair and telling him everything would be alright. His mother started to cry, and then Talon looked up and saw his father’s sword still hanging on the hook on the wall.
 
   Talon wriggled free from his mother and yanked the sword down from its hook and ran for the door.
 
   “And there it is,” Jahre’s spirit said. “The cruel twist of fate that I had not foreseen. In my visions, your father had indeed always been wearing his sword when we left to meet with Khefir. I suppose this alteration is what set you on your current path.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Talon’s mother called out.
 
   “Father needs his sword!” Talon shouted.
 
   “No, Talon come back!” his mother screamed.
 
   “No, he is the captain. He can’t go outside without his sword! If the orcs come again he will need it!”
 
   Talon was out the door in a flash. The two spirits moved along with him, walking through the slammed door and easily keeping pace with the running boy who was chasing his father down the path leading toward the meadow near their house. Even as a spirit, Talon could only faintly make out his father’s outline as the sun was beginning to drop below the horizon.
 
   “Talon!” his mother called from behind.
 
   The young boy shook his head. “Orcs attack at night.” The young Talon sprinted as fast as he could.
 
   “Come,” Jahre said suddenly. He snapped his fingers and the two spirits caught up with the living memories of Jahre and Talon’s father.
 
   “Are you certain today is the day?” Talon’s father asked.
 
   “I am,” Jahre replied. “You know if there was any other way, I would pursue it.”
 
   Talon’s father turned and smiled kindly to Jahre. “You have always been strange, father. For that I have both hated and loved you. Still, if you say that my boy is the one who can stop the End War, then let’s get on with it. I don’t want him chasing after us and discovering what we are about to do.”
 
   “I love you,” Jahre said through tears as his voice caught in his throat and his shoulders slumped downward.
 
   “And I you,” Talon’s father replied with a terrible sigh. “Get on with it then.” Talon’s father turned and put his back to Jahre. “Make it quick.” Talon’s father then dropped to his knees. Jahre pulled a curved knife from his belt and plunged the blade deep into Talon’s father’s back. Then the elf pulled his hair back in one hand and raised his knife to Talon’s father’s throat.
 
   Talon still felt the same wave of anger come over him that he had as a boy, but now it was mixed with confusion also. His father had not been betrayed as he had thought as a boy. He was a willing sacrifice.
 
   “NO!” the young Talon screamed from behind in the brief moment before the knife made contact with his father’s skin. 
 
   From the spirit’s close vantage point, Talon saw that his father turned around and put his hand out to stay the young boy. A spark leapt from Talon’s father’s hand toward the ground.
 
   “No, Talon, stay away!” his father said in a strained voice. “It’s alright, stay back!”
 
   “I have to finish it,” Jahre said decisively. The elf sage slit Talon’s father’s throat and spilled his blood upon the dirt.
 
   “You see,” Jahre’s spirit said to Talon’s spirit as he pointed to the spark on the ground that Talon’s father had ignited. “It was your father who called upon the vines to stop you.”
 
   Talon’s spirit watched the spark enter into a thick, green stem and then disappear into the ground. A moment later, a vine appeared out of the ground and wrapped around the young Talon’s ankle, thrusting him to the ground. Talon fumbled his father’s sword and struggled against the vine as it coiled multiple times around his leg like a massive, wooden snake. As the vines held the young boy, the elf sage continued his ritual.
 
   “Your father knew what he was doing. He was buying your soul,” Jahre’s spirit said.
 
   Talon looked back to the living memory of his father and felt the same crippling pain and fear as he watched the knife plunge into his father’s heart. The living memory of Jahre chanted an incantation, summoning forth a god from the underworld.
 
   Talon watched as a black hole ripped through the air above his father. Through the hole stepped an immensely large figure. His feet were shod with burning coals. Ash fell from his feet as he walked, but the being seemed to feel no pain. His legs were massive, muscular limbs that were each larger than Jahre’s entire body. The being’s left hand emerged to grab onto the edge of the hole, and Talon could see skin hanging loosely from the exposed finger bones of the decaying limb. The arm itself was still encased in skin, though it appeared pale and dead. A hooded vest covered the being’s torso and head.
 
   “Khefir,” Jahre said respectfully. “I herewith present my offering, as we agreed.”
 
   Khefir reached up with his rotting hand and pulled back his hood. The young Talon ceased struggling against the vines which held him and froze instantly when he saw Khefir’s yellow skull. Black orbs looked down to Jahre and then to Talon’s father. Long, coarse white hair rustled in the evening wind behind Khefir’s skull. Khefir’s jaw bone freely moved and clicked as he spoke. “I accept your offering,” Khefir declared. He stretched forth his hand and pointed to Jahre’s knife. A black spark leapt from Khefir’s exposed index finger bone to the knife and the blood thereon began to glow. “See that you do not disturb me again, wicked elf,” Khefir threatened.
 
   A group of massive, black tendrils burst through the ground, heaving dirt and grass through the air as they reached up and wrapped around Talon’s father. Then, they pulled him into the dirt as easily as if he had been made of water. Afterward, Khefir returned through his portal and the black hole resealed.
 
   Jahre looked to the ground where Talon’s father had been and then he turned to face Talon. “Go home, boy,” Jahre said. The elf stretched his hand out and the green vines released their hold. Talon remained on the ground, petrified. Jahre approached and picked up the sword Talon had dropped. He pulled the blade from its sheath and examined it for a moment.
 
   “If this was all prearranged, you could have been nicer,” Talon’s spirit said to the ghost of Jahre.
 
   Jahre’s ghost nodded. “Perhaps, but I was never to see you again. I thought it better to teach you a lesson.” Jahre’s specter turned and narrowed its glowing eyes on Talon’s spirit. “The world was going to be a harsh place for you. I gave you the best advice I had at the time. If you realize now who I am, then you will understand that I gave the same advice to your father. Come, let’s finish watching. Reliving the memory in full will help you understand that I am not your enemy.” Jahre’s ghost pointed back to the scene and Talon begrudgingly turned his gaze toward it.
 
   The young Talon was frozen with fear. His eyes were wide, glued to the blade that the elf now held.
 
   The living memory of Jahre stepped closer to the young Talon and spoke. “I once told my son something, and now I will tell you the same thing,” Jahre hissed. “If you want to protect those you love, you will need to be faster, stronger, and smarter than your enemy.”
 
   Jahre flipped the sword over and plunged the point into the dirt next to Talon’s face. The blade sliced over the young boy’s cheekbone. Talon recoiled away quickly. He leapt to his feet and charged forward, hands outstretched for his father’s sword.
 
   “Faster, stronger, and smarter,” Jahre hissed again. Then he was gone.
 
   Talon ripped the sword free and hacked away at the air. He swung furiously until he had exhausted himself. His chest heaved for breath, and his shoulders slumped under the weight of the sword.
 
   “You were wrong,” Talon’s ghost said. “I still hate you.”
 
   Jahre nodded and snapped his fingers. The two of them were instantly back in the dark chamber where they had started.
 
   “No matter how many times you make me relive my parents’ deaths, I will always hate you. I, like Khefir, believe you to be a wicked elf. Whatever business you have with me, you can forget about it. I will not help you.”
 
   “One final vision then,” Jahre said.
 
   “Enough visions,” Talon replied. “I want nothing more to do with your meddling.”
 
   “You have no choice!” Jahre shouted with such force that the very core of Talon’s soul trembled and quaked. “I gave my word to my son –your father— that I would fight for you. On Ea’s grave, I will get through that thick, damaged skull of yours if it is the last thing I do.”
 
   A golden cord appeared from the darkness and wrapped itself around Talon’s spirit. The dead assassin tried to move, but found his struggles futile. He was the elf’s prisoner.
 
   The darkness fell out from below them and the two spirits dropped down onto some valley that Talon didn’t recognize. There were strange trees that he did not know. The forest stretched out to the north for as far as he could see until a great range of snow-capped mountains stopped them. To the south were green, tall grasses covering hills and valleys. A river bordered the east, running out to the sea in the south.
 
   Two armies were on opposite sides of the field. One had managed to build wooden palisades and blockades. The other had erected siege engines and marshalled a large force of footmen.
 
   “What does this battle have to do with me?” Talon asked. “Is this a picture of the End War you keep talking about?”
 
   Jahre sniggered. “This is a war of men. The End War will be much more than that. No, this battle has nothing to do with you.”
 
   “Then why show me?”
 
   Jahre pointed to the army on the western side. “If you look carefully, you will see a large man, dressed in heavy armor and shrouded in fire.”
 
   Talon watched as catapults threw burning clay pots toward the palisade. The projectiles crashed and exploded, showering the area in flame and creating a thick blanket of smoke.
 
   “You see, the captain of that army thought it would be a good idea to send one of his biggest men dressed as Basei.”
 
   Talon’s interest piqued and he watched intently. A large man came forward, shouting and hollering as a group of enemy soldiers rushed out from the palisade. The large man cut through a number of them, pretending to call down fire from the sky as more catapults launched additional projectiles. Soon, the enemy soldiers were rushing back into the safety of their palisade, closing the gates and shouting out the name Basei as they ran through their camp sounding alarms.
 
   “This isn’t going to end well,” Jahre said with a shake of his head. “Look up, Talon, and tell me what you see.”
 
   Talon looked up and saw a large fireball, much like the one that had landed in his home village when he was a boy. He felt the same knot of fear grip him and twist his core. The fiery ball crashed down into the ground, melting the pretender in an instant and showering dirt and fire all around.
 
   The giant demi-god roared and leapt out from the sphere. He held his left hand out and engulfed the western army with flame. The soldiers behind the palisade began to cheer, but their fortune was short lived.
 
   Basei growled and turned on them in his fury. He cut the gate down with one swing of his mighty sword and then he set about his work of destruction. Bodies were hewn in two, tents and walls were razed to the ground. Basei even slew the horses. When he had finished, there were none left alive, just like it had happened in Talon’s village.
 
   “Why do you show me this?” Talon roared.
 
   Jahre turned and put a finger up to silence Talon.
 
   Basei turned in their direction and started walking toward them, cutting down obstacles in his way as he scanned the area.
 
   “This is no memory,” Jahre warned. “This is happening right now. True, it is in a land far from our own, but I wanted to show you what Basei does throughout Terramyr.”
 
   “I already know Basei is despicable,” Talon replied.
 
   “Who dares insult the mighty Basei?” Basei thundered. Fire and smoke whirled around the two ghosts, and Jahre moved in close to Talon, sliding a golden cord into the dead assassin’s mouth.
 
   “A demi-god is not all-powerful, but we do not want him to find us yet,” Jahre cautioned.
 
   Basei stormed toward them, but Jahre was able to whisk the two spirits back with his magic. As they ascended back into the clouds, Talon could hear the wailing, angry Basei down below.
 
   “He slaughters indiscriminately,” Jahre said once they were back in the dark chamber. “I thought you should see that.”
 
   The golden cords loosened and Talon was again able to move and speak. “I saw it before. Why do you think I am after him?”
 
   Jahre held a finger up. “Then you agree he had no right to kill both armies just now?”
 
   Talon narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to play upon my conscience?”
 
   Jahre shook his head. “No, I am trying to ply logic. You saw what Basei is wont to do. What do you imagine he will choose when the End War comes? Will he side with the world, or will he destroy it all just for the sake of having something to fight?”
 
   Talon didn’t answer, but he didn’t have too. They both knew the truth of it.
 
   Jahre moved in close. “Now, the question is, what would you do in his place?”
 
   Talon turned a puzzled look on the elf.
 
   “If you had Basei’s power, where would you stand in the End War?”
 
   “You said that the council would send the four horsemen to destroy the world. Maybe I would side with them, and ascend to a higher throne.”
 
   Jahre nodded. “But how would that sit with your conscience?” he asked. “Could you live with that reality? After all, to side with the four horsemen would mean that you would have to help them destroy everything. Young, old, male, and female.”
 
   Talon shook his head. “Maybe I wouldn’t side with them,” Talon began. “Then again, I wouldn’t have to stop them either.”
 
   Jahre pointed an ethereal finger at Talon. “No, I know you better than that, boy. You would yearn to protect the mothers of this world. You have, after all, one rule that you must live by. You don’t kill women. Standing by while monsters killed them would stain your hands as much as if you were swinging the sword yourself.”
 
   Talon looked down and shook his head. “You would stake all of your hope in me?”
 
   Jahre moved in closer still and nodded emphatically. “I have seen what you can do if you come down on the right side. I have already paid the price to give you another chance. So has your father.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I saw that you would kill Basei,” Jahre replied. “When your mother and father became pregnant, I saw that you would grow to slay the horrid demi-god. I saw that with his power you would heal much of the suffering in this world. That is the Talon I fight to save, even now.”
 
   “But you also saw a version where I become something ‘worse’ as you called it. Where I use the position of a demigod for something else, becoming something even more powerful,” Talon pressed.
 
   Jahre backed away and nodded solemnly. “I did. There are more than one such versions of the future, in fact. Some show you storming Hammenfein to release your father’s soul, thereby bringing the council down upon Terramyr centuries before it otherwise would. Other versions show that you become as bloodthirsty as Basei. Others show that you simply fade away, turning your back upon a dying world.” Jahre stopped then, his spirit trembling as he seemed to be fighting the words that came next. “There is one even more terrifying than any of those though. A vision of death and destruction that eclipses all known catastrophes conceivable in this world. In that vision, I saw—”
 
   Talon didn’t need to wait for the explanation. He had seen it in his dreams during the first night of his death. “I use the Sierri’Tai army to destroy all of the gods.”
 
   Jahre nodded. “It would mean the end of all life.” The two stood there for several moments before Jahre looked up and put on a forced smile. “That future is far from you, I think. You and I know you have a conscience, even if you won’t admit it to yourself. Otherwise you would kill women as easily as men.” Jahre leaned in for added emphasis. “Additionally, now that we are spirits, I have had the opportunity to look over your history in its entirety. Not only have you a rule against killing women, but you have never slain a child either.”
 
   Talon smirked. He was not about to let Jahre win the debate so easily. “You are forgetting something, elf.”
 
   Jahre knit his brow and tilted his head to the side. “Am I?”
 
   “You fail to see how my starting a war between Shausmat and Zinferth has led to the death of many, including women and children.” Talon smiled to himself as he watched Jahre squirm and fish for a rebuttal.
 
   Jahre’s mouth hung open. “But…you didn’t kill them directly.”
 
   “Nor did I stop them from being killed. I did what was necessary to accomplish my goals. What makes you believe I won’t do the same on a much larger scale if it suits me?”
 
   Jahre closed his glowing eyes. “I refuse to believe that you will. When the time comes, you must choose right. You must!”


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   Kelden stumbled forward. A rough hand pushed his back while another seized his upper arm and yanked him onward. The chains connecting his ankles rattled and slithered across the stone floor. A faint bit of light managed to penetrate the bag over his head, but it did nothing to help orient the man while he was shoved and pulled.
 
   He heard a metallic click, and then the squeaking hinges of a door. He was pulled forward and greeted by the sounds of cheers.
 
   “Kill the spy!” someone shouted out.
 
   “Death to the queen’s man!” another hollered.
 
   A breeze swirled around him, alerting him that he was now outside. The rattling of his chains softened as they scraped along hardened dirt instead of stone with each step, as Kelden was escorted forward by a man on either side.
 
   The bag was ripped from his head and the light assaulted his eyes. He staggered to his left and shook his head as he squinted against the brightness, but the men with him didn’t allow him any time to recover. The two escorts pushed and pulled with a sense of urgency that was unnerving.
 
   When his eyes finally adjusted, Kelden realized where he was. He was out behind the prison, approaching the gallows. The platform was raised six feet from the ground, and was fifteen feet long and eight feet wide. The beam running over the platform was thick and sturdy, easily capable of supporting four or five men at a time.
 
   Today, there was only one rope hanging down from the beam.
 
   A two wheeled cart behind the gallows held a pile of bodies from the previous day’s hanging. Kelden had seen several officers taken from their cells over the last several days, never to return. Now, he was about to join them.
 
   Kelden felt a knot grow in the pit of his stomach. How had it come to this? He had survived so much, only to be brought now to a grotesque end by a rope. This is not what he had ever imagined his final moments to be like. There were seven men standing before the platform, all wearing Shausmatian uniforms. On the platform stood Captain Vald, the commander responsible for Kobhir’s downfall.
 
   If only Kelden had succeeded in his attempt to assassinate the man, perhaps the war would have gone differently. Kelden sighed and hung his head low, looking to the ground. The man pulling him along nearly dragged him up the stairs and onto the platform. He led him to the rope and then motioned to the stool below the noose.
 
   Kelden tested the ropes binding his wrists. His skin stung instantly and the rope wouldn’t yield at all. There was nothing he could do.
 
   “Up you go,” one of the men said sourly.
 
   Kelden stepped up with his right foot, and then half-jumped the rest of the way onto the stool. The Shausmatians in front of him shouted and hurled insults.
 
   Vald stepped over to stand in front of Kelden. The hard man narrowed his eyes on Kelden and tilted his head to the side, almost nodding. “I have a great deal of respect for what you tried to do,” he whispered. “I have talked with Queen Dalynn about you. It seems you were most loyal in all of your efforts. Your valor and courage is beyond question.”
 
   Kelden looked curiously at Vald, wondering where this conversation was going, and why Vald would take the time to say any of it.
 
   “The queen made an impassioned plea for your life, informing me of how you single-handedly put down an insurrection,” Vald said. “Then, you destroyed a network of human smugglers that had permeated through each one of your major cities. Truly you are an agent of value to your sovereign.” Vald set his jaw to the side and smoothed out the shoulders of Kelden’s shirt before smiling and bringing his hands down to his sides. His face took on a somewhat harder expression and his voice grew stern, but the smile still remained. “But then there is the matter of how you retook Rasselin. I won’t say I was sorry to learn of General Tehrigg’s death at your hands. I disliked working with the treacherous lout. However, your actions in Rasselin took an important foothold from my army. Now I will have to spend time hunting down all of the soldiers we had already captured that you released.”
 
   Kelden stood firm, watching Vald, but saying nothing.
 
   Vald shook his head. “Your actions were noble, from a Zinferthian point of view, but for me they are troublesome. You have made the roads more dangerous for my men. Supplies have to be well guarded now to avoid being attacked by marauders and guerillas.” Vald’s smile disappeared. “Then there is the fact that you had the audacity to try to kill me. I must say, it was a bold move. Had you succeeded, perhaps Kobhir would still stand under a Zinferth flag.” Vald sighed and glanced out to the men waiting in front of the gallows and then turned back to Kelden. “I am sure that Nage will reward you for your valor, but as a commanding officer, I cannot allow someone as dangerous as you to live.”
 
   Vald offered a half smile and motioned for one of the escorts to leave. He then turned back to Kelden. “I almost regret needing to do this. A man of your caliber is nearly unheard of.” Vald shrugged and shook his head. “However, I know that if I let you go, you would only find your way back to make more trouble for me, and I can’t have that. Please know, that I have the utmost respect for you, Captain Ferryl.”
 
   “You haven’t won yet,” Kelden said.
 
   Vald made a puffing sound through his nose and pursed his lips as he shook his head. “String him up,” Vald told the second escort.
 
   The coarse, thick rope scratched Kelden’s forehead as the noose was slid down into place. Kelden felt the escort’s hands work the rope, tightening the knot and centering it behind his head.
 
   The next few moments seemed a blur. Vald exited the courtyard and closed the door loudly. One of the soldiers standing in front of the platform came forward and started listing the charges against Kelden.
 
   Kelden eyed the seven Shausmatian soldiers and felt his anger grow inside of him. Then, he caught one of the soldiers winking at him. Kelden frowned and looked closer. The green eyed man slipped behind another Shausmatian and seemed to disappear into the small crowd as if he had only been a figment of Kelden’s imagination. Captain Ferryl scanned the group, searching for the green-eyed man, but the soldier who had been listing the charges against Kelden raised his arm and dropped it.
 
   The escort closest to Kelden kicked the stool out from under Kelden, and for half a second everything moved in slow motion. At first he didn’t feel himself falling down. His feet flew out with the stool, and his torso lurched backward as if he had slipped on something. The soldiers cheered and threw their fists in the air.
 
   Then Kelden felt himself descending. He tensed. His muscles stiffened and his eyes closed. He clenched his jaw. The air rushed up around him. His body was jerked violently upright and his legs swung back under him. His neck burned as the noose tightened and felt as if it were on the verge of breaking. His feet dangled only inches from the surface of the platform, but they were nowhere near close enough to support him.
 
   CRRRR-SNAP!
 
   Kelden’s vision blurred and darkened. He heard a loud thump and his head hit something solid. He gasped for breath, his whole body both numb and burning at the same time. He rolled over onto his side before he realized what had happened.
 
   The beam over him had broken. He looked up to see one section over him. It looked as though the beam had been nearly entirely sawn through, with just a small section left intact. Kelden lifted his head and saw that the other half of the beam had come down atop the escort who had been on the platform with Kelden, splitting the top of his head open and laying him out on the wood.
 
   A chorus of shouts erupted from the soldiers on the ground below.
 
   Kelden gathered his feet under him and jumped up.
 
   The other guard who had escorted him to the gallows was already running toward him.
 
   Kelden leaned his shoulder forward and leapt at the other escort. The man let out a puff of air and lurched over Kelden’s back. Kelden then shot up with his head, connecting with the guard’s chin and rocking his head back. Before the disoriented man could recover, Kelden jumped up and lashed out with both legs. The two men fell to the platform with a terrible thud.
 
   Shouting and cursing came from the crowd. Kelden knew he had to escape, but how? His legs were chained at the ankles. There was no way he could outrun the other soldiers. Still, he wasn’t about to go down without a fight. He rolled over, gathering his legs beneath himself again and stood. He shuffled, chains rattling fiercely, to the side of the platform and jumped down.
 
   He hit the ground hard, barely managing to stay on his feet. A roar from behind him made him look up. One of the officers who had come to witness his execution had broken out from the group and was rushing toward him. He raised a sword and prepared to leap atop Kelden.
 
   Just as he drew near, something poked through the man’s chest, spraying crimson blood out over the ground. A second later a hand yanked the guard back by the throat and dropped the lifeless body next to the platform.
 
   Kelden’s eyes shot wide and his mouth fell open.
 
   “Careful there, Kelden, your face might freeze like that,” Yeoj winked. Then the man flashed that devilish smile of his that had always unnerved Kelden as he knocked Kelden’s legs out from under him, causing him to narrowly avoid being hit by an arrow. Yeoj twirled away around the side of the platform, leaving Kelden in the dust near the slain officer. Kelden heard the clashing of swords and the screams of dying men as he struggled for a moment to right himself with both hands and feet shackled.
 
   Then, it was over.
 
   Yeoj walked around to the back of the platform, his green eyes alight with pleasure. “I think we’ve tried it your way long enough, Captain.” Yeoj dangled a key between the index and thumb of his left hand.
 
   Kelden shuffled toward Yeoj, watching the man carefully. Kelden couldn’t understand it. The last time he had seen Yeoj, the man was lying in a bed with heavy, raised scars on his hands and a ghastly burn across most of his back. Yet, here he was, walking without pain and seemingly as healthy and strong as he had ever been before the devastating battle at the forge where he sustained his terrible wounds. “Your burns are healed?”
 
   Yeoj nodded. “When the city was besieged, an old friend of mine came to visit me.”
 
   “An old friend?” Kelden echoed questioningly.
 
   Yeoj slipped the key into the lock holding the chains on Kelden’s ankles and then turned the man around to loose his wrists. “I’m afraid I can’t give you the name,” Yeoj said. “Just know that this friend’s heart is in the right place, and he was able to patch me up.”
 
   Kelden shook his head as he rubbed his wrists. “No one patches up burns like what you had,” Kelden said sharply. “Unless there was magic involved.”
 
   Yeoj winked and put a finger to his nose. “I’d love to stay and chat, but we must be moving.”
 
   Kelden stepped around Yeoj to find six corpses on the ground in front of the gallows. “You killed all of them?” Kelden asked.
 
   “There weren’t that many of them,” Yeoj said quickly.
 
   “How did you find me?” Kelden asked.
 
   “It would take too long to explain,” Yeoj said. “We should leave before the others figure out what has happened.” Yeoj ran to the cart laden with bodies and leaned his weight into it as he pushed it toward the door that led in from the courtyard. No sooner had he wedged the cart against the door, than someone slammed into it from the inside.
 
   “What’s going on out there?” someone shouted.
 
   Yeoj hurriedly reached between the corpses and pulled up a leather sack. He quickly opened the drawstring and began dumping a dark powder all over the corpses and the wagon. Then, he took some of the remaining powder and created a line leading away from the cart.
 
   “You are going to want to stand back,” Yeoj said. The green-eyed man shook the last of the powder out of the bag and fished a tinder kit out of his pocket.
 
   “It was you who sawed the beam, wasn’t it?” Kelden asked.
 
   “Didn’t think I’d let you die, did you?” Yeoj replied.
 
   “But how did you manage to sneak into this place?”
 
   “Less talking, more walking,” Yeoj replied as he pointed toward an iron grate twenty yards behind the gallows.
 
   The shouting behind the door became more furious now and men from the inside were ramming the door, shaking the cart. Yeoj worked his tinder kit and lit the trail of powder. It fizzled and sizzled loudly as gray smoke flew up into the air and yellow sparks shot off in every direction.
 
   “Time to go!” Yeoj yelled. The man sprinted for the grate, grabbing Kelden’s arm and dragging him along. Yeoj bent down and pulled the barrier out and pointed down. “If we hurry, I can get you back with Queen Dalynn.” Yeoj waved impatiently to the open hole.
 
   Kelden looked down. “No ladder,” he said.
 
   “Yes, I noticed that while I was climbing up earlier. Still, shouldn’t be a problem on the way down. Come on then, off you go.”
 
   Kelden shot Yeoj an incredulous look, but Yeoj grabbed him again and shoved him down into the hole. A moment later, Yeoj was sliding down the shaft right above Kelden. Kelden had to work his hands and feet quickly, pressing his back against the opposite side of the shaft to try to control his descent, but Yeoj was not making it easy.
 
   A mighty explosion erupted above and vibrated through the shaft they were climbing through. Kelden’s hand slipped on a patch of thick, wet moss and he fell. A few seconds later, he plopped into a deep canal of cool water. The current took him downstream a few yards, until he resurfaced and managed to swim to one side. He pulled himself up onto the narrow walkway and swept the water from his face. He looked up to the tunnel and watched as Yeoj nimbly climbed down through the hole and flung himself toward the walkway. The man managed not to get a single drop of water on him.
 
   “Tell me who could heal you,” Kelden said. “A man like that can work miracles. I remember how deep the burns were.”
 
   Yeoj shook his head. “The secret dies with me. However, I will give you a bit of other news that should lighten your mood.”
 
   Kelden pushed up to his feet and awkwardly pressed himself against the wall as Yeoj walked past him and motioned for him to follow. “What’s that?” Kelden asked.
 
   “I thought you might like to know that Pendonov is safe.” He said as he grabbed Kelden by the shoulders and stepped nimbly around him on the narrow walkway.
 
   “Where is he?” Kelden asked with a sigh of relief. Last he knew, Pendonov was alternating between tending to Yeoj and preparing for defending the city as the queen had called for a mass conscription of all fighting-aged men.
 
   Yeoj turned and shrugged as he tugged on Kelden’s sleeve to urge him to follow him deeper into the dark tunnel. “Well, before all the fighting started, a group of elves came to the house where we were staying with Sebina, her aunt, and Jenedina. They said that Sebina’s brother had sent them. They took everyone to the Elven Isles.”
 
   “The Elven Isles, are you sure?”
 
   Yeoj nodded and fished in his pocket for something. He stopped, frowning while his hand rummaged around. “Ah, there it is.” He produced a small note and handed it to Kelden.”
 
   “The seal is broken,” Kelden said aloud as he took it.
 
   Yeoj shrugged. “Yes, well, you never returned to read it, so I thought I should take a peek at it.”
 
   Kelden smiled and shook his head. “Who gave Pendonov authority to leave?” Kelden asked after he read the note.
 
   “I did,” Yeoj said, using his foot to sweep a rat from the walkway and into the water as he continued forward. “Seemed the right thing to do at the time.”
 
   “You what?” Kelden asked as he quick-stepped forward to catch Yeoj by the shoulder. “You have no authority to do that.”
 
   Yeoj winked and pointed to the letter. “If I were you, I would worry about that cube the letter talks about. Besides, if the elves are taking your other operative, Kai, then Pendonov really isn’t much of a loss.”
 
   “What are you playing at?”
 
   Yeoj’s smile disappeared and he shook his head with a frown. “I’m not playing. Don’t you see?” Yeoj sighed and glanced down the tunnel to where it branched into three smaller waterways. “We need to keep moving. It won’t take them long to discover how we escaped. I have to get you to the queen.”
 
   “The queen?” Kelden echoed, standing dumbstruck in place as Yeoj began his way toward the right hand divergence.
 
   Yeoj beckoned him onward and nodded. “I saw her before I came to rescue you. She is doing well. She, Sir Alexander, the prince, and Karmt are all on a ship. It is making ready to sail west, for her exile.”
 
   “So Vald isn’t going to execute her?”
 
   Yeoj shook his head. “More than that, he gave her the cube back.”
 
   “The cube?” Kelden squinted in disbelief. “Captain Vald, the Shausmatian commander who captured Kobhir and dethroned the queen has not only decided to let her and her closest advisors live, but he is giving her the one artifact that could prove her claim to rule the old empire? Are you sure of this?”
 
   Yeoj nodded. “Yep. That was one of the reasons I was sent to come and get you. Queen Dalynn is going to need your services. Come on, now. We have to reach the ship before they put out to sea.”
 
   “And what about you?” Kelden asked.
 
   “No, I am staying.” Yeoj called out over his shoulder as he made his way through a man-sized hole that had been bent back in the metal grating which covered the waterway’s exit from the tunnel to join with the city’s main canal as it emptied into the ocean , 
 
   “To do what?” Kelden asked, following him through. “You going to fight the Shausmatians all by yourself?”
 
   Yeoj turned and winked again. “Precisely, but I won’t be alone exactly. I’ll have my friend.” The two of them blinked in the sunlight for a moment, and then Yeoj gestured away to a private dock down the beach. “Your ship awaits, my captain.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
   “Why am I here?” Talon asked as he stared out into the pale light of the morning. The warm sun was rising off in the east and casting a silvery light over the morning dew and low hanging fog that covered the grassy field. He stood there, frozen and unable to move.
 
   Jahre walked around to stand in front of Talon, though his ethereal feet never touched upon the ground’s surface. The ghost of the elf sage smiled warmly. “I am running out of time. Khefir will return at the end of the three day term. Then, I will be taken down to Hammenfein, and you will be left to your own devices.”
 
   Talon didn’t say anything. The images he had seen haunted his memory. Reliving his parents’ murder had seemed so real. He had been unable to disconnect himself from the experience. He was not simply a spectator, it was as if he had gone through it for a second time. The feelings of anger, hatred, and guilt were as fresh in his soul now as they had been when he was a boy.
 
   The only difference was that now he had a clearer picture. Resist as he might, Talon knew that Jahre was presenting him with the truth. Talon’s father had been a willing sacrifice. Jahre, Talon’s grandfather, was soon to become the second sacrifice. His mother’s was a tragic murder, but it was brought about by the horrid, wretched bloodlust that was deeply rooted in Basei’s being.
 
   Even if it was only for revenge, Talon knew that he had to seek Jahre’s help. Without it, there was no way to make Basei pay for his crimes.
 
   “I can see you are thinking,” Jahre said. “Would you be open to hearing a lesson about the gods?”
 
   Talon managed a single nod.
 
   Jahre smiled and turned about. The elf spirit waved his hands and a vision opened in the air before them, pushing aside the mist and blocking out the sun as if the images played upon some sort of wall.
 
   The land in the vision was barren and dark. Crazed, depraved beings with bloodshot eyes and wicked blades lurked over a field littered with broken corpses. Their howls and screams filled the air, piercing Talon’s mind. Off in the distance behind them, a great volcano spewed lava as lightning streaked across an ashen cloud.
 
   “This is the end of the first Great War,” Jahre said. “You can see that the armies of evil have triumphed. If you look to the back of their ranks, you will see a faint, purple glow. That is from the harbinger crystal. It was forged into a weapon, and used to challenge the gods themselves.”
 
   Talon nodded. “Yes, so the Old Gods retreated, destroying the rainbow bridge behind them and leaving the mortals of Terramyr to fend for themselves,” the dead assassin put in quickly. “I know the story well. That is why my mother worshipped Basei.”
 
   Jahre nodded and held up a finger. The vision shifted as the elf waved his left hand. The barren wastes fell away and were hidden from sight by a large range of mountains. “You see this? This is the border of the lands where the wicked army lives. Though the Fallen One was able to seal the sun from the sky in the barren wastelands around the Obsidian Tomb and the volcano known as Gaia’s Tear, the Nahktun Mountains sealed the evil off from the rest of the world.
 
   “The vile creatures that were created by the harbinger crystal cannot infiltrate any lands outside of their own, for the sun will destroy them.”
 
   “Yet the Old Gods cowered in fear and left this world, leaving it ripe for the demi-gods to take and control under their despotism,” Talon commented.
 
   Jahre turned a stern look on Talon. “Not so!” His hard gaze held Talon’s eyes for a moment and then the elf turned back to the vision. “There was one who stayed behind, Lysander, the Protector of Men. The Old Gods have not entirely abandoned us.”
 
   “Then why doesn’t he stop the demi-gods?” Talon countered.
 
   Jahre continued without addressing the question. “Not all of the demi-gods are evil,” Jahre said. “In fact, most of them went in search of their power in order to protect their homes. One might even have called their quest a noble one. However, as power has a way of doing, it corrupted some of them. Basei more so than others.”
 
   “Give me one example of a demi-god that is not corrupted,” Talon hissed.
 
   Jahre nodded. “Lisei, the goddess of lightning and storms,” he said quickly. “She is not worshipped widely in Shausmat or Zinferth, but she has not fallen to corruption. Wasei, the god of fresh waters, is another example.”
 
   “Wasei is weak,” Talon shot back.
 
   Jahre shrugged. “There used to be more shrines in his name all throughout the Elven Isles as well as your home on the mainland, but they were overrun by Basei’s followers long ago. Still, I wouldn’t say Wasei is weak. It is just that Basei has his seat of power here, in this corner of the world, and therefore has a fast hold on its people.”
 
   Talon thought of Basei’s main temple and couldn’t stifle the growl that rose from the depths of his soul. “Things would be different if I had reached the gate,” he said without thinking.
 
   “You forget,” Jahre began, “I intend to help you get to the gate. I want you to dethrone Basei as much as you want revenge on him.”
 
   Talon curled his lip and held eye contact for a few moments before begrudgingly giving a single nod. “Go on with your lesson.”
 
   “As I was saying, the mortals that went on the quest for power found a very special relic, called the Sacred Seed. This gave them each powers that matched their character. Basei was given dominion over fire, destruction, and battle. As a mortal, he was already an intimidating purveyor of death, and the powers granted him by the sacred seed enhanced everything he already was in mortality. Others gained their several powers in similar fashion. No doubt you have heard of Wasei, Lisei, Osei, Esei, Asei, and other demi-gods, yes? They each have a specific dominion. For example, Lisei is the goddess lightning and storms. Esei if the god of earth and stone. The list goes on, but the point is that each victorious adventurer received great powers. Combined they could use their dominion to better the lives of those living upon Terramyr. Still, even with the gift of immortality, their wisdom was limited. Having been created as mortals, and coming from various walks of life as mortals do, their own emotions and desires ultimately drove them apart. What had once been a force to protect Terramyr from the Fallen One and his army, collapsed into disorder and resulted in individually acting, self-interested demi-gods. This disharmony not only yokes the people with a great burden, but it also creates a great weakness.”
 
   “A weakness for Terramyr?” Talon asked.
 
   “Precisely,” Jahre said with a nod. “Should the Fallen One ever return, and lead his army against the demi-gods, none of them will have the power to stand against him. After they fall, it is only a matter of time before the Fallen One will uncover a way to reach Volganor. Once that is accomplished, and he sets himself against the Old Gods in their Heaven City, then Terramyr shall become a doomed and cursed planet. The High Council will send the four horsemen to destroy our world.”
 
   “So, if I kill Basei, then you are saying my army of dark elves will be able to stop the Fallen One and prevent the end of the world, is that it?”
 
   Jahre shook his head. “The End War will come. The Fallen One will not be stopped by any single demi-god, or even all of them combined. However, you will be the deciding factor in the struggle against the horsemen.”
 
   “When will this war occur?” Talon asked.
 
   Jahre shrugged. “The visions are not clear. There are so many factors that contribute, it is impossible to gauge the time between now and then. It could be a decade, or possibly eons. There is no way to be sure.”
 
   Talon thought on this for a moment, trying to ascertain what angle the old sage might be trying to play, concocting such a fanciful tale of Talon rising as a hero to the whole world.  Such a thing was not in his nature, and he doubted the sincerity of one he had counted as a mortal enemy in life, and who now seemed to possess even greater powers for manipulation in death. . 
 
   “Why me?” he asked, carefully watching every nuance of Jahre’s facial expression and body language to try and determine the truth of his words.
 
   Jahre smiled. “The webs of fate connect all of us in one fashion or another. Some of us hold the web to the pillars of time. Others connect strands together and trap the flies that would threaten to escape before the spider can devour them. I must be careful not to reveal too much to you. Reflect on what I have said already, and trust that I would not go through this effort if I did not believe you were vital to Terramyr’s survival.”
 
   Talon paused. He tried to imagine himself acting in concert with dozens of other players in the fate of Terramyr, each making decisions that would upset or maintain balance. “So, I am important, but it isn’t my actions alone that will decide the End War, is that it?”
 
   Jahre nodded slowly. “It is true that without you, there is no chance for survival, but it is also true that even with you, others will play key parts as well. As I said, the webs of fate bind us all together to form one purpose. One corner of the web is supported by the opposite corner, and all of the strands in between.”
 
   “And what makes you so certain that I will choose the path you wish for me?”
 
   Jahre narrowed his eyes. “You repeat this question often,” the elf sage replied. “Is it that you honestly believe my hope is misplaced, or are you looking for an excuse to fight against me even now?”
 
   Talon was silent, unwilling to answer Jahre’s condescending question. His eyes moved back to the vision which was now resting with a frozen view of the Nahktun Mountains. He scanned the jagged, rocky peaks, and nodded after a while. His anger was pressing him to fight against Jahre, but there was something else compelling him to take the lessons in.
 
   Jahre waved his hand, seemingly prepared to let the question of Talon’s resistance die for the moment, and the vision cleared. Then, a sea of blue appeared where the mountains had been moments ago. “Now, I will teach you how to sound out the Taish runes, though unfortunately we have not nearly the time necessary to teach you to understand what you will be reading aloud.”
 
   “What?” Talon spluttered, shocked at this abrupt turn of events. “You have time to take from your wretched afterlife of manipulation and deceit to torment me with a lesson in your cursed language?”
 
   “Why, yes.” Jahre nodded with wide, innocent eyes. “Did you intend to infiltrate an elven order’s headquarters, navigate elven spells, traps and scrolls, and then lead an elvish army to victory without even knowing what the rune alam looks like? What did you think you were going to do with the Tomni’Tai scroll? Wave it at the portal?”
 
   Talon cast his eyes to the side in annoyance. The old goat did have a point. There wasn’t much sense in asking more questions. He would need to open the portal with the scroll, and he realized now that he had always been so focused on whatever step had been immediately in front of him, he had never stopped to consider what language the scroll might be written in, or how he would speak out the incantation. 
 
   Talon returned his gaze to Jahre’s face, and the old elf seemed to understand that he was prepared to acquiesce to this necessity. As Jahre began the lesson, displaying runes and their corresponding common tongue sounds in the same way he had shown Talon the recent visions, Talon did decide one thing. There could be little ulterior motive to wasting precious moments until Khefir’s return teaching Talon to read Taish aloud. Jahre may very well be sincere in his professed desire to enable Talon’s success in this endeavor.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   Jaleal sat on a small, round stool, shifting his weight to prevent his legs from numbing as they dangled over the hard seat. Phinean stood next to a Svetli’Tai Kruk Priestess. It was the same person that had intervened in the fight with the assassin, saving a couple of the individuals embattled with him in the alleyways. She had not seen Jaleal making his way nimbly across the rooftops until he finally managed to find the appropriate time to strike the assassin down.
 
   Wrapped in a blue cloth on the table beside Jaleal sat the Goresym, the magical stone that Jaleal had received from the Father of the Ancients back in the Middle Kingdom. Phinean and the priestess were discussing how to use the Goresym. Jaleal had not been invited to participate in the discussion. Worse still, the priestess had looked doubtful when asked if Jaleal could be returned home.
 
   The gnome warrior turned his head, scanning over the bookshelves that lined the walls of this small room on the upper level of the Kruk castle which served as the headquarters for the order. Glancing at a closed door a few yards away, Jaleal let out a deep breath. Scrubbing the floor just before the doorway was a stout female elf. The rag in her hands had long ago turned from white to a dirty, reddish-black color as she worked furiously to clean the blood that had been smeared across the wooden planks while bringing the wounded in from the fight.
 
   Of the combined elf force which had been tracking the assassin, one had died immediately, an elf warrior named Garfule. The local guards who had been involved had also slipped away soon after the battle had ended.
 
   Only three had survived the ordeal with Talon. A human called Kai, an elf named Seldaric, and a younger Kruk priestess. She gave a valiant effort to the others as well, but it hadn’t been enough. Even as the wounded and dying were being shuttled to this castle in the minutes after Talon’s death, the priestess had immediately begun to tend to each of the fallen warriors in turn as they lay in the city streets. It was likely this immediate response to the situation at hand that had saved Kai and Seldaric’s lives. 
 
   Even now, remembering what he had seen of the battle as it raged through the back alleys and muddy streets of Tantine’s slum housing district, Jaleal was amazed by the skill of the assassin who, they later learned when investigative reports from the local guard arrived, had even been operating under the influence of a powerful sedative administered by an unsavory barkeep earlier in the night. Jaleal felt a deep sense of satisfaction at having been able to finally put an end to the man whose trail of death and havoc had rivaled the greatest destruction Jaleal had seen wrought by armies and dragons in the Middle Kingdom. If it had not been for Talon’s inexplicable hesitation in his battle with the younger priestess, Liloriel, the opportunity to strike might have eluded even Jaleal and his enchanted spear.
 
   When each member of the team which had hunted Talon had been cared for to the best of her abilities, and Talon’s body had also been removed to the castle, Jaleal had approached the priestess about tending to Phinean as well. The older gnome had lain incapacitated, falling in and out of consciousness at a nearby inn for days, having sustained severe wounds during an earlier encounter with Talon. 
 
   After working regularly over the past two days in the castle’s makeshift hospital to restore both Phinean and the three survivors, she had managed to help bring Phinean’s wounds under control, and the spry gnome had risen with the morning’s sun as chipper as ever, if a bit clumsy. He had been so excited to see Jaleal that he had knocked over a sculpted bust of some elf hero from the Elf Wars, which had decided the priestess’s foul mood from the start. Jaleal certainly sympathized. The first day after the nighttime battle between Talon and the Kruk agents which hunted him, she had needed to hurry from one task to another, not even taking a moment to change into clean robes. The remnants of blood and mud from having tended to the wounded in the street clung about her all that day as she tended to her three patients, secured the relics which Talon had carried, arranged for the fallen to be returned to their families and properly honored for their sacrifice, and received reports on the assassin’s recent activities..
 
   “Jaleal,” the priestess said as she stepped toward him.
 
   The gnome, having been ripped from his musings, turned about to face the elf. The strain from the previous several days showed on her face. “I do believe we are ready to cleanse the sword.” she said, taking up the sword in her left hand.
 
   “Anything you want me to do?” Jaleal asked.
 
   The elf priestess nodded. “Carry the Goresym and follow me.”
 
   Jaleal hopped down from his stool and snatched the stone in his hand. He shot one more glance back to the closed door where the wounded were still recovering and then hurried to keep up with the priestess.
 
   Phinean followed silently, his hands clasped behind his back and his face bent down to the floor. None of them spoke as they made their way through a narrow hallway, crossed the parlor, and then descended a marble staircase to the basement level. Jaleal noted how sparse the building was in terms of decorations. There were no grand tapestries, no curio cabinets filled with fineries. Just a plain, gray marble floor holding up light brown walls, punctuated periodically by sconces flanking a single statue or plaque of brass honoring a fallen Kruk. Phinean had commented to Jaleal that the building was going to be receiving many more such statues and plaques thanks to Talon’s efforts after Jaleal had recounted to him the parts of a conversation he had overheard with a messenger.
 
   Jaleal hadn’t heard the final count of the fallen Kruks, but he had seen the priestess pale and gasp, throwing a hand up to her mouth when the other Kruk gave her the information. Then there was the councilman, or former councilman according to the priestess, who had come to the building the day before demanding that the Kruks disband. According to him, there were less than seven Kruks left alive. Even though Jaleal was a newcomer to the Elven Isles, even he could sense the frustration and gravity of the predicament the priestess now found herself in.
 
   A once mighty order, autonomous and separate from the High Council that governed Selemet Isle, had been destroyed by one man. From what Jaleal could ascertain, the fact that the assassin had been human was as much a cause for concern as the fact that he had nearly slain everyone in the order. The elves were not accustomed to such things.
 
   The priestess stopped in front of a large, black door. Having grown up through tiny fissures in the walls and floor around the door, a tangled mess of thorny vines had wound themselves around the wrought iron which reinforced the wooden door, effectively sealing it from all sides. Jaleal watched as the living barricade obeyed the priestess’ upraised hand, retreating and sliding off from the door with a leafy scraping. A golden light emerged from the keyhole and the door opened, swinging inward and to the left. Blue lights along the ceiling began to sparkle and shine. Jaleal followed as the priestess moved through the strange hallway. Unlike the rest of the building, which had been quite plain, this hallway was carved of stone, with exquisite scenes unfolding on either side of Jaleal that had him constantly turning his head from side to side to inspect every inch of it. There were battle scenes, coronations, councils, feasts, festivals, dragons, beasts, and every imaginable fantastic creature that had walked upon Selemet.
 
   “It is a history of the Elven Isles,” Phinean said quietly from behind. “The runes below each carving describe the scene. We must be inside the Shrine of the Kruk.”
 
   Jaleal nodded and turned his eyes downward. Taish runes glowed a soft hue of sky blue as he studied them.
 
   “Come along,” the priestess said. “We don’t have time to dawdle.”
 
   Jaleal reluctantly quickstepped to catch up with her. The hallway went on for some fifty yards, but they only crossed thirty before the priestess held up her hand and turned to the left. The warrior gnome saw there the carving of a fierce dragon. Upon its back rode an elf, and he held a terrible sword that sparked lightning from its blade.
 
   “This is King Lemork,” the priestess said. “Let’s go inside.”
 
   “Inside where?” Jaleal asked. There was no door, only solid stone.
 
   The priestess ignored his question and pressed her right hand against the stone. A blue light radiated out from her hand. The stone nearly disappeared, leaving only a faint outline of the carved images hanging in the air before them like a blue mirage. She stepped through.
 
   Jaleal inspected the area and stuck his left hand out. He felt nothing as he pushed through the ghostly images. He stepped through and found himself in a small, dark room. A stone table sat in the middle of the round space. Light came from a single hole in the conical ceiling that created a golden circle of sunlight on the gray slab of stone.
 
   “Wait there, Jaleal,” the priestess commanded. She moved to the center of the room and set the sword on the stone table. She waved her hands over it and whispered an incantation. Then, she slipped the blade out from its sheath. A great hissing sound came from the blade, as if it were a viper made of steel that threatened to bite the priestess. Smoke sizzled from the blade as the metal was placed in the circle of light on the table. The priestess whispered another incantation and then turned to Jaleal, her hand out expectantly.
 
   Jaleal stepped forward and gave her the Goresym.
 
   The priestess held the stone in the light over the cursed blade. As the light struck the stone’s surface, the stone turned green, shining brightly and humming low as it began to vibrate.
 
   “Goresym, I call upon you to cleanse the evil from Drekk’hul,” the priestess said in Common Tongue. Then she closed her eyes and began to chant in a language Jaleal did not recognize. It was like Taish, but older perhaps, for it was different and more guttural. The stone changed from green to blue, then to white, and then it became clear. Gold sparks shot out to the side of the stone, and the priestess backed away, letting the stone hover in the air above the sword.
 
   Purple streaks of lightning darted across the sleek blade, but the priestess’ magic kept them in check. The Goresym began to spin, sending its golden sparks down toward the blade. The sword hissed and spat in protest each time one of the sparks struck it. The priestess continued her chanting, now holding both arms out to her side and tilting her head back and nearly shouting the words.
 
   Wind picked up in the circular room, running clockwise in rhythm with the Goresym as it spun. The light from the ceiling above streamed through the now clear stone and seemed to become hotter and more intense after passing through the magical gem. Smoke rose from the blade and gathered itself to form a dark figure that hissed and tried to escape to the shadows.
 
   “You think you have won?” a voice called from the darkness. “I was forged to drink elf blood.”
 
   The priestess did not break from her concentration.
 
   “Better take a step back,” Phinean told Jaleal as he reached a hand out to grab him. Jaleal shrugged it off and stayed close. He wanted to get a good look at this demon that had possessed the blade.
 
   The darkness grew thicker, like a gathering mist, the shadow of a partially formed figure writhing inside it. The figure seemed to take on many forms, each dissolving almost as soon as it had gathered itself together. It continued to harass the priestess, but then the Goresym stopped spinning. A great thunder clap ripped through the chamber and Jaleal and Phinean were thrown to the floor. The Goresym then spun rapidly in the opposite direction. The dark shade that had possessed the sword screamed in terror, or perhaps pain, as it was ripped from the blade and drawn into the Goresym. The stone grew dark, losing its transparency as streaks of golden lightning zipped around it. The darkness was finally contained, and then the Goresym fell to land upon the table.
 
   The priestess shot her hand out and pulled the sword away from the table just as the Goresym struck the stone. A faint scream emanated from the stone, and it wiggled atop the table, but the darkness was sealed away, unable to escape its new prison.
 
   “This will hold it in place,” the priestess said.
 
   “What was that?” Jaleal asked as he brushed himself off.
 
   “It was a piece of the black dragon’s soul. A portion of chaos itself,” the priestess replied. “Now that it is sealed, the black dragon is finally defeated. The sword still has its magical properties, but it will no longer thirst for elf blood, nor drive its master mad.”
 
   “Who will be its new master?” Jaleal asked.
 
   The priestess shook her head. “The sword is cleansed, but I still believe it best to remove temptation from sight. This sword is still well known throughout the elven isles as the weapon which symbolizes the greatest threat to our civilization in living memory. I will seal it inside a mithril container, and then I will send it away with one of the Kruk agents that tracked the assassin down.”
 
   “What of the Triad?” Phinean asked in a squeaky voice, leaning hard against the stone wall to slowly raise himself from where he had been thrown to the ground. “Now that Elroa and Jahre are dead, we will need to rebuild the Triad.”
 
   The priestess arched a brow at him and her voice turned cold. “While I cannot discount the service performed by the two of you, I do not share Jahre’s trust in the gnomes. I believe it best that your dealings with the Kruk end here.”
 
   “With respect, I have no home to go back to,” Phinean said. “My family and home were destroyed during the Elf Wars with the Sierri’Tai. That is why Jahre took me in, and allowed me to help. Working as an agent of the triad is all I have known for centuries.”
 
   “While I empathize with your loss, that does not change my decision,” the priestess said, unmoved. “I have allowed you both to witness the cleansing of the sword. With that finished and the assassin dead, your tasks set by Jahre have been completed, and therefore your time with the Kruks has come to an end.”
 
   Phinean looked as though he had been hit by another clap of thunder, and he reached out to the stone wall again to steady himself as he took in a deep breath.
 
   “What of me?” Jaleal asked. “Can you send me back to my home?”
 
   “I have spent much of my magical energy,” the priestess admitted as she placed Drekk’hul back in its scabbard and secured it to her belt. “Between healing the wounded and cleansing the sword, I am nearly spent. However, I can augment Phinean if he believes he can replicate the spell that was used to send him to you in the first place.”
 
   The two of them looked to Phinean.
 
   Straightening himself and running a hand over his beard, Phinean considered the proposition. After a moment the gnome cracked a half smile and rubbed a hand over the back of his neck as he shrugged. “The thing is…”
 
   “Don’t tell me it was an accident,” Jaleal said, remembering the gaffes with the magical potion back at Elroa’s tower and other bungles that Phinean had made recently.
 
   “No, no, it wasn’t a mistake, I assure you!” Phinean shouted quickly. “But I had a bit of help.”
 
   “Help?”
 
   Phinean nodded. “I used a spell that Jahre gave me.”
 
   Jaleal sighed with relief. “I don’t care who created the spell, just use it again and let’s be off.”
 
   Phinean shook his head and held up a stubby fingered hand. “No, I mean, Jahre created the spell that found you. I can transport us, so long as the priestess augments my power, but I have no way of locating your homeland. Picture it like this, there are three holes in the ground. You can’t see down any of them, but of course you can jump in and slide to wherever they lead. The problem is, only one goes to your home. The other two could lead any number of places.”
 
   Jaleal turned to the priestess. “Can’t you help?”
 
   She shook her head. “If Jahre located you with a spell, then he either had something of yours in his possession, or he saw you clearly enough in one of his visions to get a fix on your position. I have nothing like that to assist me. Besides, what I would need is some piece of your homeland to locate your home with. Since you are already here it wouldn’t do any good to waste a spell locating you.”
 
   Jaleal’s mouth fell open. “So there isn’t anything you can do?”
 
   Phinean cocked his head to the side. “We can give it a go, and hope for the best.”
 
   “I can aid you somewhat,” the priestess said. “I can focus on the Middle Kingdom, but even then, it isn’t a guarantee.”
 
   “So my option is to jump somewhere without knowing where I will end up, or to stay here and…”
 
   The priestess shook her head with a firm look on her face. “There is nothing for you here. As I said, I appreciate your efforts, but you cannot stay on Selemet. The gnome tribes on the outlying islands may take you in, if you wish to seek them out.”
 
   Phinean shook his head this time. “No, they won’t,” he said. “If they were the welcoming type, I would not have fallen in with Jahre. The gnomes who were left after the Elf Wars are a suspicious lot, and frankly they are mischievous at best, and murderous at worst.”
 
   “Which is precisely why I can’t allow gnomes to work with the Kruks,” the priestess said. “The Kruks are in a dire predicament as it is. I can’t afford to rebuild the organization with any connection to a people that the elves of Selemet do not trust. You could, alternatively, go to the mainland in the north if you wish.” With this the priestess retrieved the darkened Goresym from the stone table and motioned for the two gnomes to follow her back through the stone portal to the corridor with the carvings. The passageway sealed itself behind them, and the glowing outline of Lemork and the Black Dragon faded away.
 
   Jaleal considered the possibilities as they made the return trip through the corridor, and back through the heavy black door covered with wrought iron. The thought of being permanently trapped in a place where he could not travel through trees or use his magic freely was daunting. He could see from the corner of his eye that Phinean also walked with stooped shoulders and a heavy air about him. He glanced briefly at Phinean as the priestess raised her hand again and returned the thorny vines to their position on the door. Phinean did not return his gaze, and Jaleal tried to imagine what the older gnome might be feeling. Jaleal had found his home village changed after a relatively brief absence, and the attitudes of his clan members cold and uncertain as a result of his perceived abandonment of them. He could only imagine what it might feel like to have no home at all to return to, and nothing but foreign and hostile kinsfolk to potentially turn to. 
 
   He nodded resolutely to himself and clapped his hands together as the priestess closed the door behind them as they returned to the simple room which led to the makeshift hospital where Phinean had lain the last two days. “Let’s jump,” Jaleal said abruptly, and Phinean turned to him with a look of confusion on his face, seemingly having been lost in his thoughts and unsure of what Jaleal might be referring to. “I’d rather start over somewhere new than stay here any longer. Let’s go. Let’s go right now, Phinean. You and me.”
 
   The suggestion almost seemed not to register with Phinean at first. Then, as he considered the possibility, he began to nod slowly. “You are the first gnome I have spent much time with in over two centuries, and you did save my life.” A smile began to pull at Phinean’s mouth. “Also, I suppose the chance to journey nearer to Terra’s Navel and experience the wonder of travelling inside of a tree is one worth taking. I must warn you though,” Phinean added, becoming more serious “we might land in an ocean somewhere, or a frozen tundra, or anywhere you can imagine. There is a chance we can reach your home, but the odds are at least two to one that we end up somewhere else.”
 
   Jaleal shrugged. “I have slain dragons and assassins, crossed over continents, and ridden an orca across the sea.” He shrugged and offered a hearty smile. “Let’s just do it.” He pointed his finger at the priestess. “You try to get me at least as close as the Middle Kingdom, and I can do the rest.”
 
   Phinean sighed, then nodded his head to the gleaming mithril weapon which stood against the wall. “Alright, best get your spear, you know, in case we land somewhere else.”
 
   Jaleal held out his hand. His spear appeared in it and he grinned widely. “I have been practicing calling it.”
 
   Phinean grinned back at him. “Well done! It isn’t an easy spell to cast in this part of Terramyr.”
 
   The priestess stepped forward and smiled softly. “I think this is a wise choice. Allow me to prepare a temporary safe keeping for these items, and I will be back shortly to make the preparations to send you on. Though I could not permit you stay longer, I am grateful that your life path brought you here to assist us.” ”
 
   Jaleal nodded to her and returned the smile. “Happy the stone worked on that sword,” he said, pointing to the weapon which the priestess was now handing to a servant who had emerged from the hospital room. “And please be sure to take proper care of that stone. The Father of the Ancients himself gave it to me. I wonder if he knew it was on its way to contain a piece of the black dragon’s soul.”
 
   The priestess raised the Goresym to eye-level and considered the darkness swirling inside the stone for a moment, then smiled slyly and replied “I know just where to keep this item. Don’t worry. It will be safe with us.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
   Kai, Seldaric and Liloriel stood before the priestess in the small library which was located just beyond the recovery room the three of them had been confined to for the last few days. Only a few minutes ago they had watched as the gnome which had saved their lives by finally killing the assassin had been whisked away with an older gnome through a portal, bound for some unknown part of Terramyr. It seemed there was some uncertainty as to the precision of the spell being used, because the older gnome had been fidgeting nervously during the preparations, and just before the portal had opened, the priestess had expressed her hope that the spell would work as she wished them farewell, commenting that they would likely not meet again.
 
    Now that the four of them were alone, the priestess had gotten right down to business, providing them with new orders. As the priestess discussed with Seldaric and Liloriel their assignment to return to Svatal and begin rebuilding the order there, Kai waited off to the side. A single, round table stood in the room, with a long, rectangular box of silvery metal resting upon it. Kai could scarcely take his eyes off the box. He only half listened to the priestess talk about recruiting new Kruks and rebuilding damaged Kruk property in Medlas. That was Seldaric and Liloriel’s interest, not Kai’s. Kai watched the box. He was somehow drawn to it. The sword was inside of it, he knew.
 
   Drekk’hul, the Son of the Dragon.
 
   The box was smooth on top, but there were runes carved into the side facing Kai. A spell of some sort, to mask the sword’s presence, or so the priestess had said when they had first entered the room.
 
   She had explained the purging ceremony, but Kai still wondered what abilities the sword might yet possess.
 
   “Are you listening, Kai?” the priestess asked.
 
   Kai tore his eyes away from the curious box. The priestess gave him a hard look.
 
   “I healed your body twice, Kai. The least you could do is offer me your attention.”
 
   Kai nodded. The priestess let her eyes linger on him a moment longer to emphasize her displeasure, then she turned to Seldaric.
 
   “As we have discussed, you will return to Svatal and help Liloriel rebuild there. Kai,” the priestess said as she turned to him. “I want you to take this sword. Travel south by south east. When you reach the other side of this island, I want you to cast the sword into the sea.”
 
   Kai balked. “You want me to throw it away?”
 
   The priestess nodded. “The sword may be clean now, but its history still remains. There is no elf on this isle that would care to see it free from its sheath ever again.” The priestess stretched out her hand and set it upon the metal box. “That won’t be a problem, will it?”
 
   Kai shook his head. “I can handle it.” He wasn’t about to deny the temptation to run away with the weapon, but he knew better than to trifle with this priestess. If Liloriel was deadly, then this priestess was three times more dangerous. Crossing her would be beyond unwise, even for the ex-Ranger.
 
   “When you are done, I want you to return to me. I will have another task for you.”
 
   Kai nodded. “When do we leave?” he asked.
 
   The priestess arched a brow and looked at him curiously. “Now.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Have you decided?” Jahre asked from the mists of the immortal plane.
 
   Talon’s ghost turned from the final vision he had been shown to regard the dead sage’s specter. It pained him to agree with the elf, but he had no other choice. Jahre held the one thing Talon needed, the magic to resurrect him. No, it was more than that. He had also managed to show Talon the error in his ways. As much as it dug into Talon’s pride, the assassin had to admit that Jahre was not without virtue. This didn’t make Talon accept the elf by any means, but it was enough to secure a compromise between the two.
 
   “Send me back to the plane of the living,” Talon said.
 
   “What of Basei?” Jahre pressed.
 
   “I will kill him, as I always intended.”
 
   Jahre nodded. “What of the others?” Jahre indicated toward the fading vision of Drow centuries from now who could be living with him in the astral plane as faithful followers – even friends.
 
   Talon nodded slowly. “I can see the wisdom in tempering my blade, but I cannot make any promises not to spread death to the other gods, or even to the elves on this island.”
 
   “Will you at least consider it?” Jahre asked, a sincere, concerned frown upon his ethereal face.
 
   “If the things in the visions you have shown me prove to be true, then I will.”
 
   “Ah, so that is it, eh?” Jahre asked with an understanding nod. “You still don’t trust the things I have shown you. You think I am trying to trick you?”
 
   Talon stood stoic. “I have spent my life believing a certain way, it is not easy to change that.”
 
   “But is it difficult because you honestly can’t see the truth for what it is, or does your pride prevent you from accepting what you can plainly understand to be the truth now?”
 
   Talon narrowed his eyes. “Time will unravel the mysteries you have shown me,” he said. “If your visions are true, then so be it, but I will not forswear myself before knowing for sure.”
 
   Jahre nodded. “That is acceptable, I suppose. In any case, we are out of time. I do hope you will continue to search for truth. If you look for it, you will eventually find your way.”
 
   A terrible thunder shook the area. A black slit ripped through the fabric of reality before them. A bony finger emerged and wrapped around the rim, pressing the rift apart.
 
   “It is time, elf sage,” a booming voice said from beyond the rift. “I have come to collect my due.”
 
   Jahre turned to Talon and wrung his hands nervously. “Don’t do it for me,” he said. “Do it for your father, and your mother. For their sakes, search for the truth. Promise me that much.” Talon could feel the urgency in the elf’s voice. The quivering spirit before him was nearly panicked, glancing to the rift several times as he waited for Talon’s response. “Perhaps, after the End War, you may be able to barter for your father’s spirit again. The three of you could reunite in Volganor, after the end has been avoided. Perhaps your father can be released from Hammenfein in that day, and your mother, whose soul wanders the realm of the dead for now, will at last be able to cross the bridge to the Heaven City when it will be reopened. If only we can overcome the End War, it is possible, Talon. If only you seek for truth. Let go of power for anger’s sake! Promise me that!”
 
   Talon turned and saw Khefir, the great god of the dead who collected the souls bound for Hammenfein step through. The assassin felt something shift in his soul at the elf’s pleading. Seeing Jahre beg from him was not as enjoyable to the dead assassin, as it had once been. There was no victory here for Talon. There was a concern for Talon’s parents in Jahre’s voice that somehow managed to reach Talon’s innermost humanity when all else had failed. Before the assassin even realized who was speaking, he answered the elf. “I promise to search for the truth, and follow it.”
 
   Jahre smiled then. He extended his hand and a blue flash of light erupted before Talon. His spirit was ripped out of the immortal plane and landed hard on the cool grass of a hill in the forest. The morning dew dampened his skin. A gentle breeze tickled the hairs on his arms and legs. Talon was alive again.
 
   He sat up, looking around in all directions. It was strange to feel himself inside a body again, and realized with surprise that he was cold, and hungry. How quickly it seems he had grown accustomed to existing as a spirit without these physical discomforts. He noticed that the sun was fully above the eastern horizon, and realized it must be the third day since he had fallen in battle. Turning a more discerning eye on his surroundings he realized that the vegetation around him was that of the elven isles. 
 
   Not far from where he was now sitting, he spied a curious rock, oblong with the narrow end buried in the dirt nearby. Talon saw letters on the thick end, carved into the stone, and for a moment wondered what a solitary grave might be doing here in the middle of nowhere. He crawled closer and saw not the runes of the elves written on the stone, but familiar letters written in Common Tongue. He placed a hand on top of the stone as he read aloud, “Talon, if my first plan has failed, then you will need what is below. Search for truth.”
 
   Talon turned the stone over and then cast it aside. Noting how easily the earth had moved aside when he pulled at the stone, he dug at the dirt with his fingers, pulling the cool, gritty substrate away and scattering it behind himself like a dog might. Soon he had enlarged the hole considerably and deepened it as well. After many minutes of digging, right before he was beginning to think there was nothing there, he struck a wooden box. He used his fingers to trace the box’s edge in the dirt, then he stood and decided to go to the forest and find a stick to speed the process. With the aid of his makeshift tool, he had the box out of the ground in minutes. There were no latches, no locks, and no hinges. The wooden box was seemingly a solid cube. Talon then lifted the stone which he had at first taken for a grave marker, and raised it above his head. He then brought it down ferociously on the box. The wood broke apart with a great crrrack!
 
   Boots and a trio of daggers spilled out from the inside of the box, and when Talon moved the fragments of wood aside, he found clothing, a hooded cloak, and a satchel with several dagger sheathes on belts inside of it. Talon quickly dressed his naked, reborn body and then moved to take the daggers. As he finished outfitting himself, he turned the box over, just to be sure that nothing had been missed, and a small, red book with leather binding slid out of a separate compartment. Talon opened it and discovered it was also written in Common Tongue.
 
    
 
   Talon,
 
    
 
   If you are reading this, then something terrible has shifted the webs of fate farther than I had hoped. In this notebook, you will find essential clues to where the relics will be hidden in the event of my death. Ironic, that I now give you these clues, as in my visions it is always you who kills me. Yet, if you are reading this, either I have managed to persuade you while in my spirit form, or, worse still, you have been slain and I had to resurrect you. If the latter is the case, then know that fate is very fragile. Everything you do will create waves that will shake and disrupt the tapestries of fate. Be careful that you do not stretch fate beyond its capacity to rebound. Should you fail again, I will not be able to remedy it. Still, know that what I did, and what I do, were and are compelled by the very purest of motives. The fate of Terramyr hinges upon your decisions.
 
   If I managed to persuade your heart before you were killed, then the map to the Netherworld Gate is in the back of the book. Gods be with you in this case, for the prize is soon at hand. Open the gate, slay Basei, and restore order and balance. However, even as I write this letter, I cannot help but feel this is too lofty a dream to realize. The rest of this letter will be addressed to you as though you were killed, for despite all of my hopes, there is a nagging fear that tells me the visions I saw of your death will ultimately come true.
 
   If you were slain, then you will need to act quickly. The remaining member of the Triad is a terrible and deadly Kruk priestess. In my visions there is only one time when you can infiltrate her inner sanctum and retrieve the artifacts you need once more. It will be the day of your resurrection, just after sundown.
 
   If you have slain the gorlung beast, the first thing you must retrieve will be the fang you took from it. In life it may have seemed only a trophy, but it can summon the gorlung’s phantom for a short time in this plane, which will prove most useful to you. You will find this fang in the Shrine of the Kruk, along with the other relics.
 
   In this book, you will find diagrams and maps. The first map is to the Shrine of the Kruk, a magically enhanced center for the Kruk order, located inside a small castle in the city of Tantine, that is where the Kruks will convene after you have been killed. The High Priestess will hold a recruiting ceremony. However, in my visions there is an elf that comes to disrupt it. His name is Fillion, he will by that time be a former council member of Selemet Isle. While he speaks, it will create a diversion that will allow you to retake the relics.
 
   Above all else, be sure to take the fang first. Once you have it, summon the gorlung’s phantom. Don’t use it to attack anyone, just let the phantom rest in the inner sanctum. This will prevent the priestess from detecting that you have stolen the fang, for the phantom’s presence will remain there. The phantom will eventually be called back to its own plane, but if you are quick, the ruse will have given you a great lead and the High Priestess will be unable to track you.
 
   Once you retrieve the artifacts, each marked on the map as to where they will be, make haste toward the Netherworld Gate. There will be a human warrior on the road. You must engage him in battle, as he will have Drekk’hul. Be warned, in some of my visions, the human is able to kill you. Still, you cannot lead the Sierri’Tai without Drekk’hul, so you must fight the human.
 
   There is a map to Basei’s temple as well. It is an old map, drawn from memory and not from visions. I was there once. I tried to plead with Basei for balance a long time before your father was ever born. That is how long I have been trying to thwart the End War. Needless to say, the demigod of battle did not agree with me. I barely escaped with my life. That is why your father and I made our pact with Khefir. You, Talon, must succeed where I have failed. I tried diplomacy and reason, but you must use the sword to end the tyranny and death Basei has caused.
 
   Ironic, that your father would marry a human who was devoted to Basei. Perhaps that is what ties your destiny together with Basei, or perhaps it is a cruel joke of fate that I had to watch as my son abandoned everything I had taught him for love. Still, he came around to my way in the end, once I had the visions of you and Basei.
 
   Do not let me down. All hope rests upon you.
 
    
 
                 Always,
 
   Jahre, Sage of the Elven Isles and, perhaps most importantly, your grandfather.
 
    
 
   Talon flipped through the pages and found the maps described in the letter. One of the maps depicted the very hill he now stood upon, and showed him the direction back to town. He sighed and slipped the book into a pocket. He set his jaw and turned toward the town. It was time to get back to his mission.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lysander sat at his favorite table in the Pearled Eye inn, sipping from his pewter mug of mead, eyes focused not on the plate of fish and rice in front of him, but the open book off to the side. It was his newest acquisition, a compilation of tales he purchased from a scholar of the Order of Anorit only a few days before as the scholar was passing through town on his way to Duerbet.
 
   He enjoyed most of the stories, though a few were grim and slightly depressing for a man like Lysander to read. He didn’t enjoy the more dismal tales of betrayal and murder. He preferred light hearted fables, and stories of great champions.
 
   He leaned over to turn the page, reading about a particularly funny sprite who lived in Flejjim on the Island nation of Flourrs, when a shadow stretched across his table. Lysander looked up and saw a tall stranger before him. He wore green, shimmering robes made of something that looked like silk, but appeared to be thicker and stronger. He wore a gray tunic and black trousers, and carried a spear in his left hand. He had narrow, light blue eyes set in a rather gaunt face with sharp, angular features.
 
   “Terribly sorry,” the stranger said in a nasally voice, “but I was wondering if I might join you for a bit?”
 
   Lysander regarded the man curiously. There was something odd about him, Lysander could sense it. Still, he saw no harm in allowing the stranger to sit with him. If the man was looking for trouble, Lysander’s sword was near at hand and Lysander was a very fine warrior more than capable of defending himself.
 
   “I haven’t seen you here before,” Lysander said as he pointed to the chair opposite him. “What brings you out here?”
 
   “You do,” the stranger said as he leaned his spear against the table and fanned out his cloak so he could sit comfortably.
 
   Lysander narrowed his eyes on the man. “What business do you have with me?”
 
   The stranger smiled and pulled back his hood to reveal a head of black hair. “I believe your father once told you I would pay you a visit,” he said cryptically.
 
   “My father has been dead for many years,” Lysander said as he closed his book. “What is this about?”
 
   The stranger tapped a long finger on the table. “I wasn’t talking about him,” the stranger explained. “I am talking about your real father.”
 
   Lysander let his left hand go down to the hilt of his sword. Something was very wrong. No one in this town knew who he was, and he had worked very hard to keep it that way as long as he had lived here.
 
   “I don’t intend to let your secret out, you can relax,” the stranger said. “I am here for another purpose.”
 
   Lysander studied the man, but he didn’t relax the grip on his sword. “Speak plainly, or I shall cut you down. Did my brother send you?”
 
   The stranger let out a single puff of air in a stifled laugh and shook his head. “No. Your brother and I have no connections whatsoever.”
 
   “Then what do you know of my father?” Lysander asked in a deadly whisper.
 
   “Plenty,” the stranger replied. “I have something I wanted to ask you. It’s very important.” The stranger locked eyes with Lysander then and Lysander knew that the stranger was using magic to probe his mind for information.
 
   Lysander, using powers of his own, shut the stranger out of his mind. “I think you need to leave,” he said.
 
   The stranger nodded and rose from the table. “I have what I need from you,” he said.
 
   Lysander stood from his chair, knocking it backward onto the floor as he rose, but the stranger disappeared. He was nowhere to be seen. Other patrons in the inn looked at Lysander and then glanced down to his sword. Only then did he realize they were staring at him because his sword was half-drawn from its scabbard.
 
   Lysander grumbled to himself as he dropped a few coins on the table and scooped up his book. It was time for him to move again
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon arrived at the castle just as the sun was beginning to set. The stone structure was not nearly as large as the drow castle Talon had retrieved the Key from only days before, yet the two-storied fortress was well built, and seemed to have been erected with little concern for expense, as intricate stone work, and several towers stood as testament to the abilities of the Selemet stone masons. Talon also noted the local Tantine guards manning the main entrance, as a throng of several hundred elves had gathered there. An old priestess stood upon a wooden platform, addressing the crowd. Talon drew his hood as far over his face as possible, making sure to blend in with the crowd.
 
   That was when someone bumped into him. Talon turned, but the elf apologized without even turning to look at him. Talon watched as the elf, obviously a person of wealth and position given the robes he wore, and the manner in which he expectantly moved other spectators to the side, continued through the crowd, pushing and weaving his way through the bodies. As he came to the front of the crowd, the elf called out to the priestess in a loud voice that commanded respect.
 
   “As a former member of the Council of Selemet, I must voice my concern,” the elf said.
 
   The priestess stopped and glared down at the intruder. “You presume too much, Master Fillion,” she said. “As you have just admitted, you are a former councilor, and therefore you have no right to speak here.”
 
   “My daughter’s blood, spilled for a myth, has purchased my right to speak here tonight.” Fillion said with a grand sweep of his arm. He paused for a minute as the crowd murmured, clearly recognizing who he was. “Beyond that, my service as an honorable councilor should persuade even you to hear my words.”
 
   Talon smiled as the tension rose within the crowd. He could care less about the argument’s merits, but he did relish that it gave him the perfect opportunity to slip through the crowd toward the building, just as Jahre’s letter had said it would.
 
   “Priestess, you stand here tonight ready to recruit new members into the Kruks. Yet, the Kruks are destroyed. Jahre is dead. Was it not he who had the power to help you select recruits?”
 
   “I can select my own agents without his help,” the priestess said tersely.
 
   “Have you told those gathered here that the Kruks were destroyed by one man? Do they know that it wasn’t even an elf that nearly conquered your entire order?”
 
   At this, a murmur rose up in the crowd. Talon used the sudden commotion to slip closer to the castle. If he could make the alley on the right side of the building, he could steal his way inside.
 
   “That fact is irrelevant. What does matter is that we rebuild the order.”
 
   “Why?” Fillion replied as he threw his arms out wide and turned to the crowd. “All of the ancient relics are now inside this building. Each of the three items are here, under one roof. Why not lock them away and simply guard them yourself? There is no need for further bloodshed. The Sierri’Tai are dead. No one could survive banishment to the Netherworld. It is ludicrous to continue this archaic system. The Svetli’Tai Kruks must be disbanded.”
 
   Now came Talon’s moment. The crowd erupted into shouts and heated arguments.
 
   “So much for the wisdom and sense of the elves,” Talon whispered aloud to himself. He slid out from the throng and glanced over his shoulder to ensure no one had seen him.
 
   They hadn’t.
 
   The priestess was locked in a debate with ex-councilor Fillion. The crowd was nearly tearing itself apart. None of them even noticed the assassin as he rounded the corner and entered the alley. He found the side door just as the map had depicted. His hands went to the strange lock on the knob.
 
   The cylindrical hunk of metal had seven adjustable rings, with numbers and runes depicted on small, square protrusions. It was a kind of combination lock. During his walk to the city, Talon had memorized the code written in Jahre’s book. He turned the first ring so that the number seven was in the center. He worked his fingers quickly, aligning the remaining six rings. A pleasant click came from the lock and the door was unlocked. Talon entered the building and closed the door gently behind himself.
 
   He took in a breath and looked to the end of the small room he was in, where an open arch led into the hallway. He went to it and peered around to the right. The stairs were there, exactly as the map had shown. Talon quickly moved up, keeping his feet soft as they fell upon the wooden floor. He counted two doors on the right and then went into the third.
 
   An elf in a red robe turned and looked at him curiously.
 
   “The registration for recruits is…” the elf didn’t get the chance to finish his sentence before Talon slashed his throat with a dagger. The elf fell, but Talon caught the body and gently laid it upon the floor so as not to cause a loud noise. Then he moved to the back of the chamber and grabbed a small box of wood. He opened it and there was the black fang he had taken from the gorlung.
 
   Talon pulled the red book out, holding the fang in his right hand and the book in his left. He thumbed through the pages until he came to the spell he was to use.
 
   “Kummitus suuresta yli, lavistavat verhon ja anna tasossa elava. Seisoa minun ja tukea minua aikaan.”
 
   As he finished the strange incantation, a black mist rose from the fang and out leapt a great beast. The paws hit the floor with incredible delicacy and grace, silent as a feather landing upon the wood. A pair of great, green eyes looked up at Talon, and for an instant the assassin felt his heart stop. This had not been an easy beast to kill in life. He could only imagine how much harder it would be to defeat its phantom should it decide to turn on him.
 
   The muscular frame solidified before the man and the great cat’s tail switched side to side, as if irritated that it had been summoned from its rest. It snarled, revealing its teeth. Then, it bowed its head.
 
   Master. A feral voice entered Talon’s mind. What would you have me do?
 
   “Wait here,” Talon said. “Wait in this room until you can stay upon this plane no more, or until I send you back to your realm. Do not kill anyone unless you are discovered.”
 
   The gorlung growled low and nodded its head. Stepping around the room to hide in the shadows, the cat prepared for a long wait. Talon set the wooden box back where he had found it, and then slipped the fang into his pocket. He exited the room, locking the door as best he could before continuing down the hall.
 
   He counted three more doors on the left and then moved to a portion of the wall between the last two doors in the hallway. Quickly he set his hands to the wall, sliding them up and to the side. It didn’t take long for him to find the hidden switch spoken of in Jahre’s book. The hidden door creaked open and revealed a metal, spiral staircase that descended sharply. Talon followed it down what must have been three or possibly four levels before he came to the end of the stairs. There was another door at the base of the stairs, this one made of granite.
 
   Talon took in a breath. This would be the first true test of Jahre’s words and visions. 
 
   The lock on this door could not be opened by key or combination. It was a blood cypher. There was no knob anywhere on the door’s surface. There was no hole. There was only a single protrusion, about as long as a person’s little finger that stuck out from the center of the door. Atop the end of this protrusion was a thorn, a metallic spike. Talon reached forward with his left hand and let his left index finger hover over the spike.
 
   Had he been a man who put any stock in the gods, he might have uttered a prayer to one of them as he pressed the spike into the pad of his finger. His blood was pulled into a central groove in the protrusion, running into the door itself. A soft crimson glow kindled and Talon pulled his hand back. The protrusion retracted into the door and the glow brightened until the door opened and swung away.
 
   His blood had been accepted. It was written in the red book that the door would accept Jahre’s blood, or the blood of another triad member. This was proof beyond Jahre’s visions that the elf sage was in fact Talon’s grandfather. Talon sighed with relief as he stepped through the doorway into the shrine, but he also grimaced at the fact that he now had to accept the sage as his progenitor. There was still a large portion of the assassin’s heart that held contempt for Jahre.
 
   Rather than focus on the existential questions of forgiveness and heritage, Talon decided instead to concentrate on the task at hand. Get the items, and escape before someone else could find him.
 
   Talon moved down a corridor that was decorated down its length with carvings and glowing runes on either wall. Small blue lights sparkled in the ceiling above. Had Talon been a man of aesthetic taste, or perhaps simply a man with time on his hands, he might have admired the beauty of the work. As it was, he only had interest in finding the portion of the carved wall that would show him a cave on a mountain guarded by Kruk warriors. 
 
   When he found the part of the wall which showed the depiction of the gate’s hiding place, he splayed his hand out on the cold stone. After a moment the stone melted away, leaving a faint blue outline of the carving hanging in the air in front of him. He moved quickly into the large room beyond that held three large, high-backed chairs with ornate carvings and inlay, presumably for the triad members to use during council, and a dozen or so smaller, yet equally ornate chairs interspersed regularly between each of the three larger ones around the edges of the round room. Ignoring these, he went to a table made entirely of obsidian which stood in the center of the room under a skylight high above, which currently provided the only light in the large room. Atop it sat the three relics Talon needed. The Tomni’Tai Scroll held the incantation to open the Netherworld Gate. The King’s Ring would unlock the first physical barrier to the gate, and the Key would unlock the second physical barrier. It had been a delightful, exciting hunt to acquire the relics the first time around. It was almost disappointing to gather them so easily this time.
 
   That is when Talon reflected on the battle to come.
 
   There was no elf that could give him a better battle than he would soon have with Basei.
 
   A smile stretched his lips and he took the items quickly, stuffing them almost carelessly into the leather satchel that was hidden under the flap of his cloak. He turned and left the council chamber quickly.
 
   The magical door rematerialized behind him, and he hurried to the granite door through which he had entered the shrine. It too closed behind him magically, resealing itself and sending the thorned protrusion out once more.
 
   Talon ascended the stairs and then slipped through the hallway on the second floor. After ensuring no one was near, he snuck back down the passageway and out the side door into the alley.
 
   He bumped into someone, hard.
 
   The elf he had collided with turned and looked at him with an arched brow. It was ex-councilor Fillion.
 
   Talon thought to reach for his dagger, but then Fillion smiled at him and glanced down at his waist, as if he could see the contents of the satchel even under the cloak.
 
   “I would be careful with those,” Fillion said in a hushed tone. He tilted his head, indicating out to the front of the building. “There are many elves out there who would slay you for having them.”
 
   Talon’s hand stopped before it retrieved the dagger. “But you won’t?”
 
   Fillion shrugged. “Open the gate for all I care. Show these idiots that their precious order is nothing more than a mechanism of popular control. It isn’t as though the Sierri’Tai still live, anyway. The worst that will happen is you will open the gate and let in a monster or two, but that won’t be anything we elves can’t handle.” Fillion smiled with his thin lips and then leaned in more closely still. “I have the utmost interest in the preservation of my people from the reaching hand of the Kruk order. If the priestess and her remaining rag tag group of followers should one day be gone from this castle, I know several on the council and among the older houses who would be happy not to go looking for them.” He held Talon’s gaze significantly for a moment, and then nodded satisfactorily. “Perhaps then we can put all of this nonsense behind us.” The ex-councilor then turned and continued walking down the alley.
 
   Talon watched him for a moment, and then he slipped into the shadows, disappearing from the city before anyone else caught the slightest hint of what he had done.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon traveled for days through the forest. The trees and underbrush were thick, slowing him down considerably, but they provided shelter and protection. He knew he would be far better off traversing the dense forest than attempting the road.
 
   In the late afternoon on the third day he came to the ruined rubble that had once been Elroa’s tower. It was little more than a heap of stone and brick now. One wall remained partially intact, jutting upward fifteen feet or so into the air. The jagged bricks lent the ruin an eerie edge. Talon thought to inspect the area, in part to relive the battle he had had there with two gnomes that nearly bested him. Granted, they had magic on their side, but all the same the thought of two diminutive figures giving him a challenge irked him.
 
   He might have gone in to relive the battle had he not caught sight of the faint wisp of smoke rising from behind the jagged wall. Talon knew that the tower itself would not still be smoldering from the magical explosion that had leveled it. Someone was here.
 
   He edged closer, quietly creeping from the forest to the taller grasses near the rubble. As he neared the structure, his nose caught the scent of soup. Now he was certain that someone was in fact here.
 
   Talon drew his daggers and crept around the side, crouching low to the ground and peering around the wall as carefully as he could manage.
 
   There was a hole dug in the ground near the wall. Smoke and steam rose out of the hole, and he could hear the sound of boiling water. A long, silvery box lay tucked neatly against the wall, but there was no one to be seen.
 
   The hairs on the back of Talon’s neck rose to stand on end.
 
   He pressed back from the wall and leapt away just as a form came crashing in. A sword clashed against the stone wall and broke apart.
 
   Talon squared off against his enemy, recognizing him as the human he had crossed paths with several times.
 
   “You are a hard one to kill,” Talon said.
 
   The assailant narrowed his eyes on Talon and then his mouth dropped open as realization dawned on him. Talon nodded and grinned wickedly.
 
   “You were dead,” the attacker said as he tossed the broken blade to the ground and went for a curved knife at his belt.
 
   “It didn’t suit me,” Talon said mockingly.
 
   The attacker didn’t advance. Instead, he seemed to relax ever so slightly, though he still held his knife at the ready. “You were at Governor Gandle’s house. Tell me why.”
 
   Talon laughed. “Don’t tell me you followed me here from Rasselin?” Talon sneered.
 
   The man shook his head and glared at Talon. “You killed Captain Lador, didn’t you?”
 
   Talon nodded. “I did. I take it that you were the Ranger that was bothering Governor Gandle?”
 
   “I am Kai,” the man said with a nod. “Gandle worked with a group of human traffickers that kidnapped my sister.”
 
   “Yes, I heard that you had paid them back for their trespasses,” Talon admitted, looking at the ranger with a certain respect he had not felt for an opponent in many years. “Lador was the price to pay for information that Gandle had. You were part of the bargain as well, but you were not in your cell when I got there. Once Gandle handed me the information I needed, I tied that particular loose end off as well.”
 
   “Governor Gandle told you where the relics were, didn’t he?” Kai asked.
 
   Talon nodded, considering Kai as he took a few slow steps to the side, moving to bring the silvery box more directly into view, and watched as Kai mirrored his foot work with a confident, easy air. “A man like you could be useful,” Talon replied, speaking as much to himself as to Kai as an idea occurred to him. “We don’t have to fight here. We can call a truce. Just, give me back my sword and that will be the end of it.” Talon gestured to the box which he was now certain held Drekk’hul.
 
   “You killed Lador,” Kai spat, bringing his curved knife up again. “Because of you, the other Rangers thought that I killed him. I had to kill two of my comrades to escape them.”
 
   “Had to?” Talon asked mockingly. He shook his head. “No, you and I are more alike than you think. You didn’t have to kill them. You chose to do it.”
 
   “No!” Kai shouted, pointing his knife at Talon and taking a quick step forward. “They were going to kill me. I had to.”
 
   Talon pursed his lips together and shrugged. “I don’t usually extend an offer of partnership to others,” he insisted. “Come with me, we can do great things together.”
 
   Kai shook his head. “Lador’s death must be avenged.”
 
   Talon shrugged and pulled a dagger. “I don’t see why. By now war has swept through Rasselin. The order you belonged to no longer exists, much like the Svetli’Tai Kruks.”
 
   Kai raised his hand with the red tattoo on it. “I am an agent of a Svetli’Tai Kruk Priestess. So, you see that our paths cannot cross without one of us dying.”
 
   Talon thought back on Jahre’s warning. This was the man that could end Talon’s life. The assassin nodded to Kai. “Well then, are we to slice ourselves to pieces with our knives, or shall we go at it like animals with our fists?”
 
   Kai lunged forward. Talon stepped to the side, blocking an incoming kick with his left shin and shooting his right forearm up to bar Kai’s left wrist, preventing a deadly knife stab. Talon punched Kai in the stomach with his left hand and then pushed forward. The two men grunted like battling boars. Kai came in with a sharp head-butt. Talon twisted, taking the strike in the shoulder and pushing Kai back into the wall.
 
   Talon sprang forward, his dagger out and poised to strike, but Kai jumped up, back against the wall for support and threw both feet up in a double kick that caught Talon in the chest and staggered him backward.
 
   Kai came in hard and fast, slashing down at Talon’s chest. Talon lurched backward and then jumped to the side, barely clearing a deft foot-sweep from Kai after the knife attack failed.
 
   Talon reached down and pulled a second dagger. With a flick of his wrist he sent it toward Kai, but the ex-Ranger easily dodged the weapon.
 
   “You have improved,” Talon said snidely.
 
   Kai didn’t respond. He lunged in. He feinted a stab, but Talon didn’t take the bait. Instead, he dropped low and slashed his dagger across Kai’s left thigh. A thin line of crimson shot out to the side and sprinkled over the grass.
 
   Kai dropped down with a savage elbow strike that caught Talon on the left side of his neck. The ex-Ranger followed that immediately with a swift kick to Talon’s face. The assassin’s head jerked upward and he caught the sunlight glinting off the blade just as Kai launched another knife strike.
 
   Talon dropped to his back. Shooting his left hand up and catching Kai by the wrist, he pulled the man downward and directed the knife into the ground. At the same time, Talon brought his own dagger up and thrust it into Kai’s neck. The ex-Ranger’s eyes went wide and he grunted. His face went red and tears filled his eyes.
 
   The assassin twisted the blade and pushed Kai off to the side. Kai gasped for breath, blood streaming out his neck and spilling across the ground. Still, the ex-Ranger managed to pull his knife from the dirt and point it at Talon. Unfortunately for him, Kai’s will was far stronger than his body. Talon easily stepped on Kai’s arm, pressing it and the knife to the ground. Talon then pulled his third dagger free and took in a quick breath as he lunged downward, plunging his blade into Kai’s heart. The ex-Ranger convulsed, arcing upward and shouting gargled words as blood erupted from his mouth and throat.
 
   Then all was still.
 
   Talon rose and looked down upon Kai. In that moment, he felt something he had not experienced for decades. It wasn’t exactly guilt. No, not anything quite so profound as that. Perhaps it was sadness. A tinge of regret mixed with respect for the warrior he had just slain. Whatever it was, Talon didn’t like it. He pushed it from his mind and turned for the sword.
 
   The assassin rounded the wall and picked the box up in his hands. The mithril hummed and vibrated softly, as if protesting his having reacquired the sword.
 
   “Drekk’hul,” Talon said as he turned the box over in his hands, looking for the way to open it. Nothing had been written in the book about how to open the container. That was left to Talon to figure out. Having learned through the years to appreciate simple solutions, Talon took the box in both hands and whacked one end against the stone wall until the weapon was free from its magical prison.
 
   The end of the case popped open and the sword bounced out slightly. Talon smiled wide and went to grab it, but his hand froze inches away from the weapon. He knew that Jahre had said the curse would be gone, but Talon still remembered the voice all too well that had inhabited the sword. The thought of reuniting with that blood-crazed, demonic being was beyond unnerving.
 
   Talon thought objectively for a moment about the book that Jahre had left him. Everything in it had been accurate, down to the last detail. Logically, it should follow that the elf sage was correct about the sword being cleansed as well.
 
   The assassin took hold of the handle and let the mithril box slide to the ground. A grin tugged at his mouth and stretched his lips wide and thin when no voice assaulted his mind. The sword was quiet.
 
   He pulled the blade free from the sheath and admired the gleaming weapon. He wondered if it still had any of its abilities.
 
   He turned, facing away from the wall and pointed the sword out toward a stone on the ground. Previously, thinking about striking an object or enemy from a distance would have launched a bolt of purple and black lightning, but nothing happened now. The sword was quiet.
 
   Talon frowned and gripped the handle with both hands. He focused on the weapon, trying to connect mentally with the blade and tap into its magic. As he concentrated, he felt a warm tingling in his hands.
 
   The assassin smiled as a thick, purple fog formed around him. This was his favorite spell that the sword could cast. A fog that blinded his enemies, and yet would highlight any lifeform in a glowing violet light so Talon could easily attack them under the cover of darkness. So long as the weapon could at least do this, he would be happy.
 
   To Talon’s dismay, the fog dissipated before he commanded it to.
 
   “No,” Talon said angrily as he tried to will the fog to stay. It was no use, the sword was too weak. Talon shook his head in frustration. The cleansing had gone beyond removing the demonic presence within the sword, it had destroyed its magic.
 
   Talon shoved the sword back into the sheath and dropped it on the ground next to the pit where the ex-Ranger’s soup was cooking. The assassin bent down and took the soup out of the pit and lifted the lid. At least his stomach would be satisfied with what the ex-Ranger offered. Venison soup.
 
   A thought came to him then. What if the sword could still use its power, but it needed to recharge? Talon recalled that the more enemies he slew with it, the more powerful it had become. Talon grabbed the sword and walked over to the grotesquely split corpse on the ground. Blood was everywhere. Talon set the end sword down into the puddle of blood and waited.
 
   At first, nothing happened. The blood stained the tip of the sword, but that was it. Then, after a few seconds of waiting, the sword absorbed the blood. Then, it drank thirstily, sucking and pulling the nearby blood to it and taking it in.
 
   Talon felt the power as the connection formed with his mind and the tingling ran up his arm with increased intensity. The assassin lifted the blade and aimed it at a nearby tree. He barely thought of the spell before lightning jumped from the blade and scorched the tree, leaving a jagged, black scar across the broad trunk.
 
   The assassin laughed softly to himself. Then he plunged the blade into the deceased body and let it recharge as much as it could.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
   Deep within the desert sands south of the mountains that separate the kingdoms of Shausmat and Zinferth, a man made his way toward the High Temple of Basei. The wind whipped up dust around the man, forcing him to pull his tattered gray cloak tighter about him. He bent his head low toward the dirt path as his feet thumped one in front of the other. Under his cloak, the dented plate mail clanked and clanged loudly with each step.
 
   He heard the gong long before he could see the temple through the screen of sand in the air around him. The loud, brassy ring sounded out in a rhythmic cadence and he soon found his footsteps falling in with the sounds. As he approached closer, a large building came into view.
 
   Tan marble columns stretched thirty feet from the base of the temple to the pitched roof. A single staircase led into the great building. The man climbed the steps, nodding reverently to a priest wearing white robes just inside the doorway.
 
   The man pulled the hood of his gray cloak back and took in the view of the temple with a soft smile. The light of the many torches revealed scars upon the man’s face, along with a fresh gash over his left eyebrow that had been sewn together. He moved through the main chamber of the temple, admiring the many depictions of Basei in battle painted on the walls surrounding him. A trio of priests huddled together at the front of the temple, each too busy to notice the pilgrim.
 
   A younger priest emerged from the shadows behind a column off to the left and approached the man. “What brings you to the House of Basei?”
 
   The man bowed his head humbly toward the priest. “I am Alfrin, Captain Alfrin Derien of the Shausmatian army. I have come to ask for a blessing from Basei.”
 
   The young priest narrowed his brown eyes on Alfrin and inspected him from head to toe. “What do you bring as offering?”
 
   Alfrin reached a trembling hand into the folds of his cloak and pulled out a small coin purse. “This is all I have. I pray that you will look upon an old soldier kindly.”
 
   The young priest took the bag, bouncing it slightly in his hand to weigh the contents. He then smiled and gestured to a door in the nearby wall. “Come, I will take you to the prayer chamber.”
 
   Alfrin nodded and followed the priest. They stepped through a short doorway that forced Alfrin to duck his head. The priest lit a candle and then set its flame to an oil lamp. The room was suddenly flooded with a warm, golden light. Alfrin fell to his knees instantly. There, before him, was a statue of Basei seated upon a throne of bones.
 
   “Shall I lead you in prayer?” the priest asked.
 
   Alfrin shook his head. “I know the prayer well enough.”
 
   The priest cast a doubtful look upon Alfrin before leaving the chamber and closing the door behind him.
 
   Alfrin slowly removed his cloak, careful to keep his gaze pointed at the floor just below the stone feet of the statue. He then removed his sword and laid it on the stone floor before him. He bowed low, touching his head to the floor and then began the prayer.
 
   “Oh Basei, father of the sword, bring down your might and lend me your vengeance. For the enemy outnumbers me, yet I will not run. I am no coward, I am the battle’s son. No blade shall I fear, no enemy spare, till they break my body with sword and spear. Oh Basei, patron of fire, accept my soul in your obsidian spire.” As he finished the prayer, he looked up, daring only to look so far as the statue’s waist. He waited, as if expecting some sort of answer from the stone. After a few moments of silence, he continued. This time, however, he did not use the rote prayer expected of his kind. He offered up the intentions of his heart.
 
   “Oh, Basei, great and powerful patron of battle, hear my plea. My son is in battle. Grant him strength. He fights in the lands north of Kobhir. Pockets of organized rebels, and other Zinferth soldiers have rallied defenses, and I fear for his safety.” Alfrin stopped here, fearing that he might be struck down for simply mentioning the word fear inside the sacred house of Basei. When no lightning shot out from the statue, Alfrin continued.
 
   “I will give any sacrifice required, for the safety of my son. Please, watch over him. Guide his sword, and strengthen his arm.”
 
   “Why not fight alongside him?” a voice called out from somewhere in the room.
 
   Alfrin turned, but saw that the door was still closed. He searched the room, and finally realized that there was a space behind the statue.
 
   “Who is there?” Alfrin asked.
 
   “Answer my question,” the voice commanded. “Why are you not fighting alongside your son? Why, if he fights north of Kobhir, did you travel so far to the west to this temple? Do you fear battle?”
 
   Alfrin shook his head. “I fear only that my son may die. I was not assigned to his battalion. I finished my duties honorably, and have been discharged with full honors.”
 
   “Discharged?” the voice echoed. There was a hint of disbelief in the tone. “In a time of war?”
 
   Alfrin nodded and his hand, trembling, moved up toward his chest. “I took a spear in battle. It nearly killed me. My superiors saw fit that I should be released from duty, and sent me home. On my way, I decided it best to make a pilgrimage here to pray for my son. I fought honorably, but I am now old and unfit for battle.” His hand went down to his left leg. “I took three arrows in my left knee. I have not the strength to run anymore.”
 
   Something moved out from behind the statue. Alfrin saw the plain sandal, with straps wrapped around the stranger’s ankle and up the calf. A strange wrap, not unlike a skirt of some fashion, covered the stranger’s upper thighs and waist. It was fastened in place with a belt made from snake skin and a great, golden buckle. A wickedly curved khopesh sickle sword hung from the belt. The long blade of the ritual sword was made from a metal that Alfrin did not recognize. It was almost golden in hue, but was not actually gold. Above the waist, the stranger was naked, displaying rippling, hard muscles that twitched and flexed with each movement he made. On his wrists were leather bracers, with golden symbols of swords embossed on them. The man was bald, accentuating the black tattoos on his cheeks. Three tear drops under the left eye, and a wing of flames under the right.
 
   “Do you know who I am?” the man asked.
 
   Alfrin shook his head.
 
   “I am one of Basei’s seraph.” As he finished saying those words, a pair of fiery wings that had heretofore been invisible unfolded behind him. Alfrin shrank back from the figure, shielding his face from the heat the fiery wings emitted. “Your prayer shall be answered, for I speak for Basei. However, it shall require a sacrifice.”
 
   “Name it, and it shall be done,” Alfrin swore. “I am a faithful servant.”
 
   The seraph stepped closer. He reached down to his curved sickle-sword and detached it from his belt. “Basei demands your life.”
 
   Alfrin’s mouth fell open and his eyes lost their fire. His hands dropped to his sides and he bent his head to the floor.
 
   “Sing the hymn,” the seraph commanded. “Sing the hymn proudly, so that Basei will accept your sacrifice.”
 
   Alfrin stammered at first, but as the khopesh swung slowly in front of his face and he felt the heat from the seraph’s wings come closer, he found the words and tilted his head up to the statue of his god and sang with all the strength he had left.
 
    
 
   Out in the fields of war,
 
   Our sword we draw for thee,
 
   Basei our God of War,
 
   Let your rage dwell in me.
 
    
 
   The blood of foes we spill,
 
   To conquer lands unknown,
 
   Though we bleed, help us still,
 
   So thy might may be shown.
 
    
 
   Basei our god, our rock,
 
   If we fail by our blades,
 
   And on thy door we knock,
 
   Lay us down in thy glades.
 
    
 
   Alfrin only barely finished the final verse before the khopesh lopped his head clean off. The seraph stuck his left hand out and uttered an incantation. A crimson mist rose from the wound and connected with the seraph’s hand as Alfrin’s life force was pulled from his body and absorbed into the seraph.
 
   After all of Alfrin’s strength was absorbed, the seraph touched the body once more with his blade. The body was consumed by fire that burned white and blue until there was nothing left but ash.
 
   The seraph turned and walked behind the statue. He rang a gong and then crossed into the astral plane before the young priest entered to clean the ashes from the floor.
 
   The seraph glided through a space of purple and blue mist. A silvery fog hung thick and cold in this plane, but it did not bother the seraph. This was the plane from whence he had been born centuries before. Flying on instinct rather than sight, the seraph followed a course that took him to a large expanse of broken rock and vents of fire and lava. In the middle of this expanse was a large throne made entirely of bones.
 
   Upon the throne sat Basei, the gargantuan demi-god of battle who had once been human. Basei was wearing his iron mask, hiding his face. His massive sword leaned against the left side of the throne, and a great shield hung on the right. Basei’s shoulders and arms were bedecked in spiked armor, but his torso was bare, proudly displaying scars won in battle. His legs were also well protected with thick armor. From a distance, he may have appeared to be made of the same stone as his statues, but the seraph knew better.
 
   The winged creature landed ten yards in front of Basei, and turned to an iron cauldron. The seraph placed his hands over the cauldron and the same crimson mist that he had absorbed from Alfrin flowed out from him and into the cauldron. More than that, there was energy and strength from several other sacrifices that had been made earlier in that day. After it was all placed into the cauldron, the seraph bowed his head and stepped away.
 
   Basei lurched forward, the ground shaking as he took two heavy steps toward the cauldron. His gargantuan hand reached out and picked the cauldron up by seizing the back rim. He tipped it to his mouth and drank deeply of the harvested strength and energy. A fiery glow enveloped the god of battle and Basei set the empty cauldron down with a clang.
 
   “Were there any souls worthy of the blessings they sought?” Basei asked in a low, growling voice.
 
   The seraph shook his head. “No,” he said quickly. “Though, I heard word of battles being fought north of Kobhir. Perhaps there you will find some sport.”
 
   Basei let out a pleased hum that sounded like a growl in his throat. “Soldiers?” Basei asked.
 
   The seraph bowed his head. “Some rebels, but mostly soldiers from what I heard.”
 
   Basei turned and grabbed his massive sword. He hoisted it up over his right shoulder and then turned back to the cauldron. He extended his left hand over the empty vessel and a black mist formed within, swirling and mixing until an image appeared in the middle. Basei uttered the incantations he used to enhance his scrying tools until he found a battle that suited him.
 
   “This one will do.”
 
   The seraph lifted his head only enough to see the formations converging on each other in the open desert. There were perhaps two hundred soldiers from each army. They were not yet charging, but they would be soon.
 
   “Are there any valiant followers?” the seraph asked as he stepped closer.
 
   Basei waved his hand over the image once more. As he did so, a crimson glow emanated from each of the four hundred souls about to fight. “Some are stronger than others, but there are no champions of Basei in this group,” Basei said with a disgusted snarl.
 
   Several pockets of yellow and gold dotted the crimson sea as they inspected closer.
 
   “Followers of the Old Gods,” the seraph noted.
 
   Basei let out a displeasured snarl. “They will die first. Then, I will sate my blade upon the lesser souls.”
 
   At that moment, another seraph flew in and landed near them.
 
   This one also had wings of fire, but the flames were blue.
 
   Basei turned to address the newcomer. “I am preparing for battle. Do you have anything I must see first?”
 
   The new seraph rose up and nodded grimly. “A battalion of orcs are marching upon your shrine in Hamathea. The priests stand ready to fight, but I came to offer you the chance of answering the offense personally.”
 
   “Orcs…” Basei left his cauldron and placed his sword down in front of him so that his hands rested upon the thick hilt. “How many?”
 
   “A group of three hundred. One hundred orc knights, and two hundred footmen.”
 
   Basei nodded. “Hamathea has always been a productive shrine. The offerings have been steady, and often times worthy of my attention. Besides, the orcs will provide better sport than the human battle I was going to visit. Tell my priests in Hamathea to stand outside the shrine. Let them witness their god in all of his glory as he wipes the foul orcs from the plane of the living.”
 
   The seraph bowed his head. “As you command.” His great, blue wings of fire flapped mightily, throwing the seraph into the air and sending him shooting back toward where he came from.
 
   Basei turned to the first seraph. “Perhaps I will visit these battles north of Kobhir at another time. Return to my High Temple. Gather more sacrifices. I will see you tomorrow.”
 
   The seraph bowed his head and flew back through the astral plane toward the High Temple.
 
   A great flash of light erupted over the rocky expanse and Basei travelled in a great fireball toward Hamathea.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon crouched under a fallen yew tree. The entrance to a cave stood exactly where the map in the red book had depicted it. A pair of Kruk guards stood outside, watching for intruders. As Talon sat there watching, he noticed a third guard would appear every ten minutes, talk with the two guards out front, and then disappear back into the cave.
 
   It was a strange place for a cave, sitting atop a large mountain that dropped into sheer cliffs overlooking the sea below roughly four hundred yards beyond the cave entrance. The trees had been cleared away for fifty yards around the cave, allowing the Kruk guards an easy field of vision to spy attackers early.
 
   The assassin found himself wishing he had a bow. Still, he had the sword. Talon was grateful yet again for the absence of the distracting voice of the black dragon as he drew Drekk’hul from its sheath and considered which of its remaining powers to utilize in his first strike. 
 
   Talon waited until the third guard appeared once more. Then, he counted to sixty after the guard disappeared inside. Talon summoned the dark, purple fog and darted for the startled Kruk guards. Their bodies were outlined with a soft, purple glow from within the fog, allowing Talon to target them while they groped around as if they were blind. They tried to sound the alarm, but the fog also muffled sound, making it impossible for any but Talon to hear them.
 
   A flick of his wrist sent a dagger into the first guard’s neck.
 
   Talon sprinted forward, leapt into the air, and brought the sword down in a powerful chop that split the second Kruk in half from the top of his skull down through his groin. The two halves fell away from each other. Talon then wheeled on the first guard and cut off his head, just to be sure.
 
   The assassin sent the fog away and began to make his way through the tunnel. Knowing to expect traps as he made his way to the first of the barriers, Talon carefully surveyed every inch of the cave as he proceeded. Jahre’s book didn’t describe each of the traps that would be encountered, but it had at least mentioned that there would be various mechanical and magical obstacles. Talon had expected as much anyway.
 
   .Finally, Talon’s eye caught the faint outline of a pressure plate on the floor in front of him. Once he had found the first one, he was able to discern the outlines of several more scattered in the few yards ahead of where he stood. They were not easy to see, but if he focused he could discern the slight difference in color. The floor of the cave was a touch darker brown than the pressure plates. Also, there was a bit of accumulated dust, as no one stepped on the plates to pack the dirt down.
 
   After a few minutes of weaving around the traps, he heard footsteps. The shaft curved to the left just a few yards ahead. Talon quickly moved to press himself against the wall on the left, hoping to surprise the third guard as he made his way back to the entrance.
 
   It worked.
 
   The Kruk was looking down, focusing on the pressure plates as he rounded the corner. Talon struck out with a single thrust, deftly piercing the guard’s chest. The assassin reached out with his left hand, barely managing to steady the falling body in time to direct it away from a pressure plate. He then pulled his sword out and continued along the tunnel.
 
   He went around the curve and noted that the tunnel dropped down sharply. At the bottom of a small set of stairs the shaft divided in two. One tunnel went due south, and the other curved back to the north, running parallel with the tunnel above. He figured that the cave would wind back on itself in some fashion, else it would open up in the cliffs beyond and drop into the sea, so he chose to walk to the north.
 
   The light was exceedingly dim here, but Talon’s eyes adjusted well enough. He also noted the air was not stale and damp, as one might expect as he walked further into the tunnel. It was warm, and smelled slightly of sulfur.
 
   He continued picking his way through the traps until the tunnel wound in an S curve that had him moving even deeper into the bowels of Terramyr. As he rounded the last corner, torches dotted the walls and the pressure plates ended. The assassin picked up his pace slightly, but he did not lower his guard. His eyes darted about the tunnel, scanning the floor, the ceiling, and the walls around him. Even still, he almost didn’t see the next trap until it was too late.
 
   A hole on the left side of the hall, about knee-high, sat directly opposite a hole on the right wall. There was no string running between them as a tripwire, which is why Talon almost missed it, but, just at the last second, before he walked through the trap, he caught sight of a faint blue glow. It was a magical, invisible tripwire. He had heard of such devices, but never encountered one before as magic was all but non-existent on the main continent. Talon managed to step over the trap without triggering it.
 
   He looked around for what the result might have been had he failed to notice the contraption, but whatever it was, it was concealed too well even for him to identify. Not wanting to find out the hard way what tricks lay in store, he moved away from that area quickly.
 
   Eventually he came to another fork in the tunnel. Only this time, both tunnels moved away from the cliffs. Talon moved his hand to his pocket and pulled the gorlung fang out into his hand. As he held the fang, he thought for a moment to see whether he could remember the incantation by heart, or whether he would need to retrieve the book as well. In the brief moment it took Talon to consider this, the same black mist Talon had seen the first time he had summoned the gorlung began to pour from the fang, and the great beast leapt gracefully to the floor of the cave. Talon’s surprise must have shown on his face, for the gorlung’s voice came into his mind.
 
   We now know each other. I will come as soon as you think to call me while holding my fang. 
 
   Nodding his approval of this new arrangement, Talon instructed, “Go through the tunnels, and find which one leads to the Netherworld,”
 
   The gorlung snarled and looked almost as if it was sneering at Talon.
 
   I don’t have to explore. This is how I came to your world. Follow me.
 
   The phantom tore off through the tunnel on the left. Talon had to run to keep pace with it. The descended deeper and deeper. The air grew warmer, smelling much more strongly of sulfur. Then the tunnels doubled back again to the south. The duo ran silently through the shaft until the gorlung came to an abrupt stop and sniffed the air.
 
   Three guards around the next corner.
 
   Talon nodded and the two of them moved quietly to the corner. The tunnel curved to the east. Talon peered around and confirmed that there were, in fact, three Kruk guards standing before a large, stone wall. It almost looked like a dead end, but Talon saw the engraving on the stone wall and knew it had to be the first physical barrier.
 
   The assassin looked down to the phantom. “Can you see if I call the fog?”
 
   My eyes pierce any darkness.
 
   Talon nodded and summoned the purple and black fog once more.
 
   The three guards instantly drew large swords and shouted. However, the fog was not enough to encircle them. The guards summoned light spells and drove the fog back.
 
   The gorlung roared and charged around the corner before Talon could decide what to do.
 
   “The monster returns!” one of the elves shouted.
 
   Talon heard a sickening, wet crunch. He peered around the corner to see that the phantom gorlung had ripped into one guard’s neck, crushing the bone and tearing the flesh apart. The assassin joined the fight.
 
   The second guard knocked the phantom back with a magical blast of air, but Talon was there in a matter of moments, slashing through the Kruk’s back and dropping him to the floor.
 
   The third Kruk turned his weapon on Talon, but the assassin easily blocked the strike. The gorlung lunged in at that moment, sinking its teeth into the Kruk’s right hamstring and dragging him down to the floor, providing Talon an easy opening to sever the elf’s head from his body.
 
   The fight was over.
 
   “I expected more,” Talon said disappointedly.
 
   The gorlung snarled its agreement and then moved to the stone wall at the back of the chamber.
 
   Talon inspected the carving. It was a depiction of King Lemork riding upon a great, black dragon and fighting with King Dailex, who rode upon the white dragon. The riddle was almost too easy, Talon noted with a smile. There was a hole in King Dailex’s hand. A slot for the human king’s ring.
 
   The assassin retrieved the artifact and slipped it into the hole. The gem glowed brightly, spreading its light over every line in the carving until the door released with a heavy crack, and sank into the floor. As the slab of stone disappeared, a trough of oil ignited along the tops of both walls, illuminating the room beyond.
 
   The walls here had been carved flat, as if it had been a proper room in a house somewhere. Carvings and murals covered the stone walls, depicting battle between the races of elves. A black stone door stood at the end of the room. Painted onto the black surface was the picture of one elf casting a mighty spell, with a column of light erupting from his hand and stretching to the heavens above.
 
   As Talon approached, he realized that the elf in the picture was Jahre.
 
   The painting depicted Jahre with his mouth open, as if he was shouting the spell. Inside the open mouth is where Talon found the next keyhole. He took the Key he had stolen from the old drow castle and slipped it in. He turned the Key and it sounded several clicks. Then, like the previous barrier, the black stone door sank into the floor and revealed the next chamber.
 
   At the back of the chamber stood a strange portal. Yellow and white light shone through a mess of thick columns of rock and strange vines with sharp barbs over them. Talon could feel the air swirling towards the portal, almost beckoning him to come closer. He could hear what sounded like distant howling, or perhaps screaming, coming from the portal.
 
   The flesh on his arms prickled into goose pimples. The hairs on his neck stood on end.
 
   This is what he had been searching for. The power to defeat Basei.
 
   He stepped into the chamber.
 
   No sooner had he done so than a flash of blindingly white light erupted a few feet in front of him. A terrible, thundering voice shouted something at him in Taish, the language of the elves. A golden bolt of energy shot out toward Talon.
 
   The phantom gorlung leapt in front of Talon and took the strike. The beast roared in pain and slumped to the stone floor. It only just managed to lift its head enough to look at Talon before the phantom disappeared.
 
   Talon’s instincts kicked in. He jumped to the side. Another bolt shot out and crashed through the stone floor behind him. The assassin rolled out to the right. Another bolt slammed into the wall behind where he had just been. Talon threw a dagger and changed directions, rolling back as the strange light sent out yet another bolt.
 
   A strange scream came from within the light. A female elf dropped to the floor, her chest heaving for breath as her hand went up to the dagger now stuck in her abdomen. She flashed angry, white eyes at Talon.
 
   Talon’s blood stopped in his veins. There had been nothing in the book that warned him of this. His final foe was a Svetli’Tai Kruk Priestess.
 
   She floated to her feet, aided by some sort of magic that healed the wound in her stomach as she pulled the dagger out and dropped it to the floor.
 
   The priestess spoke in her ancient language. “Sinun ei olisi pitanyt tulla tanne. E nanna avaat portin.”
 
   A sudden weight gripped the pit of Talon’s stomach and dragged his soul down as he realized he would have to choose between breaking his one rule and achieving his goal. Surely Jahre had to have known about this final guard. Had this been the ploy all along? Give Talon a second hope only to snatch it away at the last? Could Jahre be as cunning and malicious as that?
 
   The priestess drew a sword of white flame from the air and advanced toward Talon, floating inches above the floor. She spoke another incantation and a wall of air knocked Talon to the ground.
 
   The assassin rolled with the impact, coming up with Drekk’hul in hand just in time to block the priestess’ downward chop. Talon dug his heels into the ground and pressed with all of his strength, pushing the priestess back and giving himself enough room to back step before she could strike again.
 
   Her sword whiffed through the air, sizzling and crackling as its white flames leapt out hungrily for Talon’s flesh.
 
   Talon summoned the fog.
 
   He knew the priestess would be able to easily dispel it, but that was what he wanted. The ploy worked the same as a feinted strike. As the fog erupted around them, the priestess was forced to focus on it, not realizing that Talon’s real strike was yet to come. The assassin whirled in close and slashed Drekk’hul across the priestess’ sword arm. The limb was severed at the elbow, and the burning sword fell to the ground.
 
   The priestess shrieked in pain and horror and teleported several yards back from Talon. Blood gushed from her wound, but only for an instant before a white flame erupted from the opening and gave birth to a new arm.
 
   Talon’s mouth fell open. How could this be? He had never heard of magic like this.
 
   He had no time to ponder this new development. The priestess fired a series of golden bolts at him. Talon jumped and rolled, barely dodging each of the deadly shots. All the while, he was being driven back toward the sealed gate while the priestess advanced toward her sword.
 
   Talon gripped Drekk’hul and summoned the sword’s strength, looking for something more than a simple fog to battle this foe with. A strange, dark energy connected with his mind as he found exactly what he was looking for.
 
   The priestess nearly retrieved her sword when a flurry of purple and black lightning burst out from Drekk’hul’s tip. The assault landed a direct hit on the priestess’ chest, throwing her to the floor.
 
   Talon leapt forward, seizing the advantage. He narrowly dodged another magical bolt as the priestess raised her left hand, and then he drove his sword through her heart. The priestess howled in pain and gasped for air. Seeking to finish the job before his conscience could remind him that he was breaking his one rule, Talon unleashed another burst of lightning while the sword was inside the priestess.
 
   The energy rippled through her. Smoke hissed from her skin as her body convulsed and she let out the most horrid, ear-piercing scream Talon had ever heard.
 
   Then the priestess went limp and still upon the floor.
 
   Talon placed a finger to the vein in her neck, but there was no pulse.
 
   He removed his sword and saw that as before, the sword absorbed the elf’s blood into the blade.
 
   The white flames on the priestess’ sword died out and the sword disappeared. It was over.
 
   Talon rose to his feet and looked down at her. As the light left her body, her silver hair turned brown. Talon couldn’t help but see his mother’s broken body as he looked at this woman. What had he done?
 
   He reasoned with himself that he had no choice. It was either kill or be killed.
 
   That rationale did not settle his soul, nor his stomach.
 
   Talon turned and retched upon the floor several times until his stomach cramped against the dry heaves that bent his body. For the first time in a long while, Talon felt the full weight of guilt sitting upon his soul. Tears came to his eyes, and memories flooded his mind.
 
   He had broken his one rule.
 
   Now he was no better than the demon he hunted.
 
   He pounded his fist on the ground as a strange image came into his mind once more.
 
   He saw a puddle of blood on the ground, with a broken body lying beside it. He looked into the puddle, expecting to see his own face reflected in the scarlet liquid, but instead he saw the great iron mask over Basei’s face staring back at him with fiery eyes.
 
   The reflection laughed, and Talon collapsed upon the ground.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Al stood on the precipice overlooking the plains to the north and took in a deep breath of fresh, mountain air. The dwarf king had been cooped up in meetings and interviews for the last several days. He needed out. The weight of the crown was exactly as crushing as the new dwarf king had anticipated. He had won a great war in the Middle Kingdom, fighting alongside Erik Lokton and Master Lepkin against Tu’luh and his followers. Still, he almost longed to have that danger return, if only for a few days, just so he could remove himself from the trappings of politics within the mountain.
 
   Roegudok Hall was bustling with activity now. There was a lot of restructuring to do. There were vacancies to fill in the court, trade routes that needed to be reestablished, and mining to be started. Al took in another breath of air.
 
   There was also the accident.
 
   He had to settle that, and quickly.
 
   The only problem was he wasn’t sure what to do about it. The dwarves needed someone with more experience. They needed his father back. The dwarf king sighed and turned away from the view. He knew he had stayed out too long already. He needed to return to his duties.
 
   That’s when he saw him.
 
   A stranger standing between Al and the doorway that led back into the mountain.
 
   He wore a green, shimmering robe and carried a long spear. Al was put on edge immediately. How could a human have found him here? The tunnel was a secret that ran straight to this stone balcony from the king’s chambers. No dwarf would be caught dead allowing a human to walk around freely through those areas.
 
   That could only mean one thing.
 
   An assassin.
 
   Al pulled a hidden dagger from inside his robes and held it up. “You won’t find me an easy mark,” Al warned.
 
   The stranger held up his left hand and said, “I am not your enemy. I have come seeking knowledge.” The voice was extremely nasal, which annoyed Al almost as much, or perhaps more than the stranger’s presence.
 
   “The court is where I consult with visitors, after the councilors deem the visitor worth talking to,” Al said, grumbling as much about the process of vetting a visitor in the stuffy court as he was protesting the stranger’s request.
 
   The stranger locked his fierce, blue eyes with Al. For a moment, Al couldn’t move. His mind froze in mid-thought and his muscles remained still and calm as those light blue eyes held him in their trance. Then, a few seconds later, Al was released from the spell, and the stranger was gone.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
   There was no way for Talon to know how long he had lain there upon the cold stone floor. The acrid smell of vomit mixed with the slightly metallic odor of drying blood. The light in the chamber was beginning to dim and shadows danced around him. He saw the lifeless body of the priestess and had to fight the urge to vomit again.
 
   Talon pushed himself to his feet and sheathed his sword. He pulled the Tomni’Tai scroll out and unrolled it for the first time since having acquired it in Medlas what seemed like an eternity ago. Just as Jahre had said, the scroll was written in Taish runes. Talon smiled wryly as he imagined what might have become of him had he managed to proceed thus far without having died first, and receiving that infernal language lesson from Jahre in the plane of the dead. How strange that his death had brought life to his quest in this moment. 
 
   Talon stood before the gate and spoke the spell. “Portti mustiin, portille helvetin, avaa ovet ja paastaa irti nuo kaytava.”
 
   The light behind the barriers turned red. The vines fell away and the columns of stone crumbled. Lightning crossed the portal and thunder ripped through the tunnel with such force that the ground around Talon shook and dust fell from small fissures in the ceiling above.
 
   The red glow cleared to reveal an opening that led to a dark and dismal world. Brown dirt was dotted with jagged spires of black rock reaching for a dusty, reddish brown sky illuminated by a dark crimson sun. Mountains in the distance broke the flat landscape, obscuring Talon’s view to the horizon many miles away from where he now stood. A strange, not unpleasant odor wafted into the tunnel from the Netherworld. It was a musty scent, mixed with an earthy aroma. As Talon stepped closer to the opening, a geyser erupted a ways off, shooting steaming water into the air followed by intermittent spurts of flame and smoke. It was as foreboding a landscape as any Talon might have conjured up in his mind beforehand.
 
   The only question that remained now was whether the elf back in the city had been correct. Had the Sierri’Tai all died off in this waste, or had they survived?
 
   As if sensing his question, three figures came around from the right and stepped into view. Each of them were wearing a strange suit of armor made from what appeared to be a mixture of leather, scales, and chitin. Gleaming swords hung at their waists, and a bow was slung over one’s shoulder.
 
   Their skin was a dark gray, not unlike the old drow Talon had met in a cave on Svatal Island. Each of them had dark, coarse hair that hung well below their shoulders. Sharply pointed ears jutted out from their hair, and their eyes shone bright with colors uncommonly seen in Terramyr. One had fierce red eyes, another had violet, and the third had a pair of multi-colored eyes that were a mix of violet, green, and orange with specks of white and gold throughout.
 
   The three of them stood silently, as if confused to see a human standing in the open gate. Finally, one of them pointed to Talon’s sword and they all shared a nod.
 
   “Do any of you speak Common Tongue?” Talon asked.
 
   The three of them looked at each other and then back to Talon.
 
   Talon held up Drekk’hul and pointed to the open gate. “I came to release you,” he said. He then pointed to himself and repeated what he said. “I came to release you.” Talon stepped to the portal and held out the Tomni’Tai scroll for the others to examine.
 
   After a few moments, the three of them motioned for Talon to come with them. Talon cautiously stepped through the portal, worried that it might close behind him. Two of the Sierri’Tai elves moved toward the portal and began plying magic to it, widening it and holding it open. Then they drew their swords and stood facing the world of Terramyr.
 
   The third elf, the one with the multi-colored eyes, gestured for Talon to follow. He led him up over a rocky embankment and then they crested over a hill where the gate was situated. Talon saw a massive settlement there.
 
   “Smart,” Talon said to himself. “Place your city close to the gate, but not within view of it. That way you can easily fend off invaders.”
 
   The wall around the city was easily thirty feet high, made of the same black stone that jutted up in jagged spires throughout the land. Guards walked the battlements and there were presumably more in the tall towers at each corner. A few buildings rose above the walls enough to be seen from the hill that Talon walked upon.
 
   They arrived at the gate and a large portcullis was raised as the inner doors swung open. Talon and the quiet drow walked through the gateway. Inside was a roadway of hardened dirt set between short buildings of stone. Seven guards, each dressed in the same strange armor as the one escorting Talon, emerged from the building on the left and inspected Talon. One of them, a wrinkled drow with long, white hair, stepped forward and pointed to the sword.
 
   “You carry Drekk’hul, where did you get it?” His accent was thick, likely from centuries of not practicing Common Tongue, but his words were clear enough for Talon to understand.
 
   “I received it as a gift from another Sierri’Tai warrior, in the tomb of the black dragon.”
 
   The old drow narrowed his sharp, green eyes on Talon and then turned to speak to the others in their language. A murmur rippled through the others and they looked amazed at the old drow’s words.
 
   “I have opened the Netherworld Gate,” Talon said. He held up the Tomni’Tai scroll. “I have come to release you.”
 
   The old drow sniggered. “It is not that simple,” he said in his thick accent. “Some of us wait for the day to return to Terramyr, but the others have made a life for themselves here. Five hundred years is a long time, you know.”
 
   Talon was floored. How could they not want to escape this barren wasteland?
 
   “Come,” the old drow said. “I can take you to our queen. She will decide your fate.”
 
   “My fate?” Talon asked skeptically. “I opened the gate to release you. There isn’t a question about my fate.”
 
   The old drow laughed and nodded as he motioned for Talon to follow him. “Come.”
 
   The two of them walked through the streets, winding through the buildings until they came to a large tower with a square base. The building was ordinary, downright plain by all accounts. Still, it held an aura about it that clued Talon in to the fact that the queen lived within its confines.
 
   There were no guards outside, but once they entered the tower there were several. One sat behind a large desk made from a strange, black wood that Talon did not recognize, reading through a large tome that was tattered and filled with yellowed pages.
 
   Two more stood before the hallway leading out from the ante chamber and into the main hall on the first level. They moved aside when they saw the old drow beside Talon.
 
   As the assassin walked by the guards, he noticed something strange. Normally he would already be calculating how to kill each and every soldier and witness in the tower. Especially with the new information presented to Talon that the queen might be less than willing to assign her army to Talon, he would have been quick to strategize the perfect escape.
 
   However, no such thoughts entered his mind. He couldn’t quite put a finger on what caused the change in him. Perhaps it was Jahre’s visions and lectures about balance. Or, perhaps more likely, it was the guilt that hung over him for killing the priestess. Never had Talon broken his one rule before. It had always been most sacred to him. Now that he had, it was almost as if he had broken a larger portion of himself as well.
 
   Well, he could fix that easily enough for the time being.
 
   Talon pushed the questions out of his mind and forced himself to calculate his best strategies for escape. He pictured how he would kill the guards, and which doors he would use to make his escape. Normally, the exercise would have been grounding for his mind, but now he found it difficult. His skills were still there, he knew, and he could of course bring them out if needed, yet it was like they were inaccessible for the time being.
 
   He had never felt so vulnerable since the day Basei destroyed his home.
 
   His legs mindlessly continued moving him forward as the old drow led him up a gently curving staircase of white and gray stone while he continued to wrestle within his mind. When they reached the third floor, the drow said something to a pair of guards standing before a door. They bowed to him and one of the Sierri’Tai guards opened the door. Talon brought his attention to the present, abandoning the failed mental exercise.
 
   A tall, slender, female Sierri’Tai stood at the end of a long room. Behind her was a throne. It was a simple wooden chair, with the armrests carved into snarling demonic faces and a pair of horns protruding from the top of the high back. The queen was far from plain. She had almond shaped, violet eyes that almost glowed. Her brows were dark and sharp, giving her a slightly intimidating look as she turned her gaze to Talon. Unlike the others he had seen, the queen did not wear the same peculiar armor. Instead, she wore a long dress of brown leather. It almost resembled crocodile skin, with bumps and cracks that mimicked scales but still flowed effortlessly with her movements. Her figure was shapely, with sharp curves accentuating her hips. Long, black hair tumbled down over her back, and a thin band of gold spanned across her head for a crown, with a large, red jewel set in the center.
 
   She did not wait for Talon to cross the room to her. She approached as soon as she spied the sword he carried. She wore no expression on her face. Her ruby lips were straight, giving no hint as to what she might be feeling at the sight of the late king’s sword.
 
   “Bow,” the drow whispered as he stopped walking and bent deeply.
 
   Talon offered only a slight nod of his head. He was not here presenting himself as a subject, but a lord. He placed a hand gently on the top of Drekk’hul’s hilt. “I have opened the gate,” Talon said.
 
   The queen nodded and came close to inspect the sword. “Am I to understand that you are proclaiming yourself king?” she asked pointedly.
 
   Talon could sense the danger in her tone. His instincts came back to him then and he scanned the room using his peripheral vision and a quick flick of his eyes beyond her. In that moment, he counted seven others in the room with them, hidden in the shadows. He decided to choose his words carefully.
 
   “Does it not please you to have the gate opened?” Talon asked.
 
   The queen cracked the slightest of grins and reached a finger out to trace her fingernail across Talon’s chest. “What does a mixed-blood like yourself want?” she asked. “Is it power? Glory?” She glanced down to the sword. “Or does the sword control the master?”
 
   Talon was surprised to hear her refer to the curse that had once been upon the weapon, but he did not let that show. “I control the sword, and the voice it once had has been silenced.”
 
   Now it was the queen who was surprised. She tilted her head to the side and pulled her hand back from Talon quickly, as if he had suddenly become a hot stove and threatened to burn her finger. She regained her composure quickly and turned to the old drow that had led Talon into the tower.
 
   “Leave us, Ferrick,” she said.
 
   The old drow bowed again and turned to exit the chamber. The door closed behind him.
 
   “He is one of the few remaining warriors from the time before we came here,” the queen said. “You are fortunate that he was at the gate today when you arrived. Most of the others do not speak Common Tongue. It was a needless skill that we abandoned quickly after our arrival.”
 
   “Yet you speak it well,” Talon offered, trying to build rapport with her.
 
   “Flattery does not suit you,” the queen replied sharply. “From what I have seen, you are as ruthless and vile as Lemork was in his prime.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Talon asked. “I have not done anything to your people.”
 
   The queen turned to her right and summoned a crystal sphere. The orb hovered in the air next to her. As Talon watched, the image of the old drow castle came into view. It was eerily quiet and still. The corpses left in Talon’s wake were now gone, and there were no new guards on sight.
 
   “Terramyr is not the only plane that possesses magical objects,” the queen said. “This orb lets us see into Terramyr. In much the same way that you now are watching the old castle where you found the Key, I have watched you. I do not have a complete understanding of who you are, but I saw you each time you took one of the relics needed to open the Netherworld Gate. I saw how you killed the Svetli’Tai elves.” She grew quiet and turned a scrutinizing eye on Talon. “I could see the lust in your eyes. The pleasure you felt with each kill was evident. Now you have come here to take my people back and send them to war, haven’t you? You wish to establish yourself a king over them, but to do that you will need to kill many, many more elves.”
 
   Talon knew this was a trap. The others in the room with him were there not as ordinary bodyguards, but as assassins. “Answer me one question,” Talon demanded as he slowly brought his arms up and folded them across his chest. “Why stay here? Why live in this wasted plane when you could go back?”
 
   The queen was silent for a moment, studying Talon’s eyes carefully before she spoke. “There is fighting and bloodshed here as well. But in the Netherworld, we do not war with elves and humans. We fight against monsters and beasts. We have carved out a place for ourselves here. We are not merely surviving, but living well. The first two centuries were terribly difficult, but we built ourselves a new home. The battles are on the decline, and we have won our territory from the beasts. Why should we surrender this home only to return to more fighting and war?”
 
   Talon nodded. He understood. “I must admit, I am surprised,” he said truthfully. “I would not have thought that the desire for vengeance could have faded so quickly.”
 
   “Vengeance is easily put away when you have to scrape by tooth and claw for breath every day,” the queen replied evenly. “We lost many warriors before we managed to build this settlement. However, now that we have it, it is more secure than our previous home on Selemet Isle.”
 
   “I met one of your warriors,” Talon said. “He was in a cave with the black dragon. It was he who gave me this sword while I was looking for the relics.”
 
   “I know,” the queen said quickly. “The Eye of Thyrrin showed me that as well. The warrior you met was led down a different path. He was left in a cell to rot, while we were forced to move on with our lives. It is understandable that his thirst for vengeance had never slackened, but that does not mean we agree with him.”
 
   Talon pursed his lips and shook his head as he glanced to the floor. What was he to do now? Had he only wasted his time? Before he could think on these questions for long, the queen interrupted his thoughts.
 
   “Answer a question for me,” she commanded. “Why do you seek the strength of the Sierri’Tai?”
 
   Talon made a puffing sound and shook his head. “I was on a mission to slay Basei.”
 
   The queen arched a brow and folded her hands together. “You wish to become a demi-god?” she asked skeptically.
 
   Talon shook his head. “Not exactly. He destroyed my birth village. He murdered everyone there, including my mother.”
 
   The queen nodded silently and then asked, “What of your father?”
 
   Talon shrugged. “He was killed by Jahre, the sage who helped banish your kind.”
 
   “What would you do once you have killed Basei?”
 
   The assassin drew in a long breath. How should he answer her? Did he dare explain Jahre’s visions? Would she believe them even if he described them? Should he admit that he would take Basei’s throne? If she was averse to war, she certainly wouldn’t want to hear that answer.
 
   Suddenly the queen stepped forward, bringing her face inches away from his. “You don’t know, do you?”
 
   Talon returned her discerning gaze and shook his head. “I thought I did, once, but some things have recently given me reason to question my course.” He sighed and shook his head once more. “Though, I don’t suppose it matters now. Without your help, I will not likely be able to defeat Basei. More than that, I don’t suppose you are apt to let me live. I have counted seven others in the room with us. I assume they are only waiting for your order to kill me.”
 
   The queen grinned slyly. “There are nine others,” she said.
 
   Talon smiled resignedly. He knew there would be no way out of this room.
 
   “I will admit,” the queen began. “I saw a change in you after your resurrection. Tell me, who was it that sent you back from the plane of the dead?”
 
   Talon bristled. “I thought you only saw me take the relics?” he replied.
 
   The queen shrugged and circled around behind him. “I was able to scry for you a little more than I let on before,” she said coyly. “The Eye of Thyrrin was able to show you to me any time after you had possession of any relic. After you killed Jahre, I watched you often. I listened to your discussion with the old warrior in the cave. I watched you mercilessly kill a naked elf and steal a boat, yet spare the female elf that now ironically waits for you in Terramyr. I studied your actions when you found Elroa, and I learned of your skills when you infiltrated our old home. I will admit that I was not unhappy to see you finally slain.
 
   “I watched as the relics were put away in a secure vault, and I was filled with relief. Then, you returned from the dead. You entered the vault and took the relics again. Tell me, who aided you? How did you defeat death?”
 
   “Jahre,” Talon said simply. “It is a long, complicated story.”
 
   The queen walked back around to stand before Talon and bent her forehead toward him. “Tell me all of it.”


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    
 
   The queen stood silently for many minutes after Talon finished recounting the entire saga to her. He told her that Jahre had seen visions of Lemork aligning himself with terrible powers in a struggle called the End War that would bring about the destruction of Terramyr, and then he told her of all of Jahre’s later visions. He left nothing out. He even told her of his guilt since slaying the priestess in the cave before opening the gate. Now he waited for her to make her own conclusions and decide his fate.
 
   “I must admit, it is strange to hear that Jahre had remorse for his part in the banishment. However, I can see truth in what you have told me. I am not a sage, and I have no gift for prophecy or visions. I have a tool that helps me scry and peek into Terramyr, but that is the extent of my power, except for our natural abilities with fire magic, of course.” She bit her lower lip and turned aside from Talon for a moment. “I am Queen Amadriel. I am the first ruler of these people since Commander Frinzzt died in the second century of our banishment.”
 
   Talon nodded his head respectfully, though he found it odd that she was only now introducing herself properly. He took it as a sign that trust had finally been built.
 
   “There are those among my people that do wish to return,” she said abruptly. “If you are going to do as you say, and build ships so that there will be no more war between the Sierri’Tai and the other elf races on Selemet, then I may be persuaded to let those go who wish to accompany you.”
 
   “You have my word that we will not engage any elves on Selemet or elsewhere, unless we are attacked, and then it would be only to defend ourselves. My aim is the High Temple of Basei.”
 
   “And you are certain that you can find access to his plane from there?” Queen Amadriel asked.
 
   Talon nodded. “I have had that information long before I ever knew where the relics were to open the Netherworld Gate. As I said, it has always been my mission to destroy Basei.”
 
   “So tell me, what will you do afterward? Before, you had no answer, but if I am to let any of my people go to battle, I need to know what their reward will be.”
 
   Talon thought for a moment. What would they want? What would the queen want for her people? Then it dawned on him. The queen was first and foremost concerned with the safety of her people. If Jahre was right, and Basei could bring the four horsemen upon Terramyr, then he might have an angle.
 
   “The Netherworld is not Terramyr, but it is connected, yes?” Talon asked.
 
   The queen nodded. “It is connected to Terramyr.”
 
   “Then what I have to offer you is the same thing that slaying Basei will offer those on Terramyr. Security. If Basei’s actions bring the four horsemen down to destroy Terramyr, then they could destroy the Netherworld as well.”
 
   A grave look overtook the queen’s face. She knit her brow and took in a deep breath. Then she looked to Talon. “Come with me.”
 
   She snapped her fingers and the doors to the chamber opened. She led Talon out to the stairs and they ascended one floor and wound their way into a small room. The wall opposite the entrance was made of yellow and red stained glass. A meager book shelf was leaning against the left wall, holding only a dozen books. Tables filled the room, each topped with jars filled with grotesque creatures suspended in some sort of rust-colored solution. Behind one such table stood an old drow with long, gray robes and thinning, white hair.
 
   “This is Loerik, he is the oldest of my people.”
 
   “A warrior from the time of the banishment?” Talon asked.
 
   “I was too old to fight, even five centuries ago,” Loerik said with surprising strength in his voice. “I am a scholar.”
 
   The queen walked in and weaved around the tables. “Loerik, have you heard of the four horsemen?”
 
   Loerik smiled and nodded faintly, glancing briefly to the sword at Talon’s side. “I had a feeling you might ask me about that,” he said.
 
   “What can you tell me about them?”
 
   Loerik shrugged and drew in a breath as he turned a jar that held some sort of dog-like creature with spikes along its back. “Oh… I can tell you a fair amount.”
 
   Talon moved in close to inspect the strange animal in the jar. It didn’t take long for him to realize it was a baby version of some animal. He quickly glanced around the room and saw that all of the other jars either held formed fetuses, or baby animals. Even for him, the sight was vulgar.
 
   “You carry Drekk’hul,” Loerik said as he pointed to Talon. “So you will finish what Lemork started?”
 
   Talon turned a curious eye on Loerik. “What do you mean?”
 
   Loerik offered a glance to the queen. She nodded and gestured for him to continue.
 
   “I was one of King Lemork’s advisors.” The old drow sighed and shook his head. “It gives me no small amount of shame to say that I am somewhat responsible for the Elf Wars. You see, I was not always a scholar. I was a priest, nearly an eon ago. I officiated in the old ways, teaching about the Old Gods. However, I became disenchanted with them. They had broken the connection to our world, forsaken us and allowed demi-gods to take their places. So, I left religion and became a scholar. I spent my time researching the many different gods and demi-gods.” Loerik stopped and turned a querying eye on Talon. “Do you know the difference between a god and a demi-god?”
 
   Talon shook his head.
 
   Loerik held up a finger. “Ah, well, that is a most interesting point. You see, a god is a race of immortal being. Now, when I say immortal, I mean only that their natural life span never ends. They can be killed by war or treachery, but they never suffer old age or disease. They vary in power and stature, as any of us might vary in strength and intelligence. They have the power to create and destroy. Usually they divide the functions necessary to create and order worlds.” Loerik pointed his finger at Talon now and shook it. “A demi-god, on the other hand, is a mortal. It is someone who was born into a world like ours, and has found a way to transcend death. Everything I read before our banishment, back in the time when I had a real library, spoke of a special item called the sacred seed. If one could gain access to this item, they could attain god-like powers. Thus, those we now know as demi-gods were once mortals like you and I. They found this item and transcended to become something more than human, but not quite as powerful as a god. They have no power to create worlds or races, yet they can do quite a lot.”
 
   Loerik closed his eyes and his head tilted back somewhat as a pleasant smile crossed his face. “You should have seen my library before we came here. It was filled with books. The walls were lined with shelves from floor to ceiling. There were seven different library chambers, each with shelves ordered by subject, and each subject broken down by chronology and author. Oh it was a miracle to work in there.”
 
   “Loerik,” the queen cut in. “What about the horsemen? What does this have to do with Lemork?”
 
   Loerik’s smile faded and he opened his eyes. He arched a brow at the queen, as if perturbed that she would disturb his memory. “There is an order of beings that govern the gods,” Loerik said. “An autonomous council that watches over all that the gods create. They ensure that no creation can overthrow its creator. They ensure the cosmic balance, and thereby guard the continual survival of life in our universe.”
 
   “Universe?” Talon echoed questioningly.
 
   Loerik looked at him and spoke sharply. “Universe, it is the largest expanse of the known realm, encompassing all planes of life. Under that you have galaxies, smaller systems, but comprising thousands of star systems. A star system is the order of measurement closest to our planet. Terramyr is one of several planets that revolve around a single sun. The council is the highest order of gods in the universe.”
 
   Talon blinked and looked to the queen. She only offered a slight shrug. Talon looked back to Loerik. “Where does this information come from?”
 
   Loerik scoffed and shook his head. “Well there are a few sources that talk about parts of this subject, but the one source that holds all of the information in one book is called The Infinium. It is a book passed down by…” Loerik stopped. He waved his hand angrily. “Never mind, I can see your eyes glazing over. What were we talking about? Ah yes, the council. It doesn’t have a name other than that. However, it is known that they control a group of terrible warriors called the four horsemen. They ride upon wondrous, six-legged horses that breathe fire and are terrible demons in their own right. The four horsemen only ever have one function, to destroy worlds that the council deems are too dangerous to continue to exist.”
 
   Loerik cleared his throat and stepped close to the queen. “I told Lemork that Basei was dangerous. I told him that many characteristics Basei exhibits, the wanton destruction, the lust for power, and the careless use of powers beyond his understanding, were likely to garner the attention of the council. I told him that Basei had to be stopped.”
 
   “And that caused the Elf Wars?” Talon asked skeptically.
 
   Loerik shook his head and waved the notion away. “No, not directly. But, the idea ignited a hunger within Lemork. I taught him and tutored him on many subjects. At first, it seemed his intentions were pure. He wanted to prevent the four horsemen from coming, so he wanted to know everything that could cause them to come. He tried to take it to the other elf races, but they laughed at him. The elven councils would not heed his warnings. That was the beginning of his resentment toward the other elves. He began to separate them from our own race. He kept talking about his vision to make us a great nation. The only problem was the more he planned for us to be great, the more he loathed the others for their differences. The Elf Wars started because the elves would not join with him against Basei. So, Lemork denounced all other elf races, saying that they were too corrupt and impure. He categorized them the same as Basei, and so he launched a campaign to conquer all of them.” Loerik sighed heavily and looked around behind him, as if searching for a place to sit. “He started with good intentions, but like with so many, his intentions became a fire that spread too far to be controlled. He was convinced that the only way to save the world was to destroy all those he deemed inferior life forms. He said they couldn’t be trusted, that they would only cause the horsemen to come.”
 
   “You say no one among the other elf races listened to Lemork?” Talon asked, trying to get a fuller understanding.
 
   Loerik tilted his head to the side and flattened out the front of his robes with his hands. “There was one, a young elf sage named Jahre. He listened.”
 
   Talon went rigid. “Jahre?”
 
   Loerik nodded. “He didn’t agree with Lemork’s ideas that everyone needed to be controlled, but he did listen about Basei.” Loerik reached up to wipe a tear from his eye. “Funny to mention that name now. He came to me, Jahre I mean. Shortly after the council on Selemet banned Lemork from speaking about Basei. Jahre came and said he had had a vision. He knew that Basei was a dangerous threat, and that he would cause the horsemen to come. However, he told me that Lemork should not be allowed to gain power. He said Lemork would destroy the world even faster than Basei.” Loerik shook his head and laughed softly. “I didn’t believe Jahre then. I thought it was some trick the Selemet Council was trying to gain my trust and undermine Lemork. It would only be a couple years later that I would come to understand that Jahre had been right about Lemork. My king’s obsession became our downfall, and dragged all of the elves into the bloodiest war ever known in the Elven Isles. By the time I realized, it was too late. The hatred and racism spread through our people like a fire in dry grass. There was nothing I could do to stop it.”
 
   “So you went to the Tomni’Tai, didn’t you?” Talon asked.
 
   Loerik shook his head and glanced to the queen.
 
   “What are you talking about?” the queen asked. “Why would he help banish our people?”
 
   Talon pointed a finger at Loerik. “Who else knew as much about the order of planes? You talk of galaxies and the universal order, but I would bet that you knew of the Netherworld as well, didn’t you?”
 
   The queen slapped a hand on the table. “Enough! That is preposterous.”
 
   Talon didn’t relent. “You said yourself there was nothing you could do to stop it. Tell me I am wrong.”
 
   Loerik bent his head to the floor and his shoulders slumped.
 
   “Loerik?” the queen asked.
 
   “That is not something I am proud of either,” Loerik said flatly. “You must understand, I did it to save Terramyr.”
 
   “This is treason!” the queen shouted.
 
   Talon held up a hand this time and told the queen, “Let him speak.”
 
   “Lemork was unstoppable. Our people were slaughtering the other elves by the hundreds and thousands. There was no way to stop the war. Attrition would have continued until several elven races were completely destroyed in our part of the world. More than that, I had come to know that Jahre was telling the truth. I didn’t approach him directly, he had already fled to Svatal by that time. However, the Tomni’Tai were also capable of very powerful magic.”
 
   “So you told them about the Netherworld, and you helped them create the spell that would banish the Sierri’Tai,” Talon finished.
 
   “I did it because Jahre was right. If we won the war, the world would have been destroyed by now. I prevented the destruction of our world.”
 
   “By sentencing our people to a hellish plane where we have had to fight for centuries just to exist!” Queen Amadriel shouted.
 
   “But we do still exist,” Loerik said softly. “It was not a good plan, but it did work. And now, you are here, ready to finish what I wanted Lemork to do.” Loerik looked up to Talon with a smile. “If you slay Basei, then we can avoid the horsemen.”
 
   “How do you know he is the right one to complete this when you say even Lemork went mad on this quest?”
 
   Loerik smiled softly. “When the spell was taken to Jahre, he sent a message back to me before it was executed.” The old drow dug into his pocket and brought out a small, tattered and yellow piece of parchment. He handed the note to Talon.
 
   Talon opened it to find Taish runes on the page. He shrugged and handed it to the queen.
 
   She read it aloud. “Loerik, my friend, do not fear. I have seen a vision. There is another way to defeat Basei. When the time is right, I will send my grandson to rescue your people.”
 
   Queen Amadriel dropped the note on the table and looked at Talon closely.
 
   “I am his grandson, if that is what you are wondering,” Talon said quickly.
 
   Loerik cut in. “I know things don’t always happen exactly as they are portrayed in vision, but answer me one question. Do you happen to carry the fang of a gorlung?”
 
   Talon pursed his lips and tilted his head to the side. “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   Loerik smiled wider. “The day I received that note, I had a vision of my own. I have only ever had one, but it was vivid and I still remember it. I saw a hooded man from behind. He carried Drekk’hul in his hand. He destroyed the Netherworld Gate, freeing my people. Then, he turned and led an army to Basei’s temple. In my vision, the man wore a bracelet on his left wrist. Dangling from that bracelet was the black fang of a gorlung.”
 
   “He has no bracelet,” the queen cut in quickly. “Besides, it is foolish to think he could kill a gorlung. In five hundred years, only two gorlung beasts have been killed by our warriors, and each time it was at great cost.”
 
   Talon pulled the fang from his pocket. “I don’t wear a bracelet, but I have the fang.” He set the tooth on the table. No sooner had he done so than the gorlung phantom reappeared.
 
   All three of them startled, the queen and Loerik because it scared them, and Talon because he thought the beast dead. The great phantom beast bowed its head and moved to stand beside Talon.
 
   “You command the beast?” Queen Amadriel asked, quietly moving to position herself behind the table opposite where Talon and his gorlung were standing.
 
   Talon nodded. “I slew it in combat in the forest on Svatal Island. Now, using its tooth and a spell that Jahre gave me, I can summon it to aid me.”
 
   “This is the man,” Loerik said, beating the table suddenly with his wrinkled hand. “This is the man who can slay Basei.” Loerik turned to the queen excitedly. “You must understand, the Netherworld is attached to Terramyr. If I were to explain it simply, it is like the underside of the world, connected metaphysically, but in a very real sense. If the horsemen destroy Terramyr, then the Netherworld will die with it.”
 
   “Then it seems I must allow you to complete your mission,” the queen said softly.
 
   “What of the warriors?” Talon asked. “Are there any that would go with me?”
 
   “This isn’t the same as reclaiming a homeland,” Queen Amadriel said.
 
   “But they are claiming so much more,” Loerik put in. “Just ask for volunteers. There will be warriors enough who will relish this adventure. There have been tales enough of our old home on Terramyr shared at family hearths these five hundred years, that I know many a young warrior who would be eager of the chance to explore another plane.”
 
   The queen nodded slowly and sighed. She looked at the great phantom beast and then back to Talon. Very well. I will make your purpose known. Any who wish to fight alongside you will be allowed to go. I have only one condition.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “Any warrior who goes with you, thereby purchases the right for his family to live in the astral plane should you succeed.”
 
   Talon nodded. “I will honor that. The warriors will go with me. The families will stay here, where they are protected. Once I am victorious, I will come back for the others.”
 
   “Then we have a bargain, assassin.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
    
 
   Loerik waited only moments after the queen and Talon left the room before gathering his cane and a thick book and shuffling out from the tower and down to the streets below. He had been preparing for this day for the last five centuries. Now it was time to make sure those who had long ago pledged loyalty to him would still answer the call. He knew the queen would send her own messengers, but Loerik was ever one to do things himself, ensuring the right personal touch.
 
   His first stop took him three blocks to the west, to a large manor house that spanned seventy feet in width, and was three stories tall. This was Clan Lerian’s manor, home of the second largest clan in the city, and some of the best fighters ever born.
 
   Loerik didn’t bother ringing the brass bell outside the front door. He pushed it open and stepped inside, announcing himself with a loud, “Hello to Clan Lerian!”
 
   A slim elf of only sixty years stepped into the entrance from a small doorway on the left. He wore what passed for fine clothing in the Netherworld, polished leather boots, leather trousers, and a leather vest with beads of glass sewn into the front. His silver hair was braided from the top of his head, creating a stiff ponytail that arced sharply over the back of his head.
 
   “Master Loerik, to what does House Lerian owe the pleasure?”
 
   Loerik bowed his head and leaned heavily on his cane as he pointed with his book toward a pair of double doors twenty feet across the entrance. “Go and fetch Master Leflin,” Loerik said. “Tell him it is most urgent that I speak with him now.”
 
   Loerik didn’t wait for the servant’s response, but he didn’t need to. He was one of three Sierri’Tai that remained from the first generation, for such were the drow that had experienced Terramyr called by all the others who had been born in the Netherworld after their banishment. The distinction of being a first generation drow earned Loerik much respect. His station as the queen’s advisor only cemented his authority throughout the city.
 
   The old elf ambled toward the double doors and pointed his cane at them when he neared, pushing them open with a gentle spell so he wouldn’t need to slow his pace and open them by hand. He moved into the parlor and made his way for a soft chair made of black leather. Loerik turned around, shuffling his feet as he spun in place, shifting his weight from side to side and then gently dropping down into the plush cushion.
 
   If one were to ask why he visited Clan Lerian so often, Loerik was as apt to say that he was fond of this very chair as much as any of the Lerian clansmen. It was a rarity in the Netherworld to have such an exquisite piece of luxury. Even Queen Amadriel didn’t have a chair so fine as this one. Still, the chair was not the reason he called upon the clan today.
 
   Leflin entered the parlor from the door on the opposite side of the room. He cast a casual glance at the several swords hanging along the wall, as he always did when he was in the parlor, and then he made his way for the plain, black wooden chair beside Loerik.
 
   Leflin was a tall drow. Slender in face and body, but with sharp features and a high brow that gave him an austere presentation. The scowl he often wore across his face bolstered the perception that he was a traditional prude, but nothing could have been further from the truth. In the years that Loerik had known Leflin, the clan leader had taken more than seven wives, three still living in the manor at the present time. Leflin was also prone to holding gambling parties and spent a great amount of time and effort searching for any substance in the Netherworld that could replace tobacco. Not that he had ever personally had the chance to use tobacco, but he found the idea alluring after he had heard about it from his father who had been a first generation drow.
 
   However, despite these less desirable traits, Leflin was also one of the most accomplished commanders in the city. Leflin had led countless campaigns defending the city from the vile creatures that inhabited the surrounding areas, and often with astoundingly successful results. He had cleared the southern warrens of crag wolves, repelled an army of rock trolls, and also successfully found and hunted four demons, and even a gorlung. Beyond these credentials, his clan was absolutely loyal, and was not fraught with the power plays that plagued some of the other houses.
 
   “What can I do for you?” Leflin said, getting straight to business.
 
   Loerik lifted the book and handed it to Leflin. “I believe the time has come to form your warriors.”
 
   Leflin nodded and took the book from Loerik. “I heard about the human,” he said flatly. “He opened the Netherworld Gate and was ushered in to speak with the queen. How did she receive him?” Leflin arched a brow.
 
   “As well as I could have hoped for,” Loerik replied. “In any event, she is going to allow volunteers to go with him.”
 
   “Back to Terramyr?” Leflin asked.
 
   Loerik nodded. “He is the one I spoke to you about. He is set on a path to slay Basei.”
 
   Leflin set the book in his lap and leaned back on the chair. “Can he succeed?”
 
   Loerik shrugged. “He would have a much better chance if you were still willing to go.”
 
   Leflin nodded. “I have a few warriors who would do well in such a fight. I may not be the most reputable chief in the city, but my word is my bond. I pledged House Lerian to this cause when you first told me about it. I say no different now.”
 
   Loerik smiled. “Open the book,” he said. “This contains knowledge of Terramyr that I have been able to compile in my time here. I have included histories, but they will be somewhat out of date now. There is also an extensive list of plants, animals, weather, and magic. There is more, but you can search it for yourself. Take it with you, and use it to help orient yourself to Terramyr. She is a beautiful plane, but she is vastly different from the Netherworld.”
 
   Leflin opened the cover and a loose piece of parchment slid out. He caught it with his hand and looked at it. “What is this?”
 
   Loerik lifted his cane and pointed it at the paper. “That is a list of Sierri’Tai for you. I need you to go to Clan Rooria and Clan Visigor. They too have pledged to the same cause. I must know that Talon has allies he can trust, that will support him no matter what he does.”
 
   “So that is his name?” Leflin looked at the list and saw more names. “These names at the bottom are not listed with their clans.”
 
   Loerik nodded. “They are without clans.”
 
   Leflin balked and nearly dropped the paper. “You want me to take houseless Sierri’Tai into battle? They are not trained the same as clansmen. They fight alone, and use different techniques. More than that, they are unruly and—”
 
   Loerik cut the clan leader off with a wave of his cane. “These are good warriors. They are also ambitious enough that the thought of assaulting a demi-god’s temple will not scare them. They have all the reasons in the world to prove themselves, and if they do well they will be greatly rewarded. Each name on that list must go with you. I expect you to follow my instructions.”
 
   Leflin nodded and put the list into his pocket. “I can round them up as soon as we are finished here,” he said.
 
   “Oh, but we are finished,” Loerik said decisively. “I am going to take a nap in this wonderful chair of yours. You, on the other hand, have work to do. You should go.”
 
   Leflin laughed silently to himself as Loerik sank deeper into the chair and closed his eyes. The clan leader stood and made for the door, but turned back just before exiting the room. “What of Klegin and Ferrick?”
 
   Loerik grunted before he answered. “I imagine they will take their houses along as well,” he said. “They are, after all, first generation Sierri’Tai, and they have ever been eager to return to Terramyr.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Talon spent the remainder of the day in a small room of queen Amadriel’s castle. The furniture was sparse. A bed with a frame made of the same sturdy, black wood as Loerik’s desk, with a mattress stuffed with leaves and dried moss. The rest of the room was bare, cold stone. A single window overlooked a street below, and gave Talon a vantage point from which he could see the tops of buildings, but there was never much activity down below the few times he had looked out the window. 
 
   Before coming to this chamber, the queen had summoned a few messengers to send Talon’s invitation out to the larger clans in the city. The queen had promised to update Talon as she received responses, but for the first few hours, no news came.
 
   Queen Amadriel visited Talon twice before the evening meal was served. The first time was to announce that all houses had been alerted to Talon’s invitation. The second time she announced that Houses Lerian, Rooria, and Visigor had pledged their services to Talon. The queen returned once more afterward to inform him that Clan Dluvian and Clan Onjhi had pledged their services as well, and then once more afterward to wish him a good night. 
 
   He hardly slept.
 
   His mind would not give him peace. His thoughts centered on the Sierri’Tai. How many of them would come with him? Would there be enough to slay Basei? Could he trust them? He had not given the idea much thought that they might choose anything else but to serve him. Even the old drow in the black dragon’s cave had said that the Sierri’Tai would be eager and willing servants to whomever released them. In truth, Talon hadn’t really considered what kind of state he might find the Sierri’Tai in. He had always imagined that he would open the gate to find a willing army of battle hardened warriors ready and willing to serve him, as if he was a king liberating them from a terrible prison. It hadn’t really occurred to him that the drow might have built an entire civilization in the five hundred years since their banishment.
 
   More than a few times, his mind came back to the image of the dead priestess in the cave. Every time it did, he could feel the same guilt and agony he had as a child when his mother had been murdered. In breaking his rule, he hadn’t just become like Basei. He had, in some way he couldn’t explain, become responsible for his mother’s murder. To him it felt as if he had plunged his sword into his mother, and not the priestess.
 
   He tried not to dwell upon these thoughts, pushing against them by recalling the ships he was supposed to build and trying to figure out how long that would take, and how many drow would need to be helping in order to make it work.
 
   Before he knew it, a knock came at the door and morning had come. He had maybe managed to sleep a total of twenty minutes or so. Certainly nothing that would qualify as a restful night.
 
   The door opened. “I have a couple of visitors for you,” Queen Amadriel announced as she stepped into the room.
 
   Talon rose from the bed just in time to see two white-haired drow. One was the warrior he had met at the city gate who spoke with the thick accent. The other, Talon had not seen before.
 
   “These are two of my finest warriors,” the queen said. “They are the only two soldiers remaining from the original group. They have decided to go with you, and take their clans as well.”
 
   “Which clans are yours?” Talon asked.
 
   The drow Talon didn’t know stepped forward. “We each have large families. I am the head of the Dluvian clan. I have twenty warriors under my command. They will all be joining with me.”
 
   The other warrior stepped forward and bowed his head. “I have another twelve besides myself. Clan Onjhi is at your service.”
 
   Talon nodded appreciatively. He could tell by the fact that the queen had taken the time to introduce them separately that this was an important matter to them. “I will be honored to have you with me. What we are going to do is not an easy thing, but it will be worth it in the end, I assure you.”
 
   The two clan leaders smiled slyly.
 
   “There are another sixty warriors waiting in the streets below,” the queen said. “Altogether that makes for ninety-two, plus these two. There are five houses going with you, as well as a score of houseless Sierri’Tai. Also, you should know that each of the clan leaders speaks Common Tongue. Loerik took great pains to make sure that the language would survive, if only among the larger houses of our people.”
 
   Talon nodded. “That should be plenty. We need to make haste for the gate. We have much work to do.”
 
   The queen held up her hand. “Before you go, I must ask for the relics.”
 
   Talon looked at her quizzically. “The artifacts that open the Netherworld Gate?”
 
   Queen Amadriel nodded. “You see, while I am authorizing the departure of these volunteers, I do not want other adventurous Sierri’Tai wandering back into Terramyr on their own. Even your presence here and your exodus with a host of warriors, could call great attention to us. I do not intend to see an army of Svetli’Tai marching through the gate to finish a job they started five hundred years ago. Those of us who choose to stay, do so because we have a home and a new life here. It is a hard life, but this is now our home. All but three of the Sierri’Tai in this city have been born here, and know nothing else.”
 
   “So you would seal the gate after I leave,” Talon guessed.
 
   The queen nodded. “If you should succeed, you will have the powers of a demi-god. With that will come the ability to travel across all planes under Volganor’s dominion. It should be no trouble for you to return and move the families of the volunteers.”
 
   Talon nodded. “Agreed,” he said.
 
   Within the hour, Talon was leading his new army through the gate. Ferrick, the drow warrior he had met at the city gate, was walking on Talon’s right side. Klegin, the leader of the Dluvian clan walked on Talon’s left. The group took their time winding their way through the cave and picking their steps so as not to trigger any of the traps. Talon was careful to point each pressure plate out to them, though it seemed each warrior was as capable of recognizing and avoiding the traps as he was.
 
   What he had not counted on, however, was the group of twenty Svetli’Tai elves waiting outside the cave. Talon didn’t see them at first, neither did the others. Then there was a movement that caught Talon’s eye near a large tree. Talon drew his sword and then the fight began.
 
   The same priestess that had healed his foes after the battle in Tantine, and had been busy recruiting new Kruks, was leading the charge. She threw spells at Talon while the elves with her charged Talon’s army.
 
   Ferrick lunged forward and weaved his fingers furiously in the air. Fire erupted from the ground below the priestess. In a moment she was turned to a pile of gray ash. Klegin added his magic, sending arrows of fire into four of the charging elves.
 
   Talon watched as a group of four Sierri’Tai rushed forward. They each drew designs in the air, summoning great vines of fire out of the air and binding the ambushers together in a fiery rope of death. None of the Sierri’Tai had needed to pull a weapon. Their magic had won the battle in a matter of moments. Smoke and vapors rose from the ground, hissing as they snaked into the air.
 
   Ferrick marched back to Talon and insisted they should move quickly. Talon agreed and the army moved through the forest, searching for a way to reach the southern beaches without needing to traverse the cliff.
 
   In order to build ships, they would need access to a bay that was well forested. They could use their weapons as tools, but it would be ideal if they could find some ore deposits to make proper tools.
 
   They spent several hours searching for the correct place. Then, once they had found a suitable spot, Talon delegated assignments to different clans. Most of the drow were sent through the forest to gather materials, and the rest were set to work preparing the beach and clearing the area so they could build their ship. However, after several hours had passed, Talon realized something was amiss. Ferrick was walking beside him, but Klegin was gone. Talon ordered the elves to organize into five columns and count off. It was then that the assassin realized they were missing Klegin’s entire clan. Talon turned to Ferrick and came in close, their noses nearly touching.
 
   “What treachery is this?”
 
   Ferrick cocked his head to the side. “The one who releases us was supposed to bring the promise of vengeance.”
 
   Twelve elves fanned out around Talon and Ferrick. The hairs on Talon’s neck stood on end.
 
   “Relax, we will follow through with our commitment to slay Basei, but there is another matter that needs to be settled before we can leave Selemet Isle,” Ferrick said coolly.
 
   Talon shook his head. “You mean the Tomni’Tai village, don’t you?”
 
   “They banished us,” Ferrick snarled.
 
   Talon drew his sword and backed away from Ferrick. “Are there no honorable elves left among the Sierri’Tai?” he called out. “Are there none who will honor their pledge to me?”
 
   Ferrick held his hands out and gestured to his clansmen. “And who are you that you might rule over us?” Ferrick quipped. “You hold the sword, but you do not command it.”
 
   “Care to test that theory?” Talon challenged.
 
   Ferrick laughed. “There is no need for this. Klegin will dispose of the Tomni’Tai, and then we will all resume our service to you. I won’t need a sword to kill you.” Ferrick turned and gestured to the other Sierri’Tai without the ring of his clansmen. “If you want help from them, you should know they will not challenge a clan leader. They have no such right or authority.”
 
   “I do,” Talon said. “I am your king. This is your final warning.”
 
   “No, mixed-blood, it is your final warning,” Ferrick replied evenly.
 
   Talon focused his mind, connecting with Drekk’hul. He could feel the warm sensations running through his arm. He winked at Ferrick and then a dark purple and black cloud enveloped them. His left hand shot into his pocket and he summoned the gorlung phantom. Ferrick and the others blindly cast spells, firing them into the darkness.
 
   Talon, easily able to see each traitor thanks to the purple outline glowing around each figure, dodged and avoided every magical assault. One fire bolt sailed past him and slammed into a traitor behind him. The elf screamed in pain and fell to the ground.
 
   A moment later there was a terrible roar.
 
   “What was that?” someone shouted.
 
   “A gorlung!” another yelled. “He has brought a gorlung!”
 
   The phantom leapt to the nearest drow and tore its throat out. Then it moved on to the next, and then the third.
 
   Talon took advantage of the moment and shot a bolt of lightning at Ferrick. The energy struck him in the chest and he managed only a gargled scream before his body thumped onto the ground.
 
   The assassin then leapt over a wave of flame that rolled along the ground. He ran three steps forward and somersaulted under a flaming vine that swept out at waist height. Then he came up to his feet and drove his sword through another traitor’s chest. The few remaining cut-throats failed to stop either Talon or the gorlung phantom.
 
   The battle was over almost as quickly as the battle with the last of the Kruks at the cave entrance only hours earlier.
 
   Talon dismissed the fog, but kept the gorlung nearby. The beast snarled and bared its fangs to the nervous crowd. None of them said anything as they looked from the bodies to Talon and then to the beast.
 
   “Who among you is willing to pledge loyalty to me as their king?” Talon shouted. “These treacherous louts have lost their claim. Ferrick and his clan will neither share in the glory that we will win, nor will their families live with us in the astral plane.” Talon swung Drekk’hul, throwing another bolt of electrical energy for emphasis. “I wield Drekk’hul, Son of the Dragon. I opened the Netherworld Gate. I am your king now.” He pointed to the gorlung at his side. “Do you not see the power I possess?”
 
   “We are all yours, my king,” Leflin Lerian said. “We did not know that Clan Onjhi or Clan Dluvian were plotting anything.”
 
   “Then why wait to support me until after I fought with them?” Talon pressed, stepping in to stand directly before Leflin.
 
   “It was a shock, sire, to think of fighting our own kin.” Leflin bowed his head and drew his sword out, placing the tip of it toward his stomach. “Command me, and I shall offer my life as recompense for our error.”
 
   Talon shook his head. “He needed as many warriors as he could get his hands on. He was not about to waste one of them now. Besides, it might buy him more loyalty if he spared a penitent chief. “No, that is not necessary. Just, swear to me that you will not hesitate to act the next time my life is threatened.”
 
   “I do so swear,” Leflin said as he placed his sword on the ground and bowed deeply.
 
   Talon watched as each of the Sierri’Tai warriors drew their weapons and placed them on the ground as they knelt, bowing their heads to the ground. He knew they were telling the truth. These drow warriors were of the younger generation. They were the ones the queen had spoken of when she had told Talon that many no longer held grudges against the other elf races.
 
   He looked to the north and felt his heart sink. A week ago, and he might have led the charge to the Tomni’Tai village himself. But now, he was different. He was beginning to value balance in the world. No, it was more than that. He was beginning to feel. His mind recalled the young elf woman who had helped him sail to Selemet. He clenched his teeth and closed his eyes. He wasn’t sure if it was the guilt he still felt for killing the priestess in the cave, or if he genuinely cared for the she elf that had helped him, but he was not willing to let her die without trying to help.
 
   “We move!” Talon said. “We must be as stealthy as possible, but we must be fast. We cannot let Klegin and his clan destroy that village. Are you with me?”
 
   A few of the drow looked to each other, obviously not sure what to think about fighting their own kin, but then the gorlung phantom roared in a thunderous voice that caused them all to shy away. When the roar ceased, the Sierri’Tai warriors grabbed their weapons and readied themselves.
 
   Talon turned to his gorlung companion. “How fast can you run?”
 
   The gorlung snarled and turned to the north. I can carry you faster than you can run.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   By the time Talon arrived at the village, smoke was filling the air. Screams of horror and pained shouts were all that could be heard. Flames devoured buildings and Klegin and his clansmen were killing indiscriminately. Talon urged his gorlung companion faster. The other warriors were far behind him, as the gorlung had been able to outpace even the fastest of the drow over the island.
 
   The gorlung ran between two burning houses, its feet barely making any sound as it propelled forward at great speed. Talon leapt off from the animal and summoned the thick fog. A fireball zipped by him, crackling as it flew through the air. Talon cut down the first of Klegin’s kin and then moved on to drop two more.
 
   The gorlung ripped the leg off of one and pounced upon another, crushing the elf under its weight and digging its claws deep into the warrior’s chest. A fireball grazed the gorlung, and it snarled furiously. It turned and lunged at its attacker, tackling the elf and tumbling down the sloped bank and crashing into the water.
 
   Talon didn’t stop to help his companion. If it survived the magical blast from the Kruk priestess in the cave, it could take care of itself here as well. The assassin ran forward, careful to ensure that each outline he hunted down within the fog was in fact one of Klegin’s warriors before dealing the killing blow. Talon killed two more, saving a she-elf just before one of Klegin’s kin could thrust a spear through her chest.
 
   The Tomni’Tai elf thanked Talon and then backed away in horror as she noted his sword shining through the fog. Talon told her to run and hide.
 
   A flash of lightning ripped through the fog, splitting it in two and creating a clear corridor. A Sierri’Tai elf drew back his bowstring and let loose. Talon barely ducked to the side as an arrow tore through the air. Talon answered by calling upon his sword to send a bolt of electrical energy at the elf. The drow was caught in the neck and his head snapped back, slinging a trail of blood out as the body fell to the ground.
 
   A mighty roar sounded in the distance, followed by a gut-wrenching scream. Talon knew that the gorlung had found another victim.
 
   A blast of air slammed into Talon, nearly knocking him to the ground. He looked to his right to see an elderly elf standing in a doorway with his hand extended toward Talon. Talon nearly retaliated before he realized that there was a Sierri’Tai elf on the ground struggling to get up. Talon had not been the target of the attack, he had only been too close.
 
   The assassin rushed in, putting his left hand up to the elderly elf to show that he was not a threat to him. His sword came down and pierced through the strange armor that the drow wore with a sickening crunching sound. The elf convulsed and then fell limp upon the ground.
 
   The elderly elf narrowed his eyes on Talon, as if deciding whether to throw a spell at him. Talon yelled that the elf should go inside and bolt his door. The assassin then pulled his sword free and felt a surge of power run through him. He looked to the blade and saw that it drank the blood. That blood was strengthening the sword’s magic.
 
   Talon spied another foe thirty yards away. The drow had just cut down two elves and was headed to a third. The Tomni’Tai elf had no weapons, so he held a portion of a fishing net in front of himself and begged for mercy. Talon let his rage course through the blade and sent another bolt of purple lightning streaking across the air to strike the drow. The warrior fell on his face and the fisherman stood with his mouth open and eyes wide.
 
   Talon turned and summoned the fog once more, tracking down any drow he could as he raced to end their murderous frenzy. He found three more down on the docks, killing workers and laughing as they counted aloud how many each of them had killed as if it was some kind of game.
 
   Talon rushed in. As the fog closed in around them, their bravado turned to panic. A gargled shout was cut short as Drekk’hul severed one drow’s head. Another took a quick double thrust to the chest, and the third was cleaved in two across the waist.
 
   No sooner did the last body fall than a great explosion erupted just behind Talon. Flames rose up and heat rolled out like a massive, invisible wall that pushed Talon from the dock and into the water. The fog dissipated and was replaced by flames and smoke. The assassin turned over in the water, looking up toward the surface, and saw a looming figure emerging from the flames.
 
   The figure lifted his arm and a flurry of fiery spheres rained down from the sky, pummeling the water and sizzling loudly as they shot down toward Talon. The assassin rolled over and swam downward, doubling back to swim under the dock for shelter.
 
   He came up for air and saw the shadowy boots stepping toward his position.
 
   “The water will not save you!” Klegin called out from above.
 
   In that instant, Talon heard a terrible hiss, like one might hear if they stuck a red hot ember in a bowl of water, only much louder. The assassin turned to see a serpent made of fire swimming across the surface toward him.
 
   Talon dove down, but was disheartened to see that the magical serpent was able to dive as well. The serpent was so hot that it instantly vaporized the water it touched, creating a pocket of air and steam that buffered it enough to keep it from being extinguished. Talon knew he couldn’t swim faster than the serpent. It was already less than ten yards away and it was closing fast.
 
   Talon turned up and aimed his sword at the shadow on the dock. He wasn’t sure it would work, but he had to try. He sent one more lightning spell out from the sword. The deafening boom it created nearly stunned Talon, and the force of the spell shot him another four yards down into the water, slamming his back against the bottom of the bay. Luckily, that push was just enough for him to avoid being struck by the fire serpent. The magical snake shot past him by several yards, and started to make a wide arc to circle back, but it never got the chance to finish its attack.
 
   The lightning bolt shot out from the water with tremendous force, blasting apart the dock and sending Klegin flying up into the air. The attack must have destroyed his concentration, for the fire serpent disappeared and Talon was safe.
 
   The assassin made for the surface and crawled onto the bank just in time to see Klegin pushing to his feet. Klegin sneered at Talon and started to call forth another incantation, but then an arrow went through his neck.
 
   Talon looked up, expecting to see his other followers, but instead he saw the she-elf that had sailed him from Svatal to Selemet.
 
   “Elorien,” Talon said with a slight appreciative nod.
 
   Elorien looked over her shoulder, giving Talon a hard stare, and turned to face him. She lowered her bow, but Talon could see she was contemplating whether he also deserved an arrow. Talon sheathed Drekk’hul and walked toward her with his hands out.
 
   “I didn’t want this,” he said quickly. “That’s why I came to stop it.”
 
   He walked slowly toward her, watching her hands to make sure he would know when to dodge an arrow she might fire his direction. That moment never came. She watched him approach, silently studying his movements. Elorien never nocked another arrow. When the two were only a few paces apart, Talon saw the elf from the doorway approaching them, his simple, worn robes flowing out behind him as he moved forward with a grace which did not match his advanced age.
 
   “Elorien, put the bow down,” the elf said.
 
   Elorien did not obey. She kept her eyes locked on Talon.
 
   “By the Gods, Elorien, he means us no harm. He was helping us, can’t you see?”
 
   “This is the man I told you about, father,” Elorien said quickly. “He is the one that I brought here.”
 
   “You told him about me?” Talon asked. “I thought we had an arrangement.”
 
   “Don’t be too hard on her,” the male elf said as he stepped up beside her and struggled to catch his breath. Only now did Talon realize that the other elf was a fair bit older than he had previously thought. “She has never been able to keep secrets from me. One could say I pulled it out of her, even.”
 
   “Magic?” Talon asked.
 
   “No,” the elf said with a smile and a shake of his head as he placed a hand on Elorien’s shoulder. “A father’s intuition.”
 
   “Haroon recently came back from the city,” Elorien stated, gesturing vaguely back to the smoldering village. “He told us that there had been a murder while the Kruks were recruiting new soldiers. He said that the relics had been stolen and that we were all in great danger. Now, here you are with a band of Sierri’Tai elves.” She pointed at Talon accusingly and swept her hand to indicate the dead Sierri’Tai around them.
 
   “These were not my warriors,” Talon said. “The Sierri’Tai queen wanted no war between the elves. She made me promise to avoid war, and I intended to do exactly that.”
 
   “It appears that Master Klegin felt differently,” Elorien’s father announced as he looked at the body lying upon the ground. “I would suspect that these are his kinfolk then, is that correct?”
 
   Talon nodded, surprised to hear the old elf call Klegin by name. “I have seventy warriors that follow me, but they mean no harm to this village. Two clan’s heads, Klegin and Ferrick, betrayed my trust. They promised to help me build ships and sail away, but Klegin broke off and attacked before I could stop him.”
 
   “I also know Ferrick’s name. And what of him?” Elorien’s father asked.
 
   “I killed him and his twelve kinsmen before I arrived here.” Talon then cocked his head to the side and asked, “How do you know Klegin?”
 
   The old Tomni’Tai elf drew in a deep breath and frowned. “There was a time, many years ago, when we were friends. This village is not my home, it is only where I have lived since the end of the Elf Wars. In the past, I resided in a city which time has now forgotten and the forest has swallowed. Klegin lived there as well. We were class mates. My sister even married his cousin. But, that was a long time ago. All friendships and relations were severed when the Elf Wars began.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Talon offered.
 
   “You’re sorry?” Elorien echoed. “You seem quite a different man from when I met you before.”
 
   Talon nodded, but he didn’t explain himself. Instead, he went back to speaking with her father. “My warriors will be here soon. We had planned to build ships on the southern coast, and make for the mainland without calling any attention to ourselves, but now that this has happened, it won’t be long before we are discovered by other cities. We won’t have the time to build any ships without further bloodshed. I am in need of ships, and I need them quickly.” Talon let his eyes wander to the handful of fishing vessels which lay moored a short ways down the coast from the ruined dock. “We’ll be taking your boats.”
 
   “Are you he?” the elf asked. “Are you the one Jahre talked about in his letter to Loerik?”
 
   Talon lifted an eyebrow and shrugged. “It would appear that I am,” he said flatly.
 
   “I am Fyrik,” the elf said with a slight bow of his head. “I am one of the two Tomni’Tai mages that Loerik came to for help in designing and executing the spell that would banish the Sierri’Tai. Since then I have led my people as our numbers slowly dwindled. ” Fyrik looked around at the destruction and his shoulders drooped a bit. “Of course, it has not been an easy lot for my people either. Since the war ended, we have been relegated to this village. Trade is sparse and respect from the other races is virtually non-existent. This is why I sought an arrangement for Elorien which would allow her a life away from this place. It seems, however, that was not meant to last.” At this, Fyrik turned his eye to Elorien, who merely tightened her jaw in response. The old elf stepped away from them toward the charred and shattered dock. He stared out to sea for a few moments, seemingly weighing a heavy matter in his mind. “I will tell you what,” Fyrik said abruptly as he turned around and strode back to Talon, “if you agree to take the survivors of this village with you, then you may have any vessel that is still intact.”
 
   “Father?!” Elorien said. “We can’t go with them, we don’t even know where they are going.”
 
   Fyrik smiled. “I know,” he said. “This man is going to slay Basei, the demi-god of battle.” Elorien looked at her father with a shocked expression, and then back to Talon, looking for confirmation.
 
   Talon shook his head in exasperation at the idea. “If you have warriors, I can take them, but women and younglings should stay here. If I am successful, then I can come back for the others.”
 
   Fyrik looked around again and nodded. “Klegin and his warriors hit us hard. We were not prepared, but we still have a few reliable magic users among us. If you want to take our boats without having,” here he cleared his throat significantly, “troubles with the winds, then you must accept my proposal: My people all go.”
 
   Catching sight of his warriors rushing in from the forest beyond the village, Talon wanted to cut this conversation as short as possible. As he turned to jog away from them he quickly replied “Very well. Everyone can go, but once we land, the warriors are with me and women and younglings will find a place to wait for their return.” Fyrik nodded his acceptance and Talon hurried to intercept his warriors before any further difficulty was met with the Tomni’Tai.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
   Shrieks and gasps erupted throughout the village as Leflin led the other warriors in. Talon was quick to call out and order his men to stand down, trying to ease tensions before any more loss of innocent life occurred.
 
   Fyrik caught sight of one Tomni’Tai man preparing to attack, so he threw a gust of wind that knocked the young elf on his rump.
 
   Talon nodded approvingly to Fyrik. “These are my warriors,” he said. “They will not harm anyone in the village, make sure the others know that.”
 
   Fyrik rushed off one way while Elorien moved quickly through the village in the other direction.
 
   Talon’s faithful company of Sierri’Tai used their fire magic to help control and extinguish the fires set by the treacherous Onjhi, but even with the quick work of their combined strength and power, they could not save more than a fraction of the village’s houses and buildings, many of which had been demolished upon impact when fireballs had been called from the sky during the initial raid.
 
   Soon they all gathered on the beach, where Talon was directing his warriors to prepare the largest of the boats which were still intact. The assassin noted the fearful look on the surviving villagers’ faces, but he put it out of his mind. There was nothing more he could do for them beyond what it seemed Elorien had already undertaken to do – organizing the able-bodied to remove the dead, and removing the children with their mothers to the opposite side of the village where their injuries could be tended to. 
 
   In a moment that certainly bespoke the changes he had experienced in his heart, the idea briefly occurred to him to stay and rebuild the village for this battered people, but the thought was banished almost as soon as it entered his mind. Doing so would slow them down and risk discovery by the other elf races on Selemet Isle. More than that, had already decided in his mind that he would need to tell Fyrik that their arrangement would not be kept. He was not equipped or prepared to lead an exodus of refugees, and whatever strength the Tomni’Tai warriors may be able to add to his company of Sierri’Tai, it would not compensate for the liability the women and children would be.
 
   As Talon stood upon the beach, Fyrik approached him.
 
   “Perhaps it is time to properly introduce myself,” Fyrik said.
 
   Talon shook his head dismissively. “I think we have gone over that already.”
 
   Fyrik laughed and waved an arm at the village. “I am the patriarch of the Tomni’Tai,” he said. “It is something like the clan leaders among the Sierri’Tai, but instead of controlling only a single family, I control the entire village.”
 
   “Like a chief, or a king,” Talon commented dryly with a nod. “What is that to me?”
 
   Fyrik frowned and stepped in front of Talon, blocking his view of the schooners that the Sierri’Tai were working to gather. Fyrik brought his face in close and looked Talon in the eyes. For a moment, Talon felt as though Fyrik was peering through him to his soul. The thought unnerved him and reminded him of the uncomfortable three days he had spent with Jahre on the plane of the dead. “You have seen what happened today,” Fyrik said. “Have you no compassion?”
 
   “We can’t stay, if that’s what you are asking,” Talon said quickly. “And frankly, we can’t take you along either. The path we are following leads to greater danger than what your village suffered here. I’m sorry, but I will simply be taking your boats.”
 
   Unexpectedly, Fyrik grinned and clasped his hands before his waist as he pursed his lips and nodded. “True,” he said. “The path you walk is fraught with danger. I suppose it will be better for my villagers to remain here, where they can be interrogated by the Svetli’Tai when they arrive to investigate the large plumes of smoke that covered our homes today.”
 
   Talon turned a hard eye on Fyrik. “Are you saying you will tell them where we went?”
 
   Fyrik shrugged. “I am saying only that someone might.”
 
   Talon’s anger boiled in him. His instinct was to reach for his sword, but Fyrik held up a hand.
 
   “However, if we went with you, then no one would be left to talk at all. The Svetli’Tai would uncover only that a group of drow fought here. They will guess that the slain Sierri’Tai are from the Netherworld, of course. Their armor and dress is far too strange to be from Terramyr. However, that means only that they will then make an assault on the Netherworld Gate, which happens to lie in the exact opposite direction.”
 
   “That still doesn’t change the fact that going with us is calling more danger upon your people,” Talon said.
 
   Fyrik nodded and shrugged again. “Yet, it seems as though none of your warriors are capable seaman. Tell me, can any of them pilot a vessel?” Fyrik stepped out of Talon’s line of sight and pointed to a group of Sierri’Tai madly trying to work the sails on one schooner. Another group was futilely trying to paddle a smaller fishing boat with boards. “It seems that perhaps we can be of some value in that endeavor.”
 
   Talon sighed. He knew that Fyrik was right. “Very well,” Talon said. “But we split the survivors so that each boat carries only a few.”
 
   Fyrik smiled. “I will have my people gather provisions for the journey.”
 
   “Make sure that there are no children on my boat,” Talon said quickly, but Fyrik was already walking away from him.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “What were you talking about with him?” Elorien asked.
 
   Behind her were a handful of women and three of the older Tomni’Tai children who had been attending to the needs of the young and wounded. They were all covered in dirt and scrapes, but none of them were mortally wounded from the assault.
 
   “I negotiated for all of us to go with them,” Fyrik said as he approached the group.
 
   One mother pulled her child in close to her side and shook her head as she walked away. Elorien was quick to announce her displeasure as well.
 
   “We can’t trust them,” she said.
 
   “This is not open for debate,” Fyrik replied. “I have already decided the matter. Now go, collect supplies for the journey across the sea,” he told the drow behind Elorien. Each one of them looked as though he had stabbed them through the chest. A couple of them silently let tears fall over their cheeks, but they all turned to obey his command.
 
   Elorien stepped in close, about to argue with him, but Fyrik turned a fierce eye on her. “I have long been a preserver and protector,” he told her. “I have ever been looking for ways to improve our lot. Since the war ended, I have merged families, built the Tomni’Tai people up from the verge of extinction, and increased our trade and production capabilities.”
 
   “No,” Elorien said hotly. “This is not the right move.”
 
   Fyrik huffed and shook his head, his eyes growing angry. “Elorien, even your marriage was done in an effort to advance our people. Your union was going to provide additional trade opportunities. Your husband is a great, important noble on Svatal. It should have been an alliance that vaulted our people forward. Instead, he was found to be without honor. I misjudged him.”
 
   “I understood your reasons,” Elorien said. “But, I am talking about this assassin. We can’t throw our lot in with him.”
 
   Fyrik sighed impatiently. “Elorien, by the power vested in me as patriarch of the Tomni’Tai, I dissolve your marriage with Luthen Vik’Drun, effective from this moment on.”
 
   Elorien’s mouth fell open. She stammered for a response, but nothing came.
 
   Fyrik spoke without waiting for her to recover. “Talon does not have a sparkling past, but I dare say he will yet prove to have more honor than your previous husband.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Elorien asked in a weak voice.
 
   “Only that I have ever been a protector for this people. When I see a chance to advance our position, I do so. I see such an opportunity now. When the time comes, I will decide whether to arrange a marriage between you and Talon. The man is prophesied to become a demigod! If appropriate, I will unite our two peoples, and bury this cursed feud that has banished our dear cousins and left us destitute and weak. Perhaps then I can right the wrongs that have plagued us for so long.”
 
   “Father…”
 
   Fyrik shook his head. “This, as other matters of state, is not up for debate. I suggest you try and get to know him. I will let you know my decision soon. Now go, find the best pilots we have left. We will need them to command the vessels and take us across the seas.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon observed the strange interactions between the two groups of drow as they finished loading the boats with provisions. The Tomni’Tai looked upon the Sierri’Tai with apparent fear, but there was something else too; a curiosity. He mostly saw this displayed from the smaller children, who asked to touch the Sierri’Tai warriors’ strange armor, or pointed at their hair and made comments in hushed tones followed by giggles.
 
   These fleeting interactions were met with mixed reactions from both sides. Leflin spurred the warriors to work, while protective mothers scooped up their children and pulled them away from the Sierri’Tai.
 
   When the remaining survivors from the village were separated and sent to their boats, Leflin made a head count. There were fifty Tomni’Tai altogether, including the children.
 
   Once the five large schooners were filled with provisions, and the survivors, as well as Talon’s warriors, were on board, they all set sail for the main continent to the north. Elorien and her father Fyrik sailed on the same boat as Talon and Leflin. The weather was favorable and the winds were strong enough to give the voyagers a good start.
 
   The first leg of the voyage was quiet, if not slightly comical. Talon watched as the Sierri’Tai on his boat marveled at the expanse of the open sea. They bent down over the side of the boat, straining to drag their fingers through the cool liquid. Leflin explained to Talon that they had never seen a large body of blue water before. The rivers in the Netherworld ran black. To get fresh water there, they had to dig wells several hundred feet below the surface, and even then they had to use magic to purify it for use. 
 
   Talon decided to let the warriors have their fun. Better to try and be a leader that was not seen with a harsh hand before they could accomplish their task. The assassin moved toward the rear of the boat, passing by a few huddled groups of Tomni’Tai. Many of the Tomni’Tai survivors spoke only in whispers, and cast nervous glances at Talon and his warriors. Those who piloted the schooners and worked the sails concentrated more on their work than their passengers, but the wary glances and untrusting stares were still there, if Talon was willing to look for them.
 
   Talon quickly tired of the tension. He went to the cabin to find some solace, but was greeted by a baby that was screaming and fussing while the mother tried to nurse the youngling. Talon sighed in frustration. He knew he had told Fyrik not to bring any children onto his boat. He hadn’t the patience for their noise, nor did he care for their annoying antics. He looked beyond the mother and babe to see a pair of young drow boys sitting on the floor of the cabin and playing a card game. More children.
 
   Needing to take in some fresh air, Talon moved to the rear of the schooner and sat upon a small bench there as he watched the setting sun in the west throw orange and pink hues into the sky that reflected brightly off the water.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Elorien said as she approached Talon and sat beside him.
 
   Talon nodded his agreement and turned to study her. She caught him staring at her and laughed softly.
 
   “I don’t have a weapon, if that’s what you are looking for,” she said.
 
   Talon cracked the tiniest of grins and nodded. “It crossed my mind,” he replied.
 
   “So what was it?” she asked. “When I saw you before, you were like stone. An animal that was cold and fierce, but now, I see something that looks almost human.”
 
   “Almost human?” Talon shot back.
 
   Elorien nodded. “There is still an edge to you. Anyone who saw you fighting in the village knows that. But, you have softened.”
 
   “What if I have?” Talon asked.
 
   Elorien shrugged. “It makes me wonder what our fate might have been if you were still the same man I met before. If Klegin and his kin had come, but you were still the calculating, violent beast you were when we first met, would you have stopped them?”
 
   Talon sighed and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I probably would have done the same thing,” Talon said. “Though it might have been for a different reason. The simple fact that Klegin double-crossed me, and tried to skip out on what he promised me would have been enough to set me on the same path.”
 
   “But that isn’t what compelled you to act?”
 
   Talon shook his head. “Like I said, their queen didn’t want bloodshed.”
 
   “And I suppose even the calculating assassin always keeps his word then?”
 
   Talon smirked. “Not always, I suppose.” He shook his head and decided he may as well come out with it. The last time he had shared a boat with her, she had talked his ear off, and that was when she thought he was cold and without warmth. Now that she had seen a softer side, there was no telling how long she might pester him until he finally told her the truth. He turned and shrugged slowly. “My mother was murdered by Basei. I took to a life of revenge a long time ago. What I did was always whatever was in my best interest. I partnered with a few people at different times, but those arrangements never worked out. Usually my partners betrayed me, such is the life I lead. Still, I have always had one rule.”
 
   “You don’t kill women,” Elorien said. “You told me that just before you threatened to tie me to the mast the last time we sailed together.”
 
   Talon remembered the conversation well. He almost laughed as he recalled it now, but he managed to stifle his urge. “I killed a woman,” Talon blurted out. “In the cave near the gate. There was a Kruk priestess, and she stood between me and my goal.”
 
   Elorien brushed hair from her face and watched Talon as he sat silently, composing the words he wanted to say next.
 
   “Previously, I have been able to escape from women warriors, but this one was different. I couldn’t wound her. She healed instantly. There was no way for me to incapacitate her and still leave her alive.”
 
   “So you did what you had to do in order to open the gate,” Elorien finished for him.
 
   Talon nodded and scraped his toe along the deck as if pushing a piece of dirt away. “Anyway, you asked what changed. That’s it.”
 
   “You mean to tell me that you never broke your rule before?” Elorien asked.
 
   Talon shook his head. “I have indirectly caused harm, I’m sure. I have started fights, even instigated war in Zinferth. In Medlas, I set a large fire that ravaged much of the city, but I had never directly killed a woman before. I always escaped, incapacitated them, or used a mixture to help them forget they ever met me. I never killed a woman.”
 
   The two of them sat in silence after he finished speaking. It was strange. He hadn’t confided in anyone for as long as he could remember. He hadn’t even allowed himself to feel remorse or shame for the things he had done, let alone talk to anyone about it. Yet, here he was, on a boat bound for the mainland so he could finally kill the demi-god that had so long ago put him on his bloody path, and he was confiding in an elf. 
 
   After a few moments, Elorien rose from her seat and left Talon to his thoughts.
 
   For an instant, he wondered what she was thinking. Then he pushed the thought out of his mind. What difference would it make? He shook his head and sat back, looking out to the sunset again and clearing his head of all thoughts except for Basei. He pictured the temple in his mind. He imagined what it would look like on the inside. How many priests would there be? What defenses would Basei have put in place in the High Temple? Then he pictured the demi-god of battle himself. Talon closed his eyes and watched a deadly dance play out in his mind between him and his arch nemesis. He slowed the fantasy down just as his blade pierced through Basei’s chest and the demi-god was vanquished forever.
 
   “Are you sleeping?” a voice called out.
 
   Talon begrudgingly opened his eyes and abandoned his fantasy. Before him stood Fyrik. The assassin looked up at the elf and nodded. “I was thinking about it,” he said.
 
   The elderly drow sat down next to him. His brow was creased in what Talon assumed was a weary expression, after all, Fyrik had seen many of his villagers die at the hands of the other Sierri’Tai warriors. Talon took a moment to look at Fyrik, noting the similarities between Elorien and her father, most obviously the shape of the eyes, somewhat almond-like and bright in color. Yet there were stark differences as well. Elorien’s skin tone was much lighter than her father’s. She was still easily identified as a drow by her appearance, but Fyrik was a much darker gray, a color one might see if they rubbed gray ash over a black piece of charred wood.
 
   That wasn’t all Talon had noticed either. Fyrik was a hard father, commanding and demanding exact obedience. Elorien was the only one that questioned him, and even when she held her tongue, Talon had seen the fire in her eyes. Even in the short amount of time it took to prepare the schooners, he had seen enough of their dynamic to get a feel for their relationship. More than that, he gained insight into Fyrik’s character, learning that the elderly elf was a shrewd and cunning patriarch. He wasn’t exactly dangerous, but Talon figured he would have to keep an eye on the drow. That was why he had insisted on putting them both on his boat.
 
   “She is a good person, my daughter,” Fyrik said, breaking the uneasy silence between them.
 
   Talon eyed Fyrik suspiciously. He wondered whether Fyrik knew about all of his daughter’s deeds while on Svatal, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he wondered why Fyrik was opening a discussion with that line. Talon was not looking for a wife.
 
   “She could be a good companion,” Fyrik continued and he leaned in and nudged Talon with his shoulder.
 
   Talon was not in the mood for games. He decided to prod Fyrik into being more direct. “Fyrik, you saw what happened as a result of me opening the gate. I presume your daughter told you how she met me. What exactly are you getting at?”
 
   Fyrik’s smile disappeared. “Sometimes, one has to look beyond what they see in order to see what they are meant to find,” he said.
 
   “Now I know you were familiar with Jahre,” Talon said with a sigh. “I am not one who has patience for riddles.”
 
   Fyrik nodded and brought his tone down to ensure only Talon could hear him. “Very well. I shall speak plainly. There are not many of my people left, certainly none that would be a suitable match for Elorien. I am suggesting you might find that having a woman around eases pains that nothing else can. I was familiar with your grandfather, yes. I even know some details of your life, though admittedly not nearly enough to say that I know who you are. Still, if you are going to slay Basei, then who will be there for you? A demi-god lives much longer than even an elf. They become immortal. If you can look beyond Elorien’s past, and see her for who she is, you would find a fair companion.”
 
   “Her past is not as dark as my own,” Talon said openly.
 
   Fyrik nodded. “Among my people, there are not many who would be willing to overlook her past. I thought perhaps you might have a different perspective. Maybe you could at least ponder the possibility of new beginnings.”
 
   “What’s in it for you?” Talon asked.
 
   Fyrik laughed aloud and shook his head. “That depends entirely upon you,” he said.
 
   Talon shot Fyrik a curious glance.
 
   “What I mean to say, is that if you embrace the idea, and she agrees to it, then I could be at peace. She is all the family I have left.”
 
   “And you would betroth her to an assassin?” Talon asked.
 
   Fyrik shrugged. “If you are the man that Jahre saw in his visions, then your past is of little consequence so long as you set a correct course from this point forward.”
 
   Now Talon laughed and shook his head. “I don’t think it is that simple,” he said.
 
   Fyrik turned and seized Talon’s shoulder with surprising strength. “Oh but it is. Don’t you see? You are one who can tip the balance. You are the one that Jahre saw restore order to a broken land. You replace Basei, and though you win vengeance for yourself, you can give so much more than that to the people that worship Basei. You will have the power to grant their prayers, to offer them blessings, and to stop the atrocities Basei commits out of his rage. You can tame the fire that scorches these lands. Furthermore, you will need a strong partner to keep you steady. My daughter is not only a good person, but she is strong. She can stand beside a demi-god and not flinch when things become difficult, and mark my words, things will become complicated.”
 
   “Ah, so there it is then,” Talon said. “You want me to marry your daughter so she can keep an eye on me and keep me in line, is that it?”
 
   Fyrik nodded. “I am not afraid to say so,” he replied. “Men are often given to bloodlust, passion, rage, and greed. A good woman provides a great buffer to those temptations. I have done terrible things in partnership with the other great minds of the Elf War in order to preserve balance and keep our world from ruin. Betrothing my daughter to the future Basei seems a small measure by comparison if it helps to ensure balance. But, there is more to it than that. I saw the way she looked at you when she saw you standing on the bank.”
 
   “When she was deciding whether to kill me, you mean?” Talon interrupted.
 
   Fyrik waved off the notion. “No, that isn’t what she was thinking. You don’t know this, but she talked about you a lot after she brought you to Selemet.”
 
   Talon growled in frustration. “She wasn’t supposed to,” he said.
 
   Fyrik pushed Talon’s shoulder and shook his head. “No, you don’t understand. She talked about you in her sleep. She wasn’t conscious.”
 
   Talon eyed the drow and laughed. “I thought you said you found out about me through father’s intuition?”
 
   Fyrik smiled and offered a wink. “Partly,” he conceded. “In any case, once I got her to open up, I saw there was a connection there.”
 
   “A connection?” Talon repeated. “She did tell you that I threatened to tie her to a mast right?”
 
   Fyrik smiled. “My wife once threatened to hit me in the head with a rock. It was the beginning of a wonderful courtship that eventually led to a very happy marriage.”
 
   “A rock? What were you doing, spying through her window?”
 
   “No,” Fyrik said with a wistful smile. “I followed her to the fields where she picked flowers with her sisters. I thought I was so clever and sneaky, but she caught me. She picked up a round stone and threw it in my direction, promising that the next one would hit its mark if I didn’t leave.”
 
   “And that led to marriage?” Talon asked skeptically.
 
   Fyrik shook his head. “No, but the flowers I left on her doorstep, along with a poem I penned as an apology for spooking her earned me enough rapport that she and I were able to strike up a friendship. That soon blossomed into something else.” Fyrik sighed and raised his hand to wipe a tear that had formed suddenly. “She died during the wars.”
 
   “I am sorry,” Talon offered.
 
   Fyrik nodded. “I saw the way you steal glances at my Elorien,” he said as he sniffed back the tears and cleared his throat. “It is the same way I stole chances to look at my dear wife.” He turned and patted Talon on the leg. “You ask me how I can suggest an assassin could marry my daughter, but you forget that I helped orchestrate the banishment of an entire race. That single act resulted in many deaths. I know what it is to be compelled by vengeance.” Fyrik rose from his seat and looked down at Talon with a soft smile. “We all have a past, my young friend, but it is the course we set today and tomorrow that determine what kind of honor we will have. Just, think on my suggestion. You might find that your solace will come from a family of your own, and not the vengeance you think you need.”
 
   “I still don’t think you are telling me the whole of it,” Talon said.
 
   Fyrik frowned and sat upright, pulling back from Talon. “What else is there to say?”
 
   “How about you just admit that you want to broker the marriage because you know I am going to be a demi-god? Do you think I can’t see your play for power?”
 
   Fyrik bristled. “It is not power for me that I want, but a better life for my people.”
 
   “Your people can come to the astral plane after I slay Basei,” Talon said. “There is no need to go behind your daughter’s back and assign her to me like she is chattel to be bought and sold.”
 
   Fyrik stood and pointed a threatening finger at Talon’s face. “That is not what this is! Who are you to tell me what to do?”
 
   Talon saw Leflin approach quickly, ready to pounce. The assassin motioned for Leflin to wait. “Fyrik…”
 
   “No, you listen,” Fyrik snarled. “I am the patriarch of the Tomni’Tai. You are the patriarch of your Sierri’Tai. There may be other clan leaders present, but marrying them to Elorien will not produce a true union of our peoples. I am offering a chance to end the suffering of our peoples by uniting them. It isn’t a bargain to gain power, it is the proper tradition. In order for our two nations to join, you must join by blood, by marriage. We must make our peoples one family. I know your ways are different, but that is what Tomni’Tai tradition dictates. To take us along and grant us a place beside your people would only be an insult to us, unless we offer an equal gift to you. I cannot live in a place where we are second rate citizens; that is how we have lived for the last five hundred years.”
 
   Talon shook his head and held up a hand, noticing that there were a few Tomni’Tai elves listening in now. “Sit down,” Talon said.
 
   Fyrik refused and folded his arms over his chest.
 
   “Alright,” Talon said. “Stand, but your daughter is already married, and I still cannot accept that you would bargain with her life, even if it did join our people.”
 
   Fyrik’s dark face took on a cherry-colored hue and a vein in his forehead throbbed. Talon was unsure whether he had said something specifically that offended the patriarch of the Tomni’Tai, or if the simple act of arguing with Fyrik was so abhorrent to the drow leader.
 
   “My daughter is no longer married to her former husband. I have announced their divorcement. As for deciding to whom she will be betrothed, that is my choice, as I am the patriarch. I may give her to whomever I please.”
 
   Talon watched Fyrik storm off back to the cabin and disappear through the door. He then caught sight of Elorien, standing on the port side, leaning just over the edge of the boat and letting the evening breeze push her hair out behind her. The assassin let his eyes trace her curves and he couldn’t help but wonder, just for a moment, if perhaps there was something to the old drow’s words.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Talon woke early the next morning to shouts and commotion coming from the deck above. He jumped off his cot and clambered out of the cabin to see what the matter was. What he saw was a large naval vessel sailing toward them. It flew Shausmatian flags and archers were lining the sides of the ship. Talon took in a breath when he saw a ballista launcher being wheeled into place.
 
   “My king,” Leflin said as he approached quickly. “Give the order and we can destroy the vessel with our magic.”
 
   Talon nodded swiftly. “Do it.”
 
   Leflin turned and shouted in Taish. Talon held his breath as a hail of arrows flew up from the Shausmatian ship, arching over the vessels Talon was leading, and heading down for them. A shield of fire formed over the boats, incinerating the arrows. Then, three columns of swirling fire shot out toward the Shausmatian ship. The flames bored through the hull in seconds, ripping the wood apart and rocking the ship back.
 
   Men shouted and screamed. Some dove into the water, while others tried to fire their missiles at the boats. The ship soon snapped in half, the aft section crashing down into the sea and spraying water out around it.
 
   It appeared that the battle was over before it had really begun, but as the ship sank below the surface, Talon spied five smaller ships that had been blocked from view by the larger vessel.
 
   “It isn’t over,” Talon shouted.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, Talon saw Elorien push the current pilot out of the way and take control of the helm. She looked to Talon and nodded as she maneuvered the vessel toward the enemy ships to present a narrower target.
 
   At the same time, Fyrik shouted at all of the Tomni’Tai, herding them into the cabin and out of the way.
 
   Arrows flew at the boats. The Sierri’Tai warriors worked furiously to maintain the fire shield over the small fleet. Unfortunately, the smaller vessels each were equipped with a lighter scorpion launcher. The heavy missiles were fired so that their trajectory sailed below the fire shield. Two of the boats were struck. One was hit three times in the hull, and the other was hit twice. The elves on the damaged boats struggled to keep their vessels afloat. The warriors on the undamaged boats retaliated swiftly, raining fire down upon the other naval ships. A smoking fireball blasted into one, shattering the vessel and throwing charred bodies out into the sea. Two more had their hulls grazed and broken, and quickly took on water until they turned sharply into the water and began to sink.
 
   Another volley from the scorpion launchers flew directly at Talon’s boat. Elorien had seen the launchers redirecting at them, and was turning the boat so sharply that the port side nearly dipped under the water as the boat swerved. The maneuver worked, and the two missiles flew by, one missing by a wide margin, and the other only glancing off the hull.
 
   Talon was only barely able to hold on as the boat pitched, others were thrown down to the deck, tumbling toward the port side. That was when Talon saw him. One of the young Tomni’Tai elves had hidden himself on deck, and now he was tumbling across the wet planks toward the descending port side railing. One of the Sierri’Tai warriors reached out, but failed to catch the boy. He toppled out over the side rail and into the water.
 
   Before he had time to think, Talon was leaping into the water. He dove down, swimming after the youngling who was sinking quickly and leaking air bubbles from his mouth as he had been shouting for help when he fell. The assassin seized the child’s shirt and pulled him close. Then, he hooked one arm under the child’s armpit and changed directions in the water, dragging the youngling up toward the surface.
 
   As they broke out from the water, Talon saw that the boat had sailed a good ten yards away from them. Elorien was shouting and working the vessel to bring it around. The warriors were focused on their spells, throwing fire at the remaining ships.
 
   “Hang on, youngling,” Talon said as the child sputtered and wrestled against him. It was obvious that the boy was panicked. He was digging his nails into Talon’s arm, clawing to pull himself up over the assassin and thrashing his legs as well. Talon tightened his grip and turned over onto his back, leveraging the child above the water and also giving himself a better angle to keep the struggling youngling safe.
 
   It seemed like hours before the boat finally drew close to them again. A mess of hands reached down and pulled Talon and the boy from the water, heaving them up onto the deck. Even after they were out of the water, the youngling thrashed for several seconds before finally calming down. The little one’s mother rushed in and held him tightly, kissing him on the forehead and cheek as she buried him in her arms. Someone brought a blanket and wrapped it around them.
 
   Talon pushed up, aided by someone pulling him from behind as he stood.
 
   “The enemy is defeated,” Leflin said.
 
   Talon nodded and moved to the starboard side of the boat so he could see the other ships. Burning heaps of wood jutted out of the water at sharp angles while a thick, black smoke hung over the entire area.
 
   Fyrik emerged from the cabin and approached Talon.
 
   “Shall we look for survivors?” Fyrik asked Talon.
 
   Talon shook his head. “Two of our boats were damaged. Let’s ensure that those vessels can still sail. If not, then we need to transfer those people to other boats. Let the Shausmatians die.”
 
   Fyrik frowned and turned to the elves. Leflin interpreted Talon’s order. Elorien motioned for the previous pilot to resume his position. The Tomni’Tai elf set a course for the most heavily damaged boat carrying the other drow elves as Elorien came up beside Talon and leaned on the side rail.
 
   “When you jumped in to save the child, I thought you had changed quite a bit, but I see now that I was mistaken,” Elorien said. “It is cruel to let those men die by the sea.”
 
   Talon turned a sharp eye on her and shook his head. “To save the Shausmatian sailors is to bring danger into our midst. There is a war raging on the mainland. Once we land, they will turn on us. Better to let them die so that we may live.”
 
   Talon then turned away from her and moved to aid the others in transferring supplies and people to their boat from the damaged boat. It was more than obvious that the projectiles had done their job. The three holes in the hull were letting in water, and the ship was losing its buoyancy.
 
   Even with all of the remaining boats coming in to help, they only just barely managed to move all of the supplies from the damaged boats before the sea swallowed the vessels and dragged them down into the deep.
 
   Fyrik and others helped ensure that the people and supplies were redistributed in a way that made the additional weight manageable, and then they continued their voyage.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Hiasyntar’Kulai, the great golden dragon known as the Father of the Ancients, stood watch over the ruins of Valtuu Temple. Several priests worked near the rubble, building a new home for their order. The sound of pickaxes and hammers working the stone rang out melodically as the hot sun bore down from overhead.
 
   With the former prelate dead, and the Keeper of Secrets missing along with Lady Dimwater, the order had decided it best to reestablish the temple so that Hiasyntar’Kulai would have a place to rest and recuperate as he resumed his duties watching over the people of the Middle Kingdom.
 
   Tu’luh had been defeated, and the orcs had been driven back to the south, but there were still dangers that threatened the fragile peace within the kingdom. With Master Lepkin’s disappearance, nobles were again jostling for favor with the old king, hoping he might name them as his successor in the event of his death.
 
   It was also possible that other orc tribes could attack from the south. The Middle Kingdom had suffered a great many losses, and could ill afford to fend off another assault just yet.
 
   Still, despite all of this, there was hope. Nagar’s Secret had been destroyed, and the threat it brought with it was vanquished.
 
   Hiasyntar’Kulai turned and saw a stranger standing on the grassy hill with him. The Father of the Ancients did not know him by name, but he knew his order.
 
   “Do you come bearing grave news?” the dragon asked in his low, deep voice.
 
   The stranger pulled back the green hood on his cloak. “I am here seeking answers,” he said. “I recently visited the dwarf king, and thought that perhaps I should come and visit you as well.”
 
   The dragon emitted a soft, throaty growl. “It has been a long time since I have seen one of your order. I had hoped never to set eyes upon you again.”
 
   The man in the green robes smiled and nodded knowingly. “All things move in turn,” he said. “Still, I am not here to discuss that. I came to pay respects.”
 
   “An interesting sentiment, coming from you,” Hiasyntar’Kulai said with obvious disdain in his voice. “Still, if you wish, hospitality is not dead among dragons. I can prepare a feast for you.”
 
   “No,” the man said. He waved his hand and floated up to be at eye level with the Father of the Ancients. He locked his blue eyes with Hiasyntar’Kulai and the two remained silent for many moments as they stared into each other’s eyes. Then, the stranger broke the spell and nodded with a slight smile. “I will be going now.”
 
   “Do you have what you need?” the dragon asked.
 
   The stranger refused to answer as he disappeared like an extinguished flame.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
    
 
   By noon the next day, Talon spied the sandy beach of the mainland. To the north, Talon could see the peaks of the mountains that divided Shausmat and Zinferth. Directly before them was a strip of grassland known as the borderlands. Previously, this had been a much disputed area, with skirmishes occurring frequently.
 
   As Talon took a spy glass from the cabin below and surveyed the grassland around them, he smiled. A few weeks ago, there would have been camps of soldiers visible throughout the grassland. Now, however, there was nothing. Talon’s ploy to ignite war between the two countries had produced the desired effect for his purposes. The border guards were nowhere in sight. The long wooden barricade that had stood as the line of demarcation was now in ruin, hewn down and broken apart.
 
   Talon couldn’t be sure which army had won the land battles, but from what he knew of Governor Gandle’s plots, as well as other political players in the mix, the Shausmatians had been far better prepared, and were the likely winners.
 
   Either way it mattered little to Talon which side was victorious, so long as he could take his warriors north without being seen.
 
   They drew their boats into a small delta where a pair of narrow rivers joined together and then spilled into the sea. This would be the true test of the borderlands, Talon knew.
 
   The rivers had been tamed by several bridges, and each bridge had been manned by a small group of Zinferth guards, as the rivers were to the east of the demarcation line and had been wholly owned by Zinferth. Now the assassin would discover if the war had pulled those guards away from their previous stations.
 
   Talon summoned his gorlung and instructed his warriors to stay with the boats until he could scout the area. The assassin rode his massive, black beast along the west bank. He took the spy glass with him, scanning everything around him while the gorlung ran tirelessly over the ground.
 
   The first bridge was entirely destroyed. The guard house and the bridge itself had been pulled apart and cast into the river. Bits of wood and planks littered the waters. There were no carrion birds or other signs of battle though. It was as if the guards at this bridge had destroyed it in an attempt to slow the enemy advance.
 
   The next bridge, some four miles to the north and half way between the massive mountains and the delta where he had left the boats, was a different scene altogether. Bones littered the banks. The guard building had been razed and burned, but the bridge had been repaired and, by the looks of the new wood alongside the old, widened to accommodate more traffic. Talon saw heaps of clothing and armor still clinging to the rotting flesh underneath. Bees and flies buzzed around the decay while vultures pecked and ripped at the larger chunks.
 
   He studied the area around the second bridge very carefully, looking for any sign of life. When he found none, he decided it best to return to the boats. It was time to get the others.
 
   After regrouping, the warriors unloaded the boats and then hid them as best they could with reeds and magical illusions. The women and children from the village were placed in the center of the group, each carrying as much as they could. The warriors and the male elves from the village carried the bulk of the supplies. Talon led the group while riding his gorlung. They reached the first bridge twenty minutes after setting out from the delta. The second bridge took them another hour and a half, due to the fact that some of the children could not keep pace with the adults. Traversing the remaining four miles to the base of the mountains took even longer. Some of the children needed to be carried, and the distribution of supplies had to be recalibrated. Talon thought of using his gorlung to carry supplies, but he decided it better to sacrifice speed in order to keep his gorlung free for battle should the need arise.
 
   Fortunately, that need never came.
 
   The group made it to the base of the mountains and was able to find a secure place to set up camp hidden behind two of the larger foothills and nestled between two of the great mountains.
 
   The area was not heavily forested, but it did have pockets of pine and cedar trees. The mountains provided shelter from the harsh winds that could sweep over the open plains and deserts of the mainland, and Talon knew there would be antelope and mountain goats for food. True to his word, he and his warriors began erecting a camp for the survivors from the village. The gorlung was set to the task of patrolling the mountains so the group could not be taken by surprise by an enemy force while Talon and his warriors worked.
 
   Even knowing the beast’s great speed and prowess, Talon was surprised when it would run through the camp, a slain antelope in its jaws, and drop the kill before returning to its patrols. It startled one of the women the first time, because it happened so fast, but after she saw the prize left for them, she cried out in thanks as the gorlung disappeared back over another hill.
 
   Soon the smell of roasting meat filled the air as the Tomni’Tai survivors prepared the food. Talon and his warriors made several crude lean-tos for shelter. They weren’t anything compared to a normal house, but they would serve as shelter from the elements for the next week or so while Talon and his warriors continued on their journey.
 
   Fyrik took command of the meal quite quickly. He ordered his people about and had them serving the Sierri’Tai warriors before Talon even realized what was happening. The Sierri’Tai were elated by their meal, talking loudly and gesturing to the meat with excitement. Fyrik had the Tomni’Tai women gather water from a nearby stream and bring it in for drinking.
 
   Talon watched as the patriarch of the Tomni’Tai went far out of his way to extend hospitality to the Sierri’Tai. The gesture was working too. The warriors were becoming more accepting of the Tomni’Tai, and the children were finally free to sit with the warriors without being whisked away by overprotective mothers. The Sierri’Tai, in turn, were very quick to share their portions with the children, not making them wait to be served.
 
   “They have never tasted meat like this before,” Elorien said as she came up behind Talon. “That’s what they are talking about.”
 
   Talon turned and smiled at Elorien, appreciative for the insight. “Are they saying what they did eat back in the Netherworld?”
 
   “They are talking about a four-legged animal called a garut. Apparently it has a thin coat of wool, not entirely unlike sheep, but the meat is purple and bitter, and tough to chew,” Elorien said. They spent the next several minutes watching the happy interactions between the two groups of drow, enjoying the rare moment of rest. “I heard my father talking with you yesterday on the boat,” Elorien said bluntly.
 
   Normally, the assassin would be able to control his emotions, but this time embarrassment got the better of him and his face flushed ever so slightly. He tried to turn away, but she saw it all the same.
 
   “You’re blushing!” Elorien exclaimed.
 
   Talon shook his head. “Perhaps a mild sunburn,” he said quickly. “You should go and get some food.”
 
   Elorien laughed and crossed her arms in front of her. “A sunburn, huh?”
 
   Talon nodded.
 
   “I suppose next you are going to tell me that you weren’t watching the children play?” she asked. “I saw you smiling as they played with your soldiers. Perhaps there is a human spirit somewhere inside that cold heart of yours after all.”
 
   Elorien walked away then, not allowing Talon the chance to rebut her claim or even respond. The assassin watched her walk away from him for the second time in as many days, and couldn’t help but admire her form.
 
   The next several days were quite busy for the assassin. He spent time planning and preparing his men. The Sierri’Tai practiced drills in the day, and then performed stealth exercises at night. Talon was not about to go to battle without assessing his warrior’s strengths. He already knew they were good with magic, but he had to be able to command them efficiently. Once they reached the temple, there would be no room for error.
 
   When they weren’t drilling or sleeping, Talon and his men helped fortify the camp and erect more solid lean-tos than they had the first day. A light rainstorm had rolled over them that first night, exposing several flaws in their shelters that needed to be repaired.
 
   Talon didn’t spend any time talking with either Elorien or Fyrik during that time, but he caught them watching him on several occasions. He could only guess that Fyrik was trying to talk Elorien into a marriage arrangement that Talon assumed she wanted nothing to do with.
 
   On the final night before Talon led his warriors away, he trekked into the mountains for a couple of hours. He used a small stream as his guide, then rounded a large cliff and stopped when he came to a pile of gray rocks covered in orange and white lichen. He hefted the rocks aside and pulled a clay jar out of a hole in the ground. He shook the jar, and smiled when he heard the telltale rattle of the metal box he had hidden there more than five years prior.
 
   Talon raised the jar over his head and then brought it down onto a rock, shattering it to bits. He bent down and picked up the iron box, which was no larger than his palm, and pressed the button that released the latch. The hinge squeaked and Talon saw a tightly folded set of papers.
 
   He pulled them out and then moved to the nearest rock to sit while he read his old notes. A flood of excitement washed over him as he realized the magnitude of this very moment. Only five years before, Talon had sat in this very spot, hiding the notes and clues he had learned over the years about Basei’s High Temple. He had hidden the notes so that no other would find them and take the chance to kill Basei from him.
 
   He had worked for years, nearly all of his life in fact, to compile these notes, checking them against all of the best sources he could find. He had the most complete information about the temple of anyone he had ever encountered. That is to say, he had the most complete accurate information. He knew the truth about the temple and its sacrifices. He knew all of the entrances and exits. He knew how many prayer rooms were inside. More than that, he knew how to find the way to the astral plane. He also knew that there were eight extremely dangerous creatures, called seraphim, that wielded powerful magic and had wings of fire.
 
   Five years ago he had intended to use this knowledge to kill Basei, but that was when he had had one more encounter with the demi-god.
 
   Talon took in a deep breath as he remembered his narrow escape.
 
   It was a mid-summer afternoon. Talon was on his way to a shrine in the small hamlet of Gorfin, far to the west of the deserts in Shausmat. Somehow, the priest at the shrine had been warned of Talon’s approach. He had set a trap.
 
   Even now Talon knew he was beyond lucky to have escaped. He and three of his former comrades, men that Raimus had hired, were all inside the shrine when the statue of Basei came to life. The demi-god had disguised himself as stone, lying in wait for the assassin. What had been a simple mission to interrogate one of the oldest known priests about Basei’s weaknesses turned into a very personal lesson. None of Talon’s comrades survived that day. Neither did the priest.
 
   Talon had only escaped because he was thrown from the shrine when Basei caused a massive explosion. The assassin still bore the long scar across his torso where one of the flying shards of stone had torn through the first layer of flesh.
 
   When Talon landed, he had fallen into a fast-flowing river that carried him away from the battle before Basei even knew that Talon was gone. He later heard that the entire hamlet had been destroyed by Basei.
 
   When Talon emerged from that river, drenched and weak from blood loss, that was the moment he knew he would need an army to take Basei down. Not just any army, but one of such cunning and skill that Basei would not be able to crush them with his massive sword or devastate them with his fire magic. That was when he made the trek out to this mountain and hidden his notes. He wanted to keep them safe for the day when he had finally found a method to destroy Basei.
 
   A couple years later is when he had first heard of the Tomni’Tai Scroll while working a job with Raimus, his former partner. What better army to fight Basei then the banished Sierri’Tai? An army of drow that were unmatched in battle and could control fire as easily as Basei could. It was the perfect answer.
 
   Talon smiled at his notes and read them through one more time. Then he made his way back to the camp. The next day, they would set out for the temple.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Talon walked alone on the road to the High Temple. The moon was high in the night sky, and the wind was soft and cool He knew that his warriors were skirting around the dunes to sneak closer to the temple. Talon fiddled with the leather bracelet Elorien had made for him. He fingered the tooth and kept his eyes on the temple. The large, stone building stood like a mammoth in the night, its roof reflecting some of the silvery moonlight.
 
   Even now, Talon could see several pilgrims making their way to the temple ahead of him on the road. An urge welled up within him to stop them, to shake them from their foolish religion, but he stifled that and held it under control. He could not afford to reveal himself now. He had to make his way into the temple.
 
   The assassin was surprised by how nervous he felt. He wasn’t even sure this many knots had been in his stomach when he went on his first assignment, years ago, to complete his first assassination, though he had been more than a little on edge that time as well. As he neared the temple, shielding his face from a sudden wind that kicked up sharp sand and dust, he spied a priest emerging from the building. The pilgrims that had been traveling ahead of Talon were gathered now in a group at the base of the stairs before the temple.
 
   The priest took one person in.
 
   Several minutes later, a gong rang out into the night sky.
 
   A few minutes after that, the priest reemerged and took two pilgrims in. One was much shorter than the other. Talon surmised it was perhaps a parent and child.
 
   As before, the group of pilgrims waited for several minutes until a gong rang out sharply and then the priest reemerged.
 
   By this time, Talon was close enough to hear the priest speak.
 
   “I am afraid we have time only for one more,” the priest said as he descended the stairs. “The rest of you must wait until morning.” The priest selected an older, broad-shouldered man from the group and led him up the stairs. They disappeared into the temple and the group of pilgrims fanned out around the temple.
 
   Some of them removed their coats and cloaks, laying them on the ground along the base of the temple as makeshift beds. Others leaned against the temple and rested as they curled up against the stone.
 
   Talon made his way to a trio of pilgrims that were making a small fire. One of them pulled out three metal rods, a small pot, and a chain with two hooks. Talon watched as the pilgrim propped the three rods together and then hung the chain from the center. Next he hung the pot from the chain and centered the contraption over the fire.
 
   “Would you like some coffee, stranger?” one of them asked Talon.
 
   Talon moved closer to them and sat near their budding fire.
 
   “So, what are you here for?” one of the men asked him.
 
   “Same as you,” Talon lied.
 
   The pilgrim shook his head. “No, I mean, are you here to worship and pay homage, or are you here to seek a blessing?”
 
   Talon shrugged and looked at one of the other men, noting a long, jagged scar on the man’s face. “What are you here for? Are you all together?”
 
   The scarred man shook his head. “We joined up on the road a ways back, but we aren’t here for the same purpose.” The scarred man pointed to the pilgrim who had spoken first. “Jerax is here for worship. He says he comes here each year to honor his father’s birth.”
 
   Jerax nodded. “My father was a great warrior. I carry on his tradition.”
 
   The scarred man then pointed to the man who had built the contraption over the fire. “This is Hagrin.”
 
   “I seek strength,” Hagrin said. “I was injured in battle. I was discharged on account of my arm.” Hagrin lifted his left arm and stretched it out. The elbow remained bent at forty-five degrees and the arm stuck just below the shoulder. “I can’t lift it any more than that,” Hagrin said. “I was thrown from my horse, and the cursed animal then turned and trampled me, along with several other horses during a charge. I was a good knight once, but now I can’t even hold a shield in this hand.”
 
   “Basei will heal you,” Jerax said optimistically. “He will see your valor and reward you. A lesser man would simply go home and collect his pension.”
 
   Talon knew that Basei would not heal the man. Hagrin was going to die in that temple. That was the way of it. Those who came to worship and donate to the priests did so in the main hall, in full view of all pilgrims and priests. Any who sought special blessings, however, were taken into private prayer chambers. There they would meet their undeserved demise.
 
   As if validating Talon’s thoughts, the gong rang out again, loud and brassy.
 
   “Hear that?” Jerax asked as he pointed to the temple. “That big fella was seeking a blessing too. He just got it. Every time the gong rings, Basei bestows a blessing upon his faithful.”
 
   Talon hid his grimace and then turned to the scarred man. “What about you?”
 
   The scarred man let out a sigh and looked up to the looming structure. “Normally I come to worship. I am not as devout as Jerax here. I come maybe once every other year, sometimes once in three years. However, this time I am here for a blessing. It isn’t for me, mind you, but for my nephew. He just joined the army a few months back. Now that he has finished his training, they are going to send him to Zinferth. I guess they have had some trouble keeping the populace in Kobhir under control since it was sacked. Anyway, I am going to ask for protection for my nephew. Hopefully I have served Basei well enough to have that wish granted.”
 
   “Of course you have,” Jerax said emphatically. “Basei will see your courage.”
 
   “What of you?” the scarred man asked.
 
   Talon nearly missed the question. His mind was still digesting the news that Kobhir had been conquered by Shausmatian forces. “I’m sorry, what?” Talon asked.
 
   “What about you?” the scarred man repeated.
 
   “A blessing,” Talon said.
 
   The great doors to the temple creaked closed and boomed loudly over the desert.
 
   “Do you know what they were seeking?” Talon asked of the pilgrims taken in before the temple closed.
 
   “They were all here for blessings,” Jerax said. “It’s common for the priests to end the night with those seeking special blessings.”
 
   “And what happens now?” Talon asked as he gestured to the doors. “Will they sleep inside the temple?”
 
   Jerax laughed and shook his head. “No, no. There are special exits in the back of the temple. This must be your first time,” Jerax said. “Otherwise you would know that you always exit from the back. Whether you go in to worship or seek a blessing, there are three exits.”
 
   Talon nodded and offered a smile as if he was embarrassed by his ignorance, though in truth he knew about the exits. He was interested to know whether the others might notice that not everyone who entered the temple exited. “It is my first time here,” Talon said. “But I have been to smaller shrines before.”
 
   “Ah, a first time pilgrim!” Jerax exclaimed. “Well, then, I am glad you joined with us. I can tell you everything you want to know about the High Temple!”
 
   At that moment, a stranger appeared and announced his presence in an odd, nasal voice. “May I join you folks? I have traveled far, but it appears I am too late to worship tonight.”
 
   “Welcome, pilgrim, please share our fire,” Jerax said enthusiastically. “I was just about to explain all of the inner workings of the High Temple. I have been here every year, but this man,” he said as he pointed to Talon, “is a first timer.”
 
   “How fortunate,” the stranger said. “This is my first time to Basei’s High Temple as well.”
 
   “Two first timers!” Jerax squealed happily. “Most excellent!”
 
   Talon studied the stranger while Jerax began to babble on about the history of the temple. The stranger wore a cloak of green that shimmered like silk, but appeared to be made of something much tougher. His tunic was gray and the trousers were black. As he sat near the fire, Talon could see that his face was formed of gaunt, angular features accentuated by narrow eyes of light blue. Across his lap rested a spear. The stranger must have noticed Talon staring, for he turned his fierce eyes on Talon and smiled in a most unnerving way.
 
   The assassin almost felt as if those eyes were peering into his very soul. Then, the stranger looked back to the others and listened to Jerax intently. Talon wasn’t sure what to make of the stranger, but he didn’t feel as though he were in danger. So, he joined in the discussion also, feigning interest in Basei and the High Temple.
 
   Talon passed the hours with the others until one by one they all fell asleep.
 
   Only after he was sure all of the other pilgrims were lost in the dream world did he move from his place.
 
   Talon looked up, carefully casting a glance out to the dunes to the east. He couldn’t see his warriors, but he knew they were there, waiting for his signal.
 
   Talon made his way around the far side of the temple, knowing that the exit doors would be far easier to open without being noticed.
 
   As he rounded the rear of the temple and approached the closest exit, he pulled a lock pick set from his pocket and knelt at the door. Only, as he searched the door, he found no key hole. In fact, there wasn’t even a knob to use. The door was sealed from the inside, much like the larger doors at the front. Talon cursed his luck and then stepped back from the door and studied the wall. There were no columns on this side of the temple, as there were along the front and sides. There were, however, uneven stones used as decoration along the corner of the temple. The uneven stones jutted out in different directions, and could possibly afford purchase for his hands and feet. Excited by his discovery, Talon followed the stones with his eyes and found a narrow window high above the ground. A faint glow played upon the smooth brick of the opening. There was no glass separating the interior from the desert. It was a perfect way in, except for the fact that it sat roughly six feet away from the corner. Talon might not be able to reach it without taking a very literal leap of faith.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
    
 
   Seeing no other way to enter the temple except for the window, Talon ascended the corner of the temple. His hands easily grasped the jutting stones and his feet drove him upward. In a matter of seconds he had climbed thirty feet. Another five put him parallel to the window. He could hear muffled voices coming from within. The glowing light danced upon the bricks, telling Talon that there was some sort of large fire inside the temple. The smell of roasted meet came to his nostrils as the wind dragged across the window toward him.
 
   He brought his left foot a few inches higher, planting it firmly on a stone lip that stuck out enough for the front half of his foot. He then wrapped the fingers of his right hand around the corner and leaned out, stretching for the open window. His outstretched fingers groped and scraped along the wall, but they were several inches short of the window itself.
 
   He would have to jump.
 
   Talon looked down. He knew a fall from this height would likely result in injury. He pulled his arm back, inspecting the window opening as best he could from his vantage point. There was enough of a ledge that if he was able to make the jump, he should be able to grab hold of the window. Then he could slip into the temple.
 
   The assassin climbed up another foot so that his body was slightly higher than the window to afford him a larger margin of error, but not so much higher that the force of his fall would prevent him from gripping the window.
 
   He glanced up to the overhanging roof, making sure his jump wouldn’t send him bumping into it by accident. Then he looked to the window. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a single figure crouched along the ridge of a dune off to the east. It was Leflin. Even from a distance, Talon could identify the zealous clan leader. Leflin was watching his new king, likely assessing what kind of man they had pledged themselves to.
 
   Talon returned his focus to the window and then leapt out to the side. His hands moved out to grab the window and he tucked his legs up slightly. He came down, his hands landing softly on the inside of the window opening. His momentum pulled against his grip, and the smooth stone on the inside of the window provided little friction. His hands slipped. His left hand scraped and slid out of the window. His body began to fall, but he didn’t panic. He held on with his right hand, just managing to catch a grip as his arm was pulled to its full extent. Talon grunted and swung his left arm up, grabbing hold of the ledge and pulling himself up to peer in through the window.
 
   To his surprise, the window did not open directly into the temple. Instead, there was a chute of brick and stone that mimicked the window’s size, but curved downward. Talon assumed the construction was done to minimize dust and sand being blown into the temple, while still allowing for fresh air to circulate through the building.
 
   In any case, it presented a new problem. Talon was hanging from the outside of a window, but there was nothing on the inside to steady his descent. He would have to slide through the chute, and then drop to the floor below.
 
   What was he to do? He had no rope with him, because he had not expected the need to climb. His information had told him he could use the exit doors to gain entrance. Now his choices were either to drop from the window on the outside, for he could not swing back to the corner where he could climb, or he could risk falling through the chute and landing on the temple’s stone floor inside.
 
   He cursed his luck again.
 
   Then he heard a shuffling sound beneath him. He pushed back with his legs to peer down between his feet. He was astonished to see a score of his warriors led by Leflin there at the base of the temple.
 
   “Hold on, my king,” Leflin said.
 
   Quietly, the warriors formed a pyramid out of their bodies that stretched up to Talon. The Sierri’Tai warrior at the top held a rope in his hand. It was Leflin.
 
   “I swore not to hesitate the next time you were in danger, sire.”
 
   Talon slowly let himself down to stand on one warrior’s back as he took the rope from Leflin and shot the warrior an approving nod.
 
   Leflin didn’t wait to be told what to do. He tied one end around his own waist and then moved to the bottom of the pyramid where three others also took hold of the rope, providing sufficient anchor for Talon to descend the chute at his own pace without concern. Talon nodded at them and grabbed his end while the warriors at the bottom made sure to take up the rest of the slack.
 
   Talon slipped into the strange chute, holding the rope with his hands and using his feet to guide his descent as his warriors steadily lowered him. The chute went down four feet, and then it curved slightly back toward the wall and ended abruptly. The assassin was fortunate the others had come to his aid. He could see that the chute offered no access to anything Talon could use to climb down. Worse than that, a large priest stood near a column only a few feet away from where Talon would have surely landed had he taken his chances.
 
   By now, his feet dangled below the chute, and Talon held his breath as his warriors continued to let him down inch by inch, slowly and silently. This afforded him enough time to survey the inside of the temple.
 
   He spied a large fire in a great stone bowl in the center of the floor. Beyond that was a large wooden table with several platters of meat heaped on them. Talon figured they were likely pieces from animal sacrifices throughout the day. Now that their wicked work was done, the priests were making merry with the meat, and drinking themselves into a stupor with large red clay jugs of wine.
 
   Talon turned his attention to the man below him. He wore the same, sand colored robes as some of the priests, but he also held a spear in his right hand. He was some sort of temple guard, it seemed.
 
   The assassin waited until he was close enough that he could drop without making much noise. He let go of the rope and bent his knees upon landing, absorbing the shock of the drop and muffling the sound. The guard still turned, perhaps seeing the action out of the corner of his eye, but it was no matter. Talon was already upon him. One hand covered the guard’s mouth, and the other drove a dagger into the side of his neck.
 
   Talon spun around the column, dragging the dead guard with him. He searched the guard’s body and found a small iron key. He took it and made his way to the nearest exit door. He quickly traversed the narrow corridor that led from the main hall of the temple to the wooden door that would open to where his warriors stood waiting. He quietly lifted a thick wooden plank from before the door, then slipped the iron key into a key hole he found underneath it. He turned it slowly, tensing with each metallic click and glancing over his shoulder. Luckily, no one heard him opening the door.
 
   Talon smiled when he saw that Leflin had already called the rest of the warriors up from the dune. They all drew daggers upon seeing Talon open the door. He gave them a nod and then doubled back through the short hallway. The drow moved silently behind him, as quiet as shadows, but much deadlier.
 
   When they reached the main hall, Talon pointed to the left.
 
   In response, half of his warriors crept along the back wall to the left. Talon led the other half out along the right side of the temple. Two warriors took up places by each doorway they encountered. Talon wanted to make sure that when the fighting started, any who tried to come to the priests’ aid would be quickly dealt with.
 
   Then, when everyone was in place, Talon counted the priests at the table.
 
   There were eight priests feasting in the center of the hall.
 
   Talon turned to Leflin “Remember, wait for my signal. If the seraphim are alarmed before I can deal with them, then the battle will be much more difficult.
 
   Leflin nodded. “We will wait for your command.”
 
   With that, Talon moved to the nearest door. He looked at the symbol over the door and verified that it led into a prayer room. Talon drew Drekk’hul out from its sheath and slipped into the room. His anger rose within him at the sight of Basei’s statue, but he kept his hate in check and slowly circled around the outer edge of the room. According to the notes and information he had found years before, the seraphim rested within a carved out space in the back of the statue inside each prayer room. They did their dastardly work during the day, and slept by night. As long as he was quiet, he should be able to surprise and overpower the seraph within this room.
 
   His feet padded softly as he moved along the wall. As he drew parallel to the statue, he regulated his breathing with extreme precision and control, barely drawing breath in so as not to make any sounds.
 
   He closed in around the back of the statue, ignoring the large, brass gong hanging in front of the back wall. A light was glowing from the hollowed out space in the statue. As Talon circled around, he saw wings of red flame encircling a large, human-like creature as it slept in a sitting position with its knees tucked up against its chest.
 
   As Talon watched the creature’s shoulders rise as it drew in a slow breath, he felt a piece of gravel roll underfoot. The stone made a soft clicking sound. Talon froze.
 
   The seraph’s eyes shot open and it turned its head to look at Talon.
 
   Talon pointed his sword at the creature and let loose with a lightning strike. The purple bolt snaked out, zigging and zagging through the air until it smashed into the seraph’s chest, crackling and shooting smaller tendrils of electricity all over the creature’s body.
 
   It howled in pain, but the blast did little more than slow the creature down. It shook off the attack and started toward Talon.
 
   Talon dove in, not wanting to let the creature call out for help or fully emerge from the hollow portion of the statue and have the luxury of mobility. A flaming wing swiped at him, but Talon dove under and drove in with his sword, piercing the seraph through the stomach and angling the blade up as he pushed it deeper into the creature.
 
   The seraph choked and stumbled back into the statue and its flaming wings died down.
 
   The sword drank of the seraph’s blood and Talon felt a surge of power much stronger than anything he had experienced from the sword before. He left the prayer room and moved on to the next one, repeating the process he used in the first until he came within striking distance. This time, he was able to close in undetected, driving his blade through the seraph’s neck and killing it silently.
 
   He exited the second room and checked to ensure all of his warriors were still waiting. Leflin was there, waiting for him as he emerged. The others were in the same places they had been when Talon had started his work of death.
 
   Talon could see the expression on Leflin’s face. The clan leader had begged Talon to let them help dispatch the seraphim with him. He argued that a simultaneous strike would be best. Talon had refused, not ready to trust the success of something so delicate to anyone else. The seraphim were largely unknown creatures on Terramyr. That made them unpredictable. Talon didn’t want any mistakes made.
 
   He moved on to the third prayer room.
 
   No sooner had he skirted around the statue than he realized that a mistake had been made.
 
   There was no seraph inside this prayer room.
 
   Talon looked up, searching the ceiling and studying the small room.
 
   Perhaps this one had gone to the astral plane?
 
   A shout sounded from the main hall and Talon knew where the seraph was. It was in the temple, in a different room and only now making its way to its proper chamber.
 
   Talon rushed for the door and ran out into the chaos.
 
   He crossed out into the main hall to see eight dead priests, their bodies strewn around the long table.
 
   The telltale fiery wings of a seraph spread, throwing a couple of drow warriors out into the main chamber. Talon’s warriors sprang into action. Some channeled their fire spells, but others used their weapons.
 
   The first seraph was killed quickly, but not before it howled and woke the entire temple.
 
   Suddenly, two of Talon’s warriors were thrown into the center of the main chamber by a great explosion of fire. Talon watched as a large figure rushed into the room. Wings of fire carried the creature to the fallen elves, and a wickedly curved sword came chopping down furiously, severing the two warriors in half at the same time.
 
   Talon took the fang in his hand. The great black cat leapt out from the tooth and tore at the large, winged creature.
 
   The assassin then summoned his fog from the sword. He rushed in, hoping to take the winged creature by surprise, but somehow it saw Talon. Throwing the gorlung from its shoulders, it wheeled around and blocked Talon’s sword with its own. Then it lashed out with a kick that forced Talon back. The creature followed that with a clap of its wings. A great thunder deafened Talon momentarily as he and the gorlung were thrown across the room where Talon thumped against a column.
 
   “I am a seraph,” the creature said with a voice that echoed against the walls of the temple hall. “Your dark magic has no effect on me!”
 
   At that moment, a drow warrior rushed in to Talon’s aid. He threw a fireball at the seraph. The spell hit the creature in the chest, but it did no damage at all. The seraph turned and its eyes glowed hot and fierce. A second later, great beams of golden light shot out and vaporized the drow.
 
   Talon pushed to his feet and managed to dodge around the column just as the seraph turned its deadly eyes toward him. The column exploded into shards of jagged stone and dust. Talon covered his head and hunkered down low until the pieces had all passed, then he leapt up and sent a bolt of lightning at the seraph.
 
   Having already feasted on seraph blood, Drekk’hul was stronger. The purple bolt streaked furiously toward the seraph’s chest, crackling and burning a hole straight through the seraph’s chest.
 
   “That’s four,” Talon noted to himself.
 
   Another seraph rushed out, but it was cut down quickly by a group of drow.
 
   A sixth seraph emerged, blasting through its door with golden beams of light that incinerated several nearby Sierri’Tai warriors.
 
   A drow lunged in from the side with a scimitar. The seraph countered with a lightning-fast swat of its right wing. The flames of the wing burned the drow badly and the force of the blow sent him hurtling through the air.
 
   Talon took a dagger and threw it at the creature, taking advantage of the opening it had created by extending its wing. The seraph moved his forearm in to block the dagger, letting the blade sink into its arm, and then shaking it out as if it were nothing more than an annoying briar.
 
   Talon clenched his jaw, but then a great, black mass of fur and fangs leapt up and bit the seraph in the back of the neck. The seraph howled and tried to swing its sword upward at the phantom beast, but the gorlung hung from the seraph’s neck, dragging the winged creature down. Talon rushed in and thrust his sword deep into the seraph’s exposed chest. The flames on its wings died out, and the seraph jerked and twitched.
 
   The gorlung snarled and released the bloody and broken neck. Blood dripped from its sneering maw as it turned to search out its next victim.
 
   Talon pulled his sword free and felt another great rush of energy as Drekk’hul drank the seraph’s blood. Another seraph stumbled toward him, three Sierri’Tai warriors clinging to him and stabbing him violently as he tried to stay upright. Talon leapt out of the way as the seraph fell to his face and the flaming wings went dark.
 
   There was only one seraph left.
 
   It blasted two drow with beams from its eyes, then it leapt into the air and hovered above the floor with its wings as it stretched out its hands and poured fire down. The drow warriors joined together, countering the fire magic and pushing it back up toward the flying seraph.
 
   It was a battle of wills at this point, the seraph desperately trying to push the wall of flame down while the Sierri’Tai used their mastery of fire magic to hold it up and push it back toward the seraph.
 
   In any case, there wasn’t any easy way to reach the winged demon. Talon didn’t have a bow, and he couldn’t throw his sword that far and hope to be accurate. He fired lightning spells, but the distance between Talon and the seraph gave the creature enough time to react and dodge the spell. Then Talon caught sight of the gorlung. It was circling around behind the seraph. Could it jump that high?
 
   The beast stood proudly and arched its back as it directed a mighty roar at the seraph. In addition to the thunderous sound, a wave of pale yellow light came out from the beast’s mouth. The wave crashed into the seraph, pinning its wings against its back and dropping it from its flight. The seraph lost its concentration, falling through the wall of fire unharmed and crashing to the floor. A moment later, a score of drow warriors pounced on the seraph, each stabbing and thrusting their blades into the creature.
 
   The wings went dim and the battle for the temple was over.
 
   Talon looked around and made a quick head count. There were forty Sierri’Tai warriors left. It wasn’t nearly as many as he had hoped to have at this point, and fewer than half of what he had left the Netherworld with, but they had made it this far. Perhaps it was enough to help Talon take down Basei.
 
   Leflin approached Talon. “How do we reach the astral plane?”
 
   Talon nodded and pointed to the large statue of Basei in the back of the room. “This is not the High Temple by accident,” Talon said.
 
   Rampant knocking came from the front door of the temple.
 
   “What’s going on in there?” someone shouted.
 
   Talon looked back to the drow. “Have the others seal the back door, now!”
 
   The warrior turned and interpreted quickly. Four drow rushed off to close the exit.
 
   The assassin then ignored the incessant shouts and pounding on the door and led the drow to the statue. “This statue marks the very spot were Basei first transcended this plane and found his way to the astral plane. There are many connections to Terramyr, but according to the information I have, this is the one way that any mortal can access Basei’s realm.”
 
   “Do we destroy the statue?”
 
   Talon shook his head. “Bring the bodies of the priests. Meet me in the prayer room over there.”
 
   Talon moved into a side chamber and sneered when he saw the smaller, yet still larger than life statue of Basei sitting upon a throne of bones. He moved in close and inspected the statue, looking for the telltale grooves where the blood was supposed to run. He didn’t find any. All he found was a bucket of ashes behind the statue, and a large brass gong.
 
   Talon emerged from the room and asked the drow to wait before bringing the bodies. He had to find the right room. He inspected seven more prayer chambers, looking for the grooves that would mark the statue he needed to use for the ritual. Each of the prayer chambers had a statue, but none of them had any grooves for directing blood.
 
   The assassin returned to the large chamber fuming and swearing under his breath. Perhaps the information had been wrong. It was wrong about the exit doors after all. Talon moved to stand before the large, central statue of Basei in the main hall. The monument was beyond huge. It barely had space for the head before it struck the ceiling. It was carved of brown stone and showed the same image as each of the prayer rooms. Basei was seated upon a throne of bones. The only difference was that actual bone was used as mosaic tiles over the stone.
 
   “Where is the door, you clever snake?” Talon asked. His eyes traced the central statue, but even as he did so he knew that would have been too obvious. Still, he inspected all the way around the statue just to be sure. He found nothing.
 
   The assassin circled back around to the front of the statue and kicked the base of it in anger. Talon turned away from the statue, but stopped when he heard a strange, high pitched clank like pottery falling and striking stone. He turned back to the statue just as a piece of white stone fell from the statue and shattered on the floor. Talon moved in closer and bent down to pick up the thin fragment and discovered it wasn’t stone at all. It was some sort of plaster.
 
   Talon stood and looked for where the piece had broken out from. He found a section roughly two inches long, half an inch wide and half an inch deep. It was a groove. The plaster had been added to seal the blood grooves and hide them.
 
   The assassin grinned as he took his knife and chiseled more of the plaster away. A few of the drow moved in to help. They dug and worked at the new plaster until it was all removed. Talon discovered that there were several grooves atop the seated statue’s lap that gathered the blood from sacrifices into one pool and then let them course out through the grooves and into the floor. More than that, the groove in the floor went all the way to the strange bowl in the floor where the priests had built their fire.
 
   The drow used their magic to clear the stone bowl, discovering that there were grooves in the bowl that formed an ancient rune, the likes of which even the Sierri’Tai had not seen before.
 
   “This is the doorway,” Talon said. “Take the bodies and drain their blood over the statue until this rune has enough to be activated. Go, now.”
 
   Talon stepped aside while the others did the gruesome work of opening the seal.
 
   It took a long time, but eventually there was enough of the crimson liquid that it ran into the rune and filled the grooves. The rune began to glow and a vortex opened as the stone in the floor fell away. Talon stepped to the edge. A few of the stones remained, spiraling down like a set of floating stairs that dropped into a void of blue and purple.
 
   Talon looked to his followers. “This it is,” he said. “Follow me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon cautiously stepped onto the first stone. It dipped down slightly under his weight, but didn’t fall. A strange, warm wind gathered around Talon as he made his way down. A pale blue light shot up through the opening, nearly blinding Talon with its intensity. It then faded as the light hollowed out, forming a tube-like structure around Talon. Lightning shot over the surface of the blue tube of light, preventing Talon from retreating, or the others from following him.
 
   Talon’s stomach knotted once he realized what was happening. He was making the journey to the astral plane alone.
 
   A fleeting thought came into his head as he watched the distorted shadows and figures of his warriors try to penetrate the magical barrier and come after him. Did Basei sense the intrusion? Was the demi-god waiting at the base of the stairs?
 
   Talon steeled his nerves. He knew that if Basei didn’t yet know, he would discover Talon’s presence sooner or later. It was best to keep moving.
 
   The assassin quickened his pace and held his sword at the ready. He dropped down the spiraling staircase until there were no more stones to step upon. There was only blackness below him.
 
   The assassin peered down into the void and then took one more step.
 
   Instead of falling, as he had expected, he plopped his foot down on black stone. He looked up and saw that the spiral staircase and the magical blue light of the portal were hundreds of feet above him. The portal closed and he was acutely aware of how alone he was. The black stone seemed to stretch for miles around him. Jagged shadows jutted up from the floor, obscuring his view. He might have felt entirely swallowed in the void, had he not caught sight of the faint, blue line across the horizon that was littered with small, white lights that resembled stars.
 
   Talon walked carefully, turning his head this way and that, watching for any sign of life in this strange plane. What he wouldn’t give for his warriors to be at his back.
 
   Then he remembered his bracelet. He summoned the gorlung beast to this plane, taking the tooth in hand and calling for his companion with his mind.
 
   At first, nothing happened. There was no answer. No black mist emerged from the tooth. There wasn’t even a growl from the gorlung. Talon nearly gave up, but then he felt a rustle next to him. The beast stood on his right.
 
   Takes longer to come here.
 
   Talon nodded and set his hand on the gorlung. “I am just glad you could join me,” Talon said in a whisper. The two of them wandered for hours. There was no sign of life anywhere.
 
   Then a terrible sound erupted and shook the entire plane. It was like a gong, but thousands of times louder. Talon and the gorlung both crouched low to the black stone and watched the sky overhead as a seraph flew into view.
 
   “I thought we killed all of them,” Talon whispered.
 
   We killed those at the temple, but perhaps there are other temples where they serve Basei.
 
   Talon nodded. “Let’s follow him.” Talon mounted the great beast and the two of them made haste along the rocky ground as they kept an eye on the seraph. Eventually the flying creature led them to a vast expanse of black stone that floated in the void. Talon’s heart sank.
 
   For the second time, he needed a rope and was unprepared.
 
   The seraph landed on the mass of rock and disappeared from view. Several minutes later, the seraph left again, flying off in the direction it had approached from.
 
   Talon slid off the gorlung and kicked at the ground. What was he to do? He could call out to Basei, but what if he sent more seraph down to fight Talon? Worse still, what if he used magic to attack Talon from the floating rock? No, Talon had to think of something that would not announce his presence. He began walking closer to the expanse of rock to see if perhaps the lowest portion that hung down might be close enough to reach, but the gorlung ran in front of Talon and stopped the man.
 
   Can your eyes not see?
 
   Talon cocked his head, but then noticed that the ground he was walking upon dropped off just a few feet beyond the gorlung. Had he kept walking, he would have fallen into an endless abyss.
 
   “So I am trapped here?” Talon spat angrily. He shook his head and folded his arms across his chest.
 
   Trapped? Why not call the other phantom?
 
   “What other phantom?” Talon asked. “I know only of you. If you are speaking of Jahre’s ghost, he is long gone.”
 
   The gorlung shook its head and looked to Talon’s sword.
 
   Drekk’hul is like me. You have a piece of him, and yet you have never called upon him.
 
   Talon looked down at the sword. “No, this was just a cursed sword, but the demon has been cleansed from the blade now. It is not like the tooth.”
 
   The gorlung snarled impatiently. How is it one like you could defeat me in life? You know nothing of the order of things.
 
   Talon threw his hands up and then drew the blade. “Fine, tell me how I am supposed to summon a phantom with a sword. How does that work?”
 
   The sword is made from a piece of the dragon.
 
   “How would you know that?” Talon asked.
 
   The gorlung emitted a sound somewhere between a purr and a growl. Because, the dragon who forged that sword is the creator of the Netherworld. The Patron of Chaos is my father. All who walk the Netherworld know of his power. Give me the sword, and I shall show you Drekk’hul’s true power.
 
   Talon hesitated, but only for a moment before he offered the blade to the gorlung. The beast took it in its mouth and closed its eyes. A moment later and the sword began to glow purple and blue. The gorlung offered it back to Talon.
 
   Immediately, an old, familiar voice entered Talon’s mind.
 
   Ah, yesssss. The hero who used me to vanquish the Svetli’Tai Kruks has called me back once again. I see you have been busy, assassin. The sword has drunk of human, elf, and… seraph blood! Oh how lovely! It is so good to reunite with you!
 
   Talon moved to sheathe the sword, not ready to allow the demon back into his head.
 
   The gorlung snarled. Don’t! It can help you.
 
   Talon shook his head, but the voice from the sword reached out to him again. I can help you, young warrior. The beast speaks true, though you are wise to fear me. When you held me in your hand previously I was a shade, a portion of my true self. Your foolish grandfather thought he could banish me from the blade I created out of my own body, ha! They may have cleansed the shade from the blade, but now it is I that call to you, the master of chaos, the father of deceit, and the cunning viper that plots in the shadows of death.
 
   “How can you help me?” Talon asked aloud.
 
   Ah, there is a good question, young warrior. I have been dead for many years on Terramyr, but here, in the astral plane, I have trapped a portion of my soul. I left a piece of myself here, much in the same way I left a piece of myself in the sword before you foolishly allowed yourself to be killed and turned the blade over to those nasty elves!
 
   “A portion?” Talon echoed.
 
   Enough to get you to Basei’s lair, if that is what you are asking. But, I will not fight for you, young assassin. Unlike the gorlung you have enslaved, I am not bound to your service just because you happen to have a physical piece of my body that can connect with my soul. I will help you this once, for you have released chaos upon the world. It is the least I can do to repay you for your service to me.
 
   “Service to you?” Talon asked. “I have done nothing of the sort.”
 
   Ah, foolish humans, always too blinded to see what ripples they might be creating in the ponds of time. No matter, the results of your actions do not concern you directly, so there is no need to discuss them. Are we agreed then? Shall I carry you to Basei?
 
   Talon looked down at the glowing sword. “Tell me what chaos has been unleashed, do you speak of the four horsemen?”
 
   No.
 
   “Then what?” Talon pressed.
 
   Is it not obvious? You created a war upon the mainland. There will be chaos there for years to come. Rebellions, executions, patriots and knaves. Oh it will be a delectable thing to watch, I assure you.
 
   More than that, you released Klegin upon the Tomni’Tai! What a delicious treat that was to witness. Imagine the chaos that will ensue after the destroyed village is found by the Selemet Council. My name will once again be whispered in hushed circles and dark corners. You have been a most loyal agent of chaos, young assassin.
 
   But, let us not forget, you opened the door to the Netherworld! You have reconnected Terramyr to my home, and the home of my creations. With one link established, and the greedy impulses of man and elf, I will once again stretch out across Terramyr. I may be dead, but I shall endure, haha!
 
   Talon shook the thoughts from his head. He couldn’t let this prevent him from completing his mission. He was here to settle a score with Basei. If the old dragon’s ghost wanted to take pleasure in watching the war unfold across the mainland, what difference did that make to Talon?
 
   “Take me up,” Talon said.
 
   Very well, young one. But remember, I am agreeing only this once to help you. Do not trifle with me often, or you may find that I send other agents of chaos after you.
 
   The voice disappeared and the glow dimmed on the blade.
 
   A cold wind came in from the left and Talon turned to see a black phantom that was more shadow than form. Talon could see through the figure, but as the phantom became somewhat more defined, was most definitely the same, terrible dragon Talon had seen depicted several times on his journey. The one whose bones he had slept beneath during his time with the old drow on Svatal.
 
   The long, serpentine neck bent down before him, and Talon moved to sit upon the phantom’s back. He found the phantom to be as cold as ice to the touch, but at least he could ride the creature. The phantom leapt up and its wings beat silently. It reached down and took the gorlung in its claws as it climbed higher and higher.
 
   The massive expanse of floating rock grew larger as they approached. It must have extended for miles at the top. Spikes and hunks of stone clung to the bottom of the floating island, but there was no vegetation or life of any kind that Talon could see.
 
   As they soared over the top of the mass, Talon was relieved to see that there was nothing on the edge near them. A fire burned off in the distance, but other than that there was nothing else he could see.
 
   The phantom dragon deposited the gorlung and Talon upon the surface and the dove back down into the void.
 
   Farewell, young assassin. I have truly enjoyed the gifts you have given me.
 
   The sword hummed and vibrated in Talon’s hand, and then the voice was gone.
 
   Talon looked to the gorlung. “Don’t summon that thing again,” he said.
 
   The gorlung bobbed its head as if to nod. By your command, master.
 
   The two of them stealthily crept along the surface, making their way toward the large fire. They had to duck and take shelter near the base of a jagged spire when another loud gong rang out, announcing the arrival of yet another seraph. This one flew in from off to the side, and had wings of green flame. It dropped down near the fire in the distance, and then a few minutes later it flew off in the direction it had come from.
 
   After it disappeared, the two resumed their travel.
 
   It took nearly an hour to approach the large fire. Talon crouched near another spire of rock and peered around to look at the fire. The flames soared over seventy feet into the air. The base of the fire was easily fifty feet across. It was much larger than anything the assassin could have imagined, yet it gave off almost no heat, as if all of its energy were sucked up into the stars far above.
 
   He circled around, weaving his way behind large spires to conceal his approach. When at last he could see the other side of the fire, he saw a large figure sitting upon a great throne. Before him was a small cauldron.
 
   Basei was exactly the way Talon remembered him. Much larger than a man, but not quite a giant, with fiery eyes behind a mask of iron. Spiked armor covered his shoulders and arms. His torso was replete with scars from battles past, and a large, shield-like buckle was positioned over his belt and presumably held his armor on his legs. A massive sword was propped against the right side of the throne and what looked to be a shield was lying on the ground nearby.
 
   The demi-god appeared to be relaxing, watching the fire burn. Talon mentally called out to the gorlung and commanded it to circle around the other way. If they could surprise Basei, then so much the better.
 
   Talon waited for several minutes, knowing that it would take the cat some time to reach the other side of the fire and get into position. He watched the demi-god and nearly laughed wickedly when he saw Basei’s eyes close behind the mask. The fiery lights dimmed and the demi-god leaned his head back onto the chair.
 
   Now was the time.
 
   The gorlung called out to Talon. He was ready. Talon gave the order to strike.
 
   They both rushed in, each from their respective hiding places.
 
   Talon raised his sword, preparing to strike Basei’s leg and cripple the behemoth. The gorlung was sprinting furiously, aiming to leap up and attack Basei directly and go for the unprotected torso.
 
   Neither of them got the chance.
 
   Basei’s eyes flashed open and he stomped the ground with his legs. A tremendous quake rippled through the stone, nearly tripping the attackers. Talon managed to keep his footing, but he was slowed considerably. The gorlung lunged into the air, snarling and bearing its fangs.
 
   Basei swatted the cat away with his gauntleted left hand as if it were nothing more than a fly buzzing nearby. The gorlung crashed to the ground, but the demi-god wasn’t done yet. He stood from his throne with blinding speed, picked the seat up with one hand, ripping it from the stone ground and then smashed it over the gorlung. The cat howled and snarled in pain.
 
   I’m sorry, it offered just before it disappeared back to its plane.
 
   Then Basei turned on Talon. He hoisted up the massive sword and took a swing. Talon nimbly ducked underneath the strike and came up with one of his own, but his sword glanced off the thick armor plating covering Basei’s leg.
 
   “Ha ha!” Basei laughed maniacally as he kicked at Talon.
 
   Talon scrambled out of the way, and without missing a beat he forged the connection with his sword.
 
   “You have done well to make it this far, but you are still a worthless worm,” Basei said in a booming voice that filled the entire expanse of the void. “Not many have been so foolish to challenge me in open combat, and none of those before you had ever been so daft as to do so in my own home!”
 
   Basei held out his left hand and curled his fingers. In answer to his call, four spires of rock shot up from the floor, but Talon escaped them before he was captured in their grasp. He threw a dagger at Basei to distract him. The demi-god swatted the flying knife away with his left hand, letting the blade bounce harmlessly off of his armor.
 
   “I will kill you,” Talon promised.
 
   Basei’s chest and stomach bounced as he laughed. “Come on then, let’s see you do it!” Basei stepped forward and swiped again at Talon. His sword crashed through the four spires he had created, showering the area in sparks.
 
   Talon rushed in and called his fog. The purple and black mist closed in around them. Talon used the cover to close in on Basei, giving the demi-god cause to prepare for an attack on one of his legs.
 
   The ploy worked. Basei lifted his closest leg and lashed out in a savage kick. Talon stopped and ducked, pointing his blade at Basei’s glowing form and fired a lightning bolt at the demi-god. The magical assault struck true and strong thanks to the copious amount of seraph blood it had absorbed in the temple, and the massive man stumbled backward, shouting in anger as he fell.
 
   The ground shook violently as Basei fell to his back. Talon moved to take advantage of the opportunity, but Basei reached out his hand and summoned flames from the magical bonfire to bar the way. Orange and red fire rushed in between them, forcing Talon back and nearly singing his clothes and eyebrows. The heat was intense, carrying with it the stinging promise of a swift death.
 
   Basei leapt up to his feet, again shaking the ground as he did so. Then he roared and the flames formed into a wall and rushed out to meet Talon.
 
   Talon looked for cover, but there was none close by. So, he sprinted for the shield lying upon the ground. His feet pounded the ground as the roaring flames raced after him. He only barely managed to heft the heavy barrier up and duck behind it as the flames collided with him. The heat reached through the metal, stinging his hands and back, so Talon rolled onto his back on the ground, holding the shield up with the soles of his boots to insulate himself against the heat. Flames licked around the shield, charring his clothes, but causing no lasting damage.
 
   Then it passed and the flames were gone. The shield glowed red in the center, and smoke sizzled from Talon’s boots. The assassin waited silently, still as death while Basei came closer. The heavy steps easily let Talon know how close the large demi-god was.
 
   Talon pointed his blade at the inside of the shield.
 
   As soon as Basei wrapped his fingers around the shield to rip it away, Talon fired another bolt of lightning. The electrical assault passed through the metal and up Basei’s arm. Smaller bolts of yellow and purple energy snaked and streaked across the demi-god’s armor as the large man yelled and stepped back.
 
   Talon jumped up and rushed for Basei. This time he slipped his blade in through the small space at the back of the knee joint, angling it ever so perfectly so that neither of the armor plates stopped the sword. Talon felt the blade pierce the back of Basei’s knee and then he drew it out quickly and leapt aside.
 
   Basei howled and came down with a sweeping assault that cut stone, but missed Talon entirely.
 
   Talon jumped up to his feet and then he felt a hot power surge through his arm.
 
   Drekk’hul had now tasted a demi-god’s blood.
 
   Energy buzzed and hummed inside Talon as the sword absorbed the blood and turned it into power.
 
   Basei came rushing in, his anger overriding the pain in his wounded leg as he advanced.
 
   Talon waved his sword around himself, creating a fog thicker than anything he had ever done before. Basei used his fire magic to sweep the fog away, but the fog extinguished the fire and then circled around Basei’s waist and legs, slowing the demi-god considerably.
 
   Talon then whipped his sword toward Basei and a conical web of lightning burst out to knock into the demi-god. Basei fell into the fog, howling and convulsing as the lightning caused his body to spasm.
 
   The assassin rushed in, darting through the fog as quickly as ever, his movements unimpeded as the master of the sword. He leapt up into the air and brought the sword down, aiming for the exposed chest.
 
   There was a flash of movement and suddenly a great shield was between them. Talon struck the shield and then was pushed away with tremendous force. He bounced across the black stone and lost his grip on Drekk’hul.
 
   Basei rose from the ground, laughing with each step as the fog began to dissipate.
 
   “You are determined, I will say,” Basei complimented Talon. “But you are no match for me.”
 
   Talon looked to his sword and saw there was no way he could reach it before Basei would be on him. He slowly pushed up to his knees, grabbing a thick, jagged length of rock that ended in a sharp point on one end.
 
   “I would have beaten you in a fair fight,” Talon said, forcing his voice to sound hoarse and weak.
 
   “This was a fair fight,” Basei replied evenly. “You have magic, and so do I”
 
   Talon coughed, trying to appear as though he had broken a rib when he was thrown. “What of my mother?” Talon asked sharply. “Did she have magic?”
 
   Basei stopped and looked down at Talon. “I have killed many mothers,” he said. “You’ll have to be a bit more precise.”
 
   “My mother offered you a sacrifice, asking for your protection of our village. When the orcs came, she fought honorably, but then you appeared and you slaughtered everyone.” Talon felt the rage boiling up inside him, but he knew he had to keep his emotions in check. He needed to time his move perfectly. “Where was the honor in that?”
 
   Basei dropped his shield and reached up with his left hand to remove his mask. As he did so, Talon could see that it was not only the demi-god’s eyes that burned like fire. His entire face was alight, burning with a fierce intensity that reached up into the air over him now that the mask was removed.
 
   “Sorry,” Basei said with a devilish, burning grin. “Your mum doesn’t sound familiar, I’m afraid. Just another notch on my sword from another weakling too puny to help herself.”
 
   Basei stepped forward and raised his sword high over his head. Talon waited until the sword was on its way down, and then he rolled forward once he knew the demi-god’s momentum would be too much to stop mid swing. The great sword nearly caught Talon as he rolled between Basei’s legs, but the assassin escaped unharmed, then leapt up on the back of Basei’s bent leg and used it as a springboard to jump up higher still. At the peak of his leap, Talon was up over Basei’s bent waist. The lower back was pushed out toward Talon as the demi-god had put all of his strength into the chop. Talon brought the sharp hunk of stone down just to the side of Basei’s spine, driving it deep into the tender muscles of the lower back and twisting the rock before he dropped back to the ground.
 
   Basei howled and shot up rigid as a board. His left hand went for the stone, but he couldn’t reach it to remove it, impeded by the sheer size of his own musculature. The demi-god abandoned trying to recover the weapon and turned to face Talon. As he twisted, he howled in pain and fell to a knee.
 
   This gave Talon enough time to retrieve Drekk’hul. He grabbed the weapon and turned back toward the demi-god.
 
   Basei was breathing in shallow, pained breaths and trying to straighten himself.
 
   “Demi-god or not,” Talon said with a sly smile. “You aren’t going to be moving with your lower back muscles cut and punctured like that.
 
   Basei grunted and pushed up to a standing position. He held his sword out and then sent a magical, flaming spear out of his left hand at Talon.
 
   Talon summoned Drekk’hul’s lightning and shot the magical spear out of the air. The two spells fizzled and popped as they collided and then vanished.
 
   The demi-god took a rigid, shaky step forward and then hinged at the waist. Talon was tempted to move in for a strike, but thought better of it when he saw that as Basei fell forward, he lashed out with his sword.
 
   The mighty blade connected with the stone and shook the ground.
 
   Talon sent one more bolt of lightning at Basei, this time aiming for the demi-god’s sword hand.
 
   The lightning struck its mark, but Basei only grit his teeth behind his face of fire and pushed back upright in a fit of rage. He stumbled forward, preparing for another strike.
 
   Talon darted out to the side, easily out-maneuvering the staggering behemoth. Basei tried to twist to follow Talon, but the wound in his back had him howling and stumbling forward again. This time he didn’t fall to a knee, but tripped onto his face.
 
   Now was the moment to strike.
 
   Talon rushed in, sprinted over Basei’s back and drove Drekk’hul’s point in through Basei’s spine, severing the vertebrae and crippling the demi-god. Basei wailed and fire shot out from his left hand, but he couldn’t muster a coherent counter assault against Talon.
 
   The assassin took three steps along the demi-god’s spine and then drove his point in through Basei’s upper back, just to the left of his spine. Drekk’hul drank deeply of Basei’s blood and began to surge with power. Talon yanked the weapon free and moved to Basei’s head. Removing it was the surest way to kill a demi-god. There was a legend that even a demi-god pierced through the heart could still live, so Talon walked up to stand upon the spiked armor on Basei’s shoulders.
 
   By this time, Basei was mumbling and growling incoherently. Talon paid it no mind. He summoned forth the full power of the sword, letting purple and black lightning encase the blade, then he brought it down on the back of Basei’s neck. A great crack resounded through the astral plane as Basei’s neck yielded to Talon’s assault. The fire on Basei’s face dimmed and the head rolled away.
 
   Talon heaved for breath, relieved that it was done.
 
   He stepped down from the large body and sheathed his sword after it finished absorbing Basei’s blood. Then, a black tendril of lightning struck out from Basei’s corpse and connected with Talon. The pain was so intense that every muscle in Talon’s body convulsed and he fell to the ground, writhing like a worm on hot sand. A moment later, fire mixed with the lightning and Talon was enveloped in flame and lightning.
 
   In those moments as he trembled and quaked in agony, he heard Basei’s voice laughing in his ears. He saw his mother’s dead body lying before him in his mind’s eye, and he screamed a terrible, feral yell that erupted from the very core of his being.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon climbed through the spiraling stones one step at a time. The blue light that formed a barrier to Terramyr faded and the Sierri’Tai warriors stood to welcome their king. The victorious assassin looked to his faithful servants and smiled at them.
 
   This had been Talon’s most challenging, and by far the most rewarding assassination of his life. Not only had he avenged his mother, but he had set the world in better balance. With Basei dead, and himself empowered as the new demi-god to rule in his place, Talon could end all of it. He didn’t have to rule over Basei’s zealous devotees. In fact, he didn’t want anything to do with them. It was time for the demi-god of battle to vanish, along with any vestige of his memory or dastardly religion. Talon had now made his choice. He could withdraw from Terramyr, satisfied that Basei was dealt with, and owing nothing to any follower of Basei. He could create a better civilization with the Sierri’Tai clans and the Tomni’Tai survivors. Now that his pain was healed, he could look to heal others, something he had never considered before.
 
   “It is done,” Talon said. The Sierri’Tai warriors fell to their knees and bowed their heads. Talon bid them rise and then went to the statue of Basei in the center of the High Temple. He drew Drekk’hul, and with one swing of his sword he shattered the statue.
 
   Next he moved to each of the prayer rooms and did likewise, destroying the wicked rooms of sacrifice and dark rituals once and for all.
 
   Afterward, he opened the front doors and greeted the frantic pilgrims.
 
   Jerax was the first to notice the change in Talon. The man dropped to his knees and placed his hands palm out in front of him on the ground in the old tradition of formal supplication, his eyes cast to the earth. The other pilgrims quickly followed suit, each looking down to the ground. All except for one, that is. The stranger from the night before in the green robes knelt only on one knee, and he kept his eyes on Talon, as if searching for something. He certainly showed none of the fear that the others did.
 
   Talon looked at the stranger, trying to decide what might give the tall man such courage at a time when all other followers of Basei were nearly petrified. However, Jerax was quick to interrupt Talon’s concentration, speaking in a quivering voice.
 
   “I see the presence of a demigod about you. Are you the Basei we have worshipped? Had you come to us in disguise last night? To test us? Or...” Jerax lifted his eyes timorously, “Have you slain Basei?!” Jerax said.
 
   Talon nodded. “Basei is no more, and soon his temple will be no more than a memory upon this plane. Return to your homes.”
 
   The pilgrims raised their eyes one by one to look on the great warrior who could best a demi-god, and then beyond him to the drow warriors who were gathered at his back. Some of them cried, while others stammered and stuttered incoherent sentences.
 
   “Why?” Jerax asked.
 
   Talon sheathed his sword and summoned a flame in his hand. With his new powers as a demi-god, he opened a vision for all of the pilgrims to see. He showed them the truth behind Basei’s mask, and uncovered for them the monster behind the priests. When the vision of Basei’s atrocities was ended, Talon charged them to go out to their homes, and promised that no one else need be sacrificed in any shrine of Basei.
 
   Using his powers, Talon moved the pilgrims out into the desert, a few hundred yards beyond the outer courtyard along the road leading to the temple. Then he and his followers exited the temple. Moments later, Talon turned and destroyed the monstrosity of a monument with a great cataclysm of fire and lightning. Stones burst and columns fell as a great, burning sphere of blue fire devoured every last piece of the temple. Then came a black cloud over the space and lightning struck the sands below, turning the area into a field of black and silver glass.
 
   Talon turned back to the pilgrims, making sure they were preparing to leave as he had commanded them. As he searched the crowd, he realized the stranger in the green robes was missing from the group. The demi-god scanned all around himself, but when he could find no trace of the man, he gave up the hunt. He had more important matters to tend to at this time.
 
   Then Talon turned and teleported with his warriors back to the makeshift camp at the base of the mountains. He found the Tomni’Tai elves in good spirits, making the best of their time waiting and hoping for Talon’s return as they dressed wild game and prepared it for meals.
 
   Elorien was the first to notice his return. She ran out a few steps to meet him, but then stopped when she realized the difference in his personage. Talon smiled warmly to her and whispered to one of his warriors. The drow warriors then returned to the camp while Talon stayed at a distance and watched.
 
   Elorien approached then and asked, “Aren’t you coming too?”
 
   Talon nodded. “I will, in time,” he said. “First, I need to visit Basei’s other shrines and temples. It is time that his wicked practices be put to an end.”
 
   Elorien nodded and brushed a hand through her hair. “And then?”
 
   Talon smiled at her and nodded his head ever so slightly. “And then I will come back. My servants will protect the camp until I can return. It shouldn’t take long, for I have not only Basei’s powers, but also his knowledge. I know where each of the shrines and temples are, and I know how to get there using magic. I should be back within a couple of weeks. Then we will build our city in the astral plane.”
 
   “A couple of weeks?” Elorien repeated. “But we could be found in that time.”
 
   Talon smiled slyly and raised his hand. A translucent orb hovered over the camp, descending slowly and expanding to catch all of the elves in its boundaries. “I had intended to transport the camp to the astral plane to await my return,” Talon said.
 
   The orb dropped down onto the camp and a great, silver fog covered it. The light within the orb dimmed and then a great rush of wind circled about the elves that were huddled together inside. The orb swallowed the entire camp, scooping up not only the elves, but the portion of land they had been camping on, as well as water from the stream. The orb carried them off with great speed, flying through the sky and up into the clouds. Within minutes, the whole settlement was moved to the astral plane and set upon the same vast expanse of black, floating rock that Basei had used for his lair. Talon thought it more than fitting to build over Basei’s domain with his own, thereby squelching his memory and wiping it from the astral plane as well.
 
   A moment later, another orb appeared in the sky and deposited the families from the Netherworld of each warrior that had remained true to Talon. Wives and children were reunited with their husbands and fathers. Talon smiled as he watched Leflin reunited with his entire clan, welcoming all of them to their new home. The former assassin even laughed when he saw Tomni’Tai children approach children from the Sierri’Tai clans and initiate play, shattering the barriers between the two cousin races.
 
   Then, for a moment Talon’s breath slowed and he cringed as he noticed several families who had found themselves unable to locate the father or brother who had bought them freedom from the Netherworld. He felt lacking for the first moment since having absorbed Basei’s powers, and realized this may not be his last such moment either. In truth his first instinct was to turn to Elorien to set her to address this problem, but then noticed that several clan chiefs were making their way from their groups, Leflin among them, and were approaching the confused and lost ones who were only just now starting to realize what may have happened to their relatives. Words and tokens were exchanged, hands were taken, and the bereft family members were led in an orderly fashion to join with the other clan members who embraced them.
 
   Just then Elorien arrived at Talon’s side. “It seems they had all made arrangements for the care of their kin before ever leaving the Netherworld. You noticed the small items the clan chiefs were exchanging with the family members who were left without their men? They are tokens that designate the fealty of a clan to their chief, carried by the matriarch of the clan, and the responsibility of a chief to the clan for protection and care. It seems each of your warriors had designated their tokens to specific others to take in case they should fall. It’s quite elegant really. It leaves no question in the minds of the families who they are meant to be with for the rest of their lives.” Talon noticed in that moment that a similar token was hanging from her belt. Something he had never noticed before. Elorien met his eyes for just a moment and then left without another word to join with the Tomni’Tai who were enjoying the opportunity to meet so many more of their long lost cousins.
 
   Talon took only another moment to watch the happy interactions of his new subjects, and then turned away. Fyrik approached Talon just as he was preparing to leave. “You have done much to heal our old wounds,” Fyrik said.
 
   Talon turned and took in a breath. “It isn’t the ending I saw for myself,” Talon said openly.
 
   Fyrik nodded. “Yes, the path of vengeance can take even the best of men far from their destined courses. But still, it is good to see that you have come around, even if it was a bit late.”
 
   Talon smiled. “Like you said, perhaps it is time to let the past remain in the past, and move on to forge new lives.” The assassin-turned-demi-god threw a glance at Elorien, and then he vanished, off to cleanse Terramyr of any reminder of Basei.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
    
 
   Far away from Terramyr, in the great expanse of the universe and nestled among the brightest stars, a group of tall beings dressed in green, shimmering cloaks sat around a semi-circular table inside a castle of shimmering crystal.
 
   The seven of them sat patiently, waiting for the return of one of their scouts.
 
   A chandelier hovered above them, burning brightly with golden flames and casting all shadows out of the square chamber. There were no windows in the room, nor hallways connecting this room to any other in the castle. There was only the single, arched doorway that lead out into a great garden that overlooked the expanse of space.
 
   The seven beings made no sound until they saw a tall figure arrive on the back of a large wyrm. He slid off from the beast and patted it twice, dismissing it as he walked through the garden and into the chamber.
 
   He wore green robes that shimmered like silk. His eyes were a light, yet fierce blue that had a piercing quality to them. He straightened his gray tunic and adjusted his black trousers before stepping into the hollow of the table and bowing to the seven others.
 
   “Reshem, what news do you bring from Terramyr?” one of the seven asked in a high-pitched, nasal voice.
 
   Reshem bowed once more and then addressed them. “I have found hope for Terramyr. It appears that they are not yet beyond the bounds of order.”
 
   The being on the far left of the table spoke up. “Are you saying that we should not send the four horsemen?”
 
   Reshem nodded. “I am saying that they need not be sent. Not yet.”
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