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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   A vibrant hum sounded from the trunk of a large oak tree overlooking a meadow. An almost imperceptible ring of yellow light expanded on the trunk just over a thick bough midway up the tree. A second later, a two foot tall gnome exited from the tree itself and stood on the branch. His eyes were narrow and green, shining brightly from under the mat of silver hair that was only a shade darker than the nearly white beard hanging down to the gnome’s belly. He wrinkled his narrow, pointy nose and stamped the butt of his mithril spear on the branch. He wore brown trousers and a green tunic, blending in with the forest around him. In his pack he had the last of his provisions he had packed for his return trip.
 
   The gnome turned his eyes out over the clearing, scanning the poppies and marigolds dotting the high grasses. He was surprised that none of the others were out in the clearing. At this time of day he would have expected them to be collecting herbs and roots briefly until he saw the grassy knoll. Hatatuk would be inside, he knew.
 
   He went to the main hall and reached for the door. He pushed it open and saw the old, wiry gnome sitting upon the floor. No others were in the dwelling with him. Jaleal closed the door and walked toward the old gnome.
 
   Hatatuk opened his eyes and regarded Jaleal curiously. “Have you succeeded in your quest?”
 
   Jaleal nodded. “I completed my part.”
 
   Hatatuk pushed up from the floor and walked toward Jaleal. “And now you wish to be received as a hero for your efforts? Or do you seek to overtake me and become the chief?”
 
   Jaleal shook his head. “Neither. I just noticed that no one was outside. I thought I should check and see if something was wrong.”
 
   “While you were gone, the spiders attacked our village several times,” Hatatuk replied.
 
   “Spiders?” Jaleal echoed. “But the special flowers and the golden dust that is put into the air at night keeps them at bay.”
 
   Hatatuk shrugged. “Shortly after you left, the starbowl grew sick. The blue flowers that glow and emit the magic pollen at night ceased offering their protection for a time.” Hatatuk shook his head and pointed at Jaleal’s spear. “We sorely needed you and your spear then, Jaleal.”
 
   “I couldn’t have known,” Jaleal said. “I went where I thought it best. Tu’luh the Red needed to be stopped.”
 
   Hatatuk pointed to the door. “You may leave,” he said. “I managed to bring the starbowl back to health without you. We suffered only a few casualties. Still, it is best not to go out in the daylight. Sometimes the spiders still come in the day, when the dust from the previous night has settled. Once the starbowl builds up again, over time, I think we will be safe once more.”
 
   Jaleal opened his mouth to speak, but Hatatuk gestured to the door and tilted his head angrily. There was nothing left to be said between the two.
 
   The warrior gnome turned and left. He cast a glance around the meadow. He walked around the knoll and through the many hills that formed the village itself. He could see a few gnomes out in front of their dwellings. A few of the elders offered him cursory nods from their stools in front of their homes, but most of the other folk pretended not to see him. A few even closed their windows or ducked into their dwellings when they noticed him. Never had he felt like this before.
 
   He quickly moved along toward his home, keeping alert for any sign of danger, but foregoing trying to speak with anyone he saw.
 
   Jaleal stretched out his hand and grasped the brass knob on his door. The round, wooden portal squeaked as he pulled it outward toward him. The room was dark, and held a damp, musty odor inside. It seemed to the gnome that no one had bothered to air the place out during his absence. Then again, it was likely that at least some of them had not expected him to return from hunting a dragon.
 
   He cast a glance over his shoulder, taking in the serene, flower filled view of the hills that formed each gnome’s house in the small village. It was a place he had called home for centuries, but now it felt foreign to him. Everything looked the same as it always had, but then again everything appeared different, changed somehow. Or perhaps it was him that had changed and his home had always been this way? There was no way for him to know. All he was certain of was that he felt like an outsider. A cast away who had once belonged and now was an intruder.
 
   Jaleal sighed and shook his head. It was going to take a while to make things feel normal again he knew. Perhaps they never would be normal. Oh how he longed to be off with Erik, his young friend and adventure companion of the last several months. Jaleal was positive there wasn’t any task in the world that was too big for the two of them. He smiled faintly as he recalled rushing off into the night to hunt the red dragon in his lair. It had been fate, Jaleal knew, that brought Erik to the gnome village in the first place. Not that the warrior would ever wish a funnel spider attack on anyone, but had Erik not been bitten by the giant beast, the two of them never would have met.
 
   He wished he was with him still, searching out whatever new adventures waited for his friend. Had the Father of the Ancients not forbidden it, Jaleal would have done precisely that.
 
   Jaleal entered and walked down the short flight of stairs to the main level inside. He lit the lantern hanging from the ceiling and then shook out the match’s flame. His long, silver hair and beard took on a slight orange hue as the flame vanquished much of the darkness. Jaleal looked around his home, watching the shadows play off the lantern as it spun upon its chain. A thick layer of dust had gathered atop the small table and chair in his dining area. Mold had all but consumed a plate that Jaleal could only guess had once held bread.
 
   “Well, ma always told me to clean up after myself,” he said sarcastically as his eyes landed on the furry green and white glob growing on the table. “Guess she was right.” He turned and gently slid his mithril spear into a set of iron brackets adjacent to the doorway. He slipped the pack off from his back and set it on the floor next to the door. Then he moved farther into his home, heading for his green velvet arm chair.
 
   Something moved in the darkness. At first Jaleal thought it was a shadow, but the more his eyes adjusted to the room, he realized it was not a shadow, but a black boot sticking out from the armchair and set upon the footstool.
 
   Jaleal circled around the chair. How could someone have taken his home already? That was not the gnome way. Even if it was, no gnome would willingly live in such filth.
 
   As he moved around the side of the chair he saw a stout gnome with a long, white beard. The intruder’s hands were resting upon his slightly bulging belly and he was snoring softly. Yet, this was not a gnome from Jaleal’s village. His clothes were rough, forest green and made of wool and embellished with silk strips of black. His boots were made of fine leather, and a golden chain hung around his neck that matched a gaudy bracelet of golden links on his right arm.
 
   No, none of the gnomes that Jaleal knew would ever wear such ornaments. His people would prefer a crown of daisies woven together over the finest of gemstones. This gnome was from some place far away from the heart of Terramyr. That fact begged the question, who was he, and what was he doing in Jaleal’s home?
 
   Jaleal kicked the intruder’s feet from the footstool.
 
   The other gnome woke with a start, snorting and jerking his hands out to the side to catch himself.
 
   “What, what? Who is it?” The gnome looked up at Jaleal and then he smiled. “Oh, it’s you! I have been waiting for you.”
 
   “Who are you, and what are you doing in my house?” Jaleal asked. Then he glanced over to the moldy plate on the table. Flustered, he pointed to it and shouted at the intruder. “And for Terra’s sake, how can you invade my home without the decency to clean up such a disgraceful mess?!”
 
   The other gnome frowned and looked to the table. He shrugged. “I have only just arrived an hour or so ago. I would have cleaned if you had taken longer to return, I suppose.”
 
   Jaleal grimaced and folded his arms over his chest. “Waiting for me? Why?”
 
   The other gnome rose to his feet and bowed graciously. “I am Phinean, Sergeant of the Svetli’Tai Council of Svatal.”
 
   “Svatal?” Jaleal repeated as he drew his brow together. “But, Svatal Island is many months by sea beyond the Barrier Reef, what could you possibly be doing here?”
 
   Phinean shook his head. “No, by sea it would take more than a year to get to Svatal, and it would only work if the Barrier Reef were not enchanted into a great ring of fire that blocks all ships from entering or leaving that entire area.”
 
   “You traveled more than a year to see me? Why?”
 
   “Good heavens, no!” Phinean said quickly. “I used magic! I came as quickly as I could. It is a matter of the utmost urgency.”
 
   Jaleal narrowed his eyes on Phinean. “What is a matter of the utmost urgency?” he barked. The warrior-gnome was quickly losing his patience.
 
   Phinean pointed to the small sack slung over Jaleal’s left shoulder. “He said you would have it. The Goresym, do you have it?”
 
   Jaleal thought of the magical crystal tucked safely into his pocket. How could Phinean know of it? More importantly, what did he want with it? Jaleal held out his left hand and Aeolbani, his magical mithril spear appeared in his palm. He gripped the weapon and leveled the point at Phinean’s throat. “You had better speak plainly, else I will end your nonsensical words.”
 
   Phinean blanched. “Quite right,” he said with a slight nod. “Perhaps I should start from the beginning. I was sent to you by Jahre, he is the oldest and wisest of the elf sages on Svatal Island. He was there when King Lemork led a war to crush the Svetli’Tai race.” Phinean paused and waited for a reaction. Jaleal stood stoic. Phinean frowned. “King Lemork was a dark elf, a Sierri’Tai, a sister race of the Tomni’Tai dark elves.”
 
   “I know who the Sierri’Tai are,” Jaleal said impatiently.
 
   Phinean nodded, glancing nervously to the spear’s point aimed at his throat. “Well, did you know that King Lemork rode upon a black dragon in his war with the other elf races?” Again he paused, but again Jaleal didn’t respond. Phinean stamped a foot in frustration. “Oh, must I spell it out for you?! King Lemork rode upon one of the Ancients, a black dragon with no name! He wielded a great sword fashioned from that very monster and nearly consumed the Elven Isles of Svatal and Selemet in his rage and bloodlust.”
 
   “When did this happen?” Jaleal asked, his tone now showing a bit more concern.
 
   “Five hundred years ago,” Phinean responded.
 
   “So why seek out the Goresym now?” Jaleal pressed.
 
   “Because we need it!” Phinean said impatiently. “The elf sage, Jahre, said that a great warrior, named Talon, will come from the continent north of Svatal. This man is more than a simple warrior though; he is a cunning assassin and has great potential for either good or evil. Jahre said that Talon will come to Svatal looking for powerful artifacts that could disrupt the balance of Terramyr.”
 
   “How can one man do that?” Jaleal asked. “I have seen many wizards and warlocks. I have even dealt with the aftermath of Nagar the Black, a Sierri’Tai necromancer who cast this realm into chaos, but none of them could destroy the whole of Terramyr on their own. They worked in unison, and even then they needed the help of a dragon. How can one warrior be as dangerous as you claim?”
 
   “Don’t you see?” Phinean asked. The fear was evident in his wide eyes and nervous fidgeting. “Jahre foresaw that the assassin will soon find and wield Lemork’s sword. The sword is born out of the black dragon’s bone and as such, the weapon itself has a mind and power all its own. It will corrupt the warrior, and he will turn to use the power he attains to destroy everything around him. If he succeeds in finding the other sacred relics, then he will be unstoppable.”
 
   “Why do you need me?” Jaleal pressed.
 
   “Because, with the Goresym, we might be able to counter the sword’s magic and restore balance. If we can do that, then there is still hope for him, and hope for us. If he can be brought back in line with his true destiny, then he could use the three relics to save us all.”
 
   “And if we can’t restore balance?” Jaleal pressed.
 
   Phinean shook his head. “Then we must kill Talon before he finds all of the relics. Otherwise, he will set Terramyr on a collision path with a terrible and dreadful power known only as the four horsemen.”
 
   Jaleal stiffened. He had not expected that. As a gnome, he was well versed with the dangers the four horsemen brought with them. Anything that might invoke their wrath upon Terramyr was something that Jaleal was most keenly interested in preventing. He brought his spear away from Phinean and nodded slowly. “As a gnome, it is my duty to restore balance. More than that, as one of Terramyr’s races, I am honor-bound to defend her against all calamities. I know of a great warrior who would be useful to us. He too is struggling for a way to stop the arrival of the four horsemen.”
 
   “Oh you can’t prevent them from coming,” Phinean said quickly. “But, if Talon is not brought back into balance, and he succeeds in attaining all three relics, plus the sword, then they will come sooner, and we will never stand a chance. The world will be turned to ash, and Talon would help them do it.”
 
   “Then we must go and get Erik, we need his power.”
 
   Phinean shook his head. “There is no time! Talon may already have the Tomni’Tai Scroll, and if he were to get the King’s Ring and the key as well, then it will be too late. Come, we must go now!” Phinean reached out and took hold of Jaleal’s hand. A flash of blue and silver light washed over them, and then the room was empty again.
 
   Jaleal felt himself hurtling through time and space. The cold air ripped at his twirling body and the light took on a heat that soon engulfed the gnome. Smoke followed the heat, assaulting Jaleal’s nostrils and causing his throat to swell a bit. His eyes watered and then he landed hard on cobblestone.
 
   His face was nearly melded with the stone. His spear clattered along the ground somewhere beyond his grasp. Then there were the shouts and screams. The gnome warrior gathered his hands under himself and pushed up to his knees. As he looked around, his mouth fell open.
 
   Great buildings were ablaze, pouring thick, black smoke into the sky above and darkening everything around, letting in only the strongest of rays from the sun. Roaring orange and red flames ripped at the surrounding structures and shot out into the air above as people ran through the street. 
 
   Jaleal stuck his hand out to summon his spear.
 
   It didn’t come.
 
   A hand dropped down on Jaleal’s shoulder. That’s when the warrior remembered Phinean. He looked up and saw the portly gnome grinning down sheepishly at him.
 
   “Sorry, this isn’t where I intended for us to land.”
 
   Jaleal rose to his feet and hurried to gather his spear. “It wouldn’t come to me,” he said aloud. His fierce blue eyes inspected the shaft as he turned the weapon over in his hands. “No cracks or fractures,” he muttered aloud.
 
   “Oh no, the spear is just fine,” Phinean said as he caught up with him. “It’s your magic,” Phinean explained.
 
   “Bah!” Jaleal snorted. “Takes more than a bumpy landing to shake my magic out of me.”
 
   Phinean opened his mouth to say something, but before he could, a great column of wood and flame came toppling down toward them. Jaleal grabbed the other gnome and they leapt out of the way as the burning heap crashed down where they had just been. Sparks and bits of flaming wood exploded out from the impact.
 
   The two gnomes rolled away, Jaleal smacking an ember that had landed in his beard and flicking it away before it could do much damage. They took to their feet again and looked around themselves. The top layer of smoke seemed to hold in the heat as a silvery layer of smog filtered through the open spaces. Everything glowed red and orange. Phinean stood and looked at a massive heap that must have once been a mighty building given the large foundation and the crumbled remnants that Jaleal could identify as having once been cupolas. Great streaks of black painted the ground stretching out from the pile. Hissing flames and popping explosions rumbled through the pile, shifting materials and consuming anything not made of stone or metal. As Jaleal looked closer, he realized that the center of the pile was sunken into a large crater. Only then did he realize how massive the building must have been before it collapsed. 
 
   Phinean stared at the burning pile and stretched out a single hand.
 
   “We have to get out of here,” Jaleal said.
 
   “Jahre,” Phinean said. “He was inside there when I left to find you.”
 
   Jaleal glanced to the pile and then shook his head. “Come on, no one could have survived that.”
 
   The warrior gnome tugged on Phinean’s arm, dragging the stout gnome as he rushed down the street. They followed the crowds as they darted through rubble-filled streets and picked their way around burning heaps until they escaped.
 
   Jaleal counted thousands of people sitting on the ground outside the city walls. Brown dirt and gray ash covered their bodies. Some were tending to scrapes and cuts they had received while escaping. Others sat and stared out blankly. Families huddled together.
 
   The gnomes broke out toward the green trees of the forest. Phinean turned and looked back at the city many times, muttering something that Jaleal couldn’t quite hear. When they finally found a place to sit, Jaleal looked back and whistled through his teeth as he surveyed the scene. It had been hellish on the inside, but looking at the city from the outside didn’t do much to improve the situation. Flames shot up into the sky, tearing through the blanket of jet smoke, and screams could still be heard faintly from behind the walls.
 
   A seemingly endless column of escapees streamed out through the gates.
 
   Only one thing Jaleal could think of would do this kind of damage. He turned to Phinean. “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll find the dragon that did this and we will put him down.” He stood and flashed his spear, spinning it over in his hand for effect before stamping the butt end into the grass. “I have hunted dragons before.”
 
   Phinean shook his head. “This was no dragon,” he said. “This was a man.”
 
   “A man?” Jaleal shook his head and looked at the city. “Not possible. I have fought alongside a powerful sorceress, and this is very much beyond even her ability. No man could do this.”
 
   “Talon could,” Phinean said.
 
   “How?”
 
   Phinean motioned for Jaleal to sit. “Medlas was a city built atop a great deposit of natural gas that resided deep within the bowels of the earth. The elves long ago created a network of pipes and pumps to use that gas to improve the city. With it, they could heat their homes, light their streets, and produce great boilers that heated the bath houses and also fueled some of the best forges in the Elven Isles. It appears as though he has managed to sabotage them.”
 
   Jaleal stood slack jawed for a while, then he sat next to Phinean and whistled through his teeth again. The two of them were silent for a few moments as they watched the chaotic scene before them.
 
   “Perhaps it is too late,” Phinean said. “Jahre is dead.”
 
   Jaleal wrinkled his nose and looked to Phinean. “What about these artifacts you say Talon was after? Does he have those too?”
 
   Phinean shrugged. “Jahre foretold that he would acquire them. He also foretold that he would find the cursed sword I told you about. I was foolish. I thought I could find you before Talon would strike.”
 
   “Can the Goresym still help?” Jaleal asked as he produced the magical stone.
 
   Phinean’s eyes regained their determination and he nodded. “Come, we have to find him. He will have gone back north, to Bluewater. It’s through the forest.”
 
   Jaleal leapt to his feet. Phinean started for the road but Jaleal grabbed him. “Why take the road, brother? We are gnomes!” Jaleal ran straight for the nearest tree, half-dragging Phinean behind him. Phinean pulled away at the last second and Jaleal slammed face-first into a great pine tree. His head rang sharply and he stood rigid for a second before falling back to his rump. He rubbed his head and groaned.
 
   “Why on Terra’s name would you do that?” Phinean asked as he rushed beside Jaleal.
 
   “Why?” Jaleal repeated sarcastically. “We’re gnomes. Why can’t I use the tree to travel?”
 
   “Travel with a tree?” Phinean asked.
 
   Jaleal shook off the ringing in his head and went back to the pine. “Not with the tree, through it,” he explained. He slapped the tree with his right palm and then pressed an ear to it. “I can hear its life force, but I cannot access it.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Phinean asked.
 
   Jaleal turned back, his lips curled down into a frown and his brow knit together. “Haven’t you ever traveled through a tree? We use the roots and branches to speed our journey. It’s a very common thing for gnomes to do.”
 
   Phinean shook his head. “Maybe where you are from it is, but here no such thing is possible.”
 
   “What?” Jaleal turned back to the tree and tried to enter it again, albeit much slower than the first time. Again, the tree denied him access. “What evil is this?”
 
   Phinean stepped in close, shaking his head. “As I told you before. Magic is different here. We are about as far away from the Heart of Terramyr as one can get. The world’s energies do not extend as strongly to this area. I am afraid we will have to walk like everyone else.” Phinean then pointed to Jaleal’s spear. “If you are used to throwing that and recalling it through magic, then I suggest you buy a bow. If you throw it out here, you won’t be able to call it back.”
 
   “So, no magic works out here?” Jaleal asked in a whisper.
 
   Phinean shook his head. “That isn’t what I said. It’s just much harder. Imagine you lifted a stone that was ten pounds back in your home. It seems easy enough and you can do it anytime you wish. However, that same stone out here would weigh one hundred pounds, or maybe three times that. So, while magic is possible to perform out here, it takes a different kind of dedication and practice because everything is much more difficult to perform. For those of us who are of the Natural Races, the effects are even greater.”
 
   “You mean humans and elves could use magic with better effect than gnomes can out here? That can’t be just a matter of distance,” Jaleal posited.
 
   Phinean shook his head. “It isn’t. It is also a legacy from the Mage Wars. That is a history lesson we don’t have time for, however. Just trust me when I say that magic is much more difficult out here to perform. Those who can cast spells efficiently are rare, and they are very difficult to thwart if their hearts are set on destruction.”
 
   “So out here, a sorcerer would be very deadly,” Jaleal said.
 
   “Precisely. Though you may have a good command of magic back where you are from, the natural boost that Terramyr grants to her natural races like us gnomes doesn’t reach us in full. Those who have the gift out here are extremely well trained, and they are very, very cunning in their use of magic. Unless you have spent years practicing your spells under these more difficult circumstances, you would be unable to counter a wizard’s magic out here. Your healing spells will have little or no effect at all. Even to recall your spear to you will likely take some practice.”
 
   “Does anyone have natural ability then?”
 
   “Oh yes!” Phinean nodded. “Most elves who lived before the Mage Wars retained their abilities. There are also a few who continue to train, but you will be more likely to see masters of one art, rather than a mage who can perform several types of magic. It is too difficult to train in multiple disciplines out here. Even with that, magic itself is more rare now as well. The Mage Wars was a time when magic, and magic users, were almost entirely eradicated.”
 
   Jaleal nodded and then pointed to the road. “Well, shall we get on the trail? I imagine this Talon fellow has quite the lead on us so far.”
 
   Phinean nodded and the two turned for the road.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Murdok ducked into the entrance to the northwestern tower and beat the dust from his uniform. The arid, hot wind kicked up dust throughout Rasselin. It was one of the things he hated most about this city. He would much prefer the forests of Shinder, but in his hometown there was no work to be had. He heard steps echoing down from the stairs. He looked up to see Vernon, one of the other city guards, descending while shaking his head.
 
   “No need to go up,” Vernon said. “One of the regulars is up there, and he has assured me everything is under control.” Vernon rolled his eyes and twirled his finger next to his ear. “These army types are wound a bit too tight if you ask me.”
 
   Murdok chuckled and nodded. “I’ll just go on up and have a look for myself.”
 
   “They’ll order you out,” Vernon said with a sigh.
 
   Murdok shrugged and started up the stairs. He wasn’t concerned about the soldiers above. As far as he could tell, they were all supposed to be on the same side. He made his way to the top and started toward the rectangular wooden table on the far side of the tower. A bald-headed man looked up at him from the chair and grunted. Two others near the railing looked back as well.
 
   “We have the tower covered from here, citizen,” one of the guards said.
 
   Murdok nodded. “With respect, this is my post, and I will be joining you gentlemen for the duration of my shift.”
 
   The two men at the rail glanced to each other and then the bald man stood. He was large, roughly six and a half feet tall, with shoulders as wide as two men standing side by side. His waist was narrow, nestled between his barrel-like chest and his tree-trunk sized thighs.
 
   “With respect,” the bald man mocked, “if the guard was capable of doing its job, you would still be under Governor Gandle’s watch right now.” The two men at the railing laughed and turned their gazes back to the northern desert.
 
   Murdok bristled, but he quickly recovered and shrugged nonchalantly. “I wasn’t on his detail,” he said. “If I had been, he would still be alive.” He crossed the remaining distance to the table and took the chair from the bald man. He made a show of dragging it across the floor to the opposite side of the table where he wanted to sit while the mountainous man glared at him.
 
   “That’s my chair,” the man said roughly.
 
   Again, Murdok shrugged. “I have reports to complete,” Murdok said. He pointed to the brown book on the table next to the large man. “Hand me the daily log book, if you please,” he said.
 
   “Get it yerself,” the bald man grumbled. He turned and went to stand next to the other two men. Murdok could hear them whispering, and saw them occasionally glance back at him, but he held firm. He wasn’t about to let anyone run him out of his post. He reached across the table and took the log book in hand. He flipped through the previous reports. Normally he would find the notes left from the shift before his, but this time he found the notes had stopped a couple of days ago, about the time that General Tehrigg arrived into town. In fact, the last notes were Murdok’s own from his final shift before his two days off.
 
   “Why are there no entries?” Murdok asked aloud. “General Tehrigg took the army out to Hart’s Bridge, but there is no mention of that in this log. Why haven’t you recorded it?”
 
   The bald man turned and eyed Murdok with contempt. “If the book is so important, go ahead and write it. We deal with real problems, we are not bookkeepers.”
 
   Murdok took the pen and began to scribble down his notes. “When did the three of you take up your posting here? That should be marked as well.”
 
   The bald man crossed the distance between them in four steps and ripped the log book from Murdok. He glanced at it, then back to his comrades, and then he casually flipped the book out over the side of the tower. “Oops,” he said with a shrug.
 
   Murdok sat still, watching the three of them for a few moments. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but something was wrong, he could feel it.
 
   “General Tehrigg and Councilor Bahn have given us our orders,” one of the others said. “We don’t answer to the likes of the city guard, nor are we beholden to your rules. If you want to stay up here with us, fine, but keep yer mouth shut.”
 
   Murdok nodded and folded his arms. Never had he encountered men like these before, and he had dealt with all kinds of merchants and mercenaries as they traveled through Rasselin. These men were different, and certainly not what he would have expected from the mighty Zinferth army. He stared out to the desert, forcing the men from his mind. The sun was beginning to set, casting an orange and purple hue across the dusty sky.
 
   As the light waned, Murdok spied banners emerging from the horizon. The others saw them too, it seemed, for they all pointed and whispered amongst themselves. Murdok watched the approaching group for several minutes. What at first seemed to be only a few, became thousands of people. Murdok rose to his feet and went to the railing. He expected that General Tehrigg was on his way back from Hart’s Bridge, though from this distance he couldn’t be sure.
 
   The bald man and one of the other soldiers walked away. The third came up to Murdok’s side and held out a spy glass.
 
   “Here, this will help,” he said.
 
   Murdok took the instrument and put it to his left eye. “Looks like Tehrigg is returning,” Murdok commented. A thought came to him then, why would the soldier be nice now, after they had all been more than happy to torment him since he arrived. Murdok pulled the spy glass away and turned to regard the soldier. A flash of light caught his attention and reflexively Murdok swung his head back just as a dagger sailed by his neck. The tip nicked a bit of skin, causing a terrible sting but no serious damage.
 
   “Sorry mate,” the soldier said with a grin. The man rushed in again, pulling another knife with his free hand and slicing and stabbing at Murdok.
 
   Murdok dodged and jumped out of the way, then he used the spy glass as a club, breaking it over the soldier’s head. The soldier went down hard, blood pouring from the gash in the side of his head, but he wasn’t done. The soldier growled and lunged again. Murdok dove to the side and caught the soldier with his ankle. The soldier tripped and flew face-first into the corner post. Murdok heard a sickening crack and then the soldier fell to the ground, hands twitching wildly.
 
   Murdok jumped to his feet and looked around. The other two were down below. No one had seen the fight. He turned and looked out to the oncoming army. “Why would he attack like that?” Murdok asked himself aloud. He looked down to the corpse, and then back out to Tehrigg. A sickening feeling ripped through his heart and created a crushing weight in the pit of his stomach. He went for the spy glass, but it was destroyed beyond use. He went back to the table and pulled his backpack up. He always kept a secondary spy glass with him while on tower duty. He reached in, shoving the bread and wineskin out of the way. He pulled the small spy glass out and went to the edge of the tower. He looked at the army.
 
   Tehrigg was indeed leading the group, but only the first few ranks wore the colors of Zinferth. Behind them were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of soldiers wearing the tell-tale yellow capes behind their armor. They were not Zinferthians, they were Shausmatians. Murdok wheeled around to look at the next tower on the north side of Rasselin. His throat tightened and went dry. Another city guard was fighting with another Zinferth soldier. Only this time, the soldier won and the city guardsman fell by the sword.
 
   Murdok understood at once that Rasselin was under attack, and he had to sound the alarm. He grabbed his sword from the table and went for the stairs. He rushed down the stairs to get to the bell room. He ran in so fast he didn’t see the corpse in the doorway. He tripped over a dead guardsman and fell flat on his stomach.
 
   “Nice of you to join us,” the bald man said with a grin. “Though, I had hoped Bricker would have been able to handle a pesky worm like you.”
 
   “No worries Macklen,” the other soldier said. “If Bricker can’t even best a city guard, then he has no place with us.”
 
   “Quite right,” the bald man said.
 
   Murdok looked up to see the bald man setting the bell down upon the floor. Somehow, the giant man had unhinged the bell and rendered it inoperable. There would be no alarm from this tower.
 
   The bald man noted Murdok’s gaze and started laughing. “Don’t worry, mate, none of the bells will ring tonight. Tehrigg is going to come in and change the leadership here.”
 
   “Traitors,” Murdok hissed. “Why?”
 
   Macklen shrugged. Then he and the other soldier rushed at him.
 
   Murdok rolled to the side and leapt up to his feet. The bald man drew and swung his sword, but Murdok was able to escape the blade’s deadly kiss. Murdok then brought his sword up in a diagonal sweep that caught the large man in the side, just under the armpit. Macklen roared and bent over, unable to bring his sword up to defend as Murdok effortlessly changed directions and slashed his blade through the man’s neck.
 
   The final soldier rushed in with a great thrust. Murdok spun out of the way, slapping the soldier’s blade wide as he twirled. The soldier recovered and countered with a diagonal chop, but Murdok jumped backward and well out of reach. The soldier again rushed in.
 
   Murdok jumped back, placing his right leg against the wall and then pushing off for extra momentum. He dove downward, rolling and somersaulting below the soldier’s swinging blade. Then he lashed out as he rose to a kneeling position, catching the solider across the right hamstring. The wound was deep, nearly to the bone, and the soldier collapsed as blood gushed from his leg. The man’s sword clattered to the floor and his whole body began shaking violently. The soldier’s face became pale as a ghost.
 
   Murdok sheathed his sword and went to the soldier. “What is the plan?” he asked.
 
   “Khefir take you, and roast you upon a spit,” the soldier hissed. Though the strength was gone from the man’s body, there was a fire in his eyes. Murdok knew that he would not get any answers from him, certainly not in time to help seal the gates. Murdok picked the man’s head up by the hair, reached down and took a firm grip of the man’s jaw as he moved his other hand to the back of his skull.
 
   “Khefir will have you first,” Murdok promised. A quick jerk of his hands and the man’s neck snapped in two. The soldier convulsed only a couple more times, and then his body was still.
 
   Murdok bolted down the remaining stairs to the ground level. Keeping close to the wall, hoping that none of the traitors would see him, he sprinted hard for the gate house. He kept an eye out for other city guardsmen, but he saw none. Only a few people were out and about in this part of town. In was dusk, and everyone was hustling to get home before the new curfew that Councilor Bahn had set when he took over as the temporary governor.
 
   He stopped in the doorway of the gatehouse, bracing himself with his right hand to keep from sliding beyond. His left hand shot down for the knob and he started to twist it. The brass ball didn’t budge.
 
   “Locked,” Murdok muttered. He looked around frantically. No guards were at the base, and he knew the windlass was kept high inside the gatehouse to prevent anyone from tampering with it. If he could not get inside, then his task was hopeless.
 
   He raced across the gateway to test the other door leading into the gatehouse. It too was locked. He situated his belt and moved his sword to rest behind his buttocks, then he moved to the wall. The smooth stones had only a minimal gap between them, and none of them jutted out far enough for any significant handhold. He brushed his fingertips against his pants and then slid them over the wall, looking for anything he could use to drag himself up. At last he did find just enough of a gap to create a handhold. Up he went, slowly scanning the wall for additional crevices or jutting stones. He didn’t get very far though. About ten feet above the ground, the wall became as smooth as a sheer, polished slab of granite. There was nothing else for him to hold onto.
 
   His fingers began to shake and quiver, and then he slid down the wall, nearly skinning his palms as he fell back to the ground. He slapped his hand against the wall and cursed it. Another thought came to him. If he could warn the Rangers, then the city might stand a chance. They could alert the guard.
 
   He bolted down the street toward the dungeon. He knew he wouldn’t arrive there before the army entered the gate, but it was his only chance at realistically saving Rasselin. His heart pounded within his chest as his feet struck the ground heavily with each running step forward. He put his hand down to his sword to keep it from slapping his legs or tripping him up, making for an awkward run where he pumped his left arm and right shoulder, instead of using both arms for momentum.
 
   When at last he finally made it to the dungeon he saw two city guardsmen standing before the door. One of them looked at Murdok and stepped forward. “What is the matter?” he asked.
 
   “Open the door, I must speak with the Rangers,” Murdok shouted back.
 
   “What is this fuss then?” the second guard chimed in.
 
   Murdok didn’t stop. He ran straight through them both, knocking one to his butt and the other to the wall. He didn’t even pause long enough to apologize, he just tore the door open and kept running inside. As he entered the long hallway he stopped to catch his breath and look at the doors on either side. He knew the stairs at the end of the hall before him led to the dungeons below, but he couldn’t remember which door was the correct one to find the Rangers. One was for the interrogation cell, and the other was for a large hall. He decided to try the one on the right. He opened it and found nothing but a chair and empty shackles in the room.
 
   Murdok turned and went in through the other door. By this time, the two guards from the entry were running in after him, shouting and hollering something, but he wasn’t listening. He pushed the door open and saw a long, rectangular hall with a single long table in the center of it. At the opposite end of the hall was another door, which was closed. At the head of the table sat a single man, eyes closed and a glass of wine in his right hand.
 
   Murdok rushed in and stopped a few paces away from the man. The man opened his eyes slowly and then lifted his head from the back of the chair to look directly at Murdok. He slowly set the glass down upon the table and drummed with his left fingers. He drew in a deep breath and then leaned forward, placing his black goateed chin upon his clasped hands as he peered at Murdok. “I do not wish to be disturbed,” he said simply.
 
   “I am sorry, but I need to inform you that there is going to be an attack,” Murdok said.
 
   In came the two guards from the entry. “Sorry, Ranger Diggs, but he slipped in. We’ll get him out.”
 
   Diggs waved them off with a flip of his left hand and then pushed back from the table.
 
   “Go back outside,” Diggs commanded. The two guards saluted and left just as quickly as they had come in, closing the door behind them.
 
   “Sir, I am serious,” Murdok insisted.
 
   “Yes,” Diggs said with a nod as he rose from the table. “I am sure you are.”
 
   “You have to alert the other Rangers, Tehrigg has turned on us, and even now he marches to our gates with an enemy force of thousands.”
 
   Diggs brought his hands in together and cracked his knuckles. Then he stretched his arms before pulling a blood-encrusted sword from its scabbard. “There are no more Rangers,” Diggs said. “A new day has come. Only those willing to wait out the night will live to see the dawn,” he said cryptically. “Tell me, guardsman, do you understand when it is time to lie down and let the darkness overtake the world? Or are you bound to fight the twilight?”
 
   Murdok backed away, not fully understanding what was happening. He kept his gaze on the reddish-brown blade that Diggs held in his hand. “You killed them all?” Murdok asked. In alarm he drew his own blade and shook his head. “Why would you do that?” he whispered.
 
   Diggs chuckled. “Because, like you, they did not see the good of change.”
 
   “I will not betray our people,” Murdok said, backing away slowly.
 
   “Then you shall die, as did the others.” Diggs lunged forward with lightning-fast speed.
 
   Murdok barely lifted his sword in time to deflect the Ranger’s blade. Diggs sent a heavy kick to Murdok’s stomach, causing the man to stumble back. Then the Ranger jumped and kicked Murdok in the face. Murdok’s nose crumpled under the blow and blood began to fly through the air as Murdok sailed to the floor and landed on his back.
 
   “Pathetic,” Diggs chided as he moved in with his sword raised high.
 
   Murdok hooked his ankle around a chair and flipped it into the Ranger’s way. The chair didn’t cause any damage, but it slowed the Ranger enough that Murdok was able to roll under the sturdy table and out of reach. Murdok crawled to the other side, but he heard a heavy wathump atop the table. A blade flashed down between a pair of chairs in front of him, and Murdok stopped short.
 
   “Come on out,” Diggs said. “Fight me like a man, or are you only a dog, crawling under the master’s table and begging for scraps!”
 
   Murdok turned and tried to crawl the opposite way. No sooner did he near the edge of the table than a blade stabbed down in front of him again.
 
   “I can do this all day,” Diggs shouted from above.
 
   Murdok looked to the end of the table. He rolled to it. This time he wasn’t careful about making noise. He slid his feet up under him, planted his hands firmly against the ground, and his shoulders up to the table. This time, when the blade stabbed down, Murdok shot up with all of his strength. The table flipped up, creaking and groaning under the strain. Diggs stumbled and then fell into the middle of the long table. The wood splintered and the table snapped in half. Murdok kept driving his half up until the piece he held flipped over backward.
 
   He then whirled around with sword at the ready. The table half slammed down atop Diggs. 
 
   “Son of a biff,” Diggs mumbled as the wood sandwiched him. Diggs was struggling to get out from under it. Murdok jumped atop the broken furniture and drove it down with all of his might.
 
   “Gargh!” Diggs shouted.
 
   Murdok jumped again, and then he stomped the table with as much force as he could muster. The table shifted under him, and he could feel that Diggs was positioning the table half to throw it off. Murdok leapt out to the side. A moment later, Diggs threw the splintered slab of wood toward the door. At that moment, with the Ranger’s sword on the ground next to him and his arms fully extended from throwing the table, Murdok came in with a single thrust, perfectly aimed at Digg’s chest. The blade slipped in between two ribs and stopped only as it went out the back and jammed into the other table half underneath Diggs, pinning him to the table like some sort of morbid butterfly in a collection. The Ranger’s eyes went wide and his hips arched up, struggling against the sword. When that didn’t help, he reached out and grabbed his sword. He swung it clumsily and glared at Murdok.
 
   Murdok released his sword, unable to free it without risking being caught by Diggs’ sword.
 
   “Come on, dog,” Diggs growled.
 
   Murdok grabbed a nearby chair and brought it down with all of his strength. The wood cracked and broke apart as it smashed Diggs’ sword arm into the ground. The Ranger squirmed and moaned. He coughed up a bit of blood and then went still.
 
   Murdok grabbed another chair, but then stopped when he realized that Digg’s upper arm now bent in ninety degrees about halfway between the shoulder and elbow. The sword arm was useless now. Murdok bent down and pried the Ranger’s sword from his grip. Diggs grunted, but he didn’t cry out. He just kept his icy blue eyes locked on Murdok.
 
   “This sword is a Ranger sword,” Murdok said. “It is only given to those found worthy to join the Rangers.” Murdok turned the blood-stained blade over in his hands. “As you have dishonored it, I shall restore its honor.”
 
   Diggs continued to stare into Murdok’s eyes. Murdok moved in and placed a foot on Diggs’ chest, near where his sword rested. The guardsman held up Diggs’ sword and then brought it down in one clean chop. Diggs’ head rolled free. The eyes still stared out, but now the fire was gone from them.
 
   He wiped his new sword on Diggs’ pants and then left the way he had come in.
 
   The two guards were waiting for him outside on the street.
 
   “Are you loyal to Rasselin?” Murdok asked coldly.
 
   The two guards glanced to each other and then back to Murdok. “Of course,” they said in unison.
 
   “Then come with me, we are under attack and we need to raise the guard.”
 
   “By what authority?” one of them asked.
 
   “By the Rangers of Rasselin.” Murdok held up the sword and the two guards nodded slowly.
 
   “What about Diggs?” one of the guards asked.
 
   “He is unable to join us at the moment, but gave me his sword to show that I have the right to send you away from your posts. Go, find as many of the guard as you can. An army is coming to the gates, and will soon…” Murdok’s words trailed off and he stared down the street. “Oh by the Gods,” he said in a hoarse whisper.
 
   The other two guards followed his gaze and similarly muttered under their breaths.
 
   “They’re already inside,” Murdok said. “Go, now, GO! Find the others!” The two guards dropped their halberds and sprinted down nearby streets to find other guardsmen.
 
   Murdok stood still and looked down the street he had been running on only a matter of minutes ago. Now, a horde of horsemen rode upon the street killing any who dared exit their homes or shops. Tehrigg was not among them, and all of them wore Shausmatian colors.
 
   Murdok bent down and grabbed the two halberds the guards had left and held one in each hand. “I don’t know if any of you are listening,” Murdok prayed to the gods. “But, if any of you would lend me strength, I would be your servant forever.” He leveled the halberds, balancing them so that he could run and still wield each one. Then he charged down the street. It was only a matter of seconds before the horsemen saw him. One of them ordered a charge and they all kicked their horses into a faster gallop.
 
   Judging by the speed with which they passed the buildings, Murdok knew he had only seconds until they reached him. He ran with carefully measured steps. Scanning the horses for a weak link in the group. He dodged left, then right, trying to create confusion among the riders, then he feinted left and jumped out to the right just as they closed in on him. He threw the first halberd with a wide arc, spinning the blade end through the air until it bit into a horse’s lower neck. The blade did little damage, as it was not a heavy throw, but the butt of the halberd planted firmly on the ground and the shaft splintered as the beast ran on. It punctured through the horse’s chest and the animal flipped over, throwing the rider and causing the next several horses to stumble and fall.
 
   Murdok held the second halberd in both hands and went to slide on his knees, just under the closest horseman’s reach. As the rider passed by, Murdok struck up at the next horseman, catching him in the gut and flinging him from his saddle. The rider less horse neighed and jumped up, fore hooves clawing at the air and inadvertently creating a shield to Murdok’s left.
 
   Murdok jumped up, running alongside the wall and twirling around to catch the next rider in the face. The halberd’s blade punched through the helmet’s visor and tore the man’s head off. Next, Murdok ducked down as a series of riders galloped in. The nearest one thrust a spear, but Murdok caught the weapon under his armpit and held it fast. When the rider yanked it hard, Murdok released it and then lunged in, using the spike atop his halberd to pierce the rider’s side and push him from his mount.
 
   The next rider barreled in, shoving the horse out of the way and cleaving Murdok’s halberd in half with a heavy sword. Murdok held onto the sheared shaft and somersaulted under the rider’s horse. As he rolled below, he thrusted the pointed end of his broken weapon up into the horse’s gut. The animal jumped and kicked wildly, forcing the rider to hang on for dear life. Other riders couldn’t get in close now, for the horse became frantic, jumping and kicking at anything nearby.
 
   Murdok danced around the horse, using it as a moving shield as he surveyed the remaining warriors. The living barricade only lasted a few moments though. When it became clear that the horse was beyond comforting, the rider drove his own sword into the beast’s neck and leapt off before it fell to the ground.
 
   “He is mine!” the soldier yelled as he yanked his bloody blade from the horse.
 
   The other warriors cheered and formed a semi-circle around them.
 
   “Get him Barret,” one of them yelled.
 
   “That horse has been with me since I entered the army,” Barret growled.
 
   Murdok smirked. “Well then, judging by your age, I can only surmise that the horse has more than lived out his usefulness.”
 
   Barret yelled and came in with a high chop. Murdok jumped left and swung his blade at Barret’s back. Barret whirled around with blinding speed, deflecting Murdok’s blow with such strength that Murdok nearly lost his sword. The man lunged in and shouldered Murdok in the chest, knocking him back against the wall of the house they were fighting in front of.
 
   “Nothing to say now?” Barret sniggered.
 
   “You fight as well as my sister dances,” Murdok said. He blew a kiss at Barret and then moved in. He swung left, then dropped and feinted a thrust before twirling around and chopping from the right. Each time, Barret kept pace, moving and shifting his feet and blade perfectly and blocking each advance. Murdok came in with an overhead chop. Barret used his sword to pinch Murdok’s sword against the wall of the house. Then the man smiled.
 
   “My turn,” he growled. He pushed off Murdok’s blade and came in with a diagonal downward chop, then reversed it up into a feinted slice before flipping the handle over and twirling around in an underhanded slice. Murdok ducked under the blade, and then realized his mistake as Barret smiled and came down hard with a stab aimed for his neck. Murdok jumped back, barely avoiding the blade as it clanked against the packed dirt. A bit of dust and a couple chunks of earth flew up as Barret ripped his sword free and came in again.
 
   Murdok pulled a knife from his belt and flicked it. The blade whistled through the air and suddenly stopped when it sank into Barret’s neck at the bottom just above where the ribcage forms together to form the sternum. Barret choked and coughed. Then he fell over.
 
   Murdok rose to his feet and turned to face the other riders. Their circle was tight, and he knew to charge them would be death now. He had to wait for them to make the first move. Then, one of the riders pulled a bow from his back.
 
   “I’ll end this,” he said.
 
   Suddenly the door behind Murdok opened and a pair of big hands pulled him into the doorway.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
   A dark night fell over the city of Bluewater. The moon rose high into the night sky, but hid its face behind clouds and gave little light to the city below. Guards were out in force, patrolling the city with a ferocious determination and focus. Seldaric and Kai kept watch from the second floor window of a warehouse near the docks, hoping to catch the scoundrel as he attempted to escape.
 
   “Are you certain that the assassin could not have a boat and crew waiting for him in some other predetermined spot?” Kai asked as he scanned the dark streets for any sign of movement.
 
   Seldaric shook his head. “The waters are too treacherous in the other areas around the island,” the elf replied. “The jagged reefs and rock formations would pulverize any ship that was foolish enough to come too close to the shore.”
 
   “What about a small vessel, like a rowboat or canoe perhaps?” Kai asked.
 
   Seldaric again shook his head. “If the assassin is able to navigate the rocks and reefs with a canoe, then the open seas will take him down to the depths. I am unaware of any settlements reachable directly by sea other than Tuport.”
 
   “You said he killed your grandfather,” Kai went on. “Was there anything else he might be after?”
 
   Seldaric turned an impatient glare on him. “As I told you last week, if the assassin had wanted to steal from my grandfather, he would have gone to the Scholar’s Keep.”
 
   Kai nodded and folded his arms across his chest as he leaned back on a large wooden crate.
 
   The elf turned back to the window. He was quiet for a while, and then he asked, “What of the man he killed in Rasselin, did he steal anything from him?”
 
   Kai shook his head. “No,” he said flatly. Kai omitted the note he had found on Gandle’s body. “He killed the governor and escaped just as I arrived.”
 
   “Seldaric, you have a visitor,” Ulthgaron said from outside the room they stood in. Seldaric and Kai turned to see Ulthgaron standing in the doorway. He bowed out of the way to reveal a slender, long haired elf. She tipped her head to the side and walked into the room. She wore red robes with bright, golden lettering on the rim of each sleeve. Her silvery hair was neatly braided into a single plait which hung over the front of her left shoulder. A long scimitar hung over her back and a pair of curved short swords were fastened to her belt. She limped as she approached, wincing each time her left foot hit the ground.
 
   Seldaric bowed his head. “I am at your service,” he offered. Kai pushed off from the crate and watched the exchange half-heartedly, occasionally glancing back out the window.
 
   “Your grandfather’s death is a tragedy. He was a visionary elf, and an extraordinary ally to our cause. 
 
   “Thank you, priestess,” Seldaric offered.
 
   “There is something you should know,” the female elf said. She clasped her hands before her and sighed. “Your grandfather also guarded a secret.”
 
   “I knew it,” Kai muttered under his breath. He turned now with his full interest. “What did the assassin take?”
 
   Seldaric lifted his head suddenly and shot Kai a disapproving look. “Forgive him,” Seldaric said to the female elf. “He is not familiar with our customs.” Seldaric turned to Kai and reproved him in a sharp whisper. “This is a Svetli’Tai Kruk priestess.”
 
   Kai drew his brow in and shook his head. “Yeah, like Ulthgaron, I can see her red robes for myself,” he said.
 
   “No,” the she-elf corrected Kai. “A priestess stands above the rank and file Kruks. I am the commander of the Kruks assigned to Jahre. As such, it is my responsibility to lead the investigation into Jahre’s murder and apprehend the killer, by any means necessary.”
 
   “Show respect,” Seldaric chided out the side of his mouth.
 
   The female elf arched a brow at Kai for a moment and then turned to address Seldaric. “Have you had any sightings?”
 
   “Beyond the attack last week, we have seen no sign of the assassin,” Seldaric replied.
 
   Kai interrupted again. “I may not know your customs, but where I am from, if you want help with an investigation, you share what you know. If you want our help, tell us what the man took.”
 
   “One should not talk to a Svetli’Tai Kruk Priestess in such tones!” Seldaric growled through clenched teeth.
 
   The female elf raised her hand and shook her head. “It is alright,” she said. “I sense in him that the assassin has done something to hurt our human visitor as well.”
 
   Kai stiffened. “You sense what?”
 
   The priestess moved in closer to Kai and held her hand out before the ex-ranger’s face. Kai pulled back slightly, but she held her hand up and stared into his eyes. “He slew a governor, is that right?” the female elf asked.
 
   “Anyone could have told you that by now,” Kai said. “I said as much to Seldaric and to Ulthgaron over there about a week ago.”
 
   The priestess nodded and extended her hand until it touched Kai’s forehead. “And you suspect he killed a friend of yours,” she continued. “You can’t prove it, but you are sure he is responsible. Am I right?”
 
   Kai relaxed a bit and nodded.
 
   “Svetli’Tai Kruk Priestesses have an ability to read minds and hearts,” Seldaric put in.
 
   The priestess nodded. “We aren’t wholly telepathic, but we can sense thoughts and emotions. Those of us who are very skilled can sometimes gather other bits of information. That is what sets us above the rank and file Kruks. All of us are skilled warriors, but a priestess’ ability to discern thoughts gives us the right to command and lead. In this way, we can control our guards, and ensure that each Kruk remains true to our mission.”
 
   “What is that mission, exactly?” Kai asked.
 
   She narrowed her eyes on him and pulled her hand away from his forehead.
 
   Kai nodded and then pointed to her leg. “Looks like you came face to face with the assassin.” he said.
 
   The elf offered a faint smile. “He put a dagger in my thigh as I tried to chase him from Scholar’s Keep.”
 
   “What was he looking for?” Kai pressed.
 
   The priestess shook her head and backed away two paces so she could more easily address Seldaric. “I am known as Liloriel,” the elf said. “I studied under the sage, Jahre. The Scholar’s Keep holds many secrets. Among them, there is one that is extremely dangerous to all of the elf races upon the Elven Isles.” Liloriel gazed beyond Kai and Seldaric to look out the window. Then she stepped in close to Seldaric and looked into the elf’s eyes. “Did your grandfather ever tell you of the Tomni’Tai scroll?”
 
   Seldaric’s eyes narrowed. He nodded once. Liloriel sighed and shifted her eyes to the floor.
 
   “Your grandfather carried it with him. This is what the assassin sought.”
 
   “For those of us who are not versed in the subject, and can’t read minds, would you mind explaining what this item is?” Kai called out.
 
   Seldaric started to say something, but Liloriel held a hand up to silence him. “It is one of three relics that will open a gate to the Netherworld. If the assassin succeeds in opening it, he will unleash an unspeakable evil upon the Elven Isles, and it could mean our destruction.”
 
   “What will it release, exactly?”
 
   “A horde of Sierri’Tai. The remnants of the last clans that nearly destroyed us during King Lemork’s reign.”
 
   Kai nodded and ran a hand through his hair. “No offense, but why would a human care about a group of banished drow?”
 
   Seldaric spoke, almost in a whisper. “Because they shall subjugate themselves to whomever releases them. He would become their king.” He shook his head and wrinkled his nose. “Most of the elves do not talk about it. After the Sierri’Tai were banished, we never spoke of them openly again. I only know about it because my grandfather told me some of the history.”
 
   “And yet, I am sure he withheld most of the information, even from you,” Liloriel said. “The Kruks are entrusted with the guardianship of this secret. We are trained from birth, selected by the elf high council, to be adept warrior-scholars with the singular aim of preventing any from attaining the relics. However, beyond the cursory knowledge that most elves have, we Kruks know every detail about the history of the Sierri’Tai, and the mysteries of the Netherworld Gate. We guard our knowledge to ensure no one learns more than they should.” Liloriel turned a hard eye on Seldaric. “I know that sometimes Jahre told too much to individuals at different times. I could never prove it, but I know he had confidantes beyond the Kruks. What did he tell you?” Liloriel stretched out her hand to touch Seldaric’s forehead.
 
   Seldaric agreed with a respectful nod. “He only told me a portion of it,” he admitted. “But it was enough to understand the havoc the Sierri’Tai would unleash upon us if they were ever to be freed. He told me that we were losing the war, and that the Sierri’Tai would have enslaved or slain all of us, had it not been for their banishment. He didn’t tell me any more than that.”
 
   Liloriel pulled her hand away and nodded with a solemn expression across her face. “Thank you.”
 
   Kai whistled through his teeth. “And you are sure he was after this scroll that lets these drow free?” he asked Liloriel.
 
   The elf nodded again. “I am certain. I came here after investigating the attack in Medlas. Whoever this man is, he is the most deadly force I have ever seen. He tore through the Scholar’s Keep like child’s play, without raising the alarm. I only escaped because he said he wouldn’t kill a woman.”
 
   “He killed the other Svetli’Tai Kruks?” Seldaric asked incredulously.
 
   Liloriel nodded slowly. “They all perished. Beyond that, I am certain I don’t have to describe the horrors I saw in Medlas.” 
 
   Ulthgaron cut in. “I explained what happened there,” he called out from the doorway.
 
   She sighed once more. “We must stop him before he finds the other relics.”
 
   “Do you know where they are?” Kai asked.
 
   Liloriel nodded. 
 
   “Are you going to tell us?” Kai pressed.
 
   “No,” Liloriel said with a single shake of her head. “As I said, only the Kruks know all of the secrets from that era. It is my duty to find the assassin now.” Liloriel turned back to Seldaric. “Thank you, for your information. I will take my leave now.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Kai asked.
 
   Liloriel didn’t respond.
 
   Seldaric moved and put a hand on Kai’s shoulder, but the man shrugged it off.
 
   “You are wounded. You can’t possibly expect to defeat him by yourself. I have seen this man fight. If you know where he is headed, then let us come with you.”
 
   “You don’t understand what you ask,” Seldaric said through gritted teeth.
 
   Liloriel turned around and looked at Kai. “Is your lust for revenge so strong?” she asked.
 
   Kai stepped closer, fighting through Seldaric as the elf tried to stop him. “You need us.”
 
   Liloriel laughed. “I am a Svetli’Tai Kruk priestess. I have command over other Kruk warriors.”
 
   Kai shook his head. “No, you said you were the leader at Scholar’s Keep. That means all of your warriors are dead, killed by the assassin we all seek. You want him dead as much as I do.”
 
   “No,” Liloriel said with a shake of her head. “I want him dead much more than you do.”
 
   Kai sniggered and grinned slyly. “Then let us come.”
 
   The two of them stood there for a moment, arguing silently with their eyes. At last, Liloriel nodded.
 
   “Very well, you shall be allowed to accompany me. Get some rest, for tomorrow we shall head out to sea. I have contacts within the city. I will arrange for a crew in the morning and we will be on our way.”
 
   Kai noticed the grim glance that Seldaric shot him before bowing to Liloriel. “We would be honored,” Seldaric said. “When do we set out?”
 
   “In the morning,” Liloriel replied. “I suspect that the human assassin knows already where to go to find the other items. If you have not seen him for the last week, my guess is that he has managed to escape this land unnoticed.” She turned to leave. Kai watched how the robes gently swayed with her form as she walked. Liloriel paused in the doorway with a hand resting on the doorjamb. She turned and narrowed her eyes on Kai. The man shifted his weight and let out a self-conscious chuckle as he turned away and ran a hand through his hair. The Svetli’Tai Kruk priestess turned to Ulthgaron. “I visited Medlas after the attack on Scholar’s Keep. Priestess Syndriel gave me permission to take you with me.”
 
   Ulthgaron bowed. “I am at your service, priestess.”
 
   “You should know, Syndriel was most pleased with your actions. She commends you for your honor. She wanted me to tell you that the other Kruks in Medlas are busy rebuilding the city. She trusts that you will continue to show the same dedication you did on that day when you chased the assassin here to Bluewater.”
 
   “I will serve until my dying breath,” Ulthgaron swore.
 
   Liloriel gestured to Seldaric and Kai. “As you are the only true Kruk here, Ulthgaron, I entrust you will keep an eye on them for me until we are underway tomorrow?”
 
   “As you say,” Ulthgaron replied dutifully.
 
   Liloriel nodded and then left.
 
   Ulthgaron stood in the doorway with his arms folded and his eyes on the floor as he muttered something about the cursed dark elves. He approached Seldaric and offered a hand to the elf. “Are you sure you want to come along?”
 
   Seldaric nodded. “Kai is right, you could use our help, and Jahre was my grandfather.”
 
   Ulthgaron smiled. “I am sure Liloriel will inform your superiors about your resignation from the Bluewater guard.”
 
   “Resignation?” Kai asked. “Why resign? We are just going after one man.”
 
   Seldaric shook his head and slapped a hand on Kai’s shoulder. “The way of the elves are different, my human friend. We are going to be in the service of the Kruks now. Bluewater will need a new captain of the guard.” Seldaric let his hand fall from Kai’s shoulder and he pointed to the window. “Come, let’s keep watch.”
 
   “The priestess said the assassin was most likely already gone,” Ulthgaron put in.
 
   Seldaric nodded. “Even if he is, if this is my last night as a Bluewater guard, then I prefer to spend it watching over the city.”
 
   Kai and Seldaric went back to watching the streets below. After a short while, they moved to sit upon the roof, to gain a better vantage point than what they could survey from the window. The pair waited for hours watching the area with no sign of the assassin, or of anybody else except for the occasional trio of guards on patrol. Seldaric sighed in desperation as he looked down to his boots, watching them dangle as he swung them lightly over the edge of the roof on which he sat. Kai sat next to him, but did not move, he kept completely still scanning the area about him
 
   “You are quite patient for a human,” Seldaric said after a long while.
 
   Kai smiled in return, but did not say anything.
 
   “Quiet too,” Seldaric noted. “Most peculiar for a human.”
 
   “I have done my share of waiting,” Kai whispered.
 
   “What about killing?” Seldaric asked pointedly.
 
   Kai turned a keen eye on Seldaric and arched an eyebrow. “When it has been necessary,” he replied evenly. He turned to watch the streets below. A deep pang of guilt overcame him as the current conversation dragged up the memory of killing his former comrades. He winced as he recalled the brutal way in which Jimik died. Kai tried to convince himself that it was self-preservation that had brought about their demise, but he couldn’t rid himself of the empty, wretched guilt. Deep down, he knew that such an excuse might be given by a bandit who found himself in a life or death situation. Self-preservation didn’t always prove innocence. The real question Kai wrestled with was not whether his former friends would have killed him if he had let them. He knew that Jimik and Gainer, two of the best Rangers Kai had known in Rasselin, would most definitely have killed him if given the chance. They believed him responsible for Governor Gandle’s murder, as well as Captain Lador’s. No, the real question Kai couldn’t answer was whether his life was worth more than both of his former friends’ lives.
 
   Perhaps that was why he was so driven to find this assassin. Maybe through bringing Governor Gandle’s and Captain Lador’s true killer to justice, he could finally purge himself of the guilt he felt hanging around him so heavily. Then again, as he thought about that prospect he had to wonder if it would have any effect on his shame whatsoever. He had helped eradicate the last of the men involved with his sister’s kidnapping, but that had done little to assuage his guilt. 
 
   He took in a deep breath, and as he exhaled he conjured up Boots, Daren, and Calhoun in his mind. He felt no guilt for them, or any of the other rogues who had found their way to the afterlife through him. Yet they didn’t lessen his guilt either. He couldn’t justify killing Jimik and Gainer by reasoning that Boots and the other leader of the human smuggling ring were caught only after Jimik and Gainer had been slain. Yet, the mere thought of the men connected with his sister’s kidnapping ignited the same hot fire in his chest that had come to life at the inn in Rasselin the night his sister disappeared. Even now, after those responsible had been brought to justice, Kai’s rage gave him a barrier to sit behind and hide from the guilt over his fallen comrades. He recalled then that Kelden had said that even the Rangers were suspect in the kidnapping. He let his rage push his guilt out of his mind.
 
   Kai’s thoughts were disturbed when Seldaric tapped him on the shoulder. Kai looked up to see a small, dark figure hobbling through the streets near the docks, apparently headed in their direction. Kai could scarcely make out the cane that the slow, hunched over being used, but Seldaric could see much more clearly with his superior sense of sight.
 
   “Is it him?” Kai whispered. “He seems kind of small to me. Doesn’t look like the same man.” 
 
   “It is not him, but it is not any elf I know either,” Seldaric replied. He then silently rolled to his side and crawled to the far edge of the building to let himself down. Kai went to the opposite side of the building to make his descent in order to flank the hobbling stranger. A few moments later they were sneaking up to him slowly, each man with their hand on their sword handles, but with their swords still in the sheaths. 
 
   If the stranger saw them flanking him, he showed no signs of slowing down. Kai kept a close eye on Seldaric as they closed in, trying to take his cues from the guard captain. As they approached, Kai felt the hairs on his neck stand on end. There was something about this elf that was different from any other elf Kai had seen in Bluewater. Suddenly the cloaked elf stood straight and let his cane fall over to the ground. He smiled wickedly and pulled back his hood to reveal a head of long, white hair framing his pointy nose and angular jaw.
 
   Seldaric froze instantly. Kai, noting his companion’s sudden stop, did not step any closer. He instead drew his sword and waited for the elf’s command. After many seconds of waiting for a cue which never came, Kai turned to Seldaric and shouted. “What are we waiting for?”
 
   “Has the pride of the fair elves fallen so low as to render them speechless?” the stranger mocked. “Look upon the legacy of your sins!” A small circle of flame rose out of the ground, encircling the three beings. Each of them still stood without moving. They just looked at each other, waiting for the first move to be made.
 
   Kai felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end as he watched the flames rise three feet into the air, forming a bright wall and ringing them all in together. Kai glanced nervously at the ring around him. He had heard of magic before, but he had never before seen anything like this. He wondered suddenly whether it was a demon which had come among them. The orange and red flames danced around them all, illuminating each of their faces. Kai noted the surprise on Seldaric’s face, and then glanced to the stranger. He had not been mistaken.  It was an elf, from what Kai could see, but his skin was old, leathery, and gray.
 
   “It is a drow! He is using magic!” Seldaric yelled. 
 
   The drow smiled widely and pointed beyond them. “Look, more of your murderous cousins have come to see the proof of their depravity. Now all shall see that the end is near, and that vengeance is come!”
 
   Kai turned to look through the flames and saw many elves had come out to see the spectacle. The drow cackled loudly. Kai knew that laugh. He had heard it many times from criminals who knew they were caught, and it always ended with them erupting into a vicious fight to take down as many people around them as they could. The ex-Ranger advanced quickly, not wanting to take any chances with one who could conjure up a ring of fire. The drow drew a small dagger from his belt and threw it at Kai with lightning speed. Kai somersaulted forward and to the left, easily dodging the old drow’s attack. A few seconds later Kai slashed at the drow’s right arm just below the shoulders. The drow cackled and jumped aside. A pair of fireballs leapt from the old elf’s hand and sailed at Kai. This time, Kia couldn’t escape. Whenever he rolled, the fireballs changed course and moved to follow him. Finally the piercing, searing balls struck Kai in the back and in the side, dropping him to the ground as the magic fire burned his flesh. He rolled around on the ground, vainly attempting to extinguish the flames.
 
   Seldaric rushed in, his scimitar catching a glint of moonlight. The old drow muttered something and then the sky came alive with fireballs the size of horses. The fiery rain pummeled the ground and buildings alike, causing the very earth to quake. Seldaric kept his footing and launched an impressive array of slices and strikes, but the drow blocked each of them with his knotty staff. Somehow the wood held up against the sword without even chipping.
 
   The drow then countered and swept Seldaric’s legs out from under him with a heavy strike of his staff. Seldaric used the momentum to roll backward and out of reach. Then he rose to his feet. Through the flames behind the drow jumped another figure. Sword flashing in the firelight as he rushed in. The drow turned and created a wave of fire with his staff. The flames wrapped around the newcomer, but he didn’t stop. He just yelled and charged for the drow, running his sword through the old elf and tackling him to the ground. As the two of them burned, Seldaric could hear the old elf cackling wickedly.
 
   “You all shall burn!” the old drow said. “All of you shall BURN!”
 
   Another volley of fireballs appeared in the sky and began pelting the city furiously. Seldaric first went to Kai, and helped him extinguish the flames.
 
   “Are you hurt badly?” Seldaric asked as Kai rolled the last of the flames out.
 
   Kai winced and sat up, straining to push himself upright. “Just my pride,” he lied through gritted teeth. “Who was that?” Kai said with a jerk of his chin toward the two burning elves.
 
   “I am not sure who the drow was, but I believe it was Ulthgaron who jumped into the ring of fire with us. Come on!” They both rushed over toward the two burning elves.
 
   Next to them a building exploded as a fireball pounded through it. Shards of wood and hot embers flew out around them. Kai was thrown to the ground. They shielded themselves with their arms and then Seldaric struggled to pull Kai back to his feet.
 
   They reached the smoldering bodies quickly, but not fast enough to save either of them. The elf used his sword to separate the two. He put one arm over his mouth and nose, coughing harshly against the foul stench. “As I suspected,” Seldaric said. “It is Ulthgaron.”
 
   “How can you be sure?” Kai asked.
 
   Seldaric backed away from the two bodies and pointed to a ring on Ulthgaron’s hand. “Because that is his ring. He wore it every day I saw him.” Seldaric then pointed to the half-bitten ear on the side of Ulthgaron’s head. “And that is where the assassin bit him.”
 
   Kai looked down and inspected the blackened ring. From afar it was hard to tell, but when he bent down closer he could see that it was indeed the same ring. He wiped a bit of the soot from its face to reveal the sapphire and nodded.
 
   “Are you both alright?” a soft voice called from behind.
 
   They turned and saw Liloriel. The priestess was weaving magic and quenching the last of the flames around them.
 
   Seldaric nodded and pointed to the ground. “A Sierri’Tai came into the open. How can this be?”
 
   “Are you sure?” Liloriel asked as she rushed in beside them. She knelt down and examined the charred remains of the assailant.
 
   Seldaric nodded. “It was a drow, I swear it.”
 
   “Perhaps a Tomni’Tai, then,” Liloriel said in a whisper. “A few of them still roam the islands.”
 
   Seldaric shook his head. “This one talked about our sins. I would bet my life that it was a Sierri’Tai.”
 
   Liloriel shook her head in disgust and then looked to Ulthgaron’s remains. “By the Great Tree,” she said breathlessly. “It must have been a very powerful spell to have consumed Ulthgaron so quickly.”
 
   The burning building off to their left creaked and groaned as the larger walls collapsed inward, spraying embers and smoke over the trio.
 
   “Where did he come from?” Kai asked between coughs. “I thought all the Sierri’Tai were banished.”
 
   Liloriel turned back to the attacker and shook her head as her mouth dropped open. “I…I don’t know.” She placed her hands on either side of the dead drow’s head and closed her eyes. Kai watched as a blue light sparked out from her palms to the drow’s skull. She held contact for a moment, but ultimately pulled her hands back while shaking her head. “Sometimes I can catch glimpses of memory from a dead mind, but this one held only darkness.”
 
   Kai spoke again. “If the banishment didn’t affect all of them, then there could be other Sierri’Tai out in the forests somewhere, right?”
 
   Liloriel shook her head. “No,” she said. “There must have been something special that kept this one from being banished along with the others.”
 
   “What could do that?” Seldaric asked.
 
   Liloriel stood and wiped her hands on her red robes. “The only magic that would have counteracted the banishment would be a spell of Svetli’Tai making.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense,” Kai put in. “What elf would want to save any of the drow after the war you described?”
 
   Liloriel shook her head. “No, it would have been a mistake. It wouldn’t be one intentionally.” Her eyes shot open wide and she held a finger out in the air. “The cave,” she said. “The Svetli’Tai locked the black dragon in an earthen cave, and used their magic to hold him there. If this drow happened to be inside the cave already, then that magic might have been enough to save him from the banishment.”
 
   “So there could be others in this cave then?” Kai asked.
 
   Liloriel nodded. “It is unlikely. I would imagine that if there were more than one, they would have attacked in force.”
 
   “So why come out now?” Kai asked.
 
   Liloriel turned and looked out past the burning fireballs and smoldering shards of wood around them. “The assassin. The drow is working with him.”
 
   “Why?” Seldaric asked.
 
   Liloriel took a deep breath in and turned back to the others with a somber expression. “If the drow knew that the assassin wanted to free the other Sierri’Tai, that might have been enough for him to come out of hiding. His attack was a diversion.”
 
   “Is it possible that any Sierri’Tai could have escaped the banishment?” Kai asked.
 
   “No. The Netherworld Gate is sealed. Nothing can go through it from either side without it being reopened. Though, there has been one beast that came to our plane from the Netherworld just before the banishment was complete. However, that is the only known instance, and the Kruks that guard the Netherworld Gate now would have alerted the elven councils if the gate was faltering.”
 
   “What kind of beast?” Kai asked.
 
   Liloriel’s gaze softened slightly. “A large cat, somewhat like an oversized panther, but with magical powers as well. It is nearly immortal. It is still alive and it wanders the forests of Svatal.”
 
   Kai stood dumbfounded.
 
   Liloriel smiled. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t come near the cities, it keeps to the forest.”
 
   “How can you be sure?” Kai asked.
 
   “I can track its energy and…” she stopped midsentence and stared off into the distance behind them. “It is here,” she said. “The beast is here!” Liloriel turned and started to run toward the docks. Seldaric and Kai followed after her, but Kai stopped short, doubling over and falling to his knees.
 
   “Kai!” Seldaric called out. The two elves turned back and went to their fallen comrade.
 
   Kai whistled through his teeth as he pulled a bit of burnt shirt out from a wound in his chest he only now felt. Blood oozed out around a piece of wood that was stuck in his abdomen. Seldaric knelt down and inspected the wound.
 
   “It isn’t bad. I can remove it,” Seldaric offered Kai nodded and held his breath. Seldaric pulled the large splinter, which was roughly the same diameter as a quill, out from Kai’s skin. The sharp tip was covered in blood, but it hadn’t gone very far in.
 
   “You were lucky,” Seldaric said. “It wasn’t a direct hit.”
 
   “He is burned on his leg as well,” Liloriel said as she bent down on Kai’s right. Kai looked over and saw a section of his pants was burned away, revealing his skin. He didn’t see any burn marks on his leg though, so he smiled.
 
   “I’m alright,” he said confidently. “Takes more than a bit of fire to get the best of me.”
 
   Liloriel pointed to Kai’s side.
 
   Kai looked down to his side and saw his charred tunic. The ragged, blackened borders surrounded a patch of skin on his right side that was red and swollen. Already he could see blisters forming. Kai knew it was going to be a while before he would be fully healed. “Well,” he began. “I don’t know if you have any magic healers around, but I am still up for chasing the assassin if you are.”
 
   Seldaric moved in to inspect the wound. “Only the first layer of skin is dead. The second layer is damaged, but it is intact,” she stated. “It will require care, but there is no magic for it.”
 
   “Hm,” Kai said as he looked to him with narrowed eyes. “I thought we were in the company of a powerful Kook Priestess.”
 
   Seldaric slapped Kai’s shoulder and narrowed his eyes at Kai. “It is pronounced Kruk, and it would be unexpectedly, even unreasonably fortuitous should she have the ability to help with this.” At this he looked questioningly to Liloriel.
 
   Liloriel nodded with a sigh, “Very few of the priestesses I know are able to heal wounds from fire, and I am not one of them. It requires a form of magic that most cannot perform. I do know of one priestess who could help. She lives in Tantine. In the meantime, I do have something that may be of some use. Lie still,” she commanded Kai, and then pulled a hidden satchel from under her robe and started going through it. She gathered a few small bottles and arranged a neat cloth over her lap as she poured small amounts of different liquids onto the cloth.
 
   As Seldaric inspected Kai’s wounds more closely Kai had time to fully take in the destruction around him. “He must have been a powerful wizard,” Kai noted as he looked back to the demolished house that was now reduced to a smoldering pit.
 
   Seldaric shook his head. “No, this is just an average drow,” he corrected. “They are great with fire magic. They had become masters over fire out of necessity because of their underground dwellings. The great drow wizards require whole armies to vanquish. This was just an old drow, out for a final battle before his time expired.”
 
   “Gods help us if they ever decided to come out in force then,” Kai said dryly. “With less magical ability, and fewer elven numbers, you wouldn’t stand a chance against the Sierri’Tai if the assassin succeeds.”
 
   Kai flinched as something cool pressed into his stinging side.
 
   “Relax,” Liloriel said. “It won’t heal the damage done, but it will lessen the pain. You need to get inside. You need cold compresses throughout the night. Burns continue to damage the skin over time.” She looked up to Seldaric. “Let’s get him indoors.”
 
   “What about the fires?” Kai asked as he grit his teeth and struggled to stand.
 
   “The guards will handle that,” Seldaric said as he draped one of Kai’s arms over his shoulders. “We’ll get you patched up right and then set out tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Talon set his hand over the hilt of the katana again. It felt cool to the touch, and gave off the faintest vibrations as his fingers passed over the exquisitely crafted sword. He was almost sorry that he wouldn’t get a chance to use it tonight. He crept along the edge of the forest, looking to the sky and waiting for his cue to move. Unlike during the day, the forest was quiet and still now. Not even a breeze to disturb the slumbering trees. The assassin scanned the area around him constantly, searching for any sign of the patrols that were sure to be out this night.
 
   It had been a week since he last was in Bluewater. Since then he had taken refuge with the old drow in the cave. He had learned a lot from his new friend. Now he only hoped that the drow was still in as good of fighting shape as he proclaimed to be.
 
   Keeping an eye to the night sky, he inched his way north, staying far enough inside the tree line to remain hidden, even from elf eyes, but close enough to the fields which stretched away from the last few homes of the residential quarter that he could just make out the outer buildings of the elvish city as he made his way toward the coast. Once he reached the northernmost edge of the tree line, where the oaks and pines gave way to rocks and tall grasses, he crouched low and waited. He drew the sword out and felt a surge rush through him. Whether it was excitement caused by his progress, or perhaps a bit of the magic from the sword, he couldn’t say. All he knew was that each time he drew the blade, it became harder to replace in the scabbard. Each time the steel gleamed before his face he smiled a little more, almost as if visiting with a cherished friend, or perhaps a long-lost brother.
 
   Eventually he placed the blade back into its cover, vowing the next time he took it out to let it drink of an enemy’s blood. A loud crackle and boom erupted over the city. Talon looked out to the west and saw the sign he was waiting for. A slurry of large fireballs rained down from the sky. Now it was time for him to make his way to the docks.
 
   Out from the forest he ran. The fireballs crashed into the ground, shaking the very earth upon which he ran, but he didn’t slow. He knew that the spell would only give him a short window of time. He could hear the roaring of shattering buildings, elves screaming in fright and pain. Flashes of light erupted to the south, briefly illuminating his path similarly to a lightning storm.
 
   He made his way to the docks, skirting along the water’s edge. He ducked behind a pile of crates when he spied two elf guards. With their attention temporarily stolen by the fire, Talon struck hard and fast with his blade. As the elf blood covered the katana’s steel, a purple glow ignited from the metal dragon engraved onto the base of the handle.
 
   Talon looked down at the sword in amazement as the whole blade began to hum, and the purple hue emanated from the engraved dragon on the blade itself. The blood disappeared then, as if the blade drank it in.
 
   “The blood of the foul Svetli’Tai is the sweetest of nectars,” a voice said.
 
   Talon turned, but saw no one around him.
 
   “But who is it that wields me now?” the voice asked.
 
   Talon looked down to the blade. He certainly wasn’t about to answer a sword, but instinctively he knew the blade was alive. It hummed and vibrated softly in his hand. Then all at once it went dark.
 
   The voice entered Talon’s mind. “I am Drekk’hul, the Son of the Dragon,” it said to him. “I am forged from the spirit of the great black beast that ruled the Elven Isles, and I am beholden only to the king of the Sierri’Tai.” A sharp sting pierced Talon’s hand. The assassin dropped to his knees as the pain wormed up his arm and into his whole body. “Hold still, human,” the blade said. “Let me see if you are worthy.” The pain intensified and Talon fell backward and rolled on the ground. He barely kept from crying out as the pain moved into his head, threatening to rip him apart. Then all was quiet and the pain withdrew as quickly as water falling from off his skin. Talon lay upon the ground breathing heavily and softly moaning.
 
   “You have mixed blood,” the blade whispered in Talon’s mind. “But, I see that you share the same goal as I. If you prove yourself worthy, I will return and unite with you as an ally. Until then, I will slumber. Give me to drink of the blood of my foes, and perhaps we shall speak again.”
 
   The blade stopped humming. Talon sheathed the katana and rolled over to push up to his feet. He could still feel his heart pounding in his chest and his fingers felt tingly and warm. “What in Hammenfein’s name was that?” Talon asked himself aloud. Suddenly the sky ignited again and a new round of fireballs pummeled the ground. He knew he had no time to ponder what had happened. He sprinted, resuming his journey to the docks.
 
   He ran by the large ships, knowing there would be no way for him to sail one alone. Talon froze when he saw another elf guard running toward the city. After the elf passed he continued on. He jumped onto the docks when he saw smaller sailing vessels, roughly twenty to thirty feet in length. Each had a single sail, and he knew he could work any of them easily enough. He moved to the closest one, not wanting to waste time. He unfastened the ropes and went aboard the ship. He found it had a single door leading to a cabin below the deck. It was small, but he saw bread and fruits in a crate to one side. The crate beside it held a stock of wine bottles and some waterskins. A curtain ahead of him separated him from the rest of the cabin. He took a step forward.
 
   “No, I am telling you that I heard something,” a soft voice said beyond the curtain.
 
   “I said it was just a thunderstorm,” a male voice answered. “We are docked safely, don’t worry about the storm.”
 
   “No, please, just go and check. This time it sounded like something was in the boat.”
 
   The male sighed and an instant later something thumped onto the floor. A couple of seconds later Talon heard the snap of a lighter and then a glow emerged behind the curtain.
 
   Talon slowly drew his blade.
 
   The curtain was ripped aside and Talon smiled at the naked elf before him.
 
   “Nice boat,” Talon said.
 
   The female elf pulled the blanket up over herself and screamed in a horribly high-pitched squeal. Talon moved in and slammed the male elf to the floor with a solid kick to his abdomen. His left hand shot out and deftly caught the lamp, saving the boat from sure catastrophe had it fallen. Then he placed the tip of the katana on the elf’s throat.
 
   “Sail me out of here, and you will live.”
 
   The elf stared blankly back at Talon. “It’s not my boat,” he said quietly.
 
   Talon laughed. “So the she-elf owns the boat then?” he asked.
 
   “No, it’s my husband’s,” the female elf whimpered from the bed.
 
   “Ah,” Talon said. “So much for the reputation of elves and all the fair folk,” Talon sniggered. He pressed the tip of the katana into the male’s neck just enough to draw a single drop of blood. “Sounds like I would be doing someone a favor by spilling your blood and taking the boat.”
 
   “No, please, I can sail it,” the male said.
 
   “Well, you have already stolen his wife, you may as well take the boat too,” Talon said.
 
   The elf nodded slowly.
 
   As the blood dripped onto the blade, the katana hummed quietly, though this time it felt as though the vibrations were only in Talon’s head. “Kill the elf,” the blade whispered. “Let me drink of his blood.”
 
   Talon started to pull the blade away.
 
   “No, kill him!” the sword yelled in Talon’s mind. “The she-elf is a better sailor than he anyway.”
 
   Talon stopped and looked to the female on the bed, still quivering behind the fur blanket. “Can you sail this boat?” he asked.
 
   “She sails better than I,” the male elf said quickly. “Let me go, she can take you out of here.”
 
   The she-elf stared blankly down at the naked male elf and her mouth fell open.
 
   “Is that true?” Talon asked.
 
   “It is, I swear!” the male elf said. Talon pressed the elf down with the heel of his boot.
 
   “I am not talking to you,” he said. He looked back up to the female elf. “Can you sail better than him?”
 
   She nodded slowly.
 
   “I told you,” the katana whispered in Talon’s mind.
 
   “I thought you were sleeping,” Talon said aloud to the sword.
 
   “I can sleep,” the male elf said quickly. “I can do anything you want, just let me go!”
 
   Talon pressed the male elf harder into the floor so that he couldn’t speak. “Sail me out of here, and I promise no harm shall come to you,” Talon told the she-elf. She nodded. Talon eyed her carefully and then motioned to her clothes on the floor. “Get dressed,” he said as he set the lamp down and pulled the curtain closed.
 
   He bent down and seized the male elf by the neck. “You come with me,” he whispered. He took the male elf above deck, ran him through with the katana, and then slipped his body into the water below.
 
   “The sweet nectar,” the sword whispered.
 
   Talon looked down and saw the blood disappear into the metal. He spoke to the blade in soft tones, “Do you always talk so much?”
 
   “You don’t have to use words to communicate with me,” the sword said. “I am in your mind. You need only think, and I will hear you.”
 
   Talon slid the katana back into the scabbard and released his hold on the blade. “Can you hear me now?”
 
   Silence.
 
   Talon shook his head. If not for the pain the sword had put him through only a few moments ago, he would have thought he was losing his mind. As it was, he was on the edge of dropping the cursed blade into the ocean. The only thing that prevented him from doing so was what the old drow had said about the Sierri’Tai respecting the blade as being held by their rightful king.
 
   He sighed. Perhaps the old elf was just trying to pawn off a cursed blade. He looked down to the handle and then the female elf emerged from below with the lamp. She turned slowly and looked at the fires raging in the city.
 
   “You killed him, didn’t you?” she asked.
 
   “Would you shed a tear for a false lover who offered you up in his stead?” Talon asked back.
 
   The elf shook her head. “My husband has gold, but no time for his wife. The centuries can drag on in an elf’s life.”
 
   “I am not your judge,” Talon said harshly. “But if you don’t get me out of here, there will be more blood tonight.” Talon moved his hand to rest on the katana’s handle. No sooner did he do so, than the blade entered his thoughts again.
 
   “Why do you lie to the she-elf?” it asked. “We both know you couldn’t kill a woman, not even if it is an elf.”
 
   Talon let go of the blade and the whispering stopped.
 
   The female elf moved about the ship and launched it without another word. She opened the sail and wove a spell calling forth a breeze. Before long they were in open waters, far away from the coast. Talon kept his eye on her the whole time. Watching the wind push her silken gown against her curves as she worked the wheel. He wasn’t really looking at her so much as he was looking for a knife hidden under the dress, or any sign that she might have magic beyond what she was doing with the sail. Once they were out of sight from land he moved to sit on a wooden bench while he kept an eye on her.
 
   “It is an easy boat to sail,” the elf said after a couple of hours. She turned to face Talon and moved to stand only a few feet before him. “I suppose you have been watching me and deciding whether it is easy enough to handle by yourself.” She glanced around at the sail and then back to Talon. “It is very easy. So long as you catch the wind, and keep your bearing, you can sail it alone.”
 
   “Why do you tell me this?” Talon asked.
 
   The elf looked down to him with her golden eyes and sighed. “I don’t expect you to keep your word,” she said flatly. “And if you are going to place your blade in my back, I prefer you just do it now and get it over with.”
 
   Talon rose to his feet and stepped within a few inches of her face. “I don’t kill women,” he said dryly. “Though I will have no problem tying you to the mast and leaving you to be found should you try and double cross me, I mean you no ill will. Take me where I want to go, and then you may do as you please.”
 
   “That simple?” she asked.
 
   Talon nodded. “Normally I would use a mixture that takes away your memory, but I don’t have any on me.”
 
   She nodded and a tear slid from her left eye. “I wouldn’t want it anyway,” she said. “If I were to forget, then perhaps I would be found and someone would take me home. That would be a fate worse than death. Better that I remember the mistakes I have made, for they have made me who I am.”
 
   Talon cocked his head slightly and eyed her.
 
   “Where are we sailing to?” she asked.
 
   “Selemet,” Talon replied.
 
   The elf nodded and returned to the wheel.
 
   Talon went and sat back on the bench. He rested his hand on the katana’s handle, more out of habit than anything else.
 
   The humming returned to his head. “You are soft,” the blade said.
 
   “I don’t kill women,” Talon said in his mind.
 
   “I can admire a man with principles,” the sword whispered. “But I fear that this principle shall be the death of you.”
 
   Talon removed his hand and silenced the sword. The last thing he needed was moral advice from a blood-drinking elvish blade.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning the sun had just been coming up over the horizon, with an added tinge of red in its color casting a fiery sky over the sea, when Kai and Seldaric arrived at the pier with Liloriel, and a cool breeze blowing in from the east was helping to clear away the last of the wisps of smoke that lingered over Bluewater. 
 
   Liloriel had worked on Kai’s wounds through the night, anxious to set out at first light. The beast she had sensed the night before had disappeared before midnight, vanishing beyond Liloriel’s ability to track it. Kai knew she had been angry about that, but he was grateful she had chosen to stay and tend to his burns. His body felt much better now, though the blisters on his side would still be healing for weeks to come. 
 
   When the three of them had come out to the docks to inspect the area where she had last sensed the beast, they had found a body floating in the water. It was being thrashed about by some small sharks, slamming into the pillars beneath the dock. Wrestling the corpse away from the trio of nurse sharks had been an interesting ordeal, but once they eventually got the mangled body onto the wooden docks it took a moment to look beyond the damage done by the sharks to notice the cause of death. The naked elf was missing his left hand, bitten off at the wrist, his right arm from below the shoulder, and his right ankle. A couple of hunks had been taken from his side as well. Despite the damage, Kai and Seldaric both saw the tell-tale stab wound in the elf’s chest. Flipping the body over, they saw the stab was a clean through and through strike. 
 
   Liloriel had gone to relay the information to another local guard, who could in turn notify the elf’s family and arrange for burial services. Seldaric had offered to go, as he knew the guards better, but Liloriel had said that she still needed to gather the crew as she had spent the night tending to Kai’s wounds. 
 
   It was obvious to Kai and Seldaric that the assassin had murdered the naked elf while stealing a ship, though neither was quite certain why the elf was naked. Seldaric had draped the corpse with an old sail that had been left out near the warehouse for repairs due to a large tear in the cloth. Then, they waited for Liloriel to return as they sat upon an old, weathered bench on the pier. 
 
   The two listened to the quiet sounds of the surf and the creaking of the nearby vessels as they slowly drifted to the ends of their tethers and back again. The empty dock and unattended series of longboats and sailboats bobbing up and down gently in the morning waves made for a quiet picture that stood in stark contrast to the intensity of the previous night. Usually there would be a bustling of sailors and merchants resupplying their vessels and taking off into the waters, but that was not the case today. Most of the city was busy with rebuilding efforts, repairing and cleaning the damage done the night before by the old drow.
 
   The sun had risen three spans above the eastern horizon and shed its reddish tint by the time Liloriel arrived. Her long, silver hair swayed in the morning breeze, and her lips formed a straight line across her face. Behind her were seven more elves. Three of them made their way to a forty foot schooner off the east side of the docks while the other four grabbed the wrapped corpse and carried it away. Kai and Seldaric rose from the bench they had been resting on and walked the few paces necessary to close the distance.
 
   “He has slain the beast,” Liloriel said as she looked to the waters where they had found the body. “Last night I thought I sensed the beast, but in fact I was detecting the assassin. The murderer carries something from the beast, perhaps a tooth or a claw.”
 
   “Are you certain?” Kai asked.
 
   Seldaric shot the man that same disapproving look, but Liloriel held up her hand and replied directly to Kai.
 
   “The night when the assassin approached the Scholar’s Tower, I sensed something similar. I did not think much of it at the time, for the beast has often come near to the tower. However, I felt it much stronger just before I discovered the intruder. Afterwards, I thought that perhaps I had sensed the beast because it had been stalking the assassin, or maybe that it was scavenging the bodies of the guards left behind in the evil human’s wake, but now I realize I was mistaken. When we found the body this morning, I could feel traces of the beast’s energy. Obviously the large cat would not be able to take a vessel out to sea, so I went and meditated upon what I was feeling. I know it was the human.”
 
   “Can you track him?” Kai pressed.
 
   Liloriel shook her head. “I would need to be very close, and I do not think he shall cross our path so easily again.”
 
   “Where is he going then?” Kai asked, not letting the subject drop.
 
   “You should be more respectful,” Seldaric said pointedly.
 
   Kai shook his head. “Listen, I know this man. I saw him flee Governor Gandle’s house moments before I found the governor murdered. I know he also killed Captain Lador.”
 
   “The Ranger Captain?” Seldaric asked with an arched brow.
 
   Kai nodded.
 
   “You have something you wish to share with us, but you aren’t sure we will believe you,” Liloriel stated dryly. She narrowed her silvery eyes on Kai and cocked her head to the side. “If you wish to know my secrets, then I would advise you apprise us of yours.”
 
   Kai sighed and glanced out to the water before shaking his head and looking back to Liloriel. “I suppose there isn’t any merit to hiding it from someone who can read thoughts,” he muttered.
 
   “You are among friends,” Seldaric said encouragingly.
 
   Kai pressed his lips together and wrinkled his nose. “Alright,” he said with a defeated slump of his shoulders. Taking in a deep breath and glancing at each of their eyes in turn Kai began, “The last night I was with the rangers of Rasselin, my sister was kidnapped by a human trafficking organization. I was able to track her in time to save her and her friend, but in my need for speed, I raided one of their brothels without first obtaining ranger sanction. In the time it took me to deliver the girls home, the evidence of the trafficking ring had been cleared out, but the local guard had discovered the bodies I had left behind.” Frustration evident in his voice as he recalled the baffling disappearance of evidence from the brothel, Kai turned and took a step away from Seldaric and Liloriel, beating his fist into his open left hand. “I turned myself in to my comrades, but was then secretly recruited by my commander, Captain Lador, to help with a sting operation on the governor, who Captain Lador had long suspected of aiding the human smuggling operations in Rasselin.” Kai shook his head and turned back to the elves. “I first saw the assassin just as I made my way to the governor’s manor. I didn’t know what had happened at the time, so continuing with my investigation, I snuck into the manor to look for evidence of Governor Gandle’s involvement. When I climbed through the second floor window, I found the man dead in his chair. The assassin had stabbed him in the chest. That was when his body guards came in and saw me. I managed to escape without incident. In the meantime, Captain Lador was also murdered. Without his word to prove that I had been sent to the governor’s mansion on assignment, the governor’s murder was added to my own crimes in the eyes of my fellow rangers.” Kai shook his head sadly as he remembered the way he had found his friend and mentor murdered in the city dungeons. “I learned of Captain Lador’s murder when I returned to tell him of Governor Gandle’s assassination, but I found him dead in the dungeon. Rasselin city guards attacked me there and I was forced to fight my way out, knowing that I would now need to track the assassin on my own. I fled the city through the sewers with the help of a couple of dwarves.” 
 
   At the mention of dwarves, Liloriel and Seldaric exchanged surprised glances, but remained silent as Kai continued.
 
   “I went to the city of Blundfish, as I had a lead indicating that the trafficking organization had partners there. That is where I met Kelden Ferryl. He informed me that he had been tracking human traffickers in Kobhir, and had learned there that a trio of Kuscan brothers were the leaders of the organization.”
 
   “Kuscans are formidable opponents,” Liloriel commented.
 
   Kai nodded knowingly. “I had killed one of them during my raid on the brothel in Rasselin. Captain Ferryl told me that a second had been killed along with his associates in Kobhir, so only the counterpart in Blundfish remained with his crew. That is, the Blundfish crew, and at least one of the Rangers. My sister was nearly retaken by the group in Kobhir before Captain Ferryl got involved. If the criminals had corrupted one of the Rangers, I knew the only way to keep my sister safe was to completely dismantle the trafficking organization. Together Captain Ferryl and I took down the last of the Kuscan brothers. Then Captain Ferryl inducted me into his unit.”
 
   “That is quite the ordeal,” Liloriel said.
 
   “It isn’t done yet,” Kai said. “If you want to know everything I have done, there is something else you should hear.”
 
   Liloriel nodded and gestured for Kai to continue.
 
   Kai’s expression turned to one of extreme sorrow and frustration. Rubbing his hands over his eyes several times as though to drive away the reality that came with his next words, Kai continued with great effort, as if the words stuck in his throat and refused to come out. “During the course of the investigation in Blundfish, two of my former comrades, Rangers Jimik and Gainer, found me and attacked me. They wouldn’t listen to me. They were so angry about Captain Lador, thinking I had betrayed them, that they offered me no quarter. I tried to explain the truth to them, but they wouldn’t listen. They had already decided to kill me. We fought. A mark I had been sent to protect as part of my undercover role with the traffickers in Blundfish was caught up in the battle and killed.”
 
   Kai shook his head and looked to his feet. “I begged them to listen to me, but they wouldn’t stop. Everything happened so quickly. I… I killed them.”
 
   Kai closed his hands into fists and closed his eyes tightly. He held his breath for a moment and twisted his head to the side as though he had eaten something extremely bitter. Finally he sighed deeply and opened his eyes, looking back to the ground. “There you have it,” he said quietly, his jaw set. “Those are my sins. Not a day goes by that I don’t question myself and what I did, but I have to press on.” Turning his eyes to Liloriel, Kai continued in a slightly more normal voice. “Now I am working under the authority of Captain Ferryl tracking the assassin who killed Gandle. I believe he killed Lador too, and I want more than anything to take him down.”
 
   To their credit, Liloriel and Seldaric were not quick to judge Kai as he explained where he had come from, and what he had done. As he had come to the part about Gainer and Jimik, Seldaric had moved away from Kai, moving toward the bench they had been sitting on earlier, and folded his arms. He stood there now, his eyes staring out at the water, occasionally shaking his head angrily. Liloriel stepped in close to Kai then. The ex-ranger didn’t look at her, glancing instead between Seldaric and the wooden planks of the dock that stretched out in front of him, his hands hanging limply at his sides.
 
   “I didn’t want to kill Gainer or Jimik,” he said quietly, closing his eyes again. “They didn’t have anything to do with my sister’s kidnapping.”
 
   “They gave you little choice,” Liloriel said. “On the other hand, had you not killed them, perhaps the smugglers in Blundfish may have lived. They might have escaped from Blundfish, thinking they had been found out. Then the human traffickers would still be free.”
 
   Kai nodded. “After Kelden brought me into his secret group, he asked me to investigate the cube. It was only chance that I ran into the assassin again in Bluewater.”
 
   “Perhaps not chance,” Liloriel put in quickly. “Sounds as though the webs of fate have brought you here.”
 
   “Let me go after the assassin, and then you can take me in, if you wish.”
 
   “I have no intention of arresting you,” Liloriel assured him.
 
   “Nor I,” Seldaric said, turning back to them just then. He covered the three paces back to where Kai stood and put a hand on his arm. “But we do things differently here on the Elven Isles.” Kai nodded and averted his gaze from Seldaric’s piercing eyes.
 
   After a moment Liloriel patted Kai’s other arm and began moving toward the schooner which would carry them to Selemet. “What is it you wish to know about the cube?” Liloriel asked.
 
   Kai turned to follow her and offered a confused expression along with a shrug, trying to gather his thoughts after the abrupt change in conversation. Seldaric followed, still looking slightly troubled.
 
   Kai shrugged again. “I am not sure what to ask,” he said. “My instructions were to find out anything I could and report back.”
 
   “To whom do you report?” Liloriel asked.
 
   “Kelden Ferryl, the man I told you is in charge of the small unit.”
 
   Liloriel nodded. “If I were to send a message, where should I send it?”
 
   Kai gave her the address of the alchemy shop that Kelden had told him about on Dobtree Lane. “What will you send?”
 
   Liloriel smiled. “Jahre knew about the cube,” she explained. “He gave it to a trusted friend. It was Jahre’s opinion that the cube might save the two human kingdoms.” Her smile vanished then as they arrived at the schooner. She indicated to Seldaric to board the vessel, nodding her understanding that he had something on his mind, and waited for a moment, smoothing down a sleeve of her red robe which had folded over in the wind. “If the assassin succeeds in his goal,” she continued to Kai, “he will be a terrible enemy to all in this realm. If the two kingdoms are divided, they will fall to him, or at least they could fall. Jahre said he had several visions of what might be. He told me that he was still hoping for the assassin to choose the wise path, but he hedged his bets all the same by sending the cube north.”
 
   “Seems smart,” Kai put in. “Considering the assassin killed the sage, I don’t think he intends to follow the ‘wise path,’ as you called it.”
 
   Liloriel shook her head. “I suppose not.” She took in a deep breath and clapped her hands before her and held them for a moment. “I was not privy to all of Jahre’s councils and meetings, nor was I permitted to know all of his visions concerning this assassin, but I am a priestess of the Svetli’Tai Kruk, and I am bound to stop any and all persons from releasing the drow from the Netherworld.”
 
   “And I wish help you,” Kai said with feeling.
 
   Liloriel nodded. “More than that,” she began, “I command it. Seldaric is right, we do things differently on the Elven Isles from the humans on the mainland, however, your deeds do not sound unjustified to me. Sometimes the judgment of a sword is more prudent than a trial in court.”
 
   Kai saw the spark in her eyes and he almost grinned.
 
   The priestess turned toward the gang plank and then paused and held a slender finger up in caution. “I should warn you, that the elven councils do not necessarily agree with my methods. I am a Svetli’Tai Kruk. I have a different mission and outlook on how to accomplish the task of guarding the Netherworld Gate. The councils are very much caught up in their own perceived wisdom. When we reach Selemet Isle, we will need to act swiftly. Do as I say, for you are now inducted as my agent. I will send a message to Kelden about the cube. I will tell him how it works, and what it will do. Agorian would have done that, but for the fact that he was apparently killed and his ship stolen.” She glanced up to Seldaric who was pacing on the deck of the schooner. “Wait here on the dock, I will speak with him. Afterward we shall get on the ship and head out for Selemet Isle. We don’t want the assassin getting too large of a head start.”
 
   “You know where he is heading?” Kai asked.
 
   Liloriel nodded. “We sail first to Tuport, and then we will track him down. I know the location of the next items he will need if he wishes to open the Netherworld Gate.”
 
   With that she walked up the gang plank, away from the ex-Ranger. Seldaric followed her. As she moved away from him, Kai considered her. How strange that having explained his story to her should give him the first sense of hope that his guilt could eventually be tamed. Perhaps it was the knowledge that she could read both his mind and his heart that allowed him to accept her assessment of what had happened.
 
   *****
 
   “Priestess, with respect, what should we do about the Rangers? What if they still pursue Kai?” Seldaric asked with concern as he glanced over the railing to where Kai now paced the dock.
 
   Liloriel smiled with a slight nod. “That is a valid point. If Kelden is going to go to the Queen and clear Kai’s name, then the Rangers will be ordered to leave him alone. If any decide to pursue him after that fact, they would scarcely think to look on Selemet Isle. Besides, you are assuming that the events the assassin has set in motion, along with Kai’s efforts to dismantle a large network of human traffickers, won’t have any effect on the Rangers that might prevent them from hunting Kai in the first place. I would wager they are all going to be far too preoccupied at home to even think about leaving their borders.”
 
   Seldaric shook his head. He opened his mouth to say something else, but the priestess held up her hand.
 
   “I have commanded him to accompany us as my agent.”
 
   “He doesn’t understand what that means,” Seldaric protested.
 
   “But you do,” Liloriel replied evenly. “You know that an agent of the Svetli’Tai Kruks is above reproach, and beyond the grasp of any city guard in the Elven Isles. A city guardsman has no authority that can supersede my own in this matter. As such, any criminal offenses he has committed that would cause any such guard to arrest him, or otherwise exclude or punish him, are moot and of no consequence. He is now my servant.”
 
   “What about his mission for his other unit back on Zinferth?”
 
   Liloriel shook her head. “I will send a message to Kelden myself. I will inform the man about the cube, which will satisfy Kai’s duties to Kelden and to Zinferth. I will also explain to Kelden that Kai is now my servant, operating with me to apprehend a vicious assassin.”
 
   “He could refute your authority,” Seldaric commented. “The humans have often refused our rights, especially when it comes to their own interests.”
 
   Liloriel shrugged. “I suspect he will be just as happy letting Kai go.”
 
   Seldaric shook his head. “I met the man that Kai speaks of.”
 
   Liloriel cocked her head to the side. “When was that?” she asked.
 
   “He led a crew and apprehended the pirates that had stolen Agorian’s ship. The pirates had returned here, trying to give a false name when they docked. We were summoned up by the harbormaster then. We watched the pirates unload cargo they intended to sell. A short while later, Kelden arrived with Zinferthian naval ships and they laid waste to the entire crew. The few pirates who escaped were caught by elvish arrows.”
 
   Liloriel pressed the matter. “What of the cube? Was it among the cargo?”
 
   Seldaric shrugged. “Kelden recovered all of the cargo and took it back to Zinferth. If it was there, then he took it.”
 
   Liloriel nodded and grinned. “Seldaric, I think I know how this assassin arrived on Svatal.”
 
   Seldaric’s eyes widened as he realized that the assassin had come along with the pirates. His face flushed and he stamped the ground.
 
   The priestess moved in close and offered a confident nod. “We are going to find him. When we do, we are going to kill him. The assassin will not accomplish his goals, and he will be made to answer for the blood he has spilt.” She then cast a glance back to Kai, who was still sitting on the bench, watching them intently. “Kai comes with us. Understood?”
 
   Seldaric nodded.
 
   “One more thing,” Liloriel said. Seldaric looked to her with questioning eyes. “You will also need to become my agent, otherwise you will not be permitted to come.”
 
   Seldaric closed his eyes and let out a long sigh. He looked at her then and nodded soberly. “I had been aware this would be a condition.” Then, he glanced back to Bluewater, admiring the houses and buildings one last time. He took Liloriel’s right hand in his, raised it to his lips and offered a gentle kiss on her knuckles.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   After the three had been at sea for some time, Liloriel and Seldaric found Kai standing near the bow, watching the endless waves. The man turned to see his comrades and smiled. Liloriel returned the smile and gestured for Kai to sit. The three of them sat on the small bench near the bow on the port side of the schooner. Liloriel then pulled a small quill-like stylus from a black leather pouch.
 
   “Before, I said you were my agent,” Liloriel began.
 
   Kai nodded.
 
   “I sent the message to Kelden, informing him about the cube, its history, and its purpose. I explained all I know about it.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kai said.
 
   Liloriel held up a finger. “I also explained to him that I was taking you as my agent, which means he must release you from your duties with him.”
 
   Kai frowned. “I don’t think he will agree to that.”
 
   Liloriel smiled. “Do you know what it is to be an agent of a Svetli’Tai Kruk?” she asked. Without waiting for an answer she continued. “It means that you are sworn to that Svetli’Tai Kruk. It breaks all other bonds and servitudes before it, and becomes the sole purpose for your existence.”
 
   Kai leaned back nervously. “I didn’t know that.” He glanced to Seldaric and then back to Liloriel. “Look, I am happy to help, but I intend to return home when we are done.”
 
   “You have no home to return to,” Liloriel said. “Not yet, anyway. More than that, if you want to find this assassin, you must become my agent. There is no other way it will work.”
 
   Kai held up a hand and shook his head. “I can’t do that.”
 
   Liloriel stretched her left hand out and held her stylus ready in her right hand. “There is no other alternative. To follow the assassin, we will be traveling to sacred places that are kept secret even from other elves. If you refuse to become my agent, then you cannot come with us.” Liloriel turned to Seldaric. The elf obediently rose to his feet and put out his right hand. On the back of his hand was a new, red tattoo of a sword that had two feathery wings.
 
   “This is the mark of a Svetli’Tai Kruk agent,” Seldaric said. “Even I have taken the oath.”
 
   “What exactly does the oath include?” Kai asked.
 
   Liloriel gave a half grin that pulled at the right side of her mouth and reached for Kai’s right hand. She gently pulled it over to her lap and then held his wrist after flattening his fingers out. “The others who sail the ship are sworn to serve the Svetli’Tai Kruks as sailors. That is how I was able to get a ship so quickly. For this service, they are paid regularly, but none of them bear the mark of an agent. Thus, they are free to live their lives as they see fit until called upon to serve. They are not specifically bound to me, but to our order. Seldaric, on the other hand, is bound to my service. He wears the mark to show others in the order that he is privy to any secret I wish to grant him access to.” She leaned in close and narrowed her eyes slyly. “It also elevates him above the standard elf laws. The mark makes him untouchable by the councils that rule the Elven Isles, so long as he is on my errand.”
 
   Kai nodded. “So you give me the mark, and it protects me from being arrested for my past crimes,” he said. “What of Kelden?”
 
   Liloriel shrugged. “He could try to come and get you back, but to do so would be considered an act of war against the Svetli’Tai Kruks. Given the other missions he has before him already, I doubt he will feel inclined to challenge my authority.”
 
   Kai reached up and rubbed the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. “I want something in return,” he said.
 
   Seldaric scoffed aloud and pointed at him. “This is an honor!” he said. “Only a priestess of the order can offer to make someone an agent. Don’t you understand how rare this is? Especially given your background, I would think wiping your warrants clean would be enough.”
 
   Liloriel turned a sharp eye on Seldaric and the elf warrior shut his mouth.
 
   “I want you to send these sailors for my sister. After what I learned about the human traffickers, I want to know for certain that she is safe. Send these sailors north for her, her friend, and my aunt.”
 
   “Alchemists will be of little use in Svatal,” Liloriel said. “Elves do not have such frail constitutions as humans do.”
 
   Kai shook his head. “Then whatever salary comes with being your agent, give it to her instead of me,” Kai said.
 
   Liloriel arched her brow and then shook her head. “An agent serves the order. There is no salary.”
 
   “It’s an honor,” Seldaric repeated. “It isn’t a job.”
 
   Kai scratched his chin. “I don’t recall honor being something a man can eat.”
 
   Liloriel set her stylus to the back of Kai’s hand. “Do you recall that I commanded you to accompany me? I think you do not understand the fact that you have no bargaining power in this matter.”
 
   Kai gently pulled his hand away. He heard Seldaric gasp, but he didn’t let it shake his resolve. “I am a man, not an elf. You want me to run around with your silly little tattoo, then you offer me something better than I already have. You say you will clear my name in the Elven Isles, but Kelden already swore to clear my name at home, which would then by extension clear my name here as well. Moreover, I receive pay for my work in Zinferth.” He folded his arms and narrowed his eyes on Liloriel. “Agree to help my sister and the others, or you can drop me off at Tuport and I will look for the assassin myself.”
 
   Liloriel smiled. “Very well. Give me your hand and I will swear to retrieve your sister from Kobhir.”
 
   Kai stretched his hand back out, shooting a glance up to Seldaric as he waited for the stylus to touch his skin.
 
   Liloriel pressed the sharp tip to the back of Kai’s hand. “Do you solemnly swear to serve the Svetli’Tai Kruks all the days of your life, to the best of your ability, and with honor?”
 
   “I do,” Kai answered.
 
   A hot pain ripped through Kai’s flesh as the stylus began to glow. A small fire shot out from the tip of the stylus and wormed its way through Kai’s hand. The man squirmed at first, but Liloriel held his hand still. He watched as the fire burrowed under his skin and tunneled around, creating the image he had seen on Seldaric’s hand. It only lasted a few seconds. The light disappeared as soon as the image was finished. The mark turned black as smoke rose up from the image. The skin around it swelled and turned pink. Then, as if air had been let out of his hand, the swelling went down and the black image became red.
 
   “As an agent of the Svetli’Tai Kruks, you are sworn to secrecy. Should you attempt to reveal any of our secrets in any way that is contrary to my orders, you will die.”
 
   Kai looked up at her and then glanced down to his hand. “That would have been nice to know beforehand,” he mumbled.
 
   Liloriel then put away the stylus and clasped his hand in both of hers. “As a priestess of the Svetli’Tai Kruk, I promise to send others to fetch your sister and bring her to Svatal. I will arrange for a small home in Bluewater. She will then be free to pursue her own life as she sees fit.”
 
   Kai nodded. “You have yourself an agent,” he said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
   Jaleal sat precariously on the top of a barstool that was never meant for someone of his diminutive stature. His legs dangled over the edge as he leaned on the bar and looked into the cup of amber colored liquid before him. The mead was sweet, with a hint of lemon sparking off the honey flavor, but he had hardly taken more than a few sips. He looked up from the drink and glanced around the room again, still trying to adjust to seeing the tall, slender, elf folk instead of humans around him.
 
   They wore fine robes and adorned themselves with jewels and bracelets, sipping their mead and speaking in hushed tones. It was not at all like the raunchy pubs or taverns he had heard about in Buktah or other cities within the Middle Kingdom. Instead of the crude cigarette smoke and the harsh smell of cheap beer and vomit, the air in this tavern swirled with the aroma of cherry cigars and pipes with apricot flavored tobacco. The high-arching ceiling provided enough ventilation through wooden slats controlled by draw strings that the smoke itself did not hang low in the room.
 
   The music was different too. Instead of the raucous, boisterous playing of fiddles and drums, the elves listened to a duo of flutists accompanied by a harpist. It was nearly enough to put Jaleal to sleep. Still, underneath the façade of refinement was an air of caution and worry.
 
   Jaleal saw the nervous glances toward the door and windows. He could hear the whispers falling from the thin lips around him. Though the elves appeared calm and serene, they were all plagued with the same visions the gnome was replaying in his own mind about the night before.
 
   The word “drow,” was only mentioned a few times that Jaleal could hear, but he knew it was on everyone’s mind. A dark elf had come into the city and wreaked a havoc that had not been seen for centuries by the folk in Bluewater.
 
   By comparison, the events of the night paled when Jaleal thought of the battle at Fort Drake. Jaleal smiled wistfully as he thought of Erik, his young friend who could likely have taken the drow down very easily last night. Jaleal could have too, if he had been closer to the fight when it started.
 
   Nothing was the same here.
 
   The elves didn’t have the slightest command over magic compared to what was possible in the Middle Kingdom. Only those who studied and trained diligently, and in secret, could attain the level of skill that the drow displayed last night. 
 
   Worse still, they had not seen any sign of Talon.
 
   Jaleal turned to his drink and picked it up. He let a bit of the cool liquid pass over his lip and down into his throat, hardly savoring any of the flavor. He drank more out of boredom than anything else. Phinean had been gone for hours. Jaleal sighed and turned to look at the door.
 
   He started when he saw Phinean climbing up onto the stool next to him.
 
   “Sorry that took so long,” Phinean offered.
 
   “Where did you go?” Jaleal asked.
 
   “I wanted to see the…” Phinean stopped and looked around before leaning in and whispering the rest to Jaleal. “I went to see the dark elf’s body.”
 
   “Learn anything useful?” Jaleal asked.
 
   Phinean nodded. “Come, let’s go.” Phinean paid for Jaleal’s tab and the two exited the tavern. Jaleal tried to ask what they were doing, but each time Phinean shushed him with a finger over his lips and an angry glare. Even after they had passed the borders of the city and entered into the lush forest, Phinean demanded silence. They wandered in what might have seemed an aimless pattern over knolls, through copses of trees and around tangled briars. Yet, with one look to Phinean’s determined gaze, Jaleal was reassured that at least one of them knew where they were going.
 
   They pressed deeper into the forest for maybe half an hour before they finally rounded a large hillock to see that the backside was a rigid rock face extending fifteen feet in height and over twenty feet in width. Jaleal quickly spotted the tiny entrance to an old, abandoned mine shaft.
 
   “This is where the drow came from?” Jaleal guessed.
 
   Phinean stopped before the entrance and turned a stern gaze to Jaleal. “This is the grave of a great and powerful warrior, and his dragon.”
 
   Jaleal bristled. His right hand went for his spear and he made a show of flipping it over in his hands. “Are you certain the dragon is dead?”
 
   Phinean nodded. “Of course.” The gnome walked toward the entrance and then paused a few feet before it. He turned back to Jaleal and then he shrugged. “Actually, I am not sure of anything anymore.”
 
   “I’ll lead the way,” Jaleal said confidently. “I have dealt with dragons before.”
 
   Phinean reached out and grabbed Jaleal’s shoulder. “The dragon imprisoned inside this cave was an Ancient. He would not be so easy to put down.”
 
   Jaleal grinned. “So was the other dragon I hunted.” The warrior gnome left out the part that he had nearly died when he confronted Tu’luh the Red, and even then he had been with Erik.
 
   Phinean gestured to the opening and Jaleal went in first.
 
   To his satisfaction, he found no creatures of any kind dwelling in the shaft. In fact he found hardly anything at all. There was a burned torch stump on the floor near the entrance, but little else. Phinean produced a magical light that hovered in front of them.
 
   Jaleal turned questioningly and pointed to the light. “I thought you said you couldn’t do magic?”
 
   Phinean shook his head. “I said that magic here is different. I can use the gift, when the occasion calls for it.”
 
   “But you can’t travel through trees?” Jaleal pressed.
 
   Phinean shook his head again. “I have never heard of any gnome traveling in such a manner. Though I do have other means of travel at my disposal.”
 
   “Anything we could have used?” Jaleal asked.
 
   Phinean pointed down the cave. “Not for land,” he said. “And before you ask me about teleportation, that was a one-off event. It took several elves combining their magic with my own, as well as Jahre, to get me to you.”
 
   “How long have you known him, Jahre, I mean?”
 
   Phinean’s voice cracked and he looked to the ground. “Centuries.”
 
   Jaleal nodded his head. “I’m sorry,” he offered.
 
   Phinean replied with a half-smile.
 
   The two began walking deeper into the tunnel. The wooden support beams were aged and looked the worse for wear. Dust plumed up around their feet with each step, their footfalls echoing down through the tunnel. They walked a long way down the tunnel to see where it led. To Jaleal’s surprise there was no sign of mining. No tools, no marks in the wall, not even so much as a small hole anywhere to be seen.
 
   “This is a tomb, you said?” Jaleal whispered.
 
   “After the last battle, the mighty dragon entered into this cave with King Lemork’s remains to hide and recover.”
 
   “This black dragon, you said it was one of the Ancients, is that correct?” Jaleal asked.
 
   Phinean nodded. “Jahre was certain of it, though there are no books which name him.”
 
   Jaleal whistled through his teeth. “There was only one Ancient that was black. His name was Gorensikdar, the Father of Chaos.” Jaleal stopped walking and turned to Phinean. “You do know the story, don’t you?”
 
   Phinean shook his head and shrugged. “We are far removed from the Heart of Terramyr. Furthermore, our lands are cut off from the rest of the world. It is all but impossible to travel in or out of this corner of Terramyr. There is a great reef that allows passage only at one point, but even that was sealed off centuries ago, and now none can come or go except by great magic.”
 
   “You don’t know the creation story?” Jaleal pressed incredulously. “What kind of gnome can you be if you don’t know where you came from?”
 
   Phinean bristled and stood tall. “We gnomes know that Terramyr herself is our mother. We were created as a defense for the world, a protection from the evil that threatens it.”
 
   “You say you know,” Jaleal said. “But the truth is you know only a fraction of it.”
 
   Phinean’s eyes glowed hot with anger, but he sighed and blinked the wrath away with a shake of his head. “That is why we need your help. Jahre wasn’t able to piece it all together. Our records of the creation period are not complete. Our knowledge of the Goresym itself is limited as well. Jahre knew enough to recognize that the black dragon was an Ancient, but there were many on the council in Svatal who disagreed with him. Without the complete records, it was impossible to prove them wrong.”
 
   “So you brought me here to identify him?” Jaleal asked.
 
   Phinean shook his head. “To help fill the gaps in our knowledge, and to help us use the Goresym to save the world.”
 
   Jaleal bit his lip and arched a brow. He stamped his spear on the ground and huffed. “If it is one of the Ancients, and he is black, then his name is Gorensikdar. He was the serpent who tempted Khullan to create the races of creatures that Icadion cursed. He is the father of deceit, and the patron of chaos. His cunning is what cursed Terramyr with orcs, goblins, trolls, and all the other ilk that Khullan set upon her face.”
 
   Phinean tugged at his beard with his right and fell backward against the wall, sliding down to his rump. “Then we are in more trouble than even Jahre suspected,” Phinean whispered.
 
   “If he is dead, then what more trouble can he cause?” Jaleal asked.
 
   Phinean shook his head. “If this dragon is the one you speak of, then a portion of him still lives.”
 
   Jaleal cocked his head to the side and then it clicked for him. “The sword you mentioned?”
 
   Phinean nodded. “Drekk’hul was forged by the black dragon and given to the Sierri’Tai. King Lemork wielded it, but the sword was buried in this tomb with the dragon and the king’s remains. No elf dared to touch the cursed blade, for it was said that it could control the one who held it, corrupting their very souls.”
 
   “So Jahre wanted the Goresym to finish off the last remains of Gorensikdar, then,” Jaleal said.
 
   Phinean nodded, but the shock on his face was replaced by fear. His hands trembled and his voice quavered. “Are you certain there are no other black dragons among the Ancients?”
 
   Jaleal shook his head. “Do you know how many Ancients there were?” he asked.
 
   Phinean shrugged. “In our holy writ it is said that there was a number of dragons who lived within the sun that Icadion created. It is said that they emerged from the fires and then were given the charge to guard the peoples of Terramyr. We know that after the creation, they were sent to the Heart of Terramyr so they could guard the most sacred secrets of the world.”
 
   Jaleal moved over and pulled Phinean to his feet. “Why are your scriptures lacking so much in detail?” he asked.
 
   Phinean shrugged again. “The first peoples who came to this part of the world were not very strong believers. Our history is not a pristine one. The mainland was settled by savages, raiders, and merchants. They weren’t the kind to keep scripture, or value it. The elves brought their scriptures with them, as well as their books of history, but in the wars that ravaged this land, many of them were lost. What we have left is now preserved by the councils on the Elven Isles. The council in Svatal has the largest library. That is why Jahre made this his homeland. Selemet Isle was in large part ruled by the Sierri’Tai, and they destroyed any records they could find. The council that presides there now has a smaller library, and it is acknowledged among scholars and priests alike that the collection is incomplete.”
 
   Jaleal put a hand on Phinean’s shoulder. “Then let me give you a quick version of the creation as it concerns the Ancients. There were seven such dragons that lived within the fires of the sun. They were not born of the sun that Icadion created, but hailed from somewhere else, a world known as Kendualdern. The seven Ancients each had a different appearance. Hiasyntar Ku’lai is golden, and known as the Father of the Ancients. There was also a silver dragon, a bronze dragon, a red dragon, a blue one, a white one, and a black dragon. Of the seven, only six were permitted to retain their status as they moved to live upon Terramyr. The seventh, Gorensikdar, was cursed to wander the plane of the living with no memory of who he once was.
 
   “It was Icadion who cursed him, for his meddling in the creation process. After that, there was a great war between Icadion and Khullan.”
 
   Phinean held up a hand. “We are aware of that part. That is one of the few portions we have in almost complete detail, except that it makes no mention of Gorensikdar or the other Ancients.”
 
   Jaleal pointed down the tunnel. “So, if the assassin doesn’t have the sword, then it should be in here, yes?”
 
   Phinean nodded.
 
   “The drow, you suspect it was King Lemork?” Jaleal pressed.
 
   Phinean shook his head. “King Lemork was slain by the human king, a man named Dailex. There were many witnesses to that fact. The dragon was alive when it came here, but the Sierri’Tai king was dead.”
 
   “So what are we hoping to find here?” Jaleal asked.
 
   Phinean sighed. “I am not sure that I know what I want to find,” he said. “I want confirmation that the beast is dead. I want to know if the drow came from this cave, and if so, whether there are more.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we get assistance then, from the elves I mean?”
 
   Phinean shook his head. “There is a special order that deals with the secrets left over after the Elf Wars,” Phinean replied. “They are a highly trained, secretive group called the Svetli’Tai Kruks. In order to learn about their secrets, and the things they guard, one must be sworn to their service. If they discovered how much I knew, I would be given the choice of servitude, or death.”
 
   Jaleal frowned. “How do you know about them then?”
 
   Phinean smiled. “Jahre was there during the Elf Wars. He told me a lot of the history. He didn’t wholly trust the Kruks, and wanted to bring in someone who was not an elf. He said he wanted to ensure that balance was restored to the realm, and that is why he chose me.”
 
   “Did he tell other gnomes?”
 
   Phinean shook his head. “No, and I have been asked not to disclose it to them either.” Phinean stopped and looked deep into Jaleal’s eyes. “I am not sure if every gnome is like you where you come from, but the gnomes of my home village are a scared, tepid race of folk. They prefer to mix potions and dabble in magics than concern only themselves rather than become involved with the dealings of humans and elves. With magic being nearly wholly forbidden, you aren’t likely to see any other gnomes here.”
 
   “Come on then, let’s go see what is inside this tunnel,” Jaleal said.
 
   Phinean nodded and the two redoubled their pace, delving deeper into the bowels of the island. Ten minutes later they stopped as they came to a large chamber. The ceiling was well over thirty feet above them, the width of the chamber was about thirty yards, and it continued straight forward for another fifty yards from where the gnomes stood. Jaleal stepped into the chamber and his eyes grew wide as he saw a plethora of symbols painted into the walls, and even a few on the ceiling. He could not make out the runes. He knew that they were written in Taish, the language of the elves, but he couldn’t decipher their meaning.
 
   “There,” Phinean said as he pointed to a large mural painted across the wall. It was a depiction of a black dragon flying with a short rider on his back, holding a long spear. “This is a drawing of King Lemork,” Phinean said. “Lemork had been the great Sierri’Tai leader who had set the dark elf clans against all who would oppose them, especially the other elf races.” Phinean paused and took in a deep breath. “From what Jahre told me afterward, King Lemork ultimately intended to slay Basei, the God of Battle.”
 
   “Demigod,” Jaleal corrected.
 
   Phinean arched a brow.
 
   “A demigod is not the same as a god,” Jaleal pointed out. “They are far above our powers for sure, but they are still inferior to the Old Gods.”
 
   Phinean offered a slight grin. “I think Jahre would have liked you very much,” he said.
 
   “Was the Elf War really so bad that a whole race had to be banished?” Jaleal asked.
 
   Phinean nodded. “It may not seem justifiable to any who had not lived through that dark time, but the Elf War had been of an almost unimaginable scale. The losses on both sides were high. King Lemork’s forces were winning. Aided by the black dragon, Lemork would have completed his conquest and eradicated the elves, securing the Elven Isles for the exclusive use of the Sierri’Tai. Banishment is not taken lightly, but it was necessary. Lemork offered no quarter to his enemies. Had it not been for the human king, all would have been lost. King Dailex came down from Raia, the main continent in the north that is now divided into the kingdoms of Shausmat and Zinferth. King Dailex rode upon a white dragon and was a terribly formidable warrior. He arrived with thousands of the best human soldiers and bolstered the courage of the elves. He led the united force against Lemork and the Sierri’Tai.”
 
   “A human rode a dragon?” Jaleal asked breathlessly. “That must have been a sight to see.”
 
   Phinean nodded. “There are legends surrounding the dragon. Some say it appeared because it knew the black dragon. Others say it was a magical manifestation sent by the Old Gods to deliver us from extermination.”
 
   Jaleal stepped to the wall and ran his fingers over the painted stone. “I should have liked to see a human ride a dragon, especially a dragon who still had its honor intact.”
 
   “You said you have hunted dragons before,” Phinean said. “What was that like?”
 
   Jaleal shook his head. “It would take longer to explain that adventure than what we have time for. Let’s just say that in the Middle Kingdom, there aren’t too many dragons left that have any honor in them whatsoever.” Jaleal then pointed to the figure of the human king and turned around to Phinean. “What happened to him?”
 
   Phinean nodded soberly. “King Dailex had suffered mortal injuries in his great battle with King Lemork. So, while he succeeded in defeating Lemork, he had not the strength to return to his own kingdom. Thus, Raia fractured from within as different factions grappled with each other for power until the land finally came under the rule of two houses. It was a bloody affair, a lot like the Elf War.”
 
   “Did the elves help the humans?”
 
   Phinean shook his head. “Nothing like how the humans had helped the elves. There were pockets of warriors here and there, but you must understand, nearly everyone was killed during the Elf War. We didn’t have an organized army to send. Even if we had, King Dailex’s family was hunted down. It wasn’t something that could be helped.”
 
   Jaleal nodded and moved along the wall until he came to another image. This one depicted a group of elves standing around an altar.
 
   “That would be the time when the elves were fashioning the relics necessary to banish the rest of the Sierri’Tai. This was a solution the elf council had proposed, but King Dailex had always opposed it, saying it was better to fight to the last man in the hopes that the Sierri’Tai would give up their quest for blood than to banish an entire race to the Netherworld. However, when King Dailex died, there were no other viable options. The Sierri’Tai were fierce warriors, and they only grew more zealous after the death of their king. Banishing them may have destroyed a race, but it saved the rest of us from death. The Svetli’Tai elders worked with a pair of Tomni’Tai elves to banish every Sierri’Tai to the Netherworld.”
 
   “The Tomni’Tai?” Jaleal asked. “But they are also dark elves. They are a closer race of elves to the Sierri’Tai than any other elf race. Why would they work to destroy the Sierri’Tai?”
 
   “As I said,” Phinean began. “The Sierri’Tai wanted the destruction of all other elf races. They viewed all others, even the Tomni’Tai, as inferior races, mistakes of the gods. Their vision was to wipe all inferior races from the Elven Isles, and then to expand from there.”
 
   Phinean motioned toward the other side of the chamber. “Come, I think I see the dragon’s skeleton.”
 
   Jaleal turned and followed his companion to the other side of the vast chamber. As they neared the back of the cavern, Jaleal noticed that one of the walls was lined with roots and shoots of plants from the surface above. A small hole in the floor opened up to an underground stream. He bent down and gingerly stretched forth his fingers. The water was cool, and moved quickly. Something dark darted through his field of vision and he pulled his hand back. He then tested the depth of the water with his spear. He never found the bottom. He pulled the weapon back and hurried to catch up with Phinean, who was standing a short way off admiring a massive skull.
 
   “The elves chased the dragon into this cave?” Jaleal asked incredulously. He judged the beast to be at least as large as Tu’luh the Red in life, and no dragon that size would have been able to worm into the tunnel.
 
   Phinean shook his head. “No, the cave was a larger cavern back then. The great beast was injured, with a broken wing.” Phinean pointed up and Jaleal nodded when he saw the badly fractured right wing bone. “It came here to hide. Rather than fight the monster, the elves used their magic to shrink the cave. Then they fortified it so that the beast’s claws would be of no avail.”
 
   “So he was buried alive,” Jaleal whispered. “A cruel fate for anyone.”
 
   “Doubly so for a dragon,” Phinean said with a short nod. “Surely it would have taken many, many years for him to die of starvation.”
 
   “He could have slept,” Jaleal said. “When did you say the Elf War ended?”
 
   “A little more than five hundred years ago,” Phinean said.
 
   Jaleal stopped and stared at Phinean. “That is the same timeframe as the Battle of Hamath Valley,” he said.
 
   Phinean frowned. “I haven’t heard of that.”
 
   Jaleal pointed at the dragon skeleton and shook a finger at it. “Five hundred years ago, Tu’luh the Red and Nagar the Black led an army against the Father of the Ancients in the Middle Kingdom. I wonder if perhaps the magic they used there was in any way connected with Gorensikdar and the Sierri’Tai going to war against the other elves. Nagar himself was a Sierri’Tai elf as well.”
 
   Phinean shrugged. “I’m not for knowing that,” he said apologetically. “All I know, is we need to find Lemork’s bones.”
 
   Jaleal shot him a puzzled look.
 
   Phinean scrunched his brow into a neat knot over his nose impatiently. “The sword would be buried with the body.”
 
   Jaleal nodded. The two of them spread out through the chamber, but the floor looked smooth in every part of the grand cavern. They both made a full circle and ended up standing next to the wall behind the skeleton, which was covered in thick roots. Phinean was positively perplexed. His hands sat upon his hips and he made several huffing noises as he glanced from side to side and tried to imagine where the body might rest. Jaleal abandoned the search and turned to examine the strange roots covering the wall. 
 
   He reached in and wrapped his fingers around a solid, rubbery root and pulled it away from the wall. The piece snapped off in his hand, spraying a bit or maroon liquid onto his hand.
 
   “Is this like a beet root?” Jaleal asked as he brought his hand up and sniffed it.
 
   Phinean didn’t respond. He was too busy pacing around the floor and kicking at the dirt with his toes trying to uncover King Lemork’s burial spot.
 
   Jaleal nibbled a tiny bit of the root in his mouth and then spit out the bitter substance. He dropped the root onto the ground and rubbed his tongue along the roof of his mouth. Then he turned and saw something through the roots. He used his spear to move the thick, vine-like tendrils out of the way and discovered another rune painted on the wall, only, it wasn’t just drawn on with paint. It was also carved into the stone. The marks were shallow, but it was a carving nonetheless.
 
   The warrior gnome cleared the roots away from around it, breaking several of them off and letting them fall to the ground. As he did so, he uncovered several more runes. They were placed in a vertical column.
 
   “What is this?” Jaleal asked.
 
   “That’s it!” Phinean exclaimed. The other gnome rushed in and rabidly ripped the roots away from the wall. “This is where he was buried.”
 
   “But this is made of stone,” Jaleal said. “How could someone bury him in stone? Didn’t you say that the elves put a magical protection on the stone to make it impossible to dig through?”
 
   Phinean waved Jaleal off and pushed the warrior gnome back out of his way. “Yes, yes. Just, give me a moment to inspect it.” The gnome traced his fingers over the runes. As his flesh touched each of the symbols, they began to glow a faint, blueish hue. The stone hummed and vibrated. Dust fell from cracks that encircled a great mass of stone around the symbols, and then it fell out toward them. Phinean shrieked as he jumped out of the way, only narrowly escaping being flattened.
 
   Inside stood a clean skeleton with bits of long hair still clinging to the top of the skull. Black cloth was worn and rotting away from the silvery chainmail beneath. A crown of silver sat upon the skull, and a ring of timoku sat upon the bony index finger on the left hand.
 
   “This is something I have not seen for a long time,” Phinean said as he reached for the ring. “It is made of gray and black titanium that has been folded and melded together. It is obscenely valuable.” Phinean carefully slid the ring off of the brittle finger and then tossed it to Jaleal. “But there is no sword here.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Jaleal asked as he inspected the ring.
 
   Phinean nodded. “We need to make haste for Selemet Isle.”
 
   “Do you know where the assassin is headed?”
 
   “I have an idea. I know where one of the relics is that he will need to open the Netherworld Gate. Come, we must hurry. If he is already traveling by sea, then we haven’t much time to spare.”
 
   The gnomes ran out from the cave, but they didn’t go back to Bluewater. Phinean led them deeper into the forest until they emerged onto a sandy beach. Jaleal looked up and down the coast, but he didn’t see any ships.
 
   “You don’t plan on swimming do you?” he jested.
 
   Phinean grinned and went to the water. He waded in up to his waist and then slapped the water with his right palm. He repeated the gesture, slapping the water once and then waiting for several seconds before slapping it again.
 
   “Mind filling me in?” Jaleal asked as he neared the water’s edge.
 
   At that instant, a large, black dorsal fin rose from the sea about sixty yards away from Phinean. A massive, black body broke the surface of the water and arced toward the gnomes. It disappeared down again and then rose up through the surface with such speed that it jumped up from the water, exposing the white markings on its side and underbelly. It crashed down with a tremendous splash.
 
   Phinean turned back and grinned wide. “This is how we will beat the human to Selemet Isle. I know a shortcut that will get us to where we need to go. With any luck, we will have a day or two to prepare for him.”
 
   Jaleal cocked his head to the side and pulled on his silvery beard. “You want me to ride that?”
 
   Phinean nodded enthusiastically. “No better way to travel, I always say!”
 
   Jaleal scratched his head and then folded his arms. “Oh, what I wouldn’t give for the trees back home right about now.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
   Kelden pushed the door open quietly. He could hear Yeoj whispering something. Then, another voice giggled. He looked inside to see Sebina sitting on the bed near Yeoj, holding his left hand in her lap. The man on the bed whispered something into Sebina’s ear and she laughed again, pulling away playfully. Yeoj pulled her back gently.
 
   Kelden pushed the door the rest of the way open and walked inside. “I see you are gaining some of your strength back,” he commented through a forced smile.
 
   Sebina looked up at Kelden and immediately her smile vanished. “I will get you some more tea,” she told Yeoj. Yeoj smiled and patted her rump once as she left. She jumped and shot him a scolding look before turning to leave. Kelden watched her go and then turned back to Yeoj.
 
   “Seems you two are growing close,” he said dryly.
 
   Yeoj smiled and cocked his head to the side. “She’s a cutie,” he said noncommittally. “You have been gone a while,” he said, changing the subject.
 
   Kelden nodded. “It’s done,” Kelden said. “The men who ran the smuggling ring are no more.”
 
   Yeoj struggled to push himself up. He winced and nearly collapsed back on the bed once, but he managed to maneuver himself upright. “You didn’t arrest them?” Yeoj asked. The twinkle in his eye was gone, replaced with a solemn gaze. “That doesn’t sound like the Kelden I know.”
 
   Kelden fished a ring out from his pocket and tossed it to Yeoj. “I took that from the leader’s finger, after I took his head from his neck.”
 
   Yeoj turned the ring over in his hand and nodded. “You sure it was the last of them?”
 
   “Yes,” Kelden said. “Three Kuscan brothers lead the whole thing. I am sure there are likely some lower level goons that escaped somewhere, but we killed everyone in Blundfish.”
 
   “We?” Yeoj asked.
 
   “I had a bit of help. Perhaps if you behave yourself, I will introduce you to the new members of the group.”
 
   At that moment Sebina returned with a steaming cup of tea. She placed it down on the bedside table and then offered a weak smile to Kelden before exiting the room again.
 
   “I don’t think she likes you,” Yeoj teased.
 
   Kelden exhaled slowly, not quite forceful enough to be a sigh, yet it carried a certain sadness with it. “Well,” he began, “I can tell she likes you.”
 
   “You’re jealous!” Yeoj sniggered. “Why? You only saw her for a little while on the street. You don’t know anything about her.”
 
   Kelden patted the air. “Don’t trouble yourself over it,” he replied quickly. “I have matters to tend to, and you will likely be staying here for a while longer. I won’t get in your way.”
 
   Yeoj reached out for his tea. “Or is it that you know you just wouldn’t stack up compared to me?” He winked and then took a sip of his tea. “I’m not afraid of competition if you want to make a play.”
 
   Kelden shook his head. “You should watch what you say. She might be just outside the door.”
 
   Yeoj started to shrug, but stopped short and winced. He clumsily set his tea cup down, clattering on the wood as his hand shook. Kelden moved in to help, but Yeoj waved him off. “I’m well enough off,” he said.
 
   “Heal quickly,” Kelden said. “I will look for you again once your wounds are gone.” Kelden turned to leave.
 
   “That’s it?” Yeoj grumbled. “I roast myself finishing your job and all you have to say is you will look for me when I am better. How about thanks for saving your lieutenant, and for dropping the—”
 
   Kelden spun around and shook his head with a great frown pulling his features down. “Don’t do that. You know better. I am not expelling you from the group, nor did I leave the work unfinished. You and I both know I was sent away at the queen’s request. When I got back, I finished what you could not. Keep that ring as a reminder, if you must, that I never leave my allies alone.”
 
   Yeoj quickly regained his composure and smiled that sly grin of his. “Well, I still got the girl,” he taunted.
 
   Kelden waved his hand and turned around. “You’re impossible.” Kelden walked down the hall and then descended the stairs. He saw Pendonov standing next to Jenedina, talking and smiling. Agnes was sitting in a chair next to them and Sebina was trying to retrieve a jar from the top shelf. Her fingers only barely touched the glass, spinning it around more than pulling it toward her.
 
   Kelden went to her and reached in from behind, stretching his arm over her shoulder. “Allow me,” he offered.
 
   Sebina took a step to her right and offered a softly spoken, “Thank you.” Then she turned to place the jar on the counter. She set her left hand around the glass and tried to twist the top with her right, but it wouldn’t move. Kelden watched her for a moment, admiring her beauty. He didn’t realize he was staring until the woman stopped trying to open the jar and held it out for him. “If you would be so kind?”
 
   Kelden almost asked what she wanted, and then he noticed the proffered jar and quickly took it in his hands and opened the lid. “Sorry, I…” He wasn’t sure what to say. Rather than risk sounding like a fool, he switched into his official tone. “I just wanted to stop by and let you know that you are both safe now. All of the men have been dealt with.”
 
   Sebina blinked a couple of times and nodded once. She took the open jar and set it on the desk next to her and went to work scooping out the blue powder from within to add it into a mortar on the desk. She turned her back to Kelden and went to another shelf to fetch more ingredients. Kelden followed her and spoke softly.
 
   “Also, you should know I met your brother,” he said.
 
   Sebina turned around with a questioning look in her eyes.
 
   Kelden smiled. “He’s a good man, and he is safe. In time, I think I can get the charges against him dropped as well.”
 
   “Where is he?” Sebina asked.
 
   Kelden shook his head. “I can’t tell you that yet, but I will when I can.” Kelden motioned to the shelves behind her. “For now, go about your lives as you please. You are safe.”
 
   “Thank you,” Jenedina called out. Kelden turned to see the other woman’s hand clasped between Pendonov’s.
 
   Kelden smiled and nodded his head. “Pendonov, take a few moments if you like, then come and meet me.” He then left the shop and closed the door behind him. He walked slowly back toward the merchant guard hall, thinking all the while about Sebina sitting on the bed with Yeoj. He knew he shouldn’t feel bitter toward Yeoj, but he did. He couldn’t help but hear her laugh again in his head and see her holding his hand in her lap. It bothered him more than it should, he knew, and his mind wondered what might have happened if he had been allowed to stay.
 
   He heard the gulls calling from the east. A light breeze came in, stirring up a small dust devil and carrying the salty air into the city. He breathed in deeply. The merchant guard hall now was only a block away, and he could see part of its walls and the flag that flew over the entrance. Then he turned his eyes toward the east as the gulls called out to him again. Perhaps duty could wait a short while longer. Instead of brooding over Sebina, he could at least find comfort along the peaceful shore. He turned to change directions but then he heard his name shouted from farther down the street.
 
   “Captain Ferryl!” a man yelled as he sprinted down the street from the now open front door of the merchant guard hall.
 
   Kelden’s hand instinctively went for his sword. He didn’t recognize the man right off. It wasn’t a merchant guard, and it wasn’t anyone he knew. Yet, the man seemed to know him, and was running straight for him. As he drew nearer, Kelden’s grip on his sword loosened. He did recognize the man. It was a guard from Rasselin that he had met only a short while ago.
 
   “Captain Ferryl, I need your help!” he panted as he slowed to a stop just a few yards in front of Kelden.
 
   Kelden knit his brow and crossed his arms. “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “The others told me I would find you here,” Murdok said.
 
   “The others?” Kelden asked.
 
   Murdok nodded as he panted heavily and bent over, trying to catch his breath. “The dwarves, you know, the lively pair that you escorted to Rasselin the day we met. I saw them outside the merchant guard hall and asked if they had seen you.”
 
   “What is it?” Kelden pressed.
 
   Murdok shook his head. “Rasselin has been captured,” he said. The man straightened up and wiped the sweat and grime from his forehead. “General Tehrigg betrayed us all, and he let the Shausmatians into the city.”
 
   “Why would he do that?” Kelden asked. He arched a brow and was about to speak, but Murdok grabbed onto his shoulders.
 
   “You must believe me, you must,” Murdok cried. “I only barely escaped during the night after the city was subdued.”
 
   “How?”
 
   Murdok shook his head. “No time for that now, you have to help me get to the queen.”
 
   “She won’t see you?” Kelden asked.
 
   Murdok shook his head. “I tried to request an audience, but the guards won’t let me in the palace, and the one councilor they summoned to speak with me turned me away. They thought me mad.”
 
   Kelden nodded and thought for a moment. “How many men did Tehrigg have?”
 
   Murdok shrugged. “Thousands. He left for Hart’s Bridge with most of his troops. Then, a couple days later he returned with the enemy wearing our colors. He left a few soldiers in the towers and gate house to ensure he could gain access. They slaughtered anyone who tried to stand against them. I did what I could to raise the city guard, but we were no match for them.”
 
   “What of the Rangers?” Kelden asked.
 
   Murdok turned and twisted his belt around to display Diggs’ sword. “There are none left anymore.”
 
   Kelden looked down at the sword and his breath caught in his throat for a moment. He knew that no Ranger would allow his sword to be carried by anyone unless he had been slain first. “And Councilor Bahn?”
 
   “He was drawn and quartered in the square,” Murdok said softly. “His remains were posted upon pikes for all to see, as a warning of what would befall any who dared to defy Tehrigg. His soldiers rooted out most of the guard too, and they were also put to death.” Murdok’s eyes welled with tears and his gaze went distant. “They dragged their bodies behind horses. Their blood painted our streets.”
 
   Murdok’s knees weakened and his shoulders slumped.
 
   Kelden bent down and forced the man’s chin up to look at him. “Do you have any proof beyond your word?”
 
   Murdok shook his head. “I almost ran home, to Shinder, when I escaped, but I had to try and reach the queen. When her guards wouldn’t let me in, then I knew I had to find you. You would listen to me.”
 
   Kelden looked up and noticed Redbeard and Pinhead standing in the doorway of the merchant guard hall then and nodded to them. He looked back to Murdok and pulled the man back to his feet. “You will go back to the merchant guard hall. There you may rest. I will speak with the queen.”
 
   “I can’t rest until I know she has heard my message,” Murdok said.
 
   Kelden thought for a moment and then nodded. “Very well.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nearly a week after finding Murdok in the street, Kelden walked down the long corridor to the dining hall of the palace. Murdok walked slightly behind him, as he had the day before when they had approached the queen together. Some of the guards still scrutinized Murdok as he walked through the palace halls, but they knew better than to question Kelden’s judgment. They moved quickly, wanting to meet with Queen Dalynn before her councilors would arrive at the court and bog things down with their incessant indecisiveness, as they had yesterday.
 
   When the two arrived at the gilded double doors, a young porter pushed the portal open and motioned for them to follow him.
 
   “She has been expecting you,” the porter said in his astoundingly nasal voice. “She has been pacing the room for over an hour.”
 
   Kelden paid the lad no heed and walked in. He saw the queen, hands clasped behind her back and her hair neatly braided along her spine. She turned her head and smiled softly when the two met each other’s gaze. “Apologies,” Kelden offered. “I understood you wanted us to come at first light. I did not realize we kept you waiting.”
 
   The queen turned and motioned for the porter to exit the chamber. The doors closed with a resounding echo bouncing off the stone walls and marble columns. Queen Dalynn stepped toward the duo, her shoes making the faintest pit-pat as she walked. “You understood correctly, but I was unable to sleep. So I came early to think.”
 
   “You could have sent for us,” Kelden said.
 
   The queen nodded and looked to Murdok. “Have you decided?” she asked.
 
   Murdok nodded. “Kelden spoke with me at length last night. I would be honored to join the group.”
 
   “Very well,” Dalynn said with a brief nod. “As my councilors begged, I sent messages to Rasselin by carrier pigeon.” Her smile vanished and her brow drew in close together. “I received an answer in the early hours of the morning, delivered by a frightened rabbit of a man who looked as though he had been beaten within an inch of his life.” She pulled a yellow envelope from her pocket and offered it to Kelden.
 
   Kelden took the oddly shaped envelope, noting that it was heavy in one end, with something bulky inside. He opened it to see a severed ear. The body part was leathery and dry, but otherwise well preserved. It felt tough and stiff in Kelden’s hand as he picked it up between his thumb and forefinger. “Councilor Bahn?” he guessed.
 
   Dalynn nodded. “They think that because I am a woman they can frighten me.” She folded her arms and sighed hotly. “There is little that frightens me anymore.”
 
   Kelden closed the envelope. “What would you have us do?”
 
   “There are now four in the group, yes?” Queen Dalynn asked. “You two, Yeoj, and Pendonov?”
 
   Kelden nodded, he hadn’t yet told her of Kai or the dwarves. “Though, I am afraid that Yeoj is going to be out of commission for a while.”
 
   “From fighting, perhaps,” Queen Dalynn said. “But I need his eyes and ears. Get him up, and send him out to collect information. With so many traitors around lately, I want Kobhir scoured for any more. Get Pendonov on it as well.”
 
   Kelden bowed his head reverently. “Queen Dalynn,” he began. “Yeoj’s wounds are not to be taken lightly. I have seen them myself.”
 
   Dalynn held up a hand to silence him. “Wounds heal, but have you ever seen dead corpses rise from the grave?” she asked.
 
   “No, milady,” Kelden said.
 
   Dalynn cocked her head to the side and arched her right brow. “Then shall I worry about Yeoj’s wounds and let him sleep in the few days we have left before Kobhir is besieged, or shall I send him out to get information?”
 
   Kelden nodded. “As you command,” he said.
 
   “Very well then,” she replied. “See that Pendonov gets right on this as well.” She turned to face Murdok. “I have been thinking how to use you,” she said. “I have a special role for you to play in this.” Queen Dalynn clapped her hands twice and a small door on the left side of the chamber opened. In walked Karmt, holding a bundle of clothes in his arms. He marched up to Murdok and held the clothes out.
 
   “This is the uniform of a conscriptor,” Karmt said. “You may take it.”
 
   Murdok took the clothes and looked from Kelden to the queen, and then back to the clothes. “I don’t understand,” he said.
 
   Dalynn pointed to the uniform. “You will wear this, and take up the office of conscriptor. You will be accompanied by two of my personal guard. Your task is to go house to house, and shop to shop, and enlist as many volunteers as you can for the army. Pendonov and Yeoj can scour the underbelly of the city easily enough between the two of them. You will give me information about any family who appears to show disloyalty. In the meantime, you will also be gathering able bodied men for the upcoming battle that is sure to take place.” The queen stepped forward and placed a hand on Murdok’s shoulder. “I am not expecting to find many families who will give you trouble beyond the usual balking at such an assignment, but your service will help me even if no disloyal citizens are found. Use your story of the attack at Rasselin to help stir up a volunteer army that is ready to shake off the invaders. Do you understand?”
 
   Murdok nodded resolutely. “I will bring every man of fighting age. Tell your armorer to have swords and shields ready for them,” he promised.
 
   Dalynn nodded and then turned to address Kelden. “You have a different task.”
 
   “Whatever you command, I am at your service,” Kelden said.
 
   “I want you to sail north, to Khatthun. I am sending most of my ships there to bolster Khatthun’s defenses from an attack by sea. You will ride along with them and take this letter with you. Give it to Governor Pixier.”
 
   Kelden took the sealed envelope, eyeing the red wax seal imprinted with the queen’s stamp. “What of the cube?” Kelden asked, changing subjects abruptly. “Are you still planning to open it?”
 
   Queen Dalynn sighed and her head drooped forward as her shoulders slumped. “It will not open.”
 
   Karmt piped up. “It is not on any full moon that it can open. It has to be the first full moon after the winter solstice.” The man’s usual confidence was obviously lacking from his voice. “It was a mistake on my part when reading the texts,” he muttered in a nearly inaudible tone.
 
   Kelden nodded. “So we move forward with preparations for war then?”
 
   “We do,” Queen Dalynn said resolutely. “As soon as the time comes, I will open the cube, but until then, I must do what I can to defend my people.” She turned and looked to the main doors of the hall before continuing. “I have riders and falcons to Khatthun and Blundfish to warn them of imminent attack, but the letter you hold has something else for Governor Pixier that I could not trust with anyone else. I do not want it being intercepted by anyone.”
 
   “I will ensure it reaches the governor,” Kelden promised. “After my delivery, shall I return, or would you have me do something else in the field?”
 
   Queen Dalynn shrugged. “Honestly, if you make it to Khatthun before the enemy, I will count it as a blessing from the gods. Should you succeed, then wait for the governor. He will give you your next assignment.”
 
   Karmt cut in with a forced smile. “Well, at least thanks to these two, General Tehrigg’s treachery will not go unanswered. What’s more, we are ready for him.”
 
   “That is true,” Kelden agreed, “but I would wager he will soon have reinforcements. One does not plan out such an act of treason lightly.”
 
   “Nor without allies,” Queen Dalynn added.
 
   Kelden turned to Murdok, then placed a hand on his shoulder. “Be sure to recruit as many as you can,” he said. “Khatthun, Blundfish, and Kobhir are almost equal in their distance from Rasselin, but Tehrigg would want to keep the element of surprise on his side. I believe he will march straight to the heart of Zinferth rather than waste numbers by first taking the other cities.” Kelden turned to the queen with a faint smile. “There is a possibility that Tehrigg may remain in Rasselin and build up his defenses for the time being, but once he feels strong enough, there is only one target he would strike.”
 
   “I know,” Queen Dalynn said evenly. “I have worked with him for decades. There is no doubt in my mind that he would bring the fight directly to me.”
 
   Karmt stroked his chin and then arched a brow. “Tehrigg knows our defensive positions,” he said. “He knows our strengths and weaknesses.”
 
   Kelden cleared his throat. “After I deliver the letter, let me go to Rasselin,” he offered. “If I can, I will slay the traitor. If I fail, you have only lost one man.”
 
   Queen Dalynn was silent for a moment. Finally she shook her head. “The idea has merit, but even if you could succeed, I need you to take care of the assignment Governor Pixier will give you.”
 
   “I have two others who would like to join the unit,” Kelden said quickly. “They are a pair of dwarves, and they are excellent fighters. They are always good in a pinch, and have proved to be very resourceful. Perhaps they can go with me to Khatthun. If I fail to return from slaying Tehrigg, then the dwarves can take care of the other assignment in Khatthun.”
 
   The queen eyed Kelden carefully, narrowing her blue eyes at him and cocking her head to the side. “You trust these two?” she asked.
 
   Kelden nodded.
 
   Silence ensued. No one stirred. The queen and Kelden stared at each other, wrestling with their eyes. Kelden won. Queen Dalynn nodded. “I guess now there are six in the group.”
 
   Kelden and Murdok bowed deeply and then turned to exit the hall. They could hear Dalynn and Karmt talking about something, but they didn’t slow to eavesdrop. 
 
   Once they were clear of the palace, Kelden stopped Murdok and turned the man to look at him. “When we first met, you had told me you were from Shinder, is that correct?” Kelden asked.
 
   “Yes, sir, that is correct.”
 
   “Where exactly is it located?”
 
   “It is just over one hundred miles northwest of Blundfish, right in the mountains.”
 
   “Go home to your village,” Kelden ordered.
 
   “What?” Murdok questioned. “I cannot leave my post,” Murdok protested. “You heard the queen. I am to recruit more soldiers for the army. Even you told me to recruit as many as I could!”
 
   “Murdok, listen to me.” Kelden seized Murdok’s shoulders. “This counter attack may not work. If Tehrigg is working in league with King Sarito, they will likely launch a naval offensive before the ships can make ready. Kobhir is much farther away from Khatthun than Valiv, the Shausmatian capitol, is. If the Shausmatian navy has already set sail for Khatthun, we may be too late. The northern seas are usually smooth sailing, whereas the waters between here and Khatthun are often rife with storms this time of year. 
 
   “You fear Khatthun is already lost?” Murdok asked.
 
   Kelden nodded his head. He motioned for Murdok to walk with him down the street. “I think it is a strong possibility, or soon will be. I think we will not be receiving support from Katthun in any upcoming attack against Kobhir. We need to increase our numbers some other way. I want you to recruit warriors from Shinder.”
 
   “Shinder has only a few hundred people at best,” Murdok argued. “I would do better here.”
 
   Kelden shook his head. “You start here, recruit for two or three days. Then turn it over to the merchant guard. They can continue recruiting here while you go out and recruit from the smaller towns and villages. Start in Shinder, where you are known. Then work your way around the other villages. There are at least a dozen small villages near the mountains on the other side of the desert, am I right?”
 
   Murdok nodded. “Yes. Some of them are roughly the same size as Shinder, but others have a couple thousand people. Still, they will only have ten or twenty men who know how to fight. The smaller villages don’t have large guard units like the big cities do.”
 
   “But most of the working men are farmers, miners, and loggers,” Kelden pointed out. “They are hardy folk. You could stay here, but the Merchant Guard can rouse the populace here without you. On the other hand, if you came back with a couple hundred people from each of the thirteen or fourteen villages on the other side of the desert, it would be an additional thousand or so fighters who otherwise wouldn’t be recruited at all.”
 
   “I can see your point,” Murdok said. “But I don’t know if anyone in the other towns will listen to me.”
 
   Kelden nodded. “We’ll stop off at the merchant guard. I still retain command of my unit there. I will assign them to you. With Pendonov’s injury, the men won’t question the orders. Leave half of them here to continue recruiting efforts, and take the other half with you.”
 
   Murdok nodded and the two continued down the road at a slightly faster pace toward the Merchant Guard building. “Alright, I’ll do it.” The two of them walked for a few moments before Murdok cut in with a different question altogether. “What is the group’s name?” Murdok asked. “I mean, our group’s name, what is it?”
 
   “It has none yet,” Kelden replied.
 
   “We should name ourselves the roadrunners,” Murdok said as he stretched his hands out before them. He grinned back at Kelden.
 
   “Not exactly something that strikes fear in a man’s heart,” Kelden commented.
 
   Murdok shrugged. “I think it’s an apt descriptor for what we do. We run along the roads from city to city, never sleeping, always on the move, ready for action.”
 
   “You do know that the roadrunner is a tiny little bird out in the desert, right?” Kelden asked.
 
   Murdok nodded enthusiastically. “It also eats snakes,” he said smugly. “Tehrigg is a snake if I ever saw one.”
 
   Kelden grinned slightly and shook his head. “I’ll think on it, but let’s concentrate on surviving before we put too much energy into a name.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
   The fog hung low over the sea that morning. The tall towers of Khatthun rose above the billowing, thick mist and gave the appearance that they stood watch over an ocean of clouds rather than the waters off the coast. A single, red-haired man stood on guard atop the tower. His shift was almost over. He leaned out over the edge of the battlement and watched as a hawk dove down into the fog. He turned and stretched with a large yawn, taking in a huge breath of salty sea air. He turned his eyes away from the mist-covered ocean and surveyed the rooftops of the city, scanning the church spires and taller towers of Khatthun that stretched above the thick, whirling blanket of white that obscured the view to anything below thirty feet within the city. The red-tiled roofs of the city reflected the few rays of sunshine that bore through the clouds above. 
 
   “Everyone will stay indoors today,” he said to himself. He rubbed the sides of his arms to break the chill brought on by the fog. Even if the cold mist hadn’t descended upon the city, he knew of the warning from the queen. A falcon had arrived over the course of the night. Now the militia was on standby, while the imperial army had been given strict orders to prepare for an attack. What he didn’t know, was the extent of Rasselin’s destruction, nor the fact that General Tehrigg had conquered the city. None of that was conveyed from the officers to the lower ranks.
 
   “There isn’t any real trouble,” he huffed as he turned back to stare at the wall of white that covered the sea. “It was probably a skirmish with Tarthuns, or some Varrvar tribes. The gods know they would like to escape from the mountains and caves near that gods-forsaken hole in the desert.” The guard continued to mumble for a few minutes and then something caught his eye. He couldn’t be sure, for it vanished into the mist almost as quickly as he saw it. Some sort of spike, or perhaps a large bird. He rubbed his eyes and blinked to help them focus. He stared out to the same spot. Nothing.
 
   “Going fog-blind,” he grumped. He turned to move to his stool so he could rest his legs.
 
   At that moment something whizzed past his head with alarming speed.
 
   The guard wheeled around and looked out to the foggy sea, scanning through the thick mist. A gust of wind drew the silvery fog aside like the grand curtain of a theater. He then instantly realized what he had seen. There, in the water, he saw a vast array of military vessels with their masts up and stabbing through the fog as the wind filled their sails and drove them toward Khatthun’s shore. He raised his spyglass to his right eye and saw that they were heavily armed with ballista launchers and catapults. He saw many soldiers running about on the decks getting into formation. Then he saw a flash of sunlight from the crow’s nest. He dropped the spyglass in bewilderment. A moment later he felt a hard punch in his chest.
 
   He looked down and his eye twitched when he found an arrow shaft sticking out from his body. His chest-plate did almost nothing to prevent the arrow from diving deep into his chest. The initial shock gave way to an overwhelming, stinging pain and the guard leaned forward on the parapet to catch his balance. He turned to his left and stretched his arm out to strike the warning bell. Another arrow tore through his armor, this time the shaft was higher and to the guard’s left. His knees buckled, succumbing to the pain before his hand ever reached the bell. The guard wheezed, coughing bubbles of blood up from his throat. It was all he could do just to hang onto the wall. He barely noticed the glint of light in front of him before a third arrow struck his exposed face, destroying all hope of an alarm.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Sound the alarm, we are being attacked!” Captain Didger dove behind a large, wooden crate just as a large missile tore through the feeble guard post by the docks. Soldiers scrambled to get into a defensive formation, sailors ran out to their ships hoping to launch before the opposing fleet could get to them, but that was impossible. Missile after missile rained down onto the docks from the invading fleet’s ballistae launchers. Captain Didger signaled for his men to fall back to the protection of the city’s walls, but hardly anyone noticed him. The din from the missiles, the shrieks and wails of those who were impaled, and the cracking and thundering of buildings and ships as they were struck by the missiles was far too loud for the captain to compete with. Even if they could hear him, it was nearly impossible to see with the thick fog rolling over the docks.
 
   Only when another gust of wind pushed through could he see the enemy fleet clearly. He counted twenty vessels sailing directly for them. They were close. Much closer than he had hoped. The fleet seemed to glide toward the docks with an ethereal speed. Didger could see soldiers lining up on the ships and raising bows. “Basei help us,” Didger prayed. A flood of arrows swamped the docks. Nearly all of the Zinferth sailors were struck down as they ran along the boardwalk. Ballistae flew fast and furious with chains trailing behind them destroying the masts of the docked ships, while catapults launched large stones and devastated the hulls. The attack was perfectly organized, executed, and destructive. 
 
   Didger was able to round up a few soldiers by hand and lead them back to the city wall at the top of a small hill above the docks. He had almost reached the portcullis when he noticed that the guards on the inside of the wall had given the order to close the gate. 
 
   “Wait, you fools!” Didger shouted frantically. “You can’t expect us to remain out here, let us in!” Didger stood ten yards away from the rapidly descending steel jaws of the gate and cursed his comrades.
 
   One of the soldiers next to Didger decided to try his luck. He sprinted for the gate.
 
   “No, you won’t make it!” Didger yelled, but it was no use. The young soldier wasn’t listening. The man let out a yell and dove for the quickly shrinking space under the portcullis. Didger turned away and clenched his jaw against the thunderous sound of the gate slamming into the ground.
 
   “Captain, he made it!” exclaimed the soldier on Didger’s right.
 
   “Praise the gods,” Didger said.
 
   The soldier jumped up from the dirt and brushed himself off. He turned back and waived to the captain. “I will get the gates open, just give me a second,” he shouted.
 
   “Huzzah!” shouted Didger and the rest of the stranded soldiers.
 
   Their levity was short lived, however. The soldier inside the gate looked up in horror and barely was able to utter a word of prayer before three large boulders crashed into the portcullis in rapid succession. The gate groaned for just an instant before the entire gatehouse shattered as though it were made of glass and crashed down. A great wave of dust washed over Didger and the others, forcing them to shield their faces and retreat from the debris. When they finally were able to see through the clearing dust, they knew there was no hope for their comrade.
 
   Didger knew he couldn’t afford to wait and mourn for the man, so he ordered the rest of his men to climb through the mess and take defensive positions on the wall. The five of them sprinted and bounded upon the rubble like jack rabbits with swords. They clamored up, hands and feet grappling for secure holds to propel them through the mess. Didger made it to the highest part of the rubble and then he felt a sharp pain in his right knee. He looked down to see an arrowhead protruding from his leg just to the side of his kneecap. None of his men had noticed and they were already clear of the pile of debris. The captain bit his lip and tried to run on. The instant his weight fell onto his right leg he faltered and crashed to the pile of stone. He screamed in agony and rolled onto his back.
 
   At that moment, the large shaft of a ballista missile glanced off of the stone wall to his left, showering him with fragments of stone. He sat up and wiped the dirt from his face. He looked out to the sea and saw that none of the soldiers had disembarked from the ships yet.
 
   “What do you wait for?” Didger asked aloud. 
 
   He then noticed that several ships were stationary, broadside to shore. Didger grunted when he saw large catapults being pushed to the rails of the decks. For an instant, everything moved in slow motion. The wind slowed and its whispers quieted. The only sound Didger heard was the rush of air when he drew in a deep breath. One after another a heavy, metallic clank sounded from the ships. Within seconds the catapults started to launch large, clay pots. The ceramic bombs shattered everywhere, spewing black goo all over anything within range.
 
   “Oil and pitch,” Didger sighed. He pulled his knife from his belt and stuck the handle in his mouth. His teeth nearly cracked as he bit down on it to distract himself from the pain in his leg as he broke the arrow shaft and pulled the head out through the other side. Blood and tissue clung to the bit of arrow he had pushed through. He spit the knife from his mouth and gasped for breath. He rose to stand on his left leg on top of the rubble and drew his sword. He stood defiantly as the enemy archers let loose flaming arrows to ignite the pitch. “So this is how it ends,” the captain groaned. Thick, ebony smoke rose up from the flames and obscured his vision. He knew that the cover of smoke would blind his own archers atop the city walls, thus allowing the enemy soldiers to take the beach with few casualties. He raised his sword and waited for the shouting voice of his enemies to emerge from the smoke in front of him.
 
   As he watched the swirling, thick smoke mix and dance with the silvery fog, he uttered the warrior’s prayer to the demigod of battle. “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.” When he finished the prayer, he put his weight equally on both legs. In that moment, he felt no pain. His prayer had given him strength, and his heart was ready.
 
   The smoke and fog whirled in circles as two men charged through. One held a large axe and the other a sword and shield. Didger effortlessly hacked them down and watched as their bodies tumbled back down the rubble toward the smoke. Another soldier emerged from the smoke. This one held a mace. He scurried up, but slipped on a piece of granite that skipped across the larger hunks of stone. As the soldier fell, his neck came within reach of Didger’s sword. The mace-man’s head bounced down the heap to disappear under the smoke. A pain shot through Didger’s leg as he turned to reposition himself. He knew he would not be able to stand for very long.
 
   Another soldier came into sight.
 
   “Come on, you son of Khullan,” Didger cursed at the soldier. “Come and taste my steel.” This soldier was large, and instead of armor he wore only leather trousers. A series of scars covered the man’s chest from shoulder to navel, drawing thick purple lines down his leathery, tanned skin. The man smiled, revealing a missing front tooth, and then moved in with a pair of scimitars. Didger managed to dodge the soldier’s first swing and he countered with a great, upward chop of his sword. The soldier’s hand was severed from his arm. It, and the scimitar it still held, fell to the rubble below. Didger blocked the second scimitar effortlessly, as the large soldier roared in agony. Didger then worked his sword around his enemy and drove it back into the man’s chest. Without armor, the blade easily pierced through the man’s heart and stole the soldier’s life from him. The large corpse fell over backward to crash upon the stones.
 
   The smoke closed in on him, decreasing his visibility. Didger’s breathing quickened, and his eyes darted around him. He could hear shouting and fighting beyond the smoke, but he had no way to know what was happening. He could only hope the others along the dock were at least taking down a few enemy soldiers for each of them.
 
   A shadow emerged from the swirling smoke at Didger’s left and a gash was opened on Didger’s back. Didger turned and only saw a bit of the attacker’s boot as he darted into the smoke at Didger’s right. Didger clambered backward, trying to put distance between him and the encroaching black screen. The smoke opened again and an attacker came rushing toward him with a long knife in each hand. The first blade tore through Didger’s right shoulder and the second struck point-first at Didger’s chest. The captain roared defiantly and moved his blade in just in time to deflect the killing blow. The attacker didn’t stop running, he just kept sprinting across the open area to reach the smoke again. Didger was faster. He spun around, grabbed the attacker’s neck with his left hand, and threw him down in front of him. The soldier struck his head and Didger heard a resounding crack. Didger moved in to finish the attacker with a quick thrust of his sword. Before he could pull his blade out, two more soldiers rushed up the rubble, one of them struck out with an axe and the other jabbed his spear at Didger’s abdomen. 
 
   Didger parried the spear with his sword, moving the handle to direct the blade while the tip was still inside the dead knife-man, but the axe hooked his weapon and wrenched it free from him, pulling the knife-man’s corpse down the heap a bit as well. Empowered by his rage, Didger leapt from his perch, ignoring the pain in his leg. He drove his shoulder into the spearman and grabbed the other soldier with his hands. The three of them crashed down to the stone and tumbled over the jagged masonry. The spearman’s head slammed hard into a piece of granite and that was the end of him. Didger yanked the spear from the fallen man and thrust the tip into the axe-man’s throat. His foe twitched wildly, but Didger held on, driving the point home until the man coughed and spurted blood from his mouth and his eyes glazed over.
 
   A new wave of enemies emerged from the smoke. 
 
   Reciting the prayer aloud again, Didger was able to scramble to a kneeling position. His left hand held the spear and his right hand wielded the axe. One of the charging soldiers skewered himself on the spear before any of them realized that Didger was there. The other two froze in disbelief. The hesitation cost them their lives. The captain swung the axe down and cleaved one of the men from the collarbone down to his stomach. As the man fell, the axe was tugged out of Didger’s grasp, so he quickly retracted the spear and swung it like a long mace at the third foe. The spearhead slammed into the side of the soldier’s skull, opening a large gash and resounding with a dull, wet slack! The soldier went down instantly.
 
   Four more soldiers rushed out of the smoke and up the pile of rubble. One tripped on one of the corpses and slammed into the pile of stone face first. Didger smiled and then set about finishing the others. He struck out with the spear and caught one of the soldiers in the right thigh. The spear drove in deep until it hit the bone and then the head snapped off. The man went down, wailing and holding his leg.
 
   Didger slashed out with the sharp, broken shaft at the nearest foe, drawing a red line across the man’s sword hand. The soldier recoiled his arm, but he retained his sword. The fourth soldier landed a heavy warhammer strike on Didger’s right shoulder. What was only a clean slice now mashed into a gruesome mess of flesh and blood. There was a definite crunching of bone as the weight of the weapon crushed through. Didger winced and his arm fell limp beside him. Never before had he felt such pain. His right side burned, red spots and yellow lights appeared before his face, and his nose filled with the smell of sulfur. Yet he did not falter. Again he shouted the warrior’s prayer. Didger struck out with the wooden shaft of the spear, beating the assailant repeatedly and forcing the man into a defensive position.
 
   The swordsman charged in again, ready to strike. He raised his sword high, but an arrow shaft pierced his heart. A second later there were shouts coming from behind Didger. His soldiers had returned for him. The four men finished off the two foes without delay and formed a defensive position around their captain. Didger was emboldened by the sight of his men and struggled to a standing position. “It’s about time, men,” he scolded with a cough. 
 
   “Our apologies sir,” Corporal Faet replied without turning back. “We lost you in the smoke for a moment, but we are here now.”
 
   “Then let us send these dogs to Hammenfein!” Didger snarled.
 
   After he finished his words a wave of twenty soldiers poured out from the smoke and scrambled up the rubble. The five Zinferth soldiers powered through the onslaught, felling each of the twenty attackers, adding their bodies to the pile of rubble and debris. Another wave of twenty men emerged from the smoke and charged the five soldiers. This time, arrows from the battlements above rained down on the attackers before they reached the five Zinferthian soldiers.
 
   “The smoke is still pretty thick up here, captain, but we’ll do our best to help as we can,” one of the archers called out from above.
 
   Didger looked up and waived to his comrade in appreciation. He looked back to the smoke just in time to see a solid wall of foes burst through the black screen. He gave up counting at forty, and held his broken spear at the ready. He and his men fought valiantly. They slew foe after foe, kicking the corpses back down the hill of broken masonry to trip up their enemy while the archers from above pelted the attackers with arrows. Didger and his men fought with the strength of ogres, confident that they had been blessed by Basei himself, but in the end they were overrun as the full force of the enemy horde washed over the rubble and into the city.
 
   The din of swords soon rose to a thunderous tumult as the soldiers from Shausmat stormed the city. Khatthun was heavily outnumbered. The surprise and efficacy of the attack had left them crippled. There was no way that the soldiers, even with the added might of the militia and other citizens, could organize a proper response to the slaughter. The city never stood a chance. By the end of the afternoon, Shausmatian flags flew from the towers and battlement. Thousands were hewn down by the blade, and many more were grievously wounded.
 
   At sundown, Governor Pixier was beheaded in the public square.
 
   Unbeknownst to anyone in Khatthun, a similar battle was on its way to Blundfish at the same time.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Governor Kimmel tapped his knuckles on the cherry-wood desk before him and stared out the window. From his office on the fourth floor of the municipal building, he could just see over the western wall to the plains beyond. His line of sight ended in the hills off in the western horizon. He glanced back down to the letter on the desk and brought his hand up to twirl his pointed moustache.
 
   “Well?” asked Amdur.
 
   Governor Kimmel looked up to eye the old, gray bearded man sitting on the divan and nursing a glass of whiskey. “Well what?” Kimmel groused.
 
   “What are you going to do about Boots?” Amdur asked.
 
   “Boots is dead, what else is there to do?” Kimmel snapped. “He and his whole group have been killed.”
 
   “Precisely my point,” Amdur said with a finger in the air. He took another sip of his drink and set the glass onto the table next to him. He leaned forward and coughed. After he cleared his throat he shook his head. “You are supposed to keep your dogs off of organizations like his. Granted, occasionally they might fight amongst themselves over some hovel or shop in the poorer districts, but your guards are supposed to stay out of it.”
 
   Kimmel wiped a hand down his face and let out an impatient sigh. “I told you before, they weren’t my men, and I don’t know where they came from.”
 
   “Then why is it only today that you have agreed to see me?” Amdur pressed.
 
   “Because, if I were to meet with you immediately afterward, someone would notice. While it is true I have enough men in my pocket to keep things profitable for all of us, not all of my officers would tolerate it.”
 
   “I heard there were two Rangers among the dead, and a Shausmatian trader, is that true?”
 
   Kimmel nodded and pointed to the bottle of whiskey. “Since you feel free enough to help yourself to my booze, how about you make yourself useful and pour me a glass.”
 
   “Your booze,” Amdur said as he frowned and cocked his head to the side. “I should have thought you would remember who it was who placed your gilded arse in the governor’s chair. Not that I need you to come out and fawn over me, but the occasional expression of gratitude would be appreciated.”
 
   “We have other problems now,” Kimmel said as he tapped the letter on the desk. “Rasselin has been sacked.”
 
   Amdur paused and took it in. Then he reached over and grabbed the bottle of whiskey. He stood and carried it over to set it on the desk before Kimmel. “What do you intend to do?” he asked.
 
   “What else can I do? I have to raise a militia. Can you bring the families together on this? I need their support.”
 
   “Unite the five remaining families against a common enemy,” Amdur mused. He scoffed and shook his head. “No, I suppose that is not very reasonable.”
 
   “Why would you say that?”
 
   “The Telbaros family and the Sylvanis have deep familial roots to Shausmat from before the empire split. I am certain that they will throw in their lot with the enemy. The others, the Brumsted family, the Gregaens, and the Fimoral will all be too busy trying to loot each other to form any sort of cohesive front.”
 
   Kimmel nodded and kicked back a glass of whiskey in one fell swoop. He twitched his head sideways and gasped a bit as his eyes teared up. “You are supposed to keep me apprised of the situation when a family decides to do something that could be detrimental to the city.” Kimmel poured another glass. “If the Telbaros and Sylvanis are both going to defect, then it would not matter much what we do in terms of raising a defense. The Telbaros men are the backbone of the officer corps among the Blundfish city guard.” He shook his head.
 
   “And the Sylvanis produce a fair share of the troops that line the walls.” Amdur frowned and sighed heavily. “I think it best if we sit this one out, old boy,” Amdur said. “The good news for us is that the enemy will most likely come across the land, so we can escape by ship if we are quick.”
 
   Kimmel narrowed his eyes on the old man and pointed a finger at him from behind the glass of whiskey, some of the golden brown liquid spilled out as he jabbed his finger in the air. “You have sold yourself out too, haven’t you?”
 
   Amdur shrugged. “The militia will not hold. The army is riddled with corrupt, greedy officers—”
 
   “My officers are corrupt because you forced me to make them so!” Kimmel shouted.
 
   “Keep your shirt on,” Amdur said. “My point is the city won’t stand. It is hollow on the inside and has no core strength. Once the walls fall, the city will be turned to dust. But I did pay for both of us to escape. A little exit strategy I’ve had in back pocket for some time now.” Amdur topped off his glass of whiskey. “The families will devour whatever the enemy army leaves behind. It is best for us to leave.”
 
   “I have a wife,” Kimmel said.
 
   “I never liked her anyway,” Amdur shrugged as he took a sip. “And I don’t think you did either.”
 
   Kimmel grinned and snorted. “I suppose not,” he said.
 
   “We should go,” Amdur announced somberly. “They are coming.”
 
   Kimmel turned to look out the window. A cloud of dust rose up over the hills on the horizon. He couldn’t see anything clearly, but he knew what it was. The dust cloud blanketed the hills, covering the movement that stirred it up. “They are fast.”
 
   “We should go,” Amdur repeated. “If they have already overrun the border posts to the west, then it means there is no buffer left between the invaders and Blundfish. Our safety awaits at the docks.”
 
   “Where are we going?” Kimmel asked.
 
   “Likely to the halls of Hammenfein, but first I thought we should make a stop off in Selemet, far away from this nasty business that is going to sweep over our lands. I have already ordered our wealth to the bottom of a friend’s ship. We will have enough to live comfortably. What’s more, you and I have new travel papers with new identities. You are now my son, and I am your father. We are retired merchants.” Amdur set the whiskey down and made for the door.
 
   Kimmel shook his head, looked to the wall where a painting of Blundfish hung, and then left. He and Amdur made their way out to the docks and were greeted by a dark-skinned merchant outfitted with a silk tunic and cotton pants that danced with the wind. A heavy scimitar hung from his left hip and his bright white teeth shined out from his smiling mouth under a thick moustache.
 
   The ship was out in open waters hours before the first warning bells sounded.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
   Jaleal wiped the saltwater from his face for the millionth time. The orca moved up and down rhythmically. Its massive body rose and dove through the surface of the water effortlessly, careful to keep enough of its back above the surface so Jaleal wouldn’t have to hold his breath.
 
   The warrior gnome had enjoyed the trip once he got over his initial nervousness about riding a marine animal that could swallow him whole if it wanted. Despite fighting dragons and tangling with assassins in recent months, there was something about this beast that unnerved him. On land, he was an able warrior, confident and sure. In the ocean, he was nothing more than a floating meal. It didn’t help that the orcas all had teeth the length of daggers either. Still, after the first ten minutes of riding the orca, Jaleal’s fears subsided for the most part and he let himself enjoy the unique experience.
 
   The salty water sprayed up into his face and the wind kissed his cheeks as the pod of orcas zipped along the coastline with alarming speed. Phinean and Jaleal both had to hold onto the dorsal fins of their respective orca to keep from sliding off. It was exhilarating to say the least.
 
   The excitement turned to drudgery as the minutes grew to hours. The orcas stopped only at night, resting atop the water’s surface and offering the only opportunity to allow Jaleal and Phinean to dry their feet and legs. Even the unobstructed view of the night sky did nothing to lift Jaleal’s spirits. It didn’t help that his stomach was snarling either.
 
   Phinean ate raw fish that one of the orcas brought to him, but Jaleal was not so desperate to try that yet. As the days rolled on, he would find himself succumbing to his hunger pains and biting into the side of a slimy, raw fish and choking it down.
 
   Now, with the added displeasure of the raw fish churning in his stomach, each up and down motion of the orca he rode nearly had him lurching over the side to retch. All that had happened so far was a couple of dry heaves along with the sickly burps that tasted of sulfur and fish guts. He knew they couldn’t slow their pace, so he kept his mouth shut and wiped the water from his face as a mist of ocean spray exploded up in front of him and then coated his torso and head.
 
   When they finally saw land again, Jaleal nearly leapt off from his blackfish to swim himself to shore. His eyes glued themselves to the green trees along the coast and even the pains in his stomach seemed to subside.
 
   “We have another day yet to travel,” Phinean called out.
 
   Jaleal’s smile disappeared instantly and his shoulders slumped as he dropped his head to lean it upon the side of his orca’s dorsal fin. He let out a heavy, groaning sigh. A heavy splash to Jaleal’s left alerted him that Phinean was coming in close with his orca. He looked up to see the other gnome riding alongside him, smiling sympathetically.
 
   “When night comes, we can rest on land, if you like,” Phinean put in. “We won’t be able to travel inland from here though, look beyond the trees.”
 
   Jaleal looked up and saw treacherous cliffs jutting out from behind the thin carpet of green trees lining the coast. From where he sat, the cliffs looked tall, but not overly dangerous.
 
   “We can’t climb them,” Phinean said as if reading the thoughts in Jaleal’s mind. “The cliffs are infested with a terrible breed of wyverns. They are venomous and extremely territorial. Even to sleep upon the beach here would be to invite disaster.”
 
   Jaleal frowned and looked away from the land. “Where will we stay then?” he asked.
 
   “There is a small island, barely more than a mound of dirt with a couple of palm trees on it. We will reach that by nightfall. There we can make fire and have cooked fish.”
 
   The mention of the word fish made Jaleal cringe and shudder.
 
   “Or,” Phinean began after seeing Jaleal’s reaction, “we could look for crab. There are usually some large crabs around this island, and mussels also.”
 
   “As long as we fire them,” Jaleal put in quickly. “I don’t want another bite of raw food.”
 
   Phinean nodded. “From that island it will be a short distance to our landing spot. Hang in there one more day. We’ll be alright.”
 
   Jaleal sighed and resigned himself to hanging onto the dorsal fin. He closed his eyes and imagined his home. He thought about the trees and the meadow. He imagined he was walking among the poppies and marigolds.
 
   A splash of water washed over his face, some of the liquid going up into his nostrils. He spat out the water from his mouth and snorted heavily to blow the salt from his nose. He grimaced and shifted positions, trying to find an angle where the dorsal fin would offer some protection from the spray.
 
   When they finally reached the island, Jaleal clumsily slipped off the orca and waded up to the beach, throwing himself down on his back and grasping huge clumps of wet sand in his fists.
 
   “I’ll get some food,” Phinean said as he casually walked by.
 
   Jaleal noticed the sour look Phinean shot him when he didn’t offer to help gather food, but he didn’t care. He was going to lie upon the sand and let his stomach settle. He didn’t move from his spot on the beach until he heard the crackling fire and the sun was beginning to drop behind the western horizon. Even then he moved slowly, walking with shaky legs to the fire.
 
   Phinean looked up and smiled as he moved his arm in a sweeping gesture toward a large, rectangular piece of stone that was situated over the fire. Upon the gray slab were several crabs, two large fish, and a dozen mussels of varying size.
 
   “I also have this,” Phinean said as he turned around and pulled a large coconut from behind. The top had been sliced off, leaving a hole to drink from. “Don’t drink all of it, or it can give you the runs, if you know what I mean.”
 
   Jaleal nodded and took the coconut. He drank the sweet, cool juice and then handed it back to Phinean. “Thank you,” he offered.
 
   Phinean smiled. “I remember the first time I traveled this way. It wasn’t easy.” The gnome took a drink from the coconut and then pointed to the food. “Let’s eat. Tomorrow we will be at Elroa’s tower. There we shall have a dinner more like what you are accustomed to. He’ll have a good store of bread and fruits.”
 
   Jaleal nodded and reached out to grab one of the crabs.
 
   Phinean grabbed a different crab and showed Jaleal how to break the legs off and open them up. The two of them ate until only the fish were left upon the hot stone. Jaleal was still hungry, but the mere sight of the fish made his stomach flip. He turned and laid down upon the sand again.
 
   Phinean ate one of the fish and hung the other over a branch for the night, leaving it for the morning.
 
   To Jaleal’s utter delight, the next day was indeed a short one at sea. Before mid-day, they spotted their landing area. The orcas danced and weaved between jagged spires of rock stabbing upward from the sea until they came to what seemed like a dead end. A sheer cliff of gray and black stone rose up from the water. A handful of swallows swooped and looped in the air above them. Jaleal shook his head as he studied the rock. There was no way to climb it.
 
   “Hold your nose,” Phinean called out unexpectedly.
 
   Jaleal turned a questioning look to the other gnome, but Phinean only sucked in a huge breath and patted his orca. The massive creature then dove down into the water, with Phinean clinging to the dorsal fin.
 
   “No,” Jaleal said. “I am not doing that.”
 
   The orca beneath him rose up and then the head went under. The angle of descent was sharp enough that Jaleal had only moments to choose between holding the dorsal fin, or sliding off and remaining at the surface.
 
   “No!” Jaleal called out. “I am not…” Jaleal grabbed the fin and took a deep breath at the last moment before the orca pulled him under the blue water. The orca pumped its tail furiously, dragging Jaleal further down into the darkness. The salt in the water stung the warrior gnome’s eyes, but he kept them open anyway. As they dove down amidst the spires of rock that rose up from the ocean floor, he noticed a great hole in the cliffs. His orca leveled out and swam for the hole hastily. Jaleal had to hold the fin with both hands to keep from sliding off.
 
   Blackness swallowed him. His feet smacked against the rock in the cave as they dangled out behind him, but he wasn’t hurt. He pulled in closer to the orca’s fin, hoping that he was not about to have his head smashed in by colliding with a wall at the end of this dismal abyss.
 
   Jaleal then felt the orca pull upward. They accelerated until finally the sun light broke through the water above and offered a bit of illumination. They emerged from the hole and entered what Jaleal could only describe as a bowl of water held within a stone basin. The water here was at least thirty yards deep, and it took a couple of seconds for the orca to breach the surface. When they crashed onto the top of the water, Jaleal gasped for another breath. He could hear Phinean laughing and calling out from somewhere in front of them. The water logged gnome struggled to slide back onto his orca so he could sit on its back and regain his breath. He wiped the water from his burning eyes and looked around. Somehow, they had found a secret alcove behind the cliff. Jaleal saw the gray and black stone rising behind them, but in front of them was a sandy beach.
 
   Phinean pointed to a narrow, canyon-like passage beyond the beach. “We can reach the main part of the island through here. Come on, we aren’t more than a few hours walk away from Elroa’s tower.”
 
   Jaleal’s orca obediently swam toward the beach and then Jaleal slipped off. He watched as Phinean pet each of the orcas on their head and then bent down to whisper his thanks. When he was done, he turned to Jaleal and smiled.
 
   “They are magnificent creatures,” he said. “With any luck, we are at least a day ahead of the assassin. Come on, let’s hurry.”
 
   Jaleal struggled to keep up with Phinean for the first few seconds. His legs were a bit wobbly and uneven in their strides, but he soon overcame it and was keeping pace easily. They slipped through the winding canyon until it opened up into a lush forest of oaks, pines, alders, and palm trees. It was a forest unlike anything Jaleal had seen before.
 
   As they wound their way through the brush and trees, Jaleal realized he hadn’t bothered to ask who Elroa was. He had been so ill the night before, that all he had cared about was resting on an unmoving bed away from the water. Now that he had his senses back about him, he decided it was worthwhile to ask.
 
   “Is Elroa another elf?” Jaleal asked.
 
   Phinean nodded. “He is.”
 
   Jaleal waited as they ducked under a leaning tree for more explanation. When Phinean didn’t offer any, he pressed the matter. “What does he have to do with this?”
 
   Phinean looked back with a frown, as if Jaleal should have already known. “Why, he holds the king’s ring of course.”
 
   “The king’s ring?” Jaleal echoed.
 
   Phinean stopped running and turned to Jaleal. “King Dailex’s ring. It was one of the relics used to banish the Sierri’Tai. Elroa has it, and the assassin needs it.”
 
   Phinean turned to resume running, but Jaleal reached out and stopped him. “Hold on a moment,” Jaleal said. “What’s our plan?”
 
   Phinean shrugged. “Stop the assassin.”
 
   “That’s it?” Jaleal asked. “Just go to the tower and kill the bad guy.”
 
   Phinean frowned and glanced at Jaleal’s spear. “You said you have hunted dragons before, what is one human to a warrior like that?”
 
   Jaleal sighed and shook his head. “It might help to have a plan.”
 
   Phinean shrugged. “Warn Elroa, tell him to leave and take the ring. Then we set a trap at the tower and wait. The assassin has to come there some time to get the ring.” Phinean then pulled away and gestured for Jaleal to follow him.
 
   Jaleal looked up to the trees above and shook his head. “Sure,” he said under his breath. “That sounds like a great plan.” Suddenly he found himself wishing that Master Lepkin was with him. Lepkin always had a plan. As Phinean put considerable distance between the two gnomes, Jaleal found himself jogging along to catch up. The words of Phinean’s question replayed in his mind over and over. He had to admit that the other gnome had a point. What was a single human compared with a dragon? The more Jaleal thought about it, the more he wanted to agree with Phinean that it would be a simple task to stop the assassin, but something nagged at his soul. This was different somehow.
 
   Perhaps it was the fact that he didn’t know this assassin. He had known Tu’luh the Red. More than that, he had had a vendetta against the dragon. This assassin was little more than a shadow to him. He was an unknown enigma, and that presented a different kind of danger. Then again, perhaps he was overanalyzing things. How bad could one human be?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As Phinean had promised, the gnomes had reached Elroa’s tower and were eating a proper meal before the sun went down. Jaleal kept mostly to himself, happy to eat from plants and animals that had not come from the sea while Phinean and Elroa scurried about the upper room of the tower where the elf’s living and dining area were located. Jaleal watched their interactions as Elroa hurriedly prepared a day pack while Phinean relayed to him all that had happened with the human assassin.
 
   “It’s best that you don’t tell me where you are going,” Phinean said. “If the human bests us, I don’t want to bear the burden of revealing where you are hiding.”
 
   Elroa was tall, even for an elf. He stood almost seven feet tall, and was so thin that it looked as though he never ate a morsel of food in his life. His narrow, green eyes turned sharply on Jaleal for a moment, and then flicked out across the room looking for something. He crossed the room in only a few paces, with his long legs stretching out nearly three times the length a gnome could cover with a single step. It was more than his odd physique and loping gait that set him apart from the other elves Jaleal had seen, however. Elroa’s boots were not the refined, polished leather Jaleal had seen in the other elf cities. He didn’t adorn himself with precious jewelry either. Instead, he had a bracelet of dark wooden beads on is right wrist. A single feather was braided into his hair, and his tunic was earthen brown, as were his trousers. In all things, he was as plain as a poor woodsman, though one look about the tower told Jaleal that there was wealth in Elroa’s possession.
 
   “Why not tie the ring to a stone and throw it into the ocean?” Phinean asked as Elroa rifled through a drawer.
 
   Elroa turned on Phinean with a sharply arched eyebrow. “And leave it for the merfolk to find? What good would that do?”
 
   Jaleal took another bite of venison as he watched the exchange between the two.
 
   “Merfolk can’t walk. So they would never be able to open the gate,” Phinean reasoned.
 
   Elroa shook his head and slammed the drawer shut. “Merfolk are fickle. Who is to say they wouldn’t sell it to some adventurer later on? No, the ring must be protected by someone we can trust. That is why Jahre gave it to me.”
 
   Jaleal wanted to ask about the merfolk, but now did not seem like the opportune moment to satisfy his curiosity. Instead, he swallowed his juicy mouthful of deer meat and then posed a different question. “Why not destroy the ring?” he asked.
 
   Elroa shrugged. “Where might we do that?” he asked in return. “The enchantments on it are such that only a dragon’s fire could devour it.”
 
   “Well,” Jaleal started with a shrug. “What about the white dragon that King Dailex rode?”
 
   Elroa shook his head and waved his hands impatiently. “No, that won’t work. The dragon is dead. There are no more dragons in this part of the world. Besides, Jahre forbade me from destroying it.”
 
   “Why is that?” Jaleal pressed.
 
   Elroa sighed. “Who are you, exactly?” Elroa asked pointedly.
 
   Jaleal pointed to Phinean. “Ask him, he’s the one who brought me here.” Jaleal took another bite of his food as he watched Elroa turn a piercing glare on Phinean. In Phinean’s haste, he had not properly introduced Jaleal to Elroa. He had stated only that he was a friend. Now that Elroa had posed the question, Jaleal thought it best that Phinean answer.
 
   “Well…” Phinean began to explain but then he frowned as he apparently lost the words he was thinking of. The gnome frowned and pouted his lips out as his brow knit together.
 
   “Who is he?” Elroa asked. “How do you know he can be trusted?”
 
   Phinean’s eyes lit up at that question. “Because Jahre told me to get him. The sage believed he could help us.” Phinean pointed to Jaleal. “He has the Goresym.”
 
   Elroa glanced between the two of them. It was obvious by the expression on his face that he didn’t know what Phinean was talking about.
 
   Jaleal swallowed his food and wiped the corners of his mouth. “Phinean, are you certain that Jahre told Elroa everything about the assassin and the Goresym?”
 
   Elroa answered first. “Jahre told me someone may come for the ring, in time. He didn’t tell me about anything called a Goresym.”
 
   Jaleal stood from the table and folded his arms. “I say our best course of action is to destroy the ring.”
 
   Elroa blanched. “No.”
 
   “Give it to me, I will take it back to the Middle Kingdom. Find as many elves as you need to send me back. You keep the Goresym, I take the ring and destroy it.” Jaleal smiled and puffed out his chest proudly, as though he had identified the simplest solution.
 
   “If you destroy the ring, a great evil will fall upon us.”
 
   “He is right,” Phinean said. “Our job is to use the Goresym. We must bring balance to the human warrior.” Phinean turned a stern eye on Jaleal. “Remember what I told you before?”
 
   Elroa turned to Phinean. “Are you saying that this human is the one of whom Jahre spoke?”
 
   Phinean nodded. “That’s what I have been trying to say.”
 
   Elroa reached his left hand into a pocket and stood still. “Jahre told me that the one who came for it should be allowed to have the ring. He did not mention anything about an assassin killing him, or that anyone would hunt me for the ring. Are you certain this is the right person?”
 
   “When was the last time you spoke with Jahre?” Jaleal asked Elroa.
 
   “Twenty years ago, perhaps a few more,” Elroa said. “He had given me the ring to protect right after the banishment was completed, but he came to me some time ago and said that someone would come for the ring. He said I would know him because Jahre himself would give him a seal, or a token to show me it was the right man. Jahre told me that I was to give him the ring.”
 
   Phinean gathered himself and spoke more eloquently than he had ever done previously in Jaleal’s presence. “Jahre has made a mistake,” Phinean said with a heartbroken sigh. “The man who was supposed to come for the ring has fallen into an evil snare. He slew Jahre and stole the Tomni’Tai scroll. He murdered Svetli’Tai Kruks, and demolished much of Medlas. More than that, he has Drekk’hul.”
 
   Elroa’s eyebrows shot up and he shook his head as his mouth went slack. “No, it cannot be.”
 
   “Whatever the reason, we may never know, but the man has been corrupted. Jahre believed that the Goresym may bring balance back to the warrior, and thus restore him to his former destiny, but if not…”
 
   Jaleal brought out his spear and stamped it on the ground. “Then we stop him,” he said confidently.
 
   Elroa nodded as he chewed on the words Phinean had just spoken. After a while he turned to Jaleal. “Can I see the Goresym?”
 
   “Show me yours and I will show you mine,” Jaleal said.
 
   Elroa moved his hand to a chain around his neck. He lifted it up to display a brilliant ring of silver. A large emerald was set in the ring and it sparkled brilliantly. Jaleal brought out the fist-sized blue gem and held it out. It hummed and vibrated slightly as the light bounced off its myriad surfaces.
 
   “What does it do?” Elroa asked.
 
   Jaleal shrugged and opened his mouth to say he wasn’t sure, but Phinean cut in quickly.
 
   “It helps an individual find balance. It can counter Drekk’hul’s magic.” Phinean then pointed to the day pack. “Come, you must hurry. I don’t know how long it will be before the assassin arrives, and we must finish preparing the tower.”
 
   Elroa concealed the ring again and then nodded. “Best of luck to you both. Jahre was a good friend. He may have had his faults, but he was always trying to make the realm a better place, and that is why I have been his faithful servant these many years since the Sierri’Tai were banished.”
 
   The tall elf glanced around his room once more and then swept up his pack, slinging it over his shoulder and then disappearing down the stairs without another word.
 
   “One question,” Jaleal said as he moved closer to Phinean. “If this human does get his senses back, and regains his former destiny, then how do we find Elroa again?”
 
   Phinean shrugged. “I imagine we could just ask the Svetli’Tai Kruks for their help.”
 
   Jaleal shot Phinean a sidelong glance. “I thought you said they would kill any who went after the relics?”
 
   Phinean’s mouth dropped open as it suddenly dawned on him. “Wait here!” Phinean instructed. The short gnome then bounded down the stairs after Elroa, shouting out his name and begging him to wait.
 
   Jaleal shook his head. “Not the most organized fellow I have ever met, especially for a gnome.” The warrior gnome went back to his spot at the table and sat to finish the rest of his meal. The company was strange, but at least he was back on dry land and the food was good.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon moved along the deck of the boat and watched as the she-elf sat near the bow.
 
   “The wind is steady,” she said. “We should arrive by tomorrow.”
 
   Talon nodded. He stared out against the endless blue before them and then turned to admire the rocky coastline to their left. “There is no place to dock the boat before Tuport?” he asked.
 
   The she-elf crossed her right leg over her left knee and looked up at him with her sky-blue eyes. “You haven’t even asked me my name,” she said. “We have sailed for five days and we have hardly spoken more than a few words to each other at all.”
 
   Talon smirked and shrugged. “I’m not a chatty person.”
 
   “Elorien,” she said. “That’s my name.”
 
   Talon turned away from her and looked more intently at the coastline. “Is there no place along here that we could bring the boat in?” he asked.
 
   Elorien rose to her feet and moved toward him with a determined gait. “Can’t you say my name?” she asked.
 
   Talon turned a cold eye on her. “I don’t wish to know your name,” he said bluntly.
 
   Elorien narrowed her eyes on his and folded her arms. “I married when I was two hundred and four years old. I have been married for one hundred and forty years.”
 
   Talon eyed her up and down and then snarked, “My condolences.”
 
   “You are not entirely human are you?” Elorien pressed as she stepped in closer. She reached up with her left hand, reaching out for Talon’s right ear. His hand shot up lightning fast and snatched her by the wrist.
 
   “What are you playing at?” he barked. “I am not here to make friends.”
 
   “Give me your name, and I will tell you the answer to your question,” she said pointedly as one of her golden brows arched up playfully.
 
   “No,” Talon said.
 
   “What are you running from?” Elorien asked.
 
   Talon shoved her hand away and took a step back. “What does it matter?” His hand went down to rest on the hilt of his sword.
 
   “She knows something,” the sword whispered into his mind. “There is another place to dock the vessel.”
 
   Talon pulled his hand away from the sword and folded his arms across his chest. “I give you my name, and then you will tell me where we can dock that is closer than Tuport?”
 
   Elorien nodded.
 
   Talon nodded and looked out to the coastline before speaking. “I am Jim Brighton. I come from the mainland.”
 
   Elorien laughed. “Really? Is that the best you can come up with?” Elorien shook her head and wagged a finger. “A true name for a true port to dock in,” she demanded. “It makes no never mind to me whether we sail for six days or seven.”
 
   “Why does my name matter?” Talon indicated down to his weapon. “I ran your lover through less than a week ago, or have you already forgotten about that?”
 
   Elorien frowned and turned away. It was obvious that she had not forgotten. She rubbed her upper arms as a breeze picked up and gently blew her hair out behind her. Talon caught the faint scent of lavender on the wind. They stood there for a few moments, Talon watching the coast and Elorien staring out to the front of the ship. Neither of them spoke. The boat pitched to the left, not enough to knock them off balance, but enough that Elorien moved to go back and adjust the sails. “There is a small village nearby,” she said. “It is obvious that speed is important to you. I can dock us there if you like, Jim Brighton.”
 
   Talon turned and watched her work the rigging and adjust the sails. He was almost tempted to tell her his name. Almost. He went back to the rear of the vessel and she looked at him. “What is the name of it?” Talon asked, referring to the village.
 
   “Doesn’t have one,” Elorien said. “It is a small fishing village. There is a path that leads from it to Tantine, which is due south of the village. It is a day shorter to sail to the village than to Tuport. It will also save you a fair amount of travel on the island roads if you are headed further inland.”
 
   “Why the change of heart?” Talon pressed.
 
   Elorien shrugged. “Maybe I just want you off my boat.”
 
   Talon smiled slyly and nodded. “If this is a trick…” Talon let his words trail off in the air.
 
   Elorien shrugged and went back to working the rigging. “No ships can follow us in there, if that is what you are asking about,” she said. “The waterways are too narrow for anything much bigger than this boat to navigate. The village itself is peaceful. You won’t find any trouble there.”
 
   Talon nodded and then went below into the cabin.
 
   It was night when Elorien came below. Talon looked up to see her motioning for him to follow her onto the deck. As he emerged, he saw that they had turned into a narrow alcove, flanked by massive rocks and foreboding cliffs that stood high above them. His instincts kicked in. If there was a plan to ambush him, this would be the best location for it. Archers could fire from above and easily overtake the small vessel. His hand went down to the sword.
 
   “Easy now,” Drekk’hul whispered to him. “The she-elf means you no harm here.”
 
   Talon called out to the sword in his mind. “How can you be certain?”
 
   “You should relax,” Elorien called out before the sword could reply. “It is dark out. I can dock on the edge of the village and you can slip into the forest. No one will see you.”
 
   “How do I know you won’t betray me?” Talon shot back.
 
   Elorien shrugged. “You don’t,” she said flatly. “You can either choose to trust me, or you can do as you will.”
 
   Talon was surprised to find that there was no feeling of bloodlust coursing through him. Only a few days before, the sword had practically been begging for him to slay her. Now it was pleading for mercy too. He was not sure what to make of it.
 
   “I can sense them.”
 
   Talon gripped the sword tight and called out to it with his mind. “Who do you sense?”
 
   “The Tomni’Tai, dark elves. This village is full of them.”
 
   Talon turned to Elorien. “This village has dark elves in it?”
 
   Elorien bristled and shook her head. “I don’t much care for that term,” she said. “This is the home of the last remaining Tomni’Tai.”
 
   Talon looked at the she elf and realized that though her skin was fair, it had been darker than other elves he had seen. “You are from here,” he said.
 
   Elorien nodded. “I have not been here since my betrothal.”
 
   “You were married to a Svetli’Tai, why?” Talon asked.
 
   Elorien gave a half-smile. “Because I was fair-skinned and would fetch a good dowry. I was the fairest elf in the village. Not good enough for a noble, but pretty enough for a greedy merchant.”
 
   Talon nodded and turned to her. “I will not harm anyone in this village,” he said.
 
   Elorien smirked. “Had you been planning on it?”
 
   Talon shrugged. “Depends on how things play out. I like to keep my options open.”
 
   The she-elf smiled wide then. “We aren’t so different, you and I. We both are seeking to make our own way in a world that is against us. I bet in another life we could have been friends.”
 
   “I doubt that,” Talon said. “I am not that fond of elves.”
 
   “Then you must be tormented to know that elf blood runs in your veins,” Elorien replied pointedly. “Who was it, your mother?”
 
   Talon frowned and turned away from her.
 
   “Or was it your father?” Elorien pressed. “One of them was an elf, I can see it in your features.”
 
   Talon shook his head. He turned back to her. “My name is Talon,” he said. “I trust you will keep that to yourself. The last person who betrayed me ended up skewered on my sword.”
 
   Elorien smiled softly and nodded. “Elorien and Talon, it has a nice ring to it. We could sail to the mainland together.”
 
   Talon shook his head. “I go on alone.”
 
   The two of them drifted off into silence. Elorien worked the vessel while Talon watched as they passed by the large rocks and through the narrow neck of water until they came into a large bay. Lanterns of red and yellow hung from piers and buildings. The single masts of smaller fishing vessels stabbed up into the night, but no one stirred. The ships were docked for the night, and it appeared as though no one was out and about.
 
   Elorien pulled the boat up into the shallow waters until the bow abruptly pressed into the sand, grinding and jerking to a halt. Talon looked back to her with a nod and then leapt over the side into the shallow water. He turned and pushed the vessel back out into the water. The assassin then turned to the forest and made haste for the shore without so much as a wave to the she-elf.
 
   He moved through the forest effortlessly. The moon was full, bathing the forest in a silvery light that aided his progress. He stalked through the shadows and around the large trees. He soon found the path that led to Tantine, but he didn’t travel by it. On the off chance that Elorien would betray him, he went through the forest away from the path. Besides that, the tower he sought was further inland than Tantine.
 
   By midnight, Talon found a large, hollowed out oak. There was no sign of any animal, so he used the shell as shelter for the night, sleeping until the golden rays of morning broke through the green canopy of leaves above him.
 
   Birds and squirrels were already busy gathering food in the early light of the morning. Talon’s stomach rumbled, but he pushed the thought of food out of his mind. He was sure the forest would provide him with sustenance along the way. It was best to push on. With any luck, he would be at the tower in a day or two, depending on how long it took him to navigate the forest.
 
   As he pressed on through the vegetation, he passed a large raspberry bush. There were only a dozen or so berries left on the plant for him to pick, but he ate them quickly and continued on. He saw deer deeper in the woods, but he let them alone. He had not brought a bow, and it would be nearly impossible to down a deer with a sword. It would be better for him to forage berry bushes along the way until he found the tower.
 
   It was noon by the time he reached the road.
 
   Talon crouched behind a mossy, fallen log and scanned the road before venturing out from the cover of the trees. He checked not only the road, but the forest itself for any sign of highwaymen or other dangers. After he was satisfied that the road was clear, he left the log and moved out onto the road. With the ground level and free of obstructions, he was able to increase his pace greatly. He followed the road in a westerly direction, growing more excited with each step that brought him closer to the next relic he needed.
 
   After the space of two hours, he heard shouting coming from further up the road.
 
   Talon ducked into the trees and moved along them stealthily. He could hear angry men hollering back and forth at one another.
 
   “Curses, Amdur!” someone shouted. “If you hadn’t been driving recklessly, we wouldn’t have broken the wheel!”
 
   “I told you not to call me that!” another man shouted back. “That is the whole reason to have new names, so no one knows who we are!”
 
   Talon was intrigued by their bickering. He carefully scanned the trees around him as he crept closer and closer to the arguing pair. Soon he saw a small, uncovered wagon loaded with a few crates and bags. A single horse stamped its feet impatiently, pawing at the road. Two men stood near a wooden wheel. Two of the wooden spokes had snapped, and the felloes was cracked so badly that the flat steel tire was hanging off of it.
 
   “I need a drink,” the taller man said in disgust. “You want one Amdur?”
 
   The shorter man poked the other one in the back. “Stop calling me that!”
 
   Talon watched as the taller man pulled a small crate down from the back of the wagon and handed it to the shorter man he had identified as Amdur.
 
   “Here, hold this.” The taller man opened the crate and pulled a small bottle containing an amber colored liquid out. He also pulled out a length of smoked sausage. At the sight of the meat, Talon’s stomach growled again.
 
   “Break me off a piece too,” the shorter man said. “If your lordship would be so kind, Governor Kimmel.”
 
   The taller man took a drink from the bottle and then placed it back into the crate. “Ah, so it’s alright for you to use my name, but I can’t use yours?”
 
   Amdur shook his head. “You don’t seem to care either way, so what difference does it make?”
 
   Governor Kimmel swept his hands out as he tore a piece of sausage off and chewed it. Through the mouthful of food he shouted at Amdur, “Look at this! I used to live in a governor’s mansion. I wore silks and had fine food whenever I wanted. Now I am in the middle of an elf forest, subsisting on smoked sausage and liquor!”
 
   “You forget who put you in the governor’s mansion,” Amdur replied sourly as he dropped the crate. Talon sniggered as the wooden crate broke apart and several glass bottles shattered, spilling their liquid onto the road.
 
   “Now you have done it!” Kimmel said. “You can’t help breaking things can you?”
 
   “If you hate it so much, then why don’t you go back to Blundfish?” Amdur asked.
 
   “Where are the men you said would meet us?” Kimmel snapped. “I want to know where your men are. You said you had everything arranged!”
 
   Talon stopped listening now. If the taller man really was the governor in Blundfish, then perhaps he would be able to shed some light on how Talon’s war plans had gone. It would be nice to see if his handiwork had done the job or not. Besides the information, there was food in that wagon, and a horse in front of it. Talon had killed for less gain before.
 
   He stepped out from the woods and smiled as the two men stopped arguing and looked at him. Governor Kimmel chewed with his mouth open, gawking and pointing at Talon, while Amdur turned quick and clambered over the side of the wagon.
 
   Talon moved in fast. As Amdur spun around with a crossbow in hand, Talon drove his blade through Amdur’s chest.
 
   “Ah, now that is a pleasant way to wake up!” Drekk’hul exclaimed.
 
   “Please, take what you want!” Kimmel said as hunks of half-chewed sausage fell from his mouth and he held his hands up in front of himself.
 
   Talon dropped Amdur to the ground and turned to Kimmel. He stepped forward and took the sausage from the man, taking a large bite as he aimed the tip of his sword at Kimmel’s throat.
 
   “I have money,” Kimmel said as he pointed to the wagon. “Money and food, if you like.”
 
   “You are the governor of Blundfish?” Talon asked after he swallowed the first bite.
 
   Kimmel eyed the sausage and then glanced to the blood-stained blade in front of him. He shook his head. “No, no, we were just—”
 
   “Don’t lie to me,” Talon said as he pressed the tip of the blade into Kimmel’s throat. Kimmel backed away.
 
   “I used to be, my good man, but not anymore. I am afraid that Blundfish has fallen under Shausmatian control now. We are nothing more than fleeing refugees.”
 
   Talon glanced into the wagon. He could see the two strong boxes in the back, nestled between a pair of sacks. “What of Kobhir?” Talon asked. “Is there war in the capitol city?”
 
   Kimmel shrugged and shook his head nervously. “I don’t know,” he said. “All I know is when I saw the soldiers coming for Blundfish, there were too many of them. So, we escaped.”
 
   Talon took another bite of the sausage. As he turned away he shot his right arm out and slashed Kimmel’s throat.
 
   “That was delicious.”
 
   Talon went to wipe the blade, but saw that the metal drank in the blood. He could feel the lust and rage growing within the sword. He flipped the weapon over in his hand and sheathed it. Drekk’hul tried to say something, but Talon broke the connection before it could.
 
   The assassin then went to work unhitching the horse. He fashioned a pair of saddlebags out of the gunnysacks in the back of the wagon. He filled them with food and then tied the tops together so he could sling them over either side of the horse. Then he went for the strong boxes. They weren’t overly large, but they were heavy. The wood was reinforced with iron bands and thick, strong hinges. The giant lock on the front was unlike most locks he had seen before. It was thick and had a dozen rivets holding the frame of the lock together. A thin, flat sheet of metal covered the keyhole and was held in place with a tiny metal hook that swiveled into an iron loop. The box weighed roughly fifty pounds, telling Talon that there was plenty of coin inside. He hefted it up and brought it over to Kimmel’s body. Then, he searched the two corpses for keys. After finding the key, he opened the strongbox and smiled widely when he saw it was filled with gold coins.
 
   He divided the coins into the two saddle bags. Then he took the second strong box and stuffed it into a hollow log, along with the key. He wasn’t particularly intrigued by the idea of coming back for it, but he thought it was better to plan for it just in case.
 
   After he hid the second box, he mounted the horse and rode off at a steady pace, smiling at his tremendously good fortune. The war between Zinferth and Shausmat was going better than even he had envisioned, and it would certainly take the attention away from the southern coasts where he would need to land with his army once he had it. Beyond that, he was able to increase the total number of governors he had killed, not to mention the hefty amount of coin he had liberated from the dead politician. Now he had a horse and would arrive at the Tower well before he had originally planned. It was looking to be a fine day for him indeed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
   Kelden sat upon a rectangular crate that was four feet tall and six feet long. His legs dangled loosely over the side, just over a single latch that was held in place with an iron pin. From his vantage point on the main deck of Zinferth Navy’s flagship, the Arioness, he could easily watch as the sailors rushed about like an army of ants up and down the gangplank. The men varied in age. The older, more salty men barked orders and called out locations while the younger men scurried back and forth. Many of them joked with each other, apparently excited about their upcoming voyage and the chance to sea battle at sea. Others wore expressions that showed they were clearly in over their heads. Kelden watched one such young man, with his brown eyes opened wide and his mouth slack as he glanced between two of the older men that barked out orders. The young man turned to his left with his box, bumping into another sailor who was hurrying to get back down the gangplank for more supplies.
 
   “Not that way!” one of the officers shouted at the frightened young man. “Get moving over here! Put that box down there!” Kelden watched as the young man averted his eyes to the floor and rushed toward an open hatch with his box. The old man that had ordered him around gave him a quick, side kick in the rump to spur him along faster. The young sailor apologized and disappeared down the hatch with the box. Kelden guessed it was likely the young sailor’s first time on a ship. He didn’t look a day older than seventeen.
 
   Kelden took in a breath and watched the other sailors as he leaned back on his hands.
 
   Some carried barrels of food, others carried crates with supplies. Kelden would have helped, but he didn’t know his way around ships, and he decided it was best just to stay out of the way. Along the docks there were seven other ships similarly being prepared by other sailors. They bustled about in their white shirts and tan pants. Each of them boarded a ship only to disappear into the cargo hold and reemerge with empty hands. The work went on for hours.
 
   The last thing to be carried onto the ship were great missiles. They were somewhat like spears or harpoons, except they were thicker in the shaft and longer than any spear or harpoon that Kelden had seen before. On the butt of the shaft the missiles had fletching, like an arrow would. The large missiles were tied into bundles of four, and each bundle was carried by two men. They carried them to the front of the ship and then untied the bundles so they could place the missiles into iron racks next to a great contraption that looked somewhat like a gargantuan crossbow set upon a pedestal of iron and brass. Kelden had seen ballista launchers before, but this one was much larger than any he had previously seen.
 
   He marveled at it for a moment and then he heard some rustling coming from within the crate below him. Kelden kicked the side of the crate with the heel of his boot gently. “Quiet down,” he whispered.
 
   “It’s hot in here,” Pinhead moaned.
 
   Kelden sighed and shook his head. Pinhead had argued the merit of stowing away on the ship in the first place. He didn’t see why he and Redbeard couldn’t walk aboard the vessel like everyone else. Kelden saw it differently though. With Tehrigg and other powerful men turning out to be traitors to the queen, Kelden wanted to keep things close to the chest. If there was a spy on board the ship, then he thought it best the dwarves remain a secret.
 
   “You promised rum!” Pinhead snarled from the crate.
 
   Kelden smiled. He had indeed promised Pinhead a jug of rum for the journey. He slipped off the side of the crate and removed a small hole in the wall without turning around to face the dwarves. “I will get it later tonight.”
 
   “You better,” Pinhead said.
 
   “Shut yer mouth!” Redbeard whispered. “We’re supposed to be hiding!”
 
   “I hide better when I have drink,” Pinhead insisted.
 
   “Keep quiet,” Kelden instructed. “We are soon to be underway.” He replaced the plug into the hole and leaned back against the crate. He folded his arms and looked up to the sky to see a trio of seagulls circling around the center mast. They squawked and called out playfully as they flew. Kelden moved around the crate and leaned upon the railing, looking out to the vast expanse of blue water. He had often fantasized about sailing east. He wondered what might be out beyond the island of Jibham. Silently, he promised himself that if he lived through this unholy war, he would take enough time to do just that.
 
   Eventually, Kelden spotted the captains leaving the naval offices which sat off beyond the docks. They were dressed in their fine blue jackets, bright white pants, and shining black boots. Admiral Crillion walked behind them. Kelden knew it was him by the large blue feather sticking out from over his ridiculously large hat. As the seven officers made their way to the docks, sailors stopped to salute them. The officers paid the men no mind. They just kept moving for the ships. When they reached the docks, captains peeled off to their respective vessels and Admiral Crillion continued on to the ship Kelden was on. As he made his way up the gangplank, Kelden got a good look at the man.
 
   He was older than Kelden had imagined. Maybe early sixties, judging by the white hair and the wrinkled face. The two tendons under the admiral's jaw stuck out in his neck and seemed pulled tightly enough to snap if the man moved his head the wrong way. Liver spots covered the backs of his hands, and it was obvious that the man’s shoulders were much narrower than the tasseled shoulder pads made them appear. Still, he carried himself with his head high, his jaw set tight, and with a determined gait. One hand rested across the hilt of his sword, and the other swung at his side. Not with the lazy swing of an aimless amble, but with purpose.
 
   “You are the merchant guard,” Admiral Crillion said as he went straight across the deck to Kelden.
 
   Kelden slid off the crate and stood straight. “I am. The name is Kelden Ferryl.”
 
   “Aye, I know your name.” The admiral stuck out his hand. “I am Crillion, Admiral of the Zinferth navy.”
 
   Kelden tipped his head forward. “You need no introduction,” Kelden said.
 
   Crillion smiled. “True, but I like saying it aloud. It has a good ring to it, I find.” He winked his left eye and then pointed to the rear of the ship. “We will be casting off soon. Shall I invite you to my cabin for a brandy? I find it is always best to start a voyage at sea with a brandy.”
 
   “I am not much for drinking,” Kelden replied.
 
   Crillion frowned. “I don’t know whether I can trust a man who would refuse a free brandy,” he said. “Come, I will drink them both if I must.”
 
   Kelden followed Crillion back to the cabin and closed the door after them. A musty odor assaulted Kelden’s nostrils. He sniffed once, and then he looked about the cabin. A bed was bracketed to the portside wall. A dresser stood near it. A green couch was fastened to the starboard side wall. A trunk of clothes sat beside it. Kelden guessed it was the trunk of clothes that stunk up the room, but he kept his mouth shut about it and followed Admiral Crillion to a small table in the rear of the cabin next to the large stained glass rear wall. The sunlight broke through the colored glass, casting vivid dots and stripes along the wooden floor.
 
   “You sure you won’t take one?” Crillion pressed as he pulled the stopper from a bottle on the table and poured himself a drink.
 
   “I’m fine, thank you,” Kelden said.
 
   “So, why are you aboard then?” Crillion asked. The old man pulled a wooden chair out and promptly sat down and kicked his feet out in front of him on the floor, crossing them at the ankles as he slid down in the chair. He swished his brandy around the glass and looked at it through the light.
 
   Kelden smiled and took the chair opposite Crillion. “The queen thought it best if I remain discreet.”
 
   Crillion touched the glass to his lips and took the smallest of sips. He cocked his head back and smacked his lips together as he looked to the glass and exhaled. “It’s good brandy,” he said. He pointed one last time to the bottle. “Are you sure?”
 
   Kelden shook his head and put a hand in the air, palm facing the bottle.
 
   “So you won’t drink with me, and you won’t talk with me either.” Crillion took another small sip and swished it around in his cheek before swallowing. He narrowed his green eyes on Kelden. “What am I to think of you?”
 
   Kelden shrugged. “I mean no disrespect.”
 
   “A merchant guard normally travels by land. Merchants who travel by sea usually have their own mercenaries with them. So why is it you have to get to Khatthun so quickly?” Crillion took another sip, swallowing it almost immediately, and then he slowly struggled forward to set the glass on the table. “I don’t need to know your mission. Frankly, I am too old to care about skullduggery and all this cloak and dagger balderdash. However, if you need it, you have only to say the word and I can assign body guards to you.”
 
   “Skullduggery, sir?” Kelden repeated.
 
   “Bah, don’t try to play me for a fool, boy,” Crillion said. “I have outlived two kings. I know a spy when I see one. Though, I must say I have not seen one before under the queen’s reign. I am a patriot though. I am loyal to Zinferth, and to Queen Dalynn. I am dyed in the wool true blue through and through.” Crillion reached up and pulled his hat from his head. He flopped the thing on the floor. A bit of feather fell away from the hat and Crillion had to blow it away to keep it out of his face. “Hate that hat,” he mumbled.
 
   “I don’t need anything, sir,” Kelden said. “Just passage and a place to lay my head at night.”
 
   “First you refuse my brandy, and now you refuse my help.” Crillion whistled through his teeth. “Things were done a bit differently when I was your age.” He smoothed his snow white hair to the right side of his head and then he reached for the glass of brandy again. “Yes indeed, things were done differently.”
 
   “I meant no disrespect,” Kelden offered again.
 
   “Well then,” Crillion said as he raised his glass. “A toast to respect, to honor, and to wars that I didn’t bloody well start. May our enemies respect us, our honor never falter, and the blasted royals burn in the hellfire of Hammenfein for the blood they have committed to spill.”
 
   Kelden bristled and watched Crillion drain the glass. When the admiral finished he tossed the glass aside and Kelden could see tears in his eyes. “I thought you said you were a patriot?”
 
   Crillion looked up and met Kelden’s gaze with a fiery glare. “I am, son, I most certainly am. I was also a father, once, and a grandfather. My son died along the borders near Blundfish during a skirmish the eve of my fortieth birthday. His son died exactly twenty years later on the same contested border. My daughter in law killed herself for grief, and my wife has since gone mad.” Admiral Crillion rose to his feet and pointed down at Kelden. “I am here because I want to take Shausmatian scalps. I want their ships to sink to the bottom of the seas. The soldiers on land may call out to Basei, the demi god of battle, to vanquish their foes, but I prefer to send the Shausmatian dogs down to Osei, the demi god of the oceans. Let Osei feast upon the bloated flesh of their dead sailors. Then, I want to look King Sarito in the eye and ram my sword down his gullet. So don’t sit there and question my patriotism. I am truer than any you are going to meet on these ships.” Crillion turned away and ranked on the back of the chair he had been sitting in, slamming it to the floor. “The nobles and their damned wars,” he grumbled. “If not for men and their greed, we could all live in peace. There is plenty to be had and shared among all, if men could but open their hearts.”
 
   “Forgive me,” Kelden said. “I did not know.”
 
   Crillion turned over his shoulder, still glaring with those piercing green eyes. “Not much of a spy are you? Can’t even do your research on an old sailor.”
 
   Kelden rose silently to his feet and made his way for the door. His hand seized the knob, but he stopped short when the admiral whistled. He stood still, turning only an ear back toward Crillion.
 
   “I have a reputation among my men,” Crillion said.
 
   Kelden shook his head. “Our conversation stays between us,” Kelden promised.
 
   “See that it does,” Crillion warned. “In the meantime, think on my offer. I have a pair of men that I would trust with my life. Give the word, and I will assign them to you for whatever you need.”
 
   Kelden nodded and exited the cabin.
 
   He walked back to the large crate he had been sitting on and leaned against it. He exhaled slowly and scanned the nearby area. All of the sailors were busy launching the ship. Some were untying ropes that held the sails, others were unmooring the ship and others were working a great crank to draw in the anchor. Kelden gave a distinctive knock on the crate. A small section of wood was removed near Kelden’s arm to form a minute circle.
 
   “Any trouble?” Redbeard asked.
 
   “No,” Kelden answered in a hushed whisper.
 
   “Any mead?” Pinhead asked.
 
   Kelden smirked. “No, but he did offer some brandy.”
 
   “Where is it?” Pinhead asked.
 
   “Shut up!” Redbeard chided. “You don’t drink brandy anyway. It makes you sick.”
 
   “Better than nothing,” Pinhead said. “Besides, you get sick at sea.”
 
   Kelden saw another officer approaching and gave a quick couple of taps with the heel of his boot. Redbeard shushed Pinhead and replaced the piece of wood.
 
   The officer made his way to Kelden and Kelden pushed off from the crate to meet him farther away from where the dwarves were hiding.
 
   “All ships have reported that they are ready for the voyage, we will take the lead position,” the officer said. “Is Admiral Crillion in his cabin?”
 
   Kelden nodded. “You may want to knock first.”
 
   The officer arched a brow.
 
   “I refused to take his offer of a brandy,” Kelden explained.
 
   The officer shook his head and closed his eyes for a moment. “That was not a wise thing to do. The pre voyage brandy is one of his superstitions. It brings bad luck to turn it down.”
 
   Kelden shrugged. “Meant no disrespect.”
 
   “Just, stay here,” the officer said as he pointed to the spot Kelden stood. “Don’t move, and I would advise you not to talk with him until tomorrow.”
 
   “That bad eh?”
 
   “I’ve seen him keelhaul someone for less,” the officer said.
 
   The officer moved to Crillion’s cabin and knocked on the door. Kelden couldn’t hear the conversation, but he saw that the officer was only allowed to poke his head into the door. Within a minute the officer closed the door and moved about the ship barking orders at the sailors. Soon the ship was out onto the sea, and heading north.
 
   They sailed for the space of two hours under good weather and without any obstacle of any kind, but their luck was destined to take a turn for the worst. Heavy gray clouds formed off to the east as the sun began to set. The distant roll of thunder faintly reached Kelden’s ears.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Crillion said as he came up from behind Kelden. “The storm is headed due west. We should be able to get up north of it before it reaches us.”
 
   Kelden turned and nodded.
 
   “My lieutenant thinks I tossed you out of my cabin for refusing to drink with me,” Crillion said. “Thank you for that.”
 
   Kelden tipped his head to the side. “It seemed to keep up appearances.”
 
   Crillion nodded.
 
   “Ship off the port bow!” the lookout shouted from the crow’s nest. “Two ships off of port!” the lookout corrected himself. “Three! Many ships heading straight for us!”
 
   “Not possible,” Admiral Crillion said. He held his left hand out and the lieutenant came sprinting from across the deck to give him a spy glass. Crillion then moved Kelden aside and leaned out over the rail and set the spyglass to his eye.
 
   “What do you see sir?” the lieutenant asked.
 
   “Make ready for battle!” Crillion called out. Instantly all the men on deck scrambled about. Some ran to man the ballistae while others turned the sails to catch the wind and maneuver the ship. A bugle sounded from high in the crow’s nest, sounding the pending battle. Each ship in the fleet returned the bugle call with one of their own, signaling that they were also preparing for battle.
 
   Kelden gripped the railing so tightly that his knuckles turned white and strained under the pressure. He clenched his jaw and cursed King Sarito. The Shausmatian ships were coming at them from the north. Kelden instinctively knew that an attack had undoubtedly already found Khatthun. He knew the enemy would not pass by Khatthun without striking, for it would leave them vulnerable to attack.
 
   “Curse Tehrigg,” Kelden muttered. “Khefir take his soul down to hell.”
 
   “Save your fire,” Crillion said. “You will need it when the real fighting starts. There are twelve of them. They outnumber us nearly two to one. They may also have smaller ships behind the larger ones. It is a tactic they use sometimes to gain an element of surprise. Not to worry though, you are sailing with the saltiest sea dog ever to grace a Zinferthian deck.”
 
   “Orders?” Kelden asked.
 
   A hint of a grin graced Crillion’s lips and he nodded. “You are a spitfire, aren’t you? Any good with a ballista launcher?”
 
   “Never used one before, but I can help load,” Kelden offered.
 
   Crillion nodded. Then he called out over his shoulder. “Lieutenant Sorbiy, get Captain Ferryl up to the portside ballista. He has offered to help reload it. Keep an eye on him. He needs to reach Khatthun alive and unharmed.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Sorbiy said. Kelden and Sorbiy ran across the deck toward the heavy ballista launcher nestled securely on the port side of the ship only a few yards behind the bow. Sorbiy pointed to a long wooden crate fastened to the deck. “Open it up!” he shouted.
 
   Three sailors were already working the ballista. Two were cranking the gears to pull back the heavy cords that would launch the missile. The third pulled a key from his belt and popped the iron locks holding the lid in place. He bent down and pulled a four foot long, bronze plated shaft up from the chest. The tip had a wickedly sharp, barbed head for piercing the enemy hull.
 
   The sailor moved in front of the ballista launcher and placed the butt end of the missile into a slot and pushed it back.
 
   “See how he stays in front of the launcher?” Sorbiy asked. “If he were to step inside the cords, they could cut him in half if accidentally triggered.”
 
   “What about the arms of the launcher, won’t they hit him when it fires?” Kelden asked.
 
   Sorbiy shrugged. “It happens sometimes, but better broken ribs then losing your head. Watch him and learn.”
 
   The sailor clicked the missile into place and then sat on the deck, well under the arms. The two at the crank clicked the cords into place and began swiveling the launcher. “Ready to fire sir!” they shouted in unison.
 
   “Give them hell!” Admiral Crillion shouted at the top of his lungs. The launcher sprung into place, ejecting the missile with such force that it shook the chains that held it to the deck. The reloader then rolled out from under the contraption to grab another missile. He slid it in as the other two cranked the cords back again.
 
   “Simple enough, right?” Sorbiy asked.
 
   Kelden nodded and stepped in. 
 
   “Henner, come with me. I could use another archer in the crow’s nest,” Sorbiy shouted to the third sailor. Henner finished locking the missile into place and then he rolled out underneath to follow Sorbiy. Kelden moved in and wrapped his hands around the third missile as the launcher expelled the second. Kelden didn’t bother watching whether they struck their targets. He left that to the two sailors pulling the trigger. He concentrated on loading.
 
   “Incoming!” someone shouted from above. Kelden ducked, and a heavy shaft tore through the two sailors that had been working the launcher with him. Their skewered corpses flew across the deck and disappeared over the starboard side.
 
   Kelden dropped the missile and ran to the crank side. Another missile crashed into the bow, ripping wood apart and jolting the ship, but he didn’t pay it any mind. He set to work, pulling and pushing with all of his strength. It was slow going at first, but after a couple of revolutions the crank became easier to work. When he had the cords locked into place, he ran back to the missile and slid it into the slot as he had seen done. He then moved back to work the firing mechanism. Another pair of missiles crashed into the hull, nearly stumbling him before he could grab the end of the launcher. Kelden gripped the handle and pushed with his whole body to swing the launcher into place. The enemy ship had turned, and instead of moving due south it began heading to the west. Kelden squeezed the trigger and the launcher jumped as the third missile flew out. He smiled when he saw it crash through the enemy’s port side hull, creating a gaping hole.
 
   “No, not like that,” Sorbiy shouted. Kelden wheeled around to see the lieutenant sprinting for him. “You have to aim lower on the hull so they take on water!” Sorbiy grabbed Kelden’s shoulder and roughly pushed him back toward the chest. “Get another one. You load, I will shoot.”
 
   Kelden grabbed another missile as Sorbiy worked the crank. Kelden didn’t wait for the cords to lock into place before he shoved the rear end of the shaft into the slot. He pushed the missile in, helping Sorbiy reel the crank the rest of the way back. It clicked into place and Kelden dropped to the deck. A half second later Sorbiy had repositioned the launcher and fired.
 
   “There we go!” Sorbiy exclaimed. “Again!”
 
   Kelden rolled out from under the contraption and reached for another missile as Sorbiy ordered for everyone to take cover. A series of missiles tore through the crew on deck, the main mast and sails, and several more exploded into the hull. Sorbiy was only narrowly missed by a flurry of arrows that followed the heavier missiles. Kelden watched helplessly as several archers fell to the deck from the crow’s nest and other platforms built around the center mast. Arrows stuck out from each of them as they thumped down. Crillion was shouting orders, but it was hard to hear him over everyone else.
 
   “Kelden!” Sorbiy shouted. Kelden looked up to see the lieutenant’s red face glaring down at him. “Off your arse and load the launcher!” Kelden reflexively jumped to his feet and moved the next missile into place. At that precise moment the ship lurched, pitching the entire vessel toward its port side and angling it so that almost everyone fell to the deck. Sorbiy accidentally triggered the launcher and the arms slammed forward. Kelden tried to evade, but one of the arms caught him in the left side and an explosion of pain shot through his chest. He crumpled back to the railing, gasping for breath. 
 
   He looked down to see the cause of the commotion. The shafts that had pierced the hull were all attached to heavy chains and cords. As the enemy ships turned away, they pulled on the port side of the hull, effectively towing The Arioness.
 
   A hand slipped under Kelden’s armpit and he looked up to see Sorbiy. “You alright?” Sorbiy asked.
 
   Kelden nodded, and with Sorbiy’s help, tried to stand and put his weight on his feet. His chest still burned, but he could hold himself. “I can move.” Kelden said. He started for the chest of missiles again, but Sorbiy stopped him.
 
   “It was triggered prematurely,” he said. “The left arm is cracked. It’s useless now.”
 
   Kelden turned around and sure enough, the left arm had a deep crack through half of it. There was no way they could use it again. “What now?”
 
   Before Sorbiy could answer, Crillion shouted from the quarter deck, pointing his scimitar at the enemy ship. “Hard left men!” he yelled. “Prepare to ram and board boys. It’s time to show those frothy fen-sucked foot-lickers the point of our swords!”
 
   Kelden looked up past the quarter deck to the helmsman cranking the wheel with all of his strength in answer to Crillion’s commands.
 
   The ship creaked and groaned against the shafts stuck in the hull as the men redirected its course. Several more rounds of arrows and missiles swiped across the deck as they closed in, but other Zinferth ships were in the thick of the battle now. Kelden and Sorbiy kept their heads low until Crillion’s ship came in close. Kelden could hear the enemy taunting them. Arrows rained down on the deck.
 
   “Hold steady men!” Crillion bellowed. An instant later the ships crashed together. Crillion’s ship plowed into the enemy hull and the two stopped dead in the water. “Board the frog-bellied curs!” Crillion yelled. All of the sailors on the main deck ran toward the bow and leapt over the railing onto the enemy ship.
 
   Sorbiy looked to Kelden and motioned for him to follow the sailors. Kelden looked back and saw the large crate that held his friends shaking violently. “Redbeard and Pinhead,” he said. Kelden ran, pushing aside the pain in his chest and dodging sailors as they rushed by him to board the enemy ship. He could hear Crillion shouting at him from up on the quarter deck, bellowing something about him being a liver-spotted coward, but he didn’t slow. He had to release his friends. Rather than take the time to stop and wiggle the iron pin free from the latch, Kelden lifted his sword high into the air and brought it down in a heavy chop. The latch splintered away from the crate and the dwarves blasted out from the crate, weapons in hand.
 
   “Who needs killing?” Pinhead shouted.
 
   The trio then turned and sprinted for the port side of the ship. To his surprise, enemy sailors had managed to board the flagship as well. Kelden glanced up from the main deck to the quarter deck just in time to see Crillion running his scimitar through a Shausmatian sailor’s chest. Nearly a dozen more were only seconds away from Crillion. Kelden motioned for the dwarves to follow him. They changed course and ran up the stairs to the quarterdeck. Kelden cut through the first enemy sailor with his sword. Redbeard and Pinhead pushed past him, hacking down a trio of Shausmatian sailors as they hooted and hollered.
 
   Kelden caught up with the dwarves and ducked under a slurry of poorly aimed arrows and then forged ahead. He dropped another sailor with a backward swing to the man’s chest while Pinhead and Redbeard hacked him down at the waist. The three of them ripped through the five remaining Shausmatian sailors until no one stood on the quarterdeck with Crillion.
 
   “Not a coward,” Kelden said quickly, “just a loyal friend.” He motioned to Pinhead and Redbeard.
 
   “Indeed,” Crillion replied evenly. “Well, let’s not stand here like gawking geese, go and give them what for!”
 
   Kelden and the dwarves turned to run at the rail and leapt across the narrow gap. Kelden landed hard on a Shausmatian sailor’s back, breaking him down to the deck and finishing him with a quick chop to the neck. Redbeard also cleared the leap, tumbling across the deck and hacking a sailor’s left foot clean off. The man flopped to the floor, writhing in agony until Redbeard delivered the killing blow. Pinhead nearly missed the ship, but managed to tangle himself in the outer rigging.
 
   “Kelden!” Pinhead called out. Kelden turned back and pulled him from the ropes to set him on the deck. An enemy sailor rushed in with a cutlass, but Redbeard hacked through the man’s knee, severing the leg and dropping the man to the floor. He then struck the man’s spine at the base of the neck.
 
   “Stop playing around, Pinhead,” Redbeard shouted.
 
   The three of them formed a formidable triangle, cutting their way through sailors as they made their way to the middle of the main deck. Kelden spotted the enemy captain calling out orders to his men from behind a wall of sailors. Kelden let the axe slip in his hand, extending his reach. Then he broke into a jog.
 
   “Pinhead, on Kelden!” Redbeard called out. The two dwarves carved their way through the enemy, dropping anyone who dared come at Kelden from the side while Kelden destroyed any sailor in his path.
 
   Kelden dropped a big bald man with a quick slice to the man’s jugular, and then he ducked under a swing from another sailor’s cutlass and lashed out with a stabbing strike that shattered the man’s nose. It wasn’t a lethal blow, but it staggered the man back a couple of steps and Redbeard was quick to jump up and finish him off. Kelden moved ever closer to the protective wall around the enemy captain. There were seven men forming a semi-circle around the officer. Each of them held shields. Kelden turned to Redbeard and smiled. The dwarf nodded and the three of them sprinted forward.
 
   The dwarves were easily outpaced by Kelden’s long legs. The merchant guard captain ran full tilt, clenching his jaw as the shield-wall moved in together, preparing for impact. Three yards away, Kelden threw his axe with full force at one of the sailors. The man reflexively raised his shield to block the weapon. The axe clanged against the steel shield and glanced upward into the air. Kelden dropped to his knees and leaned forward.
 
   Redbeard saw his cue and ran up Kelden’s back, launching from the man’s shoulders as Kelden lunged upward to add momentum. The shield-wall reacted by tilting upward to counter the flying dwarf. Redbeard launched his axe downward, forcing the men closest to him to duck their faces behind the protection of their shields. At the same time, Pinhead ran in under the lifted shields and hacked into the legs of three of the men in the center of the shield-wall. The remaining four moved to engage Pinhead, but Redbeard snatched Kelden’s axe before it fell out of reach and flipped it down, dropping another sailor as the blade buried itself in the man’s skull.
 
   Kelden came in fast and hard, ripping a shield from one of the dead men and spinning to bash two of the sailors. Their heads jerked to the side and they went sprawling onto the deck. Pinhead and Redbeard finished the last remaining sailor and Kelden moved in for the captain. 
 
   The captain lunged forward with a lightning-quick stab of his saber. Kelden spun the shield down to block it. Before he could counter, the captain retracted and then launched a downward diagonal chop. Kelden lifted his shield and smacked the saber away. The captain deftly drew a long knife from the front of his belt and thrusted directly for Kelden’s stomach. Kelden saw the move just in time and spun out to the right, away from the knife. He then brought the edge of the shield down, chopping into the captain’s shoulder. The man cried out and dropped his saber. Kelden then slammed forward, bashing the captain with the shield and knocking him back against the railing.
 
   “Catch,” Pinhead called out. Kelden stuck his left hand out and snatched Pinhead’s axe from the air. The captain reacted by lunging forward with his knife again, but Kelden kicked the man in the stomach, doubling him over. Then he brought the axe down and the captain’s head rolled out onto the deck.
 
   A chorus of cheers went up on the ship and Kelden realized that the ship had been captured. He looked around to see all of the Zinferth ships similarly engaged, with sailors crawling over their ships. The vessel they stood on pitched suddenly toward the starboard side. 
 
   “Sorbiy!” Kelden shouted out.
 
   “Here!” Sorbiy stepped forward, wiping blood spatter from his face. “We are taking on water here, we have to move!”
 
   Kelden nodded. “My thoughts exactly. 
 
   “We’ll get the men back to The Arioness. You three move on to the next ship,” Sorbiy instructed.
 
   “How are we supposed to do that?” Pinhead asked. “We can’t swim very well.” Pinhead made a mock doggie-paddle gesture with his stubby arms to emphasize his point.
 
   Sorbiy pointed down. “There is a smaller longboat fastened to this side of the ship. Take it and row over to the next ship.”
 
   Kelden nodded.
 
   Sorbiy turned around and waved his arms. “Garret, you come with me, the rest of you back to Admiral Crillion, now!” he bellowed. The men all scrambled off the ship instantly. Sorbiy and Garret, a large man with an axe in one hand and a cutlass in the other, came toward Kelden. “You need at least two men to row a longboat effectively. We’re coming with you.”
 
   Kelden nodded and he and the dwarves clambered over the railing and into the longboat. Sorbiy jumped into the front of the longboat and nodded to Garret. “Cut us loose.”
 
   Garret moved to the rear of the longboat and he and Sorbiy simultaneously cut the ropes attached to the pulleys that held the longboat in place. The boat fell the ten feet to splash into the water, but amazingly, it held together. Then Garret swung out over the railing and dropped himself down to the longboat.
 
   Sorbiy and Garret rowed the boat out to the next ship. It took some work to steady the longboat against the rocking ship. Garret hoisted Sorbiy over his head and Sorbiy slowly stuck his head up over the railing as he pulled himself up. He clambered over the side and a moment later a rope descended down to the others. Sorbiy fastened the rope to the railing and then turned to defend the position while the others climbed up onto the ship. The five of them tipped the balance of the battle on this ship and soon it was clear of enemy sailors. There was little time to celebrate, however, for one of the Zinferth ships creaked and groaned as its hull split and the ship sank into the depths. Men wailed and screamed as they were flung into the sea below.
 
   “What a horrible way to die,” Pinhead said.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Garret replied. “Zinferth sailors have sea salt running through their veins. They can swim until help arrives.”
 
   “I’m not the best with flags, but it looks like help isn’t coming for us,” Redbeard said. He pointed his bloody axe out to the north. The men all stopped to see a group of more than twenty ships sailing for their position.
 
   “They’ll be here soon,” Sorbiy said.
 
   “So will the squall,” Garret groused. He turned Sorbiy to look east. “The gods are not in our favor today.”
 
   Kelden looked and saw the purple and black clouds rushing toward them. “Well then, let’s move on to the next ship.”
 
   Sorbiy shook his head. “Even if we manage to save the others, none of our ships are in condition to sail.”
 
   Another two sailors joined them as they made their way back down to the longboat. This time, they kept the rope and attached a grappling hook onto the end so they could board more quickly. They rowed out to a pair of ships entangled in a bitter battle. As they neared them, a small schooner came around from the other side and a crew of ten men lined up with bows.
 
   “Get down!” Kelden yelled. Arrows riddled the longboat, but none of them were struck. “We have to move faster!”
 
   Garret dropped over the opposite side of the longboat and disappeared under the blue waters. Kelden moved to go after him, but Sorbiy stopped him.
 
   “He’ll be alright,” Sorbiy said with a wink. “Let’s make for the starboard side of the ship, boys. Let the schooner turn to come after us.
 
   Kelden and the others put everything they had into rowing. A volley of arrows sailed out from the Zinferth ship they had just left, raining death down upon the schooner’s crew. A few moments later, Garret appeared from the depths and climbed up the rear of the schooner. Kelden stopped rowing and watched with mouth agape as the large man used a pair of knives to cut down three men in the blink of an eye. He then cranked the wheel so that the schooner turned away, aiming directly for an enemy ship. Other sailors rushed up to stop him, but he made quick work of all of them. At one point he picked up a slain enemy and used the body to shield-rush the final two sailors. Once they had fallen, he descended on them with his knives. After it was finished and the schooner was set on collision course, he leapt from the schooner and swam for the longboat.
 
   “Slow down,” Kelden told the others.
 
   “No,” Sorbiy corrected. “He would take it as an insult. Keep rowing, he’ll catch up.” They brought the longboat alongside the next ship and made their way up. The fighting was intense, but it was all on the main deck. Only a couple of wounded Zinferth sailors, and a trio of archers, stood on the quarterdeck. The archers moved to help Kelden and the others onto the ship.
 
   “We could use more than seven,” one of them said.
 
   “Have you ever seen a dwarf fight?” Kelden quipped. Redbeard and Pinhead leapt down the stairs and joined in the fray without hesitation. They hacked and bashed their way through as Kelden and the others followed. Kelden soon lost sight of them as another enemy ship approached close enough for a wave of Shausmatian sailors to board the Zinferthian ship.
 
   Cries and shouts filled the air, nearly drowning out the approaching thunder. Kelden and Sorbiy were swallowed by a score of Shausmatian sailors. They parried and countered, dropping each man foolish enough to come within reach, but for every one they slew, two more took his place. They fought for hours, till their arms and legs burned with fatigue. The sheer numbers of enemy sailors still surrounding them confirmed that the other ships had joined in the battle. As if their circumstances were not bleak enough, rain poured down upon them from the heavy clouds.
 
   A great wind rushed through, snapping the mast and dropping it down like a great oak. Men scurried out of the way, but not all escaped its crushing weight. Others were trapped under the thick sails. Lightning flashed down, striking the ship and setting it ablaze. The flames rose up quickly, despite the rain, devouring the ship and creating thick, black smoke that blinded the men aboard.
 
   A pair of hands grabbed Kelden’s shoulder. “We have to go,” Sorbiy said.
 
   “Not without Pinhead and Redbeard,” Kelden shouted back.
 
   “There’s no time,” Sorbiy said as he tugged Kelden toward the side.
 
   Kelden ripped himself free and charged back into the fray. He ducked his head low under the smoke, ignoring Sorbiy’s warnings. Something massive collided into the side of the ship, pitching it onto its side. Kelden tumbled down the deck, bouncing off corpses and ultimately landing in the water next to the floating center mast. The weight of his chainmail dragged him down quickly. Kelden let go of his sword and used his arms to pull himself out of the heavy armor. His shirt went along with the chainmail, but there was no time to prevent that without being dragged deeper into the water. Kelden then kicked off his boots and furiously swam up toward the surface. He scrambled to cling onto the floating mast like a wet cat. Others did the same. He called out for the dwarves.
 
   “Here, Kelden!” Redbeard shouted out. Kelden looked up and saw the two dwarves dangling from the starboard rail, which now towered over him in the air. The flames on the deck spread while at the same time water began to find its way into the ship. The bow slowly rose up from the surface. The ship groaned in protest until it finally split apart. The bow fell crashing down to the water. Flaming boards and bits of rope showered the area around Kelden. The heavier half of the ship rolled over and threatened to crush him into oblivion.
 
   Kelden dove and swam toward the ship, aiming for the small space between the two halves and trying to stay deep enough to avoid the planks and bits of wreckage that pierced the water around him. Orange flames sizzled and hissed as the sea enveloped the wreck. A heavy chain fell and snatched Kelden’s ankle, dragging him down. The light from the dying fires was just enough to aid him as he turned to untangle his ankle from the iron links. As soon as he was free he shot straight towards the surface. His lungs burned and the need for oxygen nearly caused him to open his mouth despite his clenched jaw.
 
   He broke the surface and gasped in a breath of hot, fetid air rank with smoke and blood. He couldn’t see anything. Steam and smoke rose from the surface as rain and clouds rolled in from above. It was all he could do to keep his head above the water as he hacked and coughed. A few moments later, a pair of massive hands grabbed him and hauled him up over the side of a longboat. He schlopped onto the boat and looked up to see Garret and Sorbiy towering over him.
 
   “Grab an oar, we need to clear out of here,” Sorbiy said.
 
   Kelden turned over and pushed up to sit on a bench and grabbed an oar.
 
   “Row!” Sorbiy shouted out to the others. They all dug the oars into the water and propelled the boat through the sea. Sorbiy tapped Garret’s shoulder and the two moved to the other side of the longboat. “Grab him!” Sorbiy shouted.
 
   Kelden glanced over to see a very wet mat of black hair plastered onto Redbeard’s face. The dwarf coughed and sputtered, spewing sea water from his throat.
 
   “Pinhead!” Redbeard shouted through a mouthful of water. “Where’s Pinhead?” Redbeard wiped the hair from his face and shoved the others out of his way. “He’s down there, you have to grab him.”
 
   Garret leapt over the side without a word and disappeared into the depths. Oars hung stationary over the surface, dripping water. No one moved. Their gazes all fixated on the widening ripples where Garret had entered the water. The man was gone for what seemed like an eternity. When he finally came up, everyone let out a sigh of relief when they saw a stout body held up for Sorbiy to grab.
 
   Redbeard jumped up and slapped his brother in the face. “Pinhead, can you hear me?”
 
   Pinhead didn’t move.
 
   The longboat pitched to the side as Garrett pulled himself into the boat. The big man reached out with one bear-like paw and pulled Redbeard out of his way. He flipped Pinhead onto his back and moved his head in close, tilting his ear down to Pinhead’s mouth.
 
   “Don’t just sit there, row you blasted curs!” Sorbiy hollered.
 
   The others set to the oars, propelling the longboat out from the middle of the battle. Kelden didn’t row. He let the oar slip from his fingers and he stumbled over to watch as Garret pressed his hands on Pinhead’s chest and pushed. The little dwarf jolted and a bit of water gushed out. Garret pushed again and again. Redbeard stepped forward, but Sorbiy held him back.
 
   “Give him space,” Sorbiy said. “He knows what he is doing.”
 
   The large man continued to work fervently, but the dwarf showed no response. Pinhead lay still and his skin lost its color. Soon, Garret sat back on his haunches and shook his head. “It’s no use,” he whispered. “He swallowed too much water.” He turned and placed a hand on Redbeard’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. There is nothing more to be done for him.”
 
   Redbeard started shouting unintelligibly and he balled up his fist and decked the large human square in the jaw. Garret took the blow and shook his head. Redbeard lunged in, punching and kicking Garret in the chest. Garret made no move to block him, he let the dwarf work out his fury until the sopping wet, black-haired dwarf fell on his brother’s body, sobbing and wailing.
 
   “Garret is the best there is,” Sorbiy told Kelden. “If anyone could have revived the dwarf, it would be him.” Kelden nodded and watched helplessly. “Go back to your seat and help the others row,” Sorbiy said softly.
 
   Redbeard shoved Garrett aside and yelled something in Peish, the language of the dwarves. He raised his fist high into the air and came down hard on Pinhead’s chest. The dwarf convulsed and then made a gurgling sound as a rush of water erupted from his throat and splashed across Redbeard’s face.
 
   “Do that again!” Garrett ordered.
 
   Redbeard punched his brother in the same spot. More water came flooding out.
 
   Pinhead opened his eyes and rolled to his side, vomiting up copious amounts of sea water and gasping for air.
 
   “Pinhead! Can you hear me?” Redbeard shouted.
 
   Pinhead nodded and turned slowly to look up at Redbeard. “I don’t much like the sea,” he said.
 
   Everyone shared a quick, light hearted laugh of relief as Redbeard scolded his brother saying, “Well, ya ain’t supposed to drink it ya dumb oaf!”
 
   Kelden moved back and set himself to the oar. The cover of the rain and smoke helped them row out from the middle of the battle. All around them ships collided together. The Zinferth vessels broke apart with great force, sending wood and men out into the water as the deafening thunder above masked the screams and shouts of the battle. Arrows flew in all directions, but none of the ships seemed concerned with the longboat that Kelden and the others were using.
 
   A flash of lightning struck the sea water, illuminating the massive waves driven in by the winds. The longboat rose up over the crest of a giant wave and then crashed down into the trough between waves, throwing all on the boat to the floor between the benches.
 
   “We need to make for the coast,” someone shouted.
 
   “The winds might help drive us there, but we’ll have to put our backs into it!” Sorbiy shouted. “Oars in!”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    
 
   It was late afternoon when Queen Dalynn heard the alarm bells ringing throughout her city. She went to the window in the tower she was in and looked out, spotting the ships as she looked out over the sea. She looked down to see her soldiers rushing to get into place. A moment later, a porter burst into the room.
 
   “We are under attack!”
 
   Queen Dalynn turned and waved him away. “The officers know what to do,” she said.
 
   The man bowed respectfully and rushed from the small chamber.
 
   Within a few minutes she could hear the shouts of the catapult crews as they began firing once the enemy ships came into range. Thunderous booms erupted as the stones struck their targets, exploding the wood and kicking sailors up into the air. Five of the enemy ships now had large holes, crippling them and halving their speed. The other ships sailed past and toward the docks, but Dalynn smiled with confidence. Even if the ships reached the docks, she had a surprise waiting for them. She had had her men set ten large wooden barrels on each of the thirteen docks, and each wooden barrel was large enough to conceal one soldier, armed with a deadly crossbow. The enemy would not be ready for such a surprise.
 
   More booms erupted as the second volley of stones was loosed from the catapults, hitting three more of the enemy ships. This time, each of the struck vessels broke into pieces and sank into the sea. Queen Dalynn smiled, but it was tempered by her knowledge that her men would not be able to fire a third volley. Even from her tower she spotted the long, solid missiles fired from the ships. Two of the great catapults were struck directly and crumpled to the ground in a pile of rubble and dust. She could hear the shouts and orders of her men as they scrambled for cover to shield them from the large missiles of the enemy ballistae. A minute later a large cloud of arrows rained down on the remaining catapult crews, killing nearly all of them. The soldiers on the wall stood ready, far out of range of the invading armada’s arrows. They watched carefully, waiting for the right moment to give the signal to their hiding counterparts. 
 
   The Shausmatian ships pulled into the docks and men jumped over the railing and down to the wooden docks. They rushed on, ignoring the many barrels nearby, ready to crush their foe. A bugle sounded from the wall and all of the hidden crossbowmen opened their barrels and fired into the opposing forces. Queen Dalynn heard the call of “charge” from her soldiers. Thousands of Zinferth men rushed down to the docks to join their struggling comrades. 
 
   Cries rang out as soldiers fell left and right. The queen turned her head to avoid watching the utter carnage that had started, but she could still hear the clamor. She had seen just enough to know that the barrel strategy had worked extremely well. Each crossbowman was able to fire twice, and some of them managed to fire three times before having to abandon the crossbow and engage their enemy with the sword. It had devastated the morale of the enemy. Some of them had refused to leave their ships, and some were too surprised to react quickly enough to escape death. 
 
   She could hear the thunderous hooves of her knights riding fast and hard to join the fight. Dalynn raised her eyes and surveyed the docks and warehouse district below, searching for Sir Alexander’s banner. She saw him, along with his knights, tearing into the southern flank and trampling over the Shausmatians with ease. She breathed easy when she saw the enemy soldiers turn and flee from before him. The invaders had not even made it more than twenty yards into the warehouse district before being turned back. Dalynn’s soldiers fought fervently to protect their beloved homeland, and with the knights entering the battle it was beginning to look like an easy victory. 
 
   The scene of blood continued for the space of an hour, and then the Shausmatian troops were defeated. The invading army had been utterly destroyed, although not without heavy losses on the Zinferth side. Nearly an hour passed before the queen received the official report. Of her ten thousand valiant warriors, four thousand were slain, another fifteen hundred were wounded, and forty seven were unaccounted four. Of the enemy they had taken thirteen prisoners. During the battle, most of the enemy ships were damaged and would require heavy repairs in order to use, but the soldiers were able to salvage three of the larger ships and bring them safely into the docks. The damaged ships were unloaded of their provisions and any usable equipment that could be found. Then, the bodies of all of the dead were put onto the damaged ships and set adrift with a steady wind at their backs, driving them to the south. A flurry of flaming arrows were then shot at the departing vessels to ensure they would not crash onto the shore nearby. It was not the funeral service Queen Dalynn would have normally arranged for her fallen warriors, but it saved a tremendous amount of time that would have otherwise been spent trying to dig graves for thousands of bodies.
 
   Victory had been a blessing that day, yet she felt sorrowful instead of joyous. 
 
   Karmt looked at her with sober eyes and spoke softly. “The ships came in from the north,” he said. “If that is the case, then it is almost certain that Admiral Crillion has been defeated at sea.”
 
   Queen Dalynn’s head hung low as she let the parchment slip from her hand and fall to the floor. It seemed as if her heart fell with that parchment, for she understood that if the enemy had made it to her city by sea, then Kelden was dead and lying at the bottom of the sea, and her letter for Governor Pixier along with him. “So it would seem,” she replied.
 
   “Furthermore, I can only assume that they first stopped in Khatthun,” Karmt added.
 
   “Perhaps they sailed by the city, without …” Dalynn’s words trailed off and she left her thought hanging in the air.
 
   “My queen, I don’t mean to pry, but can I know what your task was for Kelden in Khatthun?”
 
   Queen Dalynn turned slowly and met the old man with teary eyes. “I have a son.”
 
   “What of the prince?”
 
   Dalynn shook her head and wiped a tear from her eye. “No, not the crown prince. I am talking of another.”
 
   Karmt stammered, “Queen Dalynn, what are you talking about?”
 
   “I was young, but old enough that I grew tired of my husband’s treatment. I found comfort in the arms of another, one who served in the court.”
 
   “Sir Alexander,” Karmt surmised. “That is why he was sent away?”
 
   “My husband could never prove that I had been involved with another, but he noticed the stolen glances between me and Sir Alexander. He sent him away from Kobhir for some time – transferred him to the southern border.. During the pregnancy, my husband wasn’t the least interested in the idea of a child, for he never believed it to be his. He was so busy drinking himself into a stupor the night I was in labor, it was easy to purchase the silence of the midwife, and he never knew that I gave birth to twins. I sent one of the newborns away that very night to prevent my husband from corrupting both of them. I secreted the younger away to Khatthun, where Sir Alexander’s cousin raised the boy. The crown prince is the older of the two, and has been raised as an only child since the day of his birth.” Queen Dalynn frowned and shook her head as a tear slipped down her left cheek. “But the crown prince he has been tainted by his father, just as I feared. He holds the same greed and callous spirit that my husband did.”
 
   Dalynn walked to the opposite side of the chamber to look out the other window. She hoped that the view of the calm, serene desert sands would console her aching heart, but she was not so lucky. As she looked out to the desert, a large, yellow cloud of dust covered the road and advanced toward her western gates. She could not accurately ascertain the size of the army en route to her city, but she could tell from the size of the dust cloud that there were at least several thousand. They were riding fast, eager to test their mettle against the capitol of Zinferth. The queen let a tear slip down her cheek.
 
   Within a moment she steeled her resolve and rang a small, brass bell.
 
   “What is it?” Karmt asked.
 
   Queen Dalynn turned and held a finger in the air to silence him.
 
   A young servant entered the room and bowed low. “You rang, milady,” his voice called from the doorway.
 
   “We are being assaulted from the west,” she started. “Get down to the men and signal for defenses to be prepared along the western wall.”
 
   “It shall be done immediately.”
 
   Karmt quickly stepped to the window and leaned out. “Gods be merciful,” he whispered.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “More enemies have been sighted coming in from the west,” the young page announced as he gasped for breath.
 
   “How many?” Sir Alexander barked as he wiped his sword clean on an enemy corpse before sheathing it and climbing atop his steed.
 
   “At least three thousand, according to the queen’s servant,” the boy replied.
 
   “Very well,” Alexander replied. “Jaidor, you alert the militia. I want them to carry the scorpion launchers to the western wall. You will stay with them and fire upon the enemy as soon as they are in range.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Jaidor complied. Then he rode off with all haste to carry out his assignment.
 
   “Ret, I want you to take control of the foot-soldiers. Take every soldier who can fight to the western gate. After Jaidor has fired three volleys I want you to open the gates and march the company out to the enemy.”
 
   “Sir, wouldn’t it be better to hold our positions here? If we keep the gate closed, then Jaidor can continue to fire upon the enemy as the Shausmatian forces build their siege gear.” 
 
   “Lieutenant, if I wanted your advice, I would ask for it,” Alexander snapped.
 
   “If we open the gate the enemy will decide to charge,” Ret protested.
 
   “I am counting on it,” Alexander said confidently. I will take the knights around the city, along the southern wall. As soon as the enemy is within fifty yards of your company I want you to sound your bugle three times. On your signal I will charge the knights straight into the enemy’s flank. I want to end this fight decisively and quickly.”
 
   “As you command,” Ret said with a bowed head. He felt foolish for questioning his commander’s judgment. “All of you footmen follow me,” Ret shouted to the group. The orders disseminated throughout the thousands of men on the shoreline and the company was quick to make their way to the western wall.
 
   “Let’s move out,” Alexander shouted to the knights. “We have some hunting to do.”
 
   A chorus of cheers erupted from the heavily armored riders as they fell into formation and followed their commander around the southern wall. The group rode slowly enough so as not to churn up a large cloud of dust. This plan depended on catching the enemy by surprise.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A large, black haired Shausmatian officer surveyed the battlefield before him. He could see a path to the gates of Kobhir, but there were already so many men felled by Zinferth arrows that it seemed a lost cause. The screams of dying men filled Horatt’s ears as large missiles pounded his men from the walls of Kobhir. Still, Horatt had an objective to accomplish.
 
   “Keep moving forward men,” Horatt shouted over the din. “Bring the rams to the front!”
 
   “We’ll never make it to the walls, they have scorpion launchers sir,” Getl, Horatt’s lieutenant cried out.
 
   “Mind your tongue, lieutenant,” Horatt scolded. “We number seven thousand strong.” Horatt turned around in his horse and surveyed the men. “Simon, King Sarito’s chief advisor, gave me command of the seven thousand men because of my successful assault on Blundfish.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Getl replied quickly.
 
   “I should think I know how to conquer this city as well. It will take more than a few oversized spears to push me away from victory.” 
 
   “I wish I had stayed with Captain Joreg back in Blundfish,” Getl muttered under his breath. 
 
   “What was that?” Horatt asked.
 
   “Nothing, sir, just said I couldn’t wait to take Kobhir.”
 
   Horatt snorted. He knew what Getl had said. Truth was he mostly agreed with his lieutenant. Still, as the commanding officer, he had to put on a show of complete and utter conviction. Anything less would sap the morale of his men. “The orders are clear. Move forward and take Kobhir at all costs!” Horatt shouted. 
 
   Soon he spied the rams emerging from the ranks. The two machines had been built the night before, but they were solid. The head of each ram was fitted with metal plating to protect the striking end. Normally, battering rams would be fashioned so that the striking heads resembled that of a mountain goat, but this mission required speed, not fancy artistry and metalwork. A crude roof had been fashioned to protect the rams and their operators from arrows and other missiles from the walls. The large, heavy wheels creaked and groaned as they rolled across the harsh, hard-packed desert sand.
 
   “On to the gates, we stop for nothing,” Horatt yelled. The thundering horde broke into a chorus of yells and cheers. Eventually the cheers broke into a battle song, dedicated to Basei.
 
    
 
   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.
 
    
 
   Horatt took in the song of his company and it swelled him with pride. The song repeated over and over, taking cadence with the marching steps of the men. No longer were any screams heard when arrows and missiles stung at his men. The whole horde was filled with courage, born of their belief in the god of war. The troop marched with new zeal and strength.
 
    “Look at the gates,” Getl exclaimed over the thunderous singing of the horde.
 
   Horatt raised his spy glass and saw that the enemy was raising the portcullis and marching out. “The fools think they can meet us face to face in the desert.” Horatt replaced his spy glass in a bag on his saddle and smiled. “Basei is with us today,” he shouted. “He is bringing our foe out to meet us!” 
 
   At his words the men sung all the more confidently, assured that their song was being answered by the fiery-willed Basei. Only Getl was silent. He looked up to Horatt with a worried expression on his face.
 
   “Stay your tongue,” Horatt said before his lieutenant could utter a word. “I will not have the faith and courage of my men mocked by a cowardly junior officer.”
 
   The look in Horatt’s eyes told Getl that it would be wise to maintain his silence.
 
   “Sound the charge,” Horatt ordered.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Their songs are in vain,” one of the soldiers to Ret’s right said. “Basei will favor us this day.”
 
   “I reckon that Basei cares little who lives and who dies,” Ret told the trooper. “He is a god of war, and I doubt he picks sides in accordance with just principles. He is just as likely to side with the enemy, I suppose.”
 
   “Well, then who would you reckon we should pray to sir?” the trooper asked disdainfully.
 
   “Pray to whomever you like,” Ret responded. The knight looked down at the dismayed trooper and smiled wryly. “Pray as though the battle depends on Basei, or Icadion, or any other god you like, but then by the powers of heaven and hell you had better fight as though they are ignoring you.”
 
   A chuckle rose from some of the nearby men.
 
   “Remember, wait until the enemy is only fifty yards away, and then you will sound your bugle three times. Do not sound it a moment before or it may mean defeat,” Ret instructed the bugle-boy. 
 
   “I will be careful sir,” the boy responded.
 
   A bugle sounded from the enemy horde. The call was long and determined.
 
   “They are coming,” Ret announced. “Come on men, we must clear the gate before the enemy reaches us. I don’t want to risk them getting inside our walls.” 
 
   The men responded quickly, rushing out through the open portal and scrambling to get into formation in front of the gatehouse. Ret could hear the snap of bowstrings and scorpion launchers from above. He looked up to the sky, and thought about praying, but decided not to. He had never put much stock in the gods anyway.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Alexander waited patiently atop his steed. He and his men were in position, waiting for the signal from Ret. Alexander said nothing, nor did any of his men. They were all experienced enough that they had little anxiety over the pending battle. They waited in silence, each man ready to charge at any moment, yet they were calm and still.
 
   At last the signal came. Three distinct blows of the bugle.
 
   “For Kobhir!” Alexander shouted. He drew his sword and urged his steed on, followed by the rest of his knights. As they rounded the south-western corner of Kobhir’s wall they were greeted by a sight that caused each man to reach inside for his courage. Thousands of troops were charging towards Ret’s company with alarming speed.
 
   “They have knights also, sir,” one of the knights shouted, pointing to a small number of riders charging ever closer to Ret’s company.
 
   “Ret and his men can handle twenty riders with ease. Our target is the flank of the main body of troops.” Alexander dropped the visor of his helmet. Each of his three hundred knights did the same and then pulled their glimmering swords free.
 
   The enemy army failed to respond to the new threat of Alexander and his knights. The Shausmatians were fixed on Ret’s troops, and made no attempt to prepare for the charge of the Zinferth knights. Alexander watched as the enemy horde collided with the five thousand Zinferth troops under Ret’s command. The unmistakable clanks of sword on shield erupted through the air and silenced the battle hymn of the Shausmatian soldiers. A few moments later, Alexander reached the flank of the enemy horde and tore through his first victim.
 
   The knights bore their way deep into the enemy’s flank. They cut down their foes by the score. Alexander, still at the forefront of his men, had already slain fifty men before he was surrounded and his charge was brought to a halt. He hacked down on a spearman to his right and kicked out with his left leg to another foe. His horse would have been an easy target for the enemy, save for the thick plates of steel that it wore over its vital areas. Weapons made a ringing sound as they glanced off of the armor. 
 
   Alexander was soon rejoined by the bulk of his knights and they continued to fight side-by-side against their enemy. At first they felt invincible. The field around them was covered with Shausmatian bodies, and none of their own had fallen. They pushed through the enemy, fighting their way towards the enemy’s rear. After a while one of the knights was pulled from his horse and dragged into a sea of swords and maces.
 
   “Break them apart!” Alexander shouted, pointing to the group that had assaulted one of his men. The thundering hooves of the battle-horses scared the group away from the fallen knight in time to rescue the man from death. The knights formed a protective circle around the injured man and Alexander leapt down from his horse. “Can you ride?” Alexander asked.
 
   “I can’t move my leg,” the knight replied. “My back hurts too.”
 
   Alexander rolled the knight to his side, shielded from the enemy by his men. “You have been stabbed,” Alexander informed the knight. “Hold still and I will inspect the injury.
 
   All around them men groaned, growled, and screamed. Still the knights held the tide of attackers back from their leader and fallen comrade. Alexander was able to remove the injured knight’s breastplate and take a proper look at the wound. A spearhead had been broken from its shaft after embedding itself near the knight’s spine, just above the hip.
 
   “I’m not sure how they managed to get under your armor, but the wound isn’t fatal,” Alexander assured the knight.
 
   “The armor doesn’t fit right,” the knight replied with a cough. “My armor was damaged in the first skirmish today, so I traded it out with a fallen soldier before we left Kobhir. It doesn’t quite cover me correctly in some places.”
 
   “I see,” Alexander replied. “You’ll have to make do until the surgeon can see you.” The knight nodded his head. At that instant a crossbow bolt glanced off of Alexander’s right pauldron. He looked up to spot the attacker, but one of his knights was quick to bring an end to the would-be assassin’s life. “Asin, get this man back to Ret’s company and have him sent to the surgeon,” Alexander ordered.
 
   A knight immediately broke formation and, with Alexander’s help, slung the injured knight over the horse. “I will see him through to safety,” Asin swore.
 
   “Go,” Alexander shouted before jumping back on his own horse. “Everyone on me,” he yelled. Alexander then led the group of knights in a protective formation around Asin and fought their way back to meet up with Ret’s troops. It was sticky going at first, and the group was barely able to progress through the horde, but as they neared Ret’s soldiers it became easier to maneuver. 
 
   Ret’s soldiers were busy hacking down the enemy line after line and wave after wave. To Alexander’s surprise, instead of holding their ground, Ret’s troops were advancing through the horde. It wasn’t long before Asin made the safety of the wall and sped off for the surgeon.
 
   “I thought it would be wiser to take the fight to the enemy,” Ret shouted as he rode up beside Alexander. 
 
   “Good thinking,” Alexander replied with a nod.
 
   “Besides, I didn’t want you having all the fun for yourself,” Ret chided. The lieutenant looked back to his men and waved his arm forward. “Press on men. It is time to crush the enemy.”
 
   Alexander signaled to his knights and the whole army moved as one. The battle raged for three more hours, and Alexander had sent many more of his knights back to the surgeon, but in the end, Zinferth claimed victory. Alexander and his men cheered and shouted in victory. The citizens of Kobhir welcomed them back through the gates with flowers and praise.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
    
 
   Kelden awoke shortly after nightfall. He felt a throbbing from the back of his head and reached a hand back to feel the wound. A tender knot of swollen flesh protruded out from the back of his head. He looked around and saw a couple of the others bailing water out of the longboat. The others were still rowing. Kelden looked around, but all he saw was black sky littered with diamond-like stars above the waters.
 
   “You struck your head in the squall, sir,” Sorbiy said. “We nearly capsized, but you’ll make out alright.”
 
   Kelden nodded and then looked to the front of the longboat to see Redbeard cleaning his fingernails with his knife. Pinhead was lying with his head in Redbeard’s lap, snoring loudly enough to wake the dead.
 
   “He’s been doing that since the storm stopped,” Sorbiy told Kelden.
 
   “Did you try poking him?” Kelden asked.
 
   “Didn’t work. Nothing ever does,” Redbeard said. Redbeard sheathed his knife and leaned his head back over the side of the boat.
 
   “What is our heading?” Kelden asked.
 
   “We should make land before dawn,” Sorbiy said. “Would have been there sooner, but the storm pulled us out away from land. No telling how many miles we were thrown, but looks like the waters carried us northward quite a bit.
 
   As they continued into the darkness, heading for the eastern coast of Zinferth, a large, driving rain came with force and assaulted the small boat and crew. The hardened men lowered their heads in defiance of nature and drove their oars in more powerfully. They went on in that way for several hours, until finally a large wind picked up from the east and started hurtling them on an even faster course westward. However, they did not travel in a direct path. The winds swirled and curved, turning their boat and driving them southward, parallel to the coast for quite some time. No matter how hard the men rowed, the winds and waves decided their path.
 
   The storm still raged when the sun peeked over the eastern horizon. Sorbiy and Garret instructed the men how to create makeshift water containers to catch the fresh water. Then, when that was done they all removed their shirts. Garret tore each shirt in half and then tied them all together to form a covering from the sun.
 
   “Seems like a waste of time with the clouds above us,” Redbeard groused. “Besides, we aren’t far from land. We should be able to make it in soon, right?”
 
   Garret responded in a calm tone. “The sun has been known to send burning rays even through the clouds. It is especially strong at sea. Better safe than sorry. As for the distance to shore, well, a storm has a way of keeping things apart.” No one else said anything. The next several hours were passed almost entirely in silence, except for Sorbiy making adjustments to the heading or assigning breaks to the men. Even the most basic of tasks seemed to be overly complicated on the longboat. Food was almost nonexistent. The group saw a pair of sea turtles swimming by, but not even Garret could catch them. They dove down deep and disappeared into the blue waters before he came within five yards of either one. There was no privacy on the boat either. Even relieving one’s self now became a public affair. Luckily none of them suffered from the sun, thanks to Garret’s makeshift canopy.
 
   As the sun went down at the end of the day, the stars hid themselves behind thick clouds. The moon with her alabaster face peeked out at them from under the clouds until it reached higher into the night sky, then it too disappeared and its light failed to reach them.
 
   “Sir, how shall we adjust our heading?” one of the men asked.
 
   Sorbiy looked up to the sky and cursed their luck. He licked his index finger and stuck it up above his head. “We have had a warm wind driving us all day, but now there is an icy wind from the south.”
 
   “Another storm,” Garret said.
 
   “And it is going to be bad,” Sorbiy confirmed. “Maintain the current heading, and row for all you are worth. Maybe the gods will yet smile on us and the storm will pass up by.”
 
   The men set harder to their task, digging and pulling at the sea beneath them, but the gods did not smile on them that night. A great rush of wind drove them eastward and massive waves swelled up around them. The longboat rose up and down as if traversing rolling hills with each passing second. One of the men lurched over the side of the boat and retched, the others continued to beat the water with their oars. As the night wore on, the storm became worse. Icy hail mixed with large drops of warm rain descended upon the men. Garret tried to maneuver the canopy to protect them, but the wind rent it from his hands and tore it free from the longboat, leaving them all vulnerable to the elements. The large man cursed the wind and then moved in to take an oar in hand and battle the ferocious seas with the others.
 
   They fought hard for hours. Exhaustion set in upon them. The incessant, slamming waves devoured their hope as the boat lurched and crashed into the troughs between the steepening waves. The boat groaned and cracked in protest. Some of the oars snapped. The rudder’s handle splintered as the boat spun around to crash into a trough, nearly sending Sorbiy overboard had not Garret snatched the man back by the ankle and pulled him into the safety of the boat.
 
   “Pull in the oars, men!” Sorbiy shouted. “Just do what you can to hang on!” The boat then pitched with the bow shooting up as they climbed over a wave. A few moments later they reached the peak and almost came level again.
 
   “The sea will decide our fate now,” Garret said reluctantly. A great succession of lightning illuminated the area.
 
   “In the name of Osei…” Sorbiy muttered.
 
   Kelden turned to look as another flash of lightning tore through the darkness. The longboat was precariously perched atop a great swell over thirty feet above the next trough. The bow pitched downward into the descent. The next wave towered more than twice the height of the one they were falling from. The longboat picked up speed and the men all shouted.
 
   “Hang on men!” Sorbiy yelled just instants before the boat slammed into the trough. It was as if a god had picked them up and thrown them into a granite wall. The boat shattered apart and men were flung from it, devoured by the massive wave that drove Kelden and others back from his seat to tumble head over heels in the depths.
 
   Kelden felt something with his hand and grabbed onto it out of desperation. A moment later he broke the surface, holding onto a hunk of the hull just large enough to help him float. He caught his breath and then felt another sinking sensation. The water dropped around him, sucking him downward. Lightning flashed above, but it failed to illuminate the area around him. It appeared as though he had been sucked into a black valley between waves. Then, in an instant, Kelden was ripped from the wreckage he was holding and twirling in the sea with the momentum of another wave as it passed by. It seemed as if he had been thrust into the dark abyss of a watery hell. Pressure assaulted him on every side and his ears screamed in sharp pain until they popped. Quickly he reoriented himself and swam to the surface. 
 
   He sucked in a huge gasp of air as his head rose above the water. He could hear shouts of men who had also found their way back up. Another flash of lightning revealed a large section of the boat had remained intact, albeit it now floated upside down in the water. Kelden swam hard and managed to reach the overturned boat. 
 
   However, his smile quickly faded as he heard the shouts of the other men growing more distant. The storm was separating the small group as fate decided who would survive and who would be left behind. Kelden put his hands to his mouth and shouted for Redbeard.
 
   A muffled shout returned the call. Kelden looked down just as something knocked on the inside of the overturned hull. Kelden slipped down and ducked under the wood to find a small pocket of air under the hull. Redbeard was inside, holding on with his arms locked around one of the benches.
 
   “Let’s get onto the top,” Kelden said.
 
   “Nothin doin!” Redbeard shouted back. “Here at least I have something to hold onto. We go above, and there is nothing. The water swelled beneath them and Kelden scrambled to wrap his arms around the adjacent bench.
 
   “Where’s Pinhead?” Kelden shouted.
 
   The water broke nearby and a massive form lurched up from the depths. It was Garrett and Pinhead.
 
   “Hold on!” Garrett instructed.
 
   “Where’s Sorbiy?” Redbeard called out.
 
   “Dunno,” Garrett shouted back. “Couldn’t find him.”
 
   “Hold on, we are going for a ride tonight!” Redbeard shouted.
 
   They could hear the men above screaming and wailing as they rose up with one wave and then fell down into the valley before the next wave swept over the top of the capsized hull. Soon afterward they heard others scrambling atop the boat, pushing the hull down and reducing the air bubble slightly.
 
   “We can’t stay here,” Kelden said.
 
   “You take your chances up there if you like,” Redbeard replied. “I’m staying right here.”
 
   Kelden shook his head and adjusted his grip. “I’m not leaving you,” he swore.
 
   “Better to stay here for now,” Garrett said.
 
   They rode out the rest of the storm clinging to the benches and spitting water from their mouths when the swells threatened to steal their air bubble. They could hear others clambering onto the top, but Kelden did not leave Redbeard. True to his word, he stayed with the dwarf until the waters became peaceful, and the sun rose high above the sea. Near the end, Redbeard almost fell asleep by the time the sunlight pierced the waters around them, but Kelden reached out to steady the dwarf’s hands and shouted to keep him awake.
 
   “We need to move,” Kelden said.
 
   Redbeard shook his head.
 
   Kelden squeezed the dwarf’s forearm. “The storm is gone, and we need to go out now. We can’t dangle here forever like teabags.”
 
   Something splashed into the water and the boat jerked to the side. A moment later Sorbiy popped his head up and had a big, toothy grin on his face. “Fancy seeing you here,” he said.
 
   Kelden laughed despite himself and nodded with his chin at Redbeard. “If you get him, I will meet you on the other side.”
 
   Garret smiled and wrenched Pinhead from the bench and disappeared under the surface. Sorbiy grabbed Redbeard and did likewise. Kelden followed and then they all climbed up the overturned hull and spread out. Kelden let out an exhausted sigh and lazily flung an arm over his eyes.
 
   Redbeard cursed Sorbiy as he wrung out his beard and muttered something about a stupid bean pole. A moment later he flopped back onto the deck and was snoring within a minute. Garrett struck the water with a single oar, trying to push them along.
 
   “Where are we going?” Kelden asked.
 
   Garret shrugged. “Well, with the sun at our backs, I am hoping we are headed west.”
 
   “What of the others?” Kelden asked Sorbiy.
 
   Sorbiy shook his head and a sour grimace pulled at his face. “Haven’t seen or heard anyone else.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When the five of them finally came close enough to shore that they were able to walk in the shallow water, they were beyond exhausted. Even Garret struggled to put one foot in front of the other as they waded out from the gentle waves and up onto the sand. Each and every one of them fell to their knees on the sand. Sorbiy thanked Osei for deliverance, while the dwarves both bent down and were busy kissing the wet sand.
 
   “Any idea where we are?” Garret asked.
 
   Kelden nodded. “About one hundred and twenty miles north of Kobhir. Not quite half way to Khatthun.”
 
   Sorbiy rolled onto his back and stretched out on the ground. “That is an awfully precise distance. How in Hammenfein could you know that?”
 
   “While I am on holiday, I sometimes take a ride up the coast. I have camped not too far from here.” He pointed up the sandy coast to a hill where a line of tall cypress and yew trees grew. “There is a spring not far beyond those trees. I watered my horse here before.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you happened to leave any boots or shirts?” Pinhead groused.
 
   “No,” Kelden replied flatly.
 
   “How about rum?” Pinhead asked. He stood up from kissing the sand and moved to poke Kelden in the chest. “Don’t think I have forgotten about the jug of rum you owe me!”
 
   Sorbiy cut in as he rose to his feet and twisted his back to the left and then to the right. “Water before liquor, my good dwarf.”
 
   “That’s rich, coming from a sailor,” Pinhead quipped.
 
   Sorbiy’s eyes went wide and he frowned at the little dwarf. Pinhead just started walking, grumbling to himself and muttering about how intolerable humans were.
 
   “Bah, don’t mind him,” Redbeard said. “He gets grumpy when he hasn’t eaten for a while.”
 
   “Or when he is thirsty, apparently,” Garret observed.
 
   Redbeard nodded his head and then thumbed at his brother. “I best go on after him,” he said as he unceremoniously jogged to catch up with his brother.
 
   “Alright Kelden,” Sorbiy started. “I figure on the sea I outrank you, but on land, you should probably take the lead. What’s our next move?”
 
   Kelden nodded and pointed at the two dwarves. “Let’s get them to that spring. Fresh water will do us all some good. After that, we need to make our way to Rasselin. I have a score to settle.”
 
   Garret held his hands out and shook his head. “I don’t mean to sound like a whining child, but you do remember we have neither shirts nor shoes, yes?”
 
   Kelden nodded again. “Come on, I’ll show you a few things.” They followed Kelden up the slope of sand and into the soft grasses of the forest beyond. Redbeard and Pinhead stopped when Kelden caught up with them and waited until he got his bearings and then pointed off to the north. He led them through the trees for about fifteen minutes before they came to a grove of a dozen catalpa trees.
 
   “These trees love the water from the fresh spring,” Kelden said as he showed them the way through the tangled webs of branches completely covered in massive, heart-shaped leaves. Each of the trees was roughly thirty feet tall. Their big, thick leaves nearly blocked out all of the sunlight from above. White flowers and long bean pods hung in clumps from the branches.
 
   Kelden reached up and plucked a leaf off at the stem. He turned and handed it to Garret. The large man held the leaf with both hands in front of his chest. “That nearly covers your chest by itself,” Kelden said. “It we are careful about it, we can use the stems to link these together so we can cover our torsos.”
 
   “You want me to dress myself in leaves?” Pinhead growled.
 
   Kelden shrugged. “I am crossing the desert, and I intend to get there without burning my flesh off. If we make at least two coverings for each of us, and then pack a roll of extra leaves, we might be able to make it.”
 
   “The leaves will dry in the sun once they are taken from the trees,” Sorbiy said.
 
   “That’s why we will take extra with us. We’ll wet them before we leave the spring and just hope that the leaves packed inside the rolls will retain some of their moisture for when we need to trade them out.”
 
   Redbeard reached up to a low hanging branch and snagged a leaf. He set it on his brother’s head and then let out a whooping laugh as the leaf curled down over Pinhead like a great, green bonnet.
 
   Pinhead turned around and slugged Redbeard in the mouth. He reached up and snatched the leaf from his head and threw it at Redbeard for emphasis.
 
   “You can eat the flowers and the seeds in the bean pods,” Kelden said. Pinhead looked up at Kelden with a sharp eye. Kelden nodded and affirmed it was possible. “You have to boil them first, otherwise they are terribly bitter, but it will help until we can find some better food.”
 
   “What are we supposed to boil them in?” Pinhead pointed out.
 
   “Right,” Kelden said as he looked around. After a moment he shrugged. “We can eat them without boiling them. They won’t taste very good, but they will sustain us well enough.”
 
   “You want us to dress in leaves, and eat seeds?” Garret asked as he held his leaf up in front of his face. 
 
   Kelden sighed and shrugged. “Not sure what else to do. I lost my shirt in the battle, along with my boots. Those of us who had shirts left gave them to you to make that sun screen on the boat.”
 
   Garret ceded the point and flattened the leaf against his chest. “Feels like silk,” he told Pinhead.
 
   The dwarf kicked the dirt and folded his arms as he let out a huff.
 
   Kelden pointed to the water. “You go ahead and get some water. When you have had your fill, then we can set up camp for tonight. Pinhead, you can build us a fire. Sorbiy and Garret, start collecting leaves and stems. You can also shred some of the bark from the nearby cedar trees. The strands can be used as rope or thread if you like. Redbeard, gather the seedpods and flowers. I’ll be back in a little while.”
 
   “Where are you off to?” Sorbiy asked.
 
   “I’ll go a bit farther out and try to find some birch trees. If I find enough of them, I can weave shoes out of the bark.”
 
   “Ha!” Garret snorted as he slapped Sorbiy on the arm.
 
   Sorbiy shook his head and looked up to the big man. “I think he is serious.”
 
   Kelden laughed and nodded. “I know it sounds ridiculous, but it will keep our feet from burning. I will gather the bark, and then weave it around your feet.”
 
   “Are you born from plants or something?” Redbeard asked. Everyone chuckled a bit, even Pinhead broke his scowl and laughed.
 
   Kelden shook his head. “I wasn’t always a soldier,” he said. “I spent my youth in a small town in a forest like this one. My father taught me how to use the plants to survive if I ever needed it.”
 
   “I bet he never figured you would need it quite this badly,” Redbeard commented as he looked up to a large, heart-shaped leaf.
 
   “No, probably not,” Kelden said. “But all the same, we practiced these skills on several occasions. Go ahead and get the water. I’ll be back soon.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
   Kai and Seldaric stood near the bow of the ship on the seventh and final day of their sea voyage. They watched silently as the docks and walls of Tuport came into view. Tall, blue roofed towers anchored each corner of the granite wall beyond the docks and warehouses on the gently sloping hill. There were many ships, all of different sizes, throughout the bay. Some were docked, others were sailing out, and the rest were floating lazily in the water. Some looked to be fishing vessels, or sailing ships of a personal nature, but most appeared to be merchant ships.
 
   “It will be good to be on land again,” Kai said.
 
   “Don’t you like the water?” Seldaric asked.
 
   Kai shrugged. “I like to look at it, so long as I am looking at it from somewhere on dry land.”
 
   Their ship gently rocked over and through the waves as they came nearer to Tuport, the western most city on Selemet Island. During the journey they had not seen another sailboat despite the crew assuring them that their boat was the fastest one available from Bluewater, but that did not seem to matter to Seldaric. He felt confident that they would apprehend the human assassin.
 
   One of the crewmen called out to Liloriel, advising her that she should come up to the deck. A few moments later she was standing between Kai and Seldaric.
 
   “How do you know where to find him?” Kai asked Liloriel when she approached.
 
   “That is easy,” Liloriel smiled. “We need not find the assassin per se. We can instead focus our attention on the two remaining relics. There is an old Sierri’Tai castle in the south west portion of Selemet Isle. I will go there and alert the other Svetli’Tai Kruks of the danger.” Liloriel pulled a rolled parchment from the folds of her red robes and handed it to Seldaric. “Follow this map. It will lead you to a tower. There is an elf by the name of Elroa who lives there. Jahre entrusted the King’s Ring to Elroa. You must protect him at all costs. Once you have found him, bring him north from the tower to Telshir. That is the seat of the Selemet High Council. We will ask for their help in protecting Elroa and the ring. Once I am done at the Sierri’Tai castle, I will meet you in Telshir.”
 
   “What of his burns?” Seldaric asked as he gestured to Kai. “He might not be able to travel as fast with his injuries.”
 
   Liloriel nodded. “Tantine is on the way. After you both are underway, I will send a message to the priestess I spoke of. She should be able to heal the burns within a day, but don’t wait any longer than that. If she can’t heal you within that time frame, you must move on.”
 
   “By your command,” Seldaric said.
 
   Liloriel turned and looked to Kai. “You will draw attention,” she told him. “Tuport is a melting pot of different races, but most humans never venture deeper into Selemet Isle. I want you to follow Seldaric’s instructions. He knows elf customs. I should warn you both that law and tradition beg that I meet with the Selemet High Council before we act, however, I am going to forego that formality for the sake of time. The assassin has at least half a day’s head start, and there is no way for me to know whether he is going for the castle or Elroa first. If you have any trouble with local patrols, tell them that you are Liloriel’s agents. That should at least by you some time before they would prosecute.”
 
   “Why would elves prosecute agents of the Kruks?” Kai asked. “I thought you said Kruks were above the law.”
 
   “I did, however, the Selemet High Council has had its share of… shall we say, abrasive dealings with the Kruks. Some on the council wish to see our order disbanded. They believe we are wasting our lives protecting a door that no one wishes to open. More than that, they believe we are a danger to others’ lives as well.”
 
   “Obviously someone wants to open the Netherworld Gate,” Kai said quickly. “Perhaps the council would rather deal with an invasion of vengeful Sierri’Tai.”
 
   Liloriel smiled and turned back to the water before them. “When we dock, do not wait for me. Move directly to the road marked upon the map and go as quickly as you can. Once your burns are healed, go straight to the tower.”
 
   Then the Kruk priestess turned and left Kai and Seldaric alone at the front of the boat while she went to speak with the crewmen.
 
   “I must explain something to you,” Seldaric started. “I assume you are familiar with the great war that ravaged your continent after the Elf War?”
 
   “Of course,” Kai replied. “We all know about the Mage Wars.”
 
   Seldaric cleared his throat. “Since the Mage Wars, we have not used magic. It is in fact unlawful for any elf to use magic in any degree, except for the Svetli’Tai Kruks. They are the only elves who may use magic. If other elves were to use magic publicly, it could be punishable by death. Because of this, we as a race have largely forgotten how to use magic properly. I doubt most elves could use magic now. We must find this assassin, for if he unleashes the Sierri’Tai upon us, we will be largely defenseless.”
 
   “Well, if the old Sierri’Tai that attacked Bluewater can use magic, I am willing to bet that there are a few elves who still remember how as well.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Seldaric shrugged. “Even so, I presume the Sierri’Tai still practice magic in the realm where they now reside. If that is true, and they were released from their banishment and given the freedom to attack us, it would be devastating indeed.”
 
   “Why did magic become unlawful to practice?” Kai asked as he shifted the conversation slightly. “Surely the Mage Wars did not come to your lands?” Kai realized the answer almost immediately after asking the questions. He dropped his head downward and huffed. “But I suppose that unless you pretended that magic did not exist, unless you made it something of contraband, the Mage Wars would have eventually come to you.” 
 
   “You are wiser than you look,” Seldaric replied. “If we had continued the use of magic they would have come with hordes of warriors to exterminate us as well. After fighting the Sierri’Tai, we simply didn’t have the power to fight off anymore attackers. It would have meant the extinction of our people.” 
 
   “Although I understand that is likely how it would have been, it is still hard to fathom.” Kai sighed again as he looked back to the sea. “I can’t imagine Zinferth sending armies down to slaughter elves.”
 
   “War always seems unimaginable until it is upon you,” Seldaric commented quietly, leaning onto the ship’s railing and clasping his hands. “That is the blindness that threatens us all. It is too easy to sit by, thinking the worst will never happen, until flames of hatred are nurtured and a leader rises up to bring war down upon those who stand in the way of his power. It is then that we can find the survival of an entire race hanging in the balance.” Seldaric turned about and leaned his back against the railing as he stared off in the opposite direction.
 
   Imagining the anguish such a war might cause in his own country, the suffering someone like his sister Sebina would endure, gave Kai a sick feeling in his stomach. His thoughts turned to his little sister then, realizing that her future happiness did depend on them successfully stopping this assassin from releasing the drow. By Liloriel’s promise, Sebina would be heading to Svatal soon. For her sake now, the Elven Isles needed to be kept free from the curse of the Sierri’Tai. Kai spat into the sea and turned to walk to the back of the ship. He grabbed a bottle of ale hoping to find some solace from the bottom of a bottle.
 
   “Don’t drink too much,” Seldaric warned. “We’ll be in port within ten minutes.”
 
   Kai finished a long pull on the bottle and replaced the cork in the top. “Just wanted to wet my pipes,” Kai said with a smile. He sat down, leaning against the port side wall of the vessel and closed his eyes. 
 
   Kai barely managed to calm his nerves by the time he felt the boat slow down. Crewmen hurried about, working the sails and guide ropes. Kai rose to his feet so as to stay out of the way until the side of the boat gently brushed up against the dock. 
 
   They had finally arrived in Tuport. Now the real pursuit would begin.
 
   The large city seemed to rival even the great city Blundfish in its size. However, the mixture of races in this city was like a large pot of stew. Kai surveyed the docks and turned his eyes up to the warehouses beyond. He saw elves, a few humans, and even several dwarves out in the streets. Kai studied the city with a sense of admiration. Although Tuport did have a certain dirty appearance and feel, he had never heard anything less than respectable news about this city. It was intriguing to him that so many different kinds of people could reside in the same location, especially one that had been ravaged by a genocidal war centuries before.
 
   Kai wondered then if maybe it wasn’t in spite of the war that Tuport had such myriad races living together, but perhaps because of it. It was as if Tuport was a new world, one where all could live and pursue their happiness within a larger framework. Kai smiled to himself and shook his head. The ranger in him laughed at his over simplification. He knew that if he looked hard enough he would likely find many of the same types of criminals and low lifes in this city as in any other. Just because the races intermingled, it didn’t mean there was a lack of bad blood. Still, it was an idea that he liked. So for now, until he knew any different, Kai was going to assume that everyone in Tuport got along quite well, despite any racial differences.
 
   Kai’s attention was grabbed by a rather large figure leaving one of the warehouses. The man stood at least seven feet tall by the looks of him. He was head and shoulders taller than the nearest human to him, and he seemed a giant as he walked by a duo of dwarves. By the looks of him, he was a Varrvar. Kai had dealt with a fair share of barbarians in the desert lands near Rasselin, and his perception of them was not one of high regard, yet seeing one here made him wonder whether there might be more within the city. He thought it interesting that dwarves and Varrvar could walk openly in the streets without killing each other. The dwarves Kai had met before coming through Rasselin in merchant caravans had always been quick and loud about their hatred of the large, barbarian race.
 
   Seldaric walked up behind Kai and put a hand on his left shoulder, pulling him from his thoughts. 
 
   “Alright, the crew is going to set out for Kobhir without delay. Your sister, her friend, and your aunt will soon be on their way to Bluewater after that.”
 
   Kai smiled and nodded his head gratefully. “Thanks.”
 
   “Don’t thank me, thank Liloriel.”
 
   Kai smirked and nodded again. “Next time we meet up with her, I will.”
 
   “You and I will follow Liloriel’s instructions and go to the tower,” Seldaric announced. 
 
   Kai leapt over to the dock and Seldaric followed half a moment later. They waved to the crewmen and then made their way into the city.”
 
   “Should we try to question anyone at the docks and find out if anyone saw him come in?” Kai asked as he adjusted his sword a little to the left.
 
   “No,” Seldaric replied with a small shake of his head. “We go for the tower. As Liloriel said, there is no need to try to find the human. We find the things he wants, and he will eventually come to us.”
 
   “I know what she said,” Kai began. “I just thought a little more information might help us, that’s all.”
 
   “We are agents of the Svetli’Tai Kruk priestess. We do as we are told.”
 
   “Alright,” Kai relented. The two of them walked through the city with a determined pace and a focus that did not allow them time enough to even glance at the bustling of city life around them. Merchants called out to the pair of travelers from their stands on the sides of the street, but neither Seldaric nor Kai paid them any mind. It seemed as if they floated through the crowds of people near the docks and warehouses without even causing a ripple. Instead of going through the main gates into the city beyond the commercial district at the docks, the pair went around the left of the wall, following a wide, dirt road around the city and coming out on the other side where they saw the beginning of a dense, emerald forest. The large road leading away from the city had a single sign. A large set of elvish runes were carved into the sign.
 
   “This is the road to Telshir,” Seldaric said.
 
   The lush, green forest which stood on both sides of the road was so dense that it would be impossible to navigate with a horse off the beaten path, and Kai wondered if even a human would have an easy time going through the forest with all of the vines and large brush in between the closely spaced trees. He had heard stories about the forests of the elven isles, but it was altogether different to see it in person. Now he understood why elves preferred to walk than to ride horses on these islands. Not that there were many horses to be had, as Liloriel and Seldaric had explained to him. There were no native herds on either of the elven islands and the few horses that had been brought over the sea belonged to merchants and pulled their wagons over the roads from city to city for trade. 
 
   Seldaric turned and thumped Kai on the arm. The ex-Ranger looked up from his thoughts and saw a sly smile on his companion’s face. Kai cocked his head a bit as he tried to read the half elf’s thoughts. 
 
   “The city of Tantine is a little more than a day’s walk. While you are working on your wounds with the priestess there, I will be able to restock our provisions and then we can travel on to the tower. However, we have lost much time already in our pursuit.” Seldaric paused for a moment and a small twinkle seemed to beam from his eyes as his smile grew wider. 
 
   “You saying we should skip the healing?” Kai asked. “I know it will put us back more in terms of time, but even I have to admit that fighting with a burn the size of a frying pan on my torso isn’t going to be easy.”
 
   “Do you think you could endure the pain if we quickened our pace?”
 
   Kai lifted his shirt to reveal the large bandage with yellow and orange stains. “You did see the burns, right?” Kai asked.
 
   Seldaric nodded. “If you could endure the pain while we ran to Tantine, it would help us make up the time we will lose when we stop to see the priestess. It shouldn’t do any actual damage to your body.”
 
   Kai arched a brow and folded his arms. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “My friend, shall we go for a run?”
 
   This is the other reason horses aren’t used on these islands, Kai thought to himself sourly. He knew that the elves on these islands liked to run almost as much as they enjoyed walking. It came natural to them to spring through the lush, dense forests as nimbly and quickly as the deer. Kai, on the other hand, had never been overly fond of running if he thought walking could get the job done just as well. Kai looked to the road and sighed. He hoped he could keep up.
 
   “I assume you can run,” Seldaric pressed.
 
   “I’m not an elf,” Kai shrugged, “but I can go for a few miles.”
 
   “Splendid,” Seldaric said with a grin. The elf adjusted his belt and took off down the road.
 
   “Curse the pointy-ears and their running,” Kai grumbled. He made sure his sword belt was secured and then jogged after him. The ex-Ranger tried to focus on the scenery around him, but even the beautiful landscape did little to occupy his mind as the miles dragged on beneath his feet. To his credit, Kai kept pace with Seldaric. Neither of them slowed their gait, except to water a few flowers when nature called on them.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kai and Seldaric made good time, resupplying in Tantine and then off onto the road by the second day of their journey. The Kruk priestess was able to heal all of Kai’s wounds and was pleasant enough to spend a day with, although she was extremely quiet the entire time Kai was under her care. To make up for additional time lost the duo ran in the mornings, and then from mid-day until it was too dark to see their way they walked. Kai could see Seldaric’s impatient glances, but there was nothing the human could do to keep up with the spry elf any longer than the first portion of the day. He had never run so much in his life. The desert never leant itself to such exertions. Even the criminals that ran from Kai in Rasselin city knew better than to run for very long, else they would suffer heatstroke.
 
   The Elven Isles were much cooler, and the air was easier to breathe, but that didn’t help lighten Kai’s legs and feet. He could run farther here for sure, but his endurance just wasn’t the same as Seldaric’s.
 
   He was more than ready to stop running once the sun reached its apex in the sky on the third day. Unbeknownst to either of them, the walking would be good for them as they would soon need their strength.
 
   They ate their bread and fruit, which the Kruk priestess had been kind enough to give them for their journey, as they walked along the bumpy dirt road. They noticed several carrion birds circling the sky further down the road, off behind a bend to the south.
 
   “Look there,” Seldaric called out as he pointed upward to the birds. “Monk vultures.”
 
   Kai nodded. “I see them.”
 
   Three of the black birds circled lazily, tilting their wings as they drifted. One of them dropped down below the tree line and out of sight. The other two continued to circle.
 
   “Can you see through the trees?” Kai asked.
 
   Seldaric shook his head. “The foliage is too thick. Come on, let’s investigate.”
 
   Kai swallowed his last bite of the apple he was eating and then tossed the core to the side of the road, where it smacked against a tree and broke apart. He took in a deep breath and begrudgingly urged himself into a light jog. The curve in the road took them about fifty yards to the south, and then it curved back out to the east. As they rounded the last bend they caught a grizzly sight.
 
   Four of the large vultures were pecking at a pair of corpses along the road. Crows and other birds squawked and hopped around the large, domineering vultures, trying to sneak bits of the meat away for themselves.
 
   Kai kept to his steady jog while Seldaric quickened his pace and scared the smaller birds off with a wave of his hands. Three of the monk vultures reluctantly took to flight, but the fourth stayed and splayed its wings as it hissed at Seldaric. The raptor’s wingspan was at least three feet longer than Seldaric was tall, making for a most impressive display.
 
   Seldaric pulled his scimitar out and poked it at the bird. The vulture snapped and hissed, but ultimately it flapped its wings and leapt backwards into the air, flying low along the road for a while until it rose up to light upon a thick branch overlooking the scene.
 
   Kai caught up with Seldaric and looked down at the ravaged bodies. “Can you tell how long they have been here?”
 
   Seldaric shook his head. “The birds have picked them over fairly well,” he said as he indicated the large hunks of missing flesh. The elf bent down to one of the corpses and scanned the remains. “Can’t tell what got this one,” he said after a moment.
 
   Kai bent next to the other one. This body was taller than the other, but more of it was missing. Kai could see the ribs in one place. As he inspected the body, a pair of yellow jackets emerged from a cavity in the corpse’s chest and hovered around over the body. Kai shook his head and looked to Seldaric. “No idea what got this one either.” Kai then moved to the wagon. He grabbed hold of the side and pulled himself up. “Where’s the horse?” Kai asked as he pointed to the front of the wagon.
 
   Seldaric moved around the wagon and studied the ground. The dirt road was well compacted, so only trace hoof prints could be seen, but it was enough for him to know the horse had been taken. “Looks like someone killed them for their horse.”
 
   “Then why not take the wagon too?” Kai asked. “And what about the boxes of stuff?” Kai bent down and opened a small wooden crate to see it full of apples, cheese, and smoked meats packed in cloth. “The food here is still fresh, so the attack must have been recent.”
 
   “My guess is only a day or two at the most,” Seldaric said. “This road is patrolled by guards on a routine basis. I should imagine they will be here soon.”
 
   “How often?” Kai asked.
 
   Seldaric shrugged. “I believe the unit patrols from one end of the island to the other. So they should cross over any given spot at least once a week.”
 
   “It was him,” Kai said as he hopped down from the wagon. “He killed these men for their horse. He left them and the wagon because he needed speed.”
 
   Seldaric nodded. “I was thinking the same thing.” The elf sighed and looked back to the bodies. “We should move.”
 
   Kai nodded emphatically. “I can run a bit more,” he said.
 
   They turned to begin heading eastward again, but then they spotted a group of four riders coming toward them from the east. Kai and Seldaric stopped where they were and looked at the newcomers.
 
   “The guards?” Kai asked.
 
   Seldaric shook his head. “No. These are human riders.”
 
   The riders pointed at Kai and Seldaric and shouted something. The four riders pulled weapons and began charging.
 
   “I think they think we attacked these men,” Seldaric said.
 
   Kai drew his sword. “I caught that,” he growled.
 
   Seldaric turned to Kai and pushed the man back around the wagon. “Into the forest, go!”
 
   Kai nodded and the two made haste for the trees.
 
   The pounding hooves thundered toward them. The men shouted and cursed. One of them fired a crossbow, but the bolt slammed into a tree well behind Seldaric and Kai. The riders leapt from their horses and followed after Seldaric and Kai on foot.
 
   “The forest is too thick for the horses to enter. We will be on even terms here if we need to fight,” Seldaric said.
 
   “If?” Kai repeated skeptically. “I don’t know about elf traditions, but where I come from, shooting a crossbow is not a friendly greeting.”
 
   Seldaric shot Kai a sidelong glance and then turned to hide behind a thick oak tree covered with moss and ivy.
 
   Kai crouched in a group of ferns at the base of a hillock, his sword out and ready.
 
   “Come out!” one of the riders shouted. “We know you are here.”
 
   “Who sent you?” another rider yelled.
 
   “No one sent us,” Seldaric called out. “We only happened upon these two men and their wagon a few moments before you arrived.”
 
   “Right,” one of the riders mocked. “And I suppose you want me to believe that you don’t know who these men are?”
 
   Seldaric glanced toward Kai. The ex-ranger could see the confusion stamped across his elf companion’s face. Kai shrugged. The movement rustled some of the ferns he was hiding in.
 
   “There he is!” the crossbowman shouted.
 
   Kai heard the tell-tale click of the firing mechanism and knew he had made a mistake. He rolled out to his right as a steel bolt tore through the green plants and bit into the dirt behind where he had been crouching. He came up behind a tree and looked to Seldaric. The elf held a finger up to his lips.
 
   “Hey, the money is gone!” a man called out from near the wagon.
 
   Kai and Seldaric looked to each other and Kai silently mouthed, “What is going on?”
 
   Seldaric shrugged and silently readied his sword. Kai nodded. It was obvious that these men were not leaving without a fight.
 
   “Killed Governor Kimmel and stole our money did ya?” one of the men shouted.
 
   The voice was close. Kai closed his eyes and concentrated on the rustling foliage underfoot and the whoosh of swinging branches. Within a moment he heard the scrape of pine needles as they dragged across fabric. One of the riders was close enough to strike.
 
   Kai wheeled around the left side of the tree and struck out with a quick thrust of his sword. He caught a wide-eyed, black-bearded man through the heart. The man dropped his sword and opened his mouth as if to scream, then he fell backward silently. Kai continued the spin until he was safe behind a nearby tree.
 
   A crossbow bolt zipped through the space near him and slammed into a tree just a few feet farther away.
 
   One of the men called out to the crossbowmen, giving his position away to Seldaric. The elf leapt out from behind his hiding spot and slashed the man’s throat. He then dropped into a somersault as the crossbowman fired at him. The shot missed. Seldaric came up and gracefully launched his scimitar. The blade spun end over end until it sunk deep into the crossbowman’s chest.
 
   Kai saw his moment. He rushed out from behind his tree. He ran through the brush and darted around the many trees until he reached the fourth and final rider. The final enemy had only just leapt down from the wagon by the time Kai slammed into him. The ex-ranger drove his sword up through the man’s abdomen at such a sharp incline that the blade protruded out from the man’s upper back and bit into the side of the wagon. The man groaned and slowly turned his eyes to lock with Kai’s
 
   “Who…” the man didn’t finish his question before his strength left him and his body went slack.
 
   Kai removed his sword and wiped it on the fallen man’s clothes.
 
   Seldaric emerged from the forest and went to Kai. “You alright?”
 
   Kai nodded. “Never better.” He glanced back to the woods and then slid his sword into its sheath. “We should go,” he said.
 
   The two of them started running down the road, trying to put as much distance between themselves and the battle sight as possible.
 
   They ran for almost two miles before Kai had to stop. There was a pain in his side that had him nearly doubled over and heaving for breath. “I’m sorry,” Kai said. “I can’t run anymore today.”
 
   Seldaric ran a few more yards before he was able to slow himself down to a stop. He jogged back to Kai and placed a hand on Kai’s shoulder, pulling him upright. “Put your hands on your head, it will help open your chest and you will breathe better.”
 
   Kai nodded. He stretched upward, but then quickly felt the sharp, cramping pain in his side. He shook his head and dropped to a knee.
 
   “Kai, we have to keep moving,” Seldaric urged. “Come on, at least walk with me.” Seldaric reached under Kai’s armpit and hoisted the man up. Kai shook his head in protest, but the elf wasn’t willing to consider stopping. He dragged Kai along until the ex-ranger started moving his feet with stumbling steps to keep pace. “We must press forward. According to the map, there will soon be a turnoff with a smaller road leading to the tower. Once we have gone onto that road for a bit we can rest, but as long as we are on the main road, we run the risk of being caught by the patrol. If they see what we have done, we will not be able to complete our mission.”
 
   “I thought…” Kai began between gasps for air, “that agents were above the law?”
 
   “Keep moving,” Seldaric snapped.
 
   They hobbled along for a few minutes before Kai was able to walk without the stitch in his side. However, they never found the turn off.
 
   After they had walked for another mile something caught Seldaric’s attention and he turned to look behind them.
 
   “We are discovered,” Seldaric said. The elf stood and turned around. Kai turned and saw a group of seven running toward them on foot. Some of them had spears, while others wore scimitars upon their belts. Two of them stopped and brandished fine bows, nocking arrows and pulling the strings back.
 
   “More bandits?” Kai asked.
 
   Seldaric shook his head and drew his scimitar out, then he laid it upon the ground and backed away with his hands out to his sides. “The patrol,” he said. “Place your weapon on the ground.”
 
   “We could run,” Kai suggested.
 
   Seldaric shot Kai a disbelieving look.
 
   “You could run,” Kai said, correcting himself.
 
   Seldaric shook his head. “Even I could not lose them now. They know these forests, and would easily track me. If I run, it will be worse.”
 
   Kai nodded and undid his sword belt with his right hand. He unceremoniously dropped the weapon to the ground and backed away from it, following Seldaric’s example.
 
   “They won’t kill us,” Seldaric said. “They will arrest us.”
 
   “Excellent,” Kai commented.
 
   The patrol closed in with blinding speed.
 
   “We will be taken to Telshir, and then stand before the council.”
 
   Kai sighed and then tensed his body moments before an armored elf tackled him to the ground.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” Jaleal asked as he walked over to the cauldron and sniffed at the odoriferous sludge Phinean was cooking.
 
   “This will aid us greatly. I have a recipe that will turn me into a large bear.”
 
   “A bear?” Jaleal asked. He arched a brow and cocked his head at Phinean. “You’re going to turn yourself into a bear?”
 
   Phinean nodded confidently. “I am not a warrior like you. So, if the plan fails and the Goresym doesn’t work, then I will need to be ready to fight.”
 
   “A bear?” Jaleal repeated.
 
   Phinean looked up and shewed Jaleal away with the back of his left hand. “Go on and settle in upstairs if you can’t be useful here.”
 
   Jaleal shrugged. “You forgot the part that I don’t know how the Goresym works,” he said. “I told you before, I didn’t see Erik use it.”
 
   Phinean wrinkled his nose and nodded. “So, give it your best attempt and then have your spear handy. I will be outside in the trees. If it comes to a fight, I will be quick to come in.” Phinean stopped stirring the pot and stood up as he stretched his lower back out and groaned. “Just, go upstairs and think about how to use the Goresym, maybe it will come to you.”
 
   Jaleal turned and walked up the stairs. “Why didn’t I think of that?” Jaleal muttered under his breath. “All I had to do is just look at the stone and it will magically tell me how to use it.” He shook his head and slipped into a false panel in the wall that overlooked the upper room. He pulled the stone out and stared at it as he turned it over in his hand. None of the faces were cut evenly. The blue stone had a very rugged appearance. If not for the fact that Jaleal knew Erik had used it, he would have thought it was simply a large gem. “Alright, so I am looking at you and thinking. So are you going to show me what to do now?” Jaleal waited for a few seconds and then he laughed at himself. “Look at me, talking to a rock.”
 
   The warrior gnome set his spear beside him. He had a feeling that the day was going to end in a fight.
 
   He waited for an hour or so before Phinean came up to him, smiling wildly and holding a glass bottle in his hand that was filled with a greenish sludge that smelled like the back end of a wet dog. Phinean opened up the false panel.
 
   “Phinean, shouldn’t you be out front?” Jaleal asked.
 
   Phinean nodded. “I am going, but I wanted to show you the potion. Look at it!” Phinean held it up in front of Jaleal, but the warrior gnome pushed it gently back to Phinean.
 
   “Smells horrid.”
 
   Phinean frowned. “Well it isn’t a perfume,” Phinean replied. “It’s a potion that will turn me into a mighty bear.”
 
   “Will you think like a bear too?” Jaleal asked. “If so, then you should drink it outside, after you close the door.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Phinean said. “It will adjust my shape and strength only. It will not alter my mind nor my demeanor.”
 
   “So I will have a scatterbrained bear to deal with as well as an assassin eh?” Jaleal quipped.
 
   “What do you mean?” Phinean asked as he glanced from the bottle to Jaleal.
 
   Jaleal shrugged and shook his head. “Never mind. Best of luck to you. Now, if you don’t mind, I am trying to hide. Remember, you said he could be arriving today.”
 
   “Quite right!” Phinean said. The older gnome helped Jaleal replace the false panel into the wall and then moved a couple steps away. “Bottoms up!” Phinean said happily as he set the bottle to his lips and tilted his head back. The contents slid down the glass and into the gnome with a slight hissing sound. Phinean gagged and wiped his mouth after he finished.
 
   Jaleal could hear a strong rumbling work through Phinean’s stomach. The gnome doubled over, apparently about to vomit and then he stood totally erect, rigid as a board. His face grew brown fur. Phinean smiled. “It’s working!” Phinean shouted as his body twisted and contorted into different shapes. Jaleal gripped his spear. He held no ill will toward Phinean, but he was not about to get devoured by a bear in case Phinean did in fact lose his mind.
 
   He needn’t have worried.
 
   Along with the brown fur on the gnome’s face, a pair of long, floppy ears grew out from his head. Phinean scrunched his brow together and lifted his hands to his head, feeling the long, fuzzy ears.
 
   “Oh, now that’s not right,” Phinean said.
 
   A puff of smoke shrouded the gnome for a second. Something thumped onto the floor. Jaleal gripped his spear tight, waiting for the form to be revealed from within the smoke.
 
   “No, no, no!” Phinean shouted in a peculiarly high pitch. “This isn’t right at all!”
 
   The smoke swirled and out hopped a large, brown hare.
 
   Jaleal couldn’t contain himself. The warrior gnome burst out laughing and nearly started crying when he saw it.
 
   “Laugh if you will, but it’s still an effective disguise,” Phinean said. The hare twitched its nose and hopped down toward the stairs while Jaleal continued to laugh for several minutes after Phinean was gone.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   This is it, Talon thought to himself. He looked down to the note whereupon Governor Gandle had scrawled the name of three relics needed to open the Netherworld Gate and free the Sierri’Tai from their imprisonment. Under the names were the locations of each relic. Talon rubbed his thumb across the second line, where it listed this precise tower as the location of the King’s Ring.
 
   Talon smiled as he thought of the Sierri’Tai army. There were likely hundreds, possibly thousands, of Sierri’Tai warriors waiting to be released. If Talon succeeded in opening the Netherworld Gate, they would swear loyalty to him. Then he would have the power to take his revenge.
 
   Since arriving on Selemet a few days before, Talon had imagined many times how he would kill Basei, the god of war. The feeling he experienced as he thought of that goal coming closer within his reach was almost indescribable. It was the ecstasy that compelled him forward on his quest.
 
   Soon he would have the King’s Ring. After that there was only one more relic to find, as he had already taken the Tomni’Tai scroll from Jahre in Medlas. Then, after the Netherworld Gate was opened, he would lead his army to Basei’s door and take the demigod down. Perhaps then the nightmares and images of his mother, who had been killed by Basei after praying to him for help, would stop tormenting him. Maybe, just maybe, he could find peace for his soul after his mother’s murder was avenged.
 
   He folded the paper nicely and stuffed it deep down into his left boot. He stood at the base of a large, dark stone tower. Ivy had grown over most of the lower half of the tower and some of it had ascended all the way to the top where a lone window promised to offer a nice view of the realm. Talon slipped his left hand into his satchel and stroked the Scroll of the Tomni’Tai. A surge of energy rushed into his body as he felt closer to accomplishing his goal. 
 
   Jahre had not held all of the relics in his old tower, but then Talon had not expected that. He had only expected to find the scroll in possession of the old sage. And right he was. The other relics were scattered to keep them safe. All three items were needed to release the Drow, the assassin knew, without any one of them it would be impossible to complete the task. Talon was not worried about it though. Thanks to the information he had taken from Raimus and Governor Gandle, he knew where to find each of the three items. 
 
   The King’s Ring, which had belonged to the human king who had fought Lemork, was finally within Talon’s grasp. Talon sniggered as he remembered Governor Gandle’s expression when he had killed him. The old fool never saw it coming. Talon smiled. It was almost too easy. According to the information, there was only a single, elderly elf in this abandoned tower guarding the ring. This wouldn’t even be a fight. It would be child’s-play. 
 
   Talon walked towards the tower’s door, a large, old, oaken mass with a black iron ring to open it. The assassin gently pushed the door, expecting to find it locked, but the heavy slab of wood easily swung away from his fingers. The tiny hairs on the back of Talon’s neck started to rise. He froze instantly, his right hand reached for his scimitar and he strained his ears to listen for any movement. A small rustling sound came from the trees to Talon’s left. Without turning his head Talon focused his eyes to the left to see what was there. He eased considerably when a large hare came bounding out of the underbrush.
 
   “Stupid rabbit,” he said. “If you are still here when I get back, you will be my supper,” Talon promised.
 
   The hare twitched its nose and then leapt back into the bushes, disappearing into the forest.
 
   “Smart rabbit,” Talon said.
 
   Talon turned and entered the tower. An intense, musty odor assaulted Talon’s nostrils as he climbed the set of stairs to the main floor. The place reeked from the dung of mice and old, rotten grains. Mold dotted the few wooden chairs scattered throughout the room. It appeared as if no person had been here in hundreds of years, except for the odd smell that lingered on the air and seemed to be coming from a cauldron over a fresh mound of embers. Talon moved to it and held his hand out. The cauldron was still warm, but it was empty. Either someone was home, or he had perhaps just missed him.
 
   Without wasting any more time the assassin silently climbed the stairs that spiraled along the far wall and led to the top room of the tower. Talon found the door locked, but it didn’t take him more than a few seconds to pick the lock and push the door open. He leaned in slowly, peering around the room. As he had thought, this room was still being used. It smelled of pine and cinnamon, and it was immaculately clean. There was a small, well-made bed with a red coverlet draped over it at the far end of the room. A couple of small writing desks stood in the chamber, one near the doorway, and the other near a window. Two large wardrobes were placed close to the far wall, but the assassin did not see any elf. Talon swung the door completely open and entered the room. He took a couple of steps toward the center of the room, his hand hovering over the hilt of Drekk’hul. After a moment, he realized that no one else occupied the room with him. He was completely alone. 
 
   Talon cursed silently and started to search the room. Talon inspected the small desk near the window and found a journal. He opened it tentatively and read a few excerpts. Nothing seemed all that important. The elf who wrote in the journal used Common Tongue and wrote of the weather, of the forest, and a few poems. Nothing was mentioned about the King’s Ring, or the drow, or any other elf for that matter. It appeared as if Talon had simply blundered into the home of a lone hermit. He continued to search through the desk and found nothing. Talon tapped his right fist on the desk, checking for secret compartments, but he found none.
 
   “Where have you put it?” Talon asked aloud as he looked about the small room. Talon glanced out the window to the road below. He smiled when he saw the hare had returned and was sitting where he had first seen him. “I will come for you in a minute, my little friend,” Talon assured the rabbit.
 
   He walked over to the wooden bureaus and opened them both. The first was entirely empty. He knocked around its walls, but again he found no secret compartments hidden inside. He then turned to the second wardrobe. He found two tunics, one of them tan, and the other was green. Talon slid his hand over the surface of the wood on the inside, feeling for anything that might give away a secret compartment, but there was nothing. Next he opened the drawer at the bottom of the bureau. Inside he found random clothes, but as he rummaged through them he found a small envelope with a letter inside. He opened it. 
 
   “Taish, the language of the elves,” Talon growled as he saw that the writing was written in a foreign tongue. He had no way of understanding what was written. He slammed the paper down, frustrated. He glanced back to the journal at the desk. It had been written in Common Tongue.
 
   “If this elf writes his journal in the Common Tongue, then why would someone send him a letter in Taish?” Talon asked aloud. He squatted down and picked up the parchment again. Talon scrutinized the writing on the letter more carefully, looking for any indication of where it had come from. Still he could not make out anything of use. He dropped it again and opened the second drawer. Inside were a few knives and a large bow, as well as another letter. He picked up the letter and opened it. This one was written in Common Tongue. It was apparently from Jahre, as it bore the old elf’s name at the bottom. Talon sniggered as he read the letter which instructed Elroa, presumably the elf who resided within the tower, how to hide the ring inside of the table, inside of the single wooden column which supported the table-top. 
 
   Talon eagerly jumped over to the table and grabbed one end of it as if to rip off the top, but then his instincts got the better of him. He had been living among the shadows long enough to smell a trap. It clicked for him. The journal and the letter from Jahre were both written in Common Tongue to throw any would-be thieves off. Talon picked up a chair, placed himself four feet away from the table, and swung the chair up under the table top, slamming into the table with enough force to break the top from the base. Talon then dropped the chair and backed off, expecting some sort of trap to spring.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Talon cautiously walked back to the column and kicked it over so that the hole in the top would face the wall. No sooner had he done so than three darts fired from the hole and glanced off of the tower’s stone wall. A cloud of brown smoke snaked out of the opening and licked the marks on the stone where the darts had struck.
 
   “As I thought,” Talon said. He picked up the wooden column from the bottom and turned it upside down. He wasn’t about to reach into the hollowed out column. If the ring was inside, he would shake it out. He slammed the column onto the floor and then shook it. Nothing fell out. The table was simply a diversion, meant to kill any foolish seeker of the ring. 
 
   Talon tossed the column aside and resumed searching the room. Soon the bed was overturned, the bureau was thrown to the ground, and even some of the floor planks had been ripped from their positions, but no ring was found. Not even another clue as to where it could be or who was watching over it. Talon fumed about the room for a few moments, until his eyes again found the letter written in Taish.
 
   “Perhaps I should find someone who can translate that letter,” Talon mused aloud. Maybe it holds a clue as to where this ring is.”
 
   He went to the drawer and stuffed the letter into his pocket. He knew there was a town fairly close to the north. He could find someone there to help him. Talon smiled wide. He did love interrogating people.
 
   Talon rose to his feet and gave one last look through the items in the room.
 
   Something squeaked behind him. He wheeled around to see a false panel fall to the floor and out from a secret compartment stepped a small, man-like creature.
 
   “Easy now,” the being said.
 
   Talon drew his sword upon seeing the large spear the small creature held. “Are you an elf?”
 
   “That’s no elf!” Drekk’hul hissed. “It’s a gnome.”
 
   “I’m a gnome, the name is Jaleal.”
 
   Talon smiled at the gnome’s bravery. He was armed with a spear, but he wasn’t pointing it at Talon. He held it with the butt firm on the floor. In his other hand he held some sort of blue stone.
 
   “The stone! Take it!” Drekk’hul commanded.
 
   Jaleal held the stone out. The blue gem began to glow and hum. A ray of cyan light shot out and struck the blade of Talon’s sword.
 
   “Kill him! KILL HIM!”
 
   Talon knew he was being attacked.
 
   Drekk’hul released a purple mist that engulfed the entire room. The gnome began to cough and sputter. Talon smiled when he saw the gnome’s form. The small creature glowed bright violet amidst the purple and black fog that the sword had created. The stone sent out tentacles of light, but the fog held them at bay.
 
   “Kill him now!” Drekk’hul shouted within Talon’s mind.
 
   The assassin lunged forward. He swung his sword down, but the gnome leapt for the stairs. Talon caught only air as the gnome bounded down to the main floor. 
 
   Talon rushed down the stairs, keeping an eye on the small gnome. Jaleal ran out into the middle of the room as Talon followed him out of the stairway. The sword screamed at him to kill the gnome and take the stone. Talon launched from the stairs out into the room. He raised his sword high overhead to bring it down in a heavy chop.
 
   Jaleal stopped and turned. He winked at Talon and then threw his spear directly at the assassin.
 
   The silvery weapon flew straight and fast. Talon barely managed to bring his sword down in time to deflect it. The spear rang out like a bell as Drekk’hul connected with it and sent it spinning toward a far wall.
 
   A moment later, Talon crashed to the ground and rolled to absorb the impact. The gnome was there in an instant, swinging an old chair. Talon ducked his head and lifted his arms. The moldy, weathered chair broke over him, spewing bits of wood all around him.
 
   A small foot came in with more force than Talon had anticipated, striking him in the chest. Talon leapt up to his feet and lashed out with his own savage kick. The gnome ducked and rolled out of the way. Jaleal then jumped to his feet and ran for the spear.
 
   Talon reached out and grabbed another old chair. He flung it across the room. The gnome saw it just in time to leap back out of the way. Talon rushed in with blinding speed, slicing and cutting the air around the gnome as the small warrior furiously ducked and dodged each swing.
 
   “Is that the best you can do?” Jaleal taunted.
 
   Talon feinted left, and then reversed and came in with a right round-house kick just as Jaleal moved to dodge the anticipated sword strike. The kick caught the gnome in the chest and sent him flying across the room.
 
   Talon then moved to retrieve the spear. He picked it up and then launched it at the gnome.
 
   Jaleal managed to get back to his feet. He leapt up into the air, spinning over the spear and plucking it out of the air. He spun it around and rushed toward Talon with a mighty cry of anger.
 
   The assassin smiled. It had been a long time since anyone had given him this kind of challenge.
 
   He rushed in, sword out to the right.
 
   They both lashed out with their weapons. Steel and mithril rang out, echoing off the walls as showers of sparks flew. Drekk’hul hissed and shouted, releasing its bloodlust into Talon while the gnome spun and swung his spear in perfect rhythm with Talon. Every one of Talon’s strike was blocked, and every thrust the gnome sent was also defeated by Talon. The two were locked in a dead heat.
 
   They danced around the room, neither able to score a hit on the other. Then, Drekk’hul released another cloud of purple and black mist. The gnome coughed and sputtered, giving Talon a momentary opening. Being the expert warrior he was, he took the shot. His sword lashed out straight and true. Then, a fraction of a second before the blade bit into the gnome, some other creature jumped between them. Jaleal was knocked to the side and the sword drank the blood of some other foe.
 
   Talon stepped back as the mithril spear came blazingly fast, striking through the fog and nearly catching him several times. The assassin was backed against the stairs before he could launch a coherent counter attack. He drove the gnome back and then lashed out with a left front kick. The gnome ducked under it and answered with a stab at Talon’s left leg. Talon had expected that. He snapped his leg back and clipped the gnome’s arm with his sword.
 
   Jaleal shouted out and leapt back before launching the spear through the air. This time, Talon caught the spear. He dropped it behind himself, knowing that without it the gnome was as good as dead. He kept his eyes on the glowing outline of the gnome, and then glanced to the other form. The bright violet outline revealed a small animal.
 
   “Get out!” Drekk’hul commanded.
 
   “I have them beat,” Talon mentally told the sword.
 
   “Get out now!”
 
   The purple mist dissipated instantly and the sword begged Talon to run.
 
   When the cloud was gone, Talon saw that it had been a brown rabbit that had jumped between him and Jaleal. He narrowed his eyes on the creature and shook his head. “This can’t be,” he whispered aloud.
 
   The rabbit turned and stood on its hind legs. “Oh yes it can,” the rabbit said.
 
   Talon’s eyes shot wide. The rabbit extended its two front legs and waved them like hands. Between them a spark of yellow flame was born. The flame grew, crackling and hissing as it increased in size.
 
   “Sorry it had to end this way,” the rabbit said. “Jahre had high hopes for you.”
 
   Talon looked back to the gnome, who was now standing in the doorway and blocking his retreat. Jaleal held out his hand. A flash of silver streaked through the air and in an instant, the gnome was again holding his spear.
 
   “They have magic, you fool! Run!”
 
   Talon leapt back onto the stairs and ran for the upper room.
 
   A cloud of smoke enveloped the hare and a horrible screech filled the room. The sound grew louder and shriller. A fireball blasted into the wall ahead of Talon, forcing him to leap back down a few stairs. The assassin quickly regrouped and scrambled back to the door and glanced back down to the rabbit. The horrid screech halted as quickly as it began and the smoke was gone. Talon’s jaw dropped. A second gnome now stood in place of the hare. 
 
   He was only two feet tall, stout, with a long, white beard. His clothes were rough, forest green and made of wool and embellished with silk strips of black. His boots were made of fine leather, and a golden chain hung around his neck that matched a bracelet of golden links on his right arm. A trail of blood ran down the gnome’s right leg. It was the smile that unnerved the assassin. 
 
   “’Fraid I am not going to be staying for supper,” the short gnome announced. He wrinkled his brow underneath his pointy red hat and gathered another fireball in his hands.
 
   This time the fireball didn’t stop growing. Talon barely caught sight of the two gnomes running out the front door before the fireball grew so large that it covered half of the main room. Soon it filled the doorway and was rising high to fill the entire room. Talon was stunned. There was no way he could make it through the large wall of fire and escape, he knew. The fire was growing by the second, and the heat was becoming unbearable. The assassin knew he had only one chance to escape the magical fire. Talon sprinted up to the upper room and slammed the door shut behind him. Thunderous booms erupted as bolts of lightning shot out from under the door as the growing ball of fire crashed into the wall. One of the bolts exploded through the door behind him, shattering the wood and knocking him to the floor.
 
   The roar of the fire and the crash of lightning bolts urged him back to his feet. Talon bolted to the window of the tower and looked down. 
 
   “Not an easy fall,” he muttered as he looked down fifty feet and saw only a dirt and stone path below. The trees to the side were too far away to jump to. Talon would never make it that far. As he stood there, contemplating his escape, fire leapt out from the doorway at the base of the tower and surrounded the outside of the tower as if it knew its prey was about to escape.
 
   The assassin cursed under his breath and looked all around the room. Talon turned about and looked up at the ceiling and noticed a small trap door that he had not seen before. He presumed that it led to the roof. Just then a large bolt of lightning crashed through the floor just feet from where he stood. The light was blindingly bright as the bolt went straight through the ceiling and out into the sky. Talon would have to move quick if he wished to avoid becoming a charbroiled skeleton.
 
   Quickly he positioned the bureau under the trap door and up he went. He scrambled atop the bureau and forced the hatch open. To his dismay, it didn’t lead to the roof, it was an attic space. Talon glanced down and saw flames building in the upper room of the tower. Streaks of lightning shot across, slamming into the stone and crashing. He grabbed the rim of the opening above him and quickly pulled himself up and through. Frantically tossing bins of old knick-knacks and papers aside, looking for anything of use, he finally found an open box full of rusted tools. Poking out from around several of the tools Talon noticed a dusty coil of rope. He grabbed it and fastened it to the sturdiest beam he could find and then he ran to the edge where the lightning had burst through to the sky. The hole wasn’t big enough for him to fit through, so he kicked at the wood panel near the edge of the tower. With each kick he could hear wood cracking as the panel gave way. Another bolt of lightning shot up next to him, exploding everything in its path as it soared into the sky. Talon’s hair stood on end. This was way too close for his comfort. He gave up kicking at the roof and scurried through the opening that the last bolt of lightning had made. The charred wood crumbled under his grip, but the wood held firmly enough that he could wriggle himself out onto the exterior of the tower.
 
   Talon pulled the rope through the hole after him until it was taught. He jerked on it as hard as he could to make sure that the beam he had fastened the other end to would not come loose. Another bolt rumbled and exploded through the roof. This time it was farther away from him, but that didn’t settle his nerves any. The crackling was growing louder and the very stones of the tower were starting to groan and crack under the assault of the magical fire. Talon gripped the rope as tightly as he could and began his descent. He raced down the side of the tower, while the fire from below crept up, ever growing. As he neared the rising flames on the outside of the tower he was forced to leap away from the side of the tower or be consumed. He squared his feet against the stone and pushed away with all his might. He let go of the rope and reached out, hoping to grasp a branch of a tree to stop his fall as he was still about fifteen feet above the ground. His jump had not been strong enough. He was beginning to fall, and he had not cleared the fire below yet. The orange and red flames licked up from the fire, crackling with silver streaks of energy.
 
   Just as Talon resigned himself to his fate, a portion of the tower wall erupted in a tremendous explosion. Strands of lightning burst through the opening like a hundred hungry snakes. The stones from the wall shot out and slammed hard into Talon’s body. The bare skin on his arms and neck sizzled and the hairs on his arms melted from the heat of the blast and the temperature of the stone as it pressed into him. He landed a few feet away from the inferno, tumbling on the ground with the stones from the wall. As he came to a stop, he clenched his jaw in pain, but then he smiled as he realized that the force of the explosion had pushed him out of the clutches of death. He glanced back to the blazing tower and then slowly began to laugh.
 
   He sprang to his feet and bounded off into the forest as fast as his battered body would take him. The pain was still there, throbbing, burning, and piercing all of his extremities, but he didn’t care. He was alive. He clutched at his side with his left hand as he half ran and half hopped through the forest. His chest burned and his stomach ached from the impact with the stones, but it was better than being burned alive. When he came to a depression in the ground behind a large, sturdy oak tree he dove down to shield himself from the fire. His laughter started to subside as the pain washed over him and his adrenaline faded.
 
   A few short moments later a large rumble shook the ground and then a bright white light illuminated the area as flames and lightning burst through the tower. Even safe in the depression, Talon had to shield his eyes from the bright radiance of the blast. Stones and other debris crashed through the forest all around him. He could hear the cracking and shattered of branches, followed by the heavy sound of stones slamming into the dirt. The assassin forced his eyes open and crawled as close to the side of the depression as he could. At that moment a large, jagged stone embedded itself into the dirt where his feet had just been. Then he looked up just in time to see a wooden shaft drive into the massive oak. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked like a chair leg. He shook his head in amazement.
 
   Then all was silent. There was no hissing of burning branches or tree trunks. There was no crashing of debris. The crackle of the fire was gone, and there were no more booming lightning bolts. Talon sighed in relief and poked his head up to look around.
 
   Only a small, jagged section of the tower remained above the foundation. Black smoke swirled up like a great leviathan into the sky. The trees closest to the tower were snapped in half from the blast, and what little remained of them was charred as black as night. Other nearby trees had been scorched and the branches that had faced the tower had been blown off, leaving the trees naked on one side. Even the ground sizzled and smoked. The assassin opened his mouth, but no words came forth to comment on the sheer destruction around him.
 
   He knew that an explosion like that would likely attract attention from anyone nearby, and perhaps even be visible from other towns. He straightened his belt and struggled to his feet. Without the rush of adrenaline, the aches and bumps were becoming more apparent to him. They threatened to steal his resolve, but he was experienced enough to push the pain away. He would allow himself to feel it later, when he was a safe distance away from this mess. For now, he had to move. He didn’t want to risk those two gnomes discovering that he had lived, nor did he want to tangle with any sort of elf brigade that might come once they spotted the steadily rising column of smoke. 
 
   He decided to move forward with his plan. He would take the letter to Telshir. Talon limped along, starting the journey to Telshir. His hunger for the second relic was even greater now, and he planned on paying Elroa back for the wounds he had suffered in the tower. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
    
 
   Elroa sat alone under the sheltering mass of a large oak tree watching the sunrise. The shock had still not totally abated from the day before when he had spoken with Phinean and Jaleal. Then, to see smoke rising from his tower, had entirely defeated him. He counted himself fortunate that he had been in Telshir, though he also realized that Phinean was likely dead now.
 
   Elroa turned and faced the oak tree he had been leaning upon. He offered prayers of thanks to Terramyr, the Great Mother, for preserving his life. He also prayed for Phinean and Jaleal, hoping that somehow their lives might be spared. He felt sorrowful, and somewhat guilty about abandoning the gnomes, but even now he could see there was no other choice.
 
   When Elroa finished praying, he rose and looked out to the sun. It was now fully raised above the eastern horizon, casting its bright rays over the land like a brilliant blanket of warmth and hope, but Elroa felt little comfort. He reached up and touched the ring on the chain around his neck. Perhaps Jaleal had been right. It would be better to hide the ring than to let a bloodthirsty assassin take it. If this human had already caused as much destruction as Phinean had claimed, then how much more could he do with an army of Sierri’Tai?
 
   The ring was one of three artifacts needed to release the Sierri’Tai from the netherworld. It was a vital relic, without which no one could hope to pass by the sentinels and guardians of the Netherworld Gate. Elroa understood that it would be a fatal mistake for him to let the ring slip into another’s hands. Yet, he also knew that it would damn them all to destroy the ring. Jahre had been clear about that, even if he had not been totally open with his plans. Elroa turned back to the large oak tree and a thought came to him.
 
   He couldn’t destroy the ring, but he couldn’t risk having it fall into the assassin’s hands either. He pulled his knife from his belt and began digging a hole at the base of the tree. The damp, cool dirt came away easily and soon he had a narrow hole nearly as deep as his arm was long. He pulled the chain up over his head and dropped it into the hole. Then he covered it back up and stamped the dirt into place with his foot for good measure.
 
   Elroa walked out from under the tree, and decided to go back to The Golden Leaf Inn, where he had spent the past few nights. The air was cool, the birds were singing, and the sun was bright. The elf felt his spirits lift just a bit as he slowly made his way back into the town, knowing that the ring was hidden where no one else would ever find it.
 
   When he arrived at the Golden Leaf Inn he was greeted by the inn keeper as he entered through the doors. Elroa smiled and nodded back as he passed by the other elf and headed down the hall to his room. 
 
   Elroa stopped at his door and looked up to the top of the doorjamb. The small, red string was still exactly as he had left it when he had gone out earlier. He smiled and slowly undid the lock. He pressed the door open slightly and peered through the opening carefully. He grinned when he saw the thin twine stretching across the inside of the doorway. He slid his right hand in and unhooked a small fishhook from a thin eyelet that he had fastened on the wall earlier. Elroa never believed there was such a thing as being too careful. The red string was easy enough for someone to spot before breaking into a room, but a second string behind the door that would snap irreparably if the door was opened more than a couple of inches, was much harder for a would-be intruder to detect.
 
   He pushed the door open a little more and looked straight back to the window. The window not only had a string to alarm him of intruders, it also had a set of traps. If an intruder had managed to unlock the window and slide the glass up, a mechanism would have been triggered, springing two hatchets, one from either side of the window, to chop the intruder in the face. If, by some miracle the intruder made it past the hatchets, there was a long touch plate on the floor beneath the window that, once triggered, would release acid from a beaker hung above the window.
 
   Seeing that none of the strings were out of place, and none of the traps had been sprung, Elroa swung the door open and moved into his room. He reached behind him with his left hand and closed the door. He turned and bolted the lock, then slid the chain into place with a scraping sound. He reached up and pulled another piece of twine down from above the door and attached it to the eyelet. Thus setting another of his deadly traps to guard against intruders while he was inside the room.
 
   Elroa slowly made his way to the soft, feather bed and sat down. He closed his eyes for a few moments and pondered where he might go. Now that the ring was safe, he needed to tend to his own safety. He had often wanted to see the island of Jibham. He had heard that it was a tropical beauty, with lush forests, high mountains, and plenty of game to be had. The only problem was that the natives of the island were rumored to be less than friendly to outsiders, not to mention the pirates that clung to the area like sharks on a carcass.
 
   “Maybe I could go to Kerras Island,” the elf told himself. “It is supposed to be just as beautiful as Jibham, but not as densely populated.” He let his mind create images of pristine lagoons and sharp, tall mountains covered with palm trees and coconuts. It would not be a bad way to live out one’s days. Best of all, it would be far away from the Elven Isles.
 
   Gloved hands took hold of Elroa, jolting him from his daydreams. One hand covered his mouth and the other pulled him to the edge of the bed. A moment later, Elroa felt his knife being slid out from its sheath.
 
   “I wouldn’t scream if I were you.” A man placed the cold steel of Elroa’s knife at the elf’s throat. “Besides, even if someone came to help, they would trigger your traps and die anyway. There is no help for you, elf.” The man slowly slid his hands away from the elf’s mouth.
 
   “How did you get past my traps?” Elroa asked in a nervous whisper. 
 
   “It would take too long to explain,” the intruder replied curtly. “Give me the ring.”
 
   “What ring?” Elroa asked unconvincingly.
 
   “That tremble in your voice belies your innocence. Stop playing games now, or you will die slowly and painfully, I swear it.”
 
   “I don’t know what you want from me,” Elroa said. He opened his mouth to scream but the man covered it quickly and muffled the sound in his thick leather glove.
 
   “Wrong answer.” The man put Elroa’s knife to work slicing a star shape into the side of Elroa’s neck. Elroa squirmed with pain as the blade slid through his flesh. “Where is the ring?”
 
   Elroa tried to bite through the glove, but it was too thick to cause any damage to the man’s hand. The elf then lashed out with his fists, but nothing helped. His captor was far stronger than he was, and Elroa had no weapons on him.
 
   “I was at your tower, elf,” Talon explained as the knife coursed down to Elroa’s shoulder, drawing a long line of red as it went across the elf’s skin. “There was no ring to be found anywhere.” The dagger slid down to Elroa’s shoulder blade and pierced down to the bone. Elroa jerked roughly, but the man held him fast. The elf twitched and convulsed, but he could not wriggle free.
 
   “I found the decoy letter, and the table. It was a nice trap, but a little elementary for something as precious as the King’s Ring, don’t you think?”
 
   Elroa steadied his breathing. He knew he had to act fast. He reached back with his hands, trying to rake his assailant’s face, but he barely managed to scratch the man before he was punched in the back of the head. Sharp ringing filled his ears and his vision was dotted with yellow and red spots that floated in front of him. Before he could move he felt the full, crushing weight of the man sitting on his back. A hand grabbed the hair on the back of his head and forced his face into the mattress. Another hand searched the elf.
 
   “So, where is the ring? I know Jahre gave it to you for safe keeping.”
 
   Elroa’s hands were pulled out to the side, one at a time, and each finger was stretched. Next, the elf felt a hand push into his right pocket. Elroa knew there were only a few copper coins that would be found there. The man shifted his weight and leaned to the other side as he pushed a hand into Elroa’s left pocket. The elf wriggled fervently, trying to cover the pocket with his body. The man wrenched the elf up and rammed his hand into the pocket. 
 
   Elroa heard a satisfied growl above him and the man pulled something out of Elroa’s pocket.
 
   “So this is it?” A moment of silence ensued. Elroa tried to wiggle free, but the man held firm. “This ring is the sigil of house of Dailex,” the assailant announced as if Elroa didn’t already know. “Other people of the house Dailex have similar rings, but only the king’s ring used silver for the band around the emerald.” 
 
   Unbeknownst to the man, Elroa had long ago fashioned a decoy ring. Normally he kept it in a glass box in the tower with a set of traps guarding it, but he had taken it with him in his hasty flight from the tower after Phinean had warned him.
 
   “The snake is an interesting symbol for a royal house to have, don’t you think?” the man asked.
 
   “Das no da wing,” Elroa shouted into the mattress. He wanted to keep the ploy up as long as possible to make sure that the attacker believed he had the right ring.
 
   “What’s that?” the man asked. The assassin slowly lifted the elf’s head.
 
   “I said, ‘that is not the ring,’” Elroa stated. “That is only a decoy, like the table and the letters at the tower. The real ring is already gone. I threw it into the sea,” Elroa lied.
 
   “I think not,” Talon stated as he shoved Elroa’s face back into the bed. “You see, I found another letter in your tower. It was written in Taish. I stopped by another little elf today and had him read the letter for me. At first he didn’t want to, just like you didn’t want to tell me where the ring was, but I eventually convinced him. Lucky for me that little elf even knew where you had been staying for the past couple nights. I was surprised to see that no guards had been posted outside your room, but I suppose that most of the guards are focused on your smoldering tower.”
 
   “You killed Jahre?” Elroa asked, managing to turn his head away from the pillow momentarily.
 
   The man laughed. “That I did. I also ran into your gnome friends at your tower. Though, I don’t suppose any of that matters now. I searched the room when I first got here, but as you know, the ring wasn’t here. It was nice of you to bring it back to me. I know that this is the right ring. The facts I learned before coming here were confirmed by the elf who translated your letter for me. So don’t try to lie to me in hopes that I will throw this away. I grow tired of your little tricks, elf.”
 
   The room grew quiet. Elroa closed his eyes and waited for the knife to end his life. The blade didn’t come. Something was wrong. It was too quiet, but the man was still sitting on him.
 
   A moment later the ring was pushed down in front of Elroa’s face.
 
   “Very clever,” the man said as he turned the metal band over near Elroa’s eyes. “But you should have used true silver for the band. Silver plating wears thin, and it never quite looks right around the mounting where the gem is. I’ll give you credit for effort, but the execution was poorly done.”
 
   Elroa opened his mouth to scream, but a massive fist collided with the side of his face and he lost all strength. A moment later he was flipped face up on the bed. The man dug his knee into Elroa’s gut and leaned with a heavy hand over the elf’s mouth. Elroa got his first good look at his attacker. A green, hooded cloak concealed the man’s hair and much of his face, but Elroa could see the piercing, green and gold eyes staring down at him. The elf couldn’t help but see the similarity between the human and Jahre. Suddenly it clicked for him. He knew why Jahre was so insistent that someone would come for the ring, someone who could undo the damage done those centuries ago. Despite the wide jaw and the heavy musculature, this man was a descendant of Jahre.
 
   The assailant leaned in close. Elroa felt his blade bite into his left shoulder.
 
   “Scream, and I will end you slowly, do you understand?”
 
   Elroa nodded.
 
   The hand lifted from the elf’s mouth. The human moved to speak, but Elroa cut him off.
 
   “You have Jahre’s blood in your veins, don’t you?”
 
   The man’s face flushed and a vein started to throb in his forehead. “I’m no elf,” he snarled.
 
   Elroa nodded. “You are. Why do you seek our destruction?”
 
   The hand came down on Elroa’s mouth hard and strong. The man leaned close enough that their noses nearly touched.
 
   “Tell me where the ring is.”
 
   Elroa shook his head.
 
   The knife cut into Elroa’s shoulder. The elf screamed into the man’s hand and tried to pull away. The blade twisted, sending fiery pain through Elroa’s body. The elf’s eyes shot open as wide as saucers, and tears poured from the corners.
 
   “Where is the ring?” the man snarled.
 
   Elroa shook his head.
 
   The knife slipped out of his shoulder and Elroa panted from breath. The man held the knife up over Elroa’s face. The elf saw his own blood gathering at the tip of the knife before gravity pulled upon a single drop and it splatted onto the elf’s forehead.
 
   The man pulled back and sighed. “I suppose you require more convincing,” he said.
 
   Elroa cast his eyes to the window. He knew there was no escape. The only thing he could do was try to wait out the torture until his body succumbed to death. As he stared out the window, trying to place his mental focus somewhere outside of his body, he saw something move. It was a wave at first, like the mirages caused by heat in the summer, but then it took form and moved in through the window. In an instant, Elroa saw the form of his old friend, Jahre.
 
   The elf sage looked upon Elroa with sad, burdened eyes.
 
   “Tell him where it is,” Jahre said in a voice that only the elf could hear. “He is our only hope.”
 
   Elroa shook his head.
 
   “Still won’t tell me?” the man mocked aloud. “Well then, I suppose I could start at your toes and work my way up. Have you ever been hung by your toenails before?”
 
   Jahre stepped up to the bed. Elroa glanced from the apparition to the man sitting on top of him, wondering if the human could see the ghost as well.
 
   “He can’t see me,” Jahre said. “He can’t hear me either.”
 
   Elroa groaned as he felt a sharp pain in his hip. He looked down to see that the human had stabbed into him from the side.
 
   “Oh, goodness,” the man said in mocking apology. “That is not your toe, is it?”
 
   Elroa hollered into the hand clasped over his mouth in protest. The man leaned in close and smiled widely.
 
   “I can do this all day. Tell me what I want to know, and it will be quick.”
 
   “Tell him, Elroa,” Jahre said again. “Let him take the ring.”
 
   Elroa shook his head. He saw absolutely no sense in telling this madman anything.
 
   The human sighed again and leaned back, digging his knee deeper into Elroa’s stomach. A moment later the knife twisted in Elroa’s hip. The burning agony tore through the elf so fiercely that he nearly lost consciousness. His vision closed in, growing dark around the edges and the image of the man became fuzzy. Sounds slowed, and he couldn’t understand what the human was saying now, only that he was speaking.
 
   A harsh slap crashed into Elroa’s cheek. The sting brought him back to his senses.
 
   “I asked if you are ready to talk yet.”
 
   Elroa’s eyes went to Jahre. The sage nodded.
 
   “He is my grandson,” Jahre said. “I know it doesn’t look like it now, but he has the power to save us all. Give him the ring, and trust me. I have a plan.”
 
   “Well?” the human asked as he shook Elroa.
 
   Elroa sat motionless for a moment. Tears filled his eyes and then he nodded. The hand backed away from his mouth. The human grinned widely again and cocked his head to the side slightly.
 
   “Well then, tell me where it is. I promise I will end it quickly.”
 
   “It is buried at the foot of a great oak tree,” Elroa said. “It is a ten minute walk from here. Go east into the forest. When you come to a bluff that overlooks a small valley with a tear-shaped pond, you will know you are in the right place. Turn to the south and you will see a majestic oak tree. The dirt is freshly dug. I put the ring there only this morning.”
 
   The man leaned in and narrowed his eyes. Elroa felt pressure on the knife in his hip.
 
   “How do I know this isn’t another trick?” the man asked.
 
   Jahre moved in closer and spoke to Elroa. “Tell him that his grandfather still has hope for him. Call him by his name, Talon, and tell him that I am here.”
 
   “Look at me when I am speaking to you!” the man growled.
 
   Elroa nodded and looked back to Talon. “Your name is Talon, you are Jahre’s grandson. You may trust that I am telling you the truth because the only reason I have disclosed the location of the ring is because Jahre is here with us now. He is telling me that he still has hope for you, and he has instructed me to tell you where it is.”
 
   Talon placed a hand over Elroa’s mouth and sat back. He stared hard at Elroa, but he didn’t say anything for the space of a minute.
 
   “If he wanted me to have the ring, then why not come to you days ago when he died and tell you to hand it over without a fight?” Talon pressed. “Seems like a false friend, if he willingly let you go through all of this when he wanted me to have the ring anyway.”
 
   Elroa looked to Jahre.
 
   The sage nodded. “Tell him that the plane of the dead is not the same as that of the living. It took me some time to tend to business before I could return to find you, Elroa. Tell him that there is still good in him.”
 
   Elroa nodded and looked to Talon. Talon removed his hand.
 
   “Jahre says he wasn’t able to reach me until now, but that he still sees good in you.”
 
   Talon shook his head. “Enough games.”
 
   Jahre stepped in and spoke again. “Tell him that I did not die by the hist rose. Tell him that it drained much of my blood, but in the end it was the fire that took me.”
 
   Elroa was quick to speak. “The hist rose didn’t kill him,” he said. “Jahre says that while the flower drank much of his blood, it was the fire that killed him.”
 
   “Let him think on it for a moment,” Jahre told Elroa.
 
   Talon sat back. “How do you know about the hist rose?” Talon asked. “The plant would have been destroyed in the fire as well, so you wouldn’t have heard it from anyone who found Jahre’s body.”
 
   “Tell him that the hist rose was latched onto my left hand.”
 
   Elroa described where the hist rose was placed.
 
   Talon stiffened.
 
   Jahre continued. “Now tell him that the hist rose grew upon his mother’s grave.”
 
   Elroa nodded. “Jahre says that the hist rose grew upon your mother’s grave.”
 
   Talon clenched his jaw and shook his head.
 
   Elroa grimaced and arched his back as the knife was ripped out of his hip. A moment later everything went dark for the elf as the knife was plunged deep into his heart.
 
   “Enough games,” Talon said as he rose from the dead elf’s body. He looked around the room, contemplating whether Jahre was truly in the room with him.
 
   Talon pulled the list of relics out from a small satchel on his belt and looked at the third item on the list. The Skeleton Key. The simplicity of the name amused him a bit. “First to dig up the ring, and then I’ll go for the key.”
 
   He slipped out through the window, the same way he had entered the room. As before, he disarmed all of the traps effortlessly. He looked around to ensure no one saw him, and then he hurried out to the forest. He found the bluff and the oak tree easily enough. Digging up the ring was not as hard as he had feared it would be. He removed the dirt from it with his fingers and blew on it before polishing the gem on his cloak. This one appeared to be the genuine article. He fit the chain over his head and tucked the ring under his tunic.
 
   He then took a moment to think about what had happened in the room at the Golden Leaf Inn. As he thought about it, his hand fell down to rest upon the hilt of Drekk’hul.
 
   “Don’t listen to those nasty elves,” Drekk’hul chided. “They will trick your mind and confuse you. That’s their way. No honor to fight with steel, so they use guile and cunning.”
 
   Talon pulled his hand away from the sword. He pulled the list out from his belt once more and looked at it carefully. The Skeleton Key was listed as being held in an old drow castle. The once mighty capitol of King Lemork’s empire was now nothing more than ruins, a shell of the once mighty Sierri’Tai nation that reigned on this island before they were banished.
 
   He was closer now than ever before. He had two of the three relics needed to release the Sierri’Tai. After that, he would be able to make his move against Basei. He would avenge his mother’s death, and destroy the false god that had answered his mother’s plea with death and blood.
 
   If he hurried along on his way, he might even be able to get most of the way to the drow castle before anyone ever discovered Elroa’s body.
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Iron shackles bound Kai and Seldaric as they stood in the center of the round room. The marble floor beneath them was patterned with the image of a bright, six pointed star, with the bottom point elongated. The star was gold and set against a plain white background. The outer rim of the floor was dark blue. Ancient runes were emblazoned on the blue stone in silver. There were two doors in the room. The first was just beyond the elongated point of the star. It was a large, arched door, painted black. Kai and Seldaric had entered through that door. The second door was smaller and rectangular. It was situated on the opposite side of the room from the large door. Eight chairs of iron with high backs and slender armrests lined the rim of the floor. Four chairs were positioned to the right of the door, while the other four were placed on the left. The council members had entered from the smaller door and one by one they filtered in to sit in the iron chairs.
 
   The last person to enter the room was one of the elves from the patrol. He wore gleaming chainmail with a star emblazoned across the chest and a blue sash running from left shoulder to right hip. A golden chain linked across his chest held a forest green cloak on the elf. His black pants were tucked into his polished, high-topped leather boots that clicked every time his heel connected with the stone floor. He strode into the room confidently and moved to stand next to Seldaric. Kai looked to the elf and locked with the elf’s cold, glaring stare. There was no kindness in those black eyes of his. In the elf’s left hand was a rolled parchment, sealed with a silver ribbon around it.
 
   Kai looked up and noticed the other members of the council wore light blue robes that almost covered their feet as they sat. They each had dark blue sashes that were worn like the patrolman’s. There were no designs sewn into the robes, and no fancy brooches or chains either. Each of the council members looked as grim and plain as their clothes. Their faces were long, gaunt and void of emotion. Kai squirmed in his chair, wishing he could melt and slither away. At last, one of the elves held up an old, pale hand and spoke.
 
   “Garfule,” the elf called out as he addressed the elf standing near Seldaric. “Name the accused.”
 
   “The accused will name themselves,” Garfule replied without looking at Kai or Seldaric.
 
   Kai glanced to his companion nervously.
 
   “Remember, do as I do,” Seldaric whispered to him before turning to address the council. He had explained the courtesies that were to be observed in front of the council, but now Kai was nervous, and was afraid he had forgotten some of them. Seldaric stepped forward, chains rattling as he moved. “I am Seldaric Gendarion of the house Flinn,” he announced. “I am the former Captain of the Guard of Bluewater. Now I am an agent of Liloriel, priestess of the Svetli’Tai Kruks.”
 
   “So let it be written,” the councilman said loudly.
 
   Kai noticed that the councilman seated farthest to the right pulled out a parchment and began to scrawl on it. Then the council looked to him. He knew they were waiting for him to announce himself. He felt very uneasy speaking, but he found his voice and announced himself as best as he could after rising to his feet and offering a slight bow of his head.
 
   “I am Kai Thendarr,” Kai announced. “I am also an agent of Liloriel, priestess of the Svetli’Tai Kruks. I am here as comrade in arms to Seldaric Gendarion.”
 
   The councilmen looked to each other and whispered.
 
   The elf seated on the farthest right pointed a bony finger at Kai. “You claim to be an agent of the Svetli’Tai Kruks, but, you are human.”
 
   Kai nodded. “I am her agent.” He held his arm out, displaying the magical tattoo upon the back of his hand.
 
   “What house are you from?” the councilman asked.
 
   “I am not from any house of consequence, sir,” Kai replied. His words were followed by a moment of tense silence. Kai remained calm in appearance, but he was squirming so much inside that his stomach was doing flips. A thousand thoughts ran through his head at once. He felt as though the old elf’s eyes were boring into his very soul. 
 
   “Whence do you hail?”
 
   “I was born in Rasselin, in the kingdom of Zinferth,” Kai replied. The councilman nodded his head and again a long pause of silence followed. Finally, the councilman on the far right looked to the presiding officer expectantly.
 
   “So let it be written,” the councilman instructed. “Kai Thendarr, a low-born human of no house, and with no title, who hails from Rasselin and is now somehow bestowed the honor of being an agent of the Kruks.”
 
   The junior officer quickly scribbled on the parchment. 
 
   “The council would be pleased to know if the enforcer has verified the identities of the accused.”
 
   “I have verified part of their claims,” Garfule reported. “I sent a falcon to Bluewater. It was confirmed that Seldaric is on assignment to track down the assassin who killed Jahre the Wise. The human, Kai, is his charge and comrade in arms. However, Liloriel has not responded as of yet.”
 
   “Have you sent a falcon to Rasselin?” the councilman asked.
 
   “I have not,” Garfule replied. “I thought the reply from Bluewater was sufficient to vouch for the human, until we have word from Liloriel.”
 
   “Very well,” the presiding officer replied with a grim nod. “Seldaric, where is Liloriel now?”
 
   “She is here on Selemet,” Seldaric said with a deferential nod of his head. “She should be here in Telshir soon.”
 
   “She should have announced your presence upon arrival,” the councilman said. “Better yet, she should have notified us in advance.”
 
   Seldaric kept his gaze averted to the floor, but did not reply to the councilman.
 
   The councilman sighed and motioned to the record keeper. “Let it be written that the identities of the accused have been verified by the council, pending confirmation from Liloriel.”
 
   The junior officer again scribbled quickly.
 
   Kai had tensed at the prospect of a bird being sent to Rasselin, but he felt the pressure inside him unwind when the council decided it was unnecessary. He felt much safer knowing that the council had not, and would not discover his past. Despite Liloriel’s assurance that agents were above the law, there was nothing that had stopped Garfule from arresting them on the road. Even after he saw the marks on their hands, Garfule was quick to put them in irons and drag them into Telshir.
 
   “What charges are laid against the accused?” the elf to the presiding officer’s right asked.
 
   “There are three charges against the accused,” Garfule replied ceremoniously. “If it pleases the council, I shall read the charges.”
 
   “It pleases the council,” the presiding officer stated with a slow nod.
 
   Garfule pulled the silver ribbon away from the rolled parchment and read from it. “The charges are listed in order of severity, starting with the least serious crime. The first charge is trespassing on Selemet Island without proper notification or papers. The second charge is theft. The third charge is several counts of murder.” Garfule rolled the parchment back up and held it to his side. “How does the council answer the charges?” Garfule asked.
 
   Kai glanced from Garfule to the council and back to Seldaric. His companion said nothing and stood still. The presiding officer rose to his feet and held his right hand up in the air. 
 
   “The council has decided…”
 
   “You can’t decide without hearing our side of it first!” Kai bellowed. His words echoed off the halls as he spoke. “That isn’t right. We told you we are agents of the Kruk priestess. Furthermore, we didn’t murder anyone!”
 
   Garfule crossed over to Kai and punched him hard in the stomach. Kai flinched and fought the urge to cry out in pain when the elf’s fist slammed into his burn injury. He was not going to give the elf the satisfaction of vocalizing the pain.
 
   Garfule stood in front of Kai and glowered at him. “You will hold your tongue, human, or I will have it wrenched from your mouth with a pair of tongues fresh from the smith’s forge. Do you understand?”
 
   Kai returned the stare, but said nothing. The rage was boiling in him. He wished his sword was with him, then he would show this elf some manners.
 
   “Thank you, enforcer, the council would resume if you will retake your place,” the presiding officer said calmly. Garfule growled menacingly and moved back to where he had been standing. “Selemet is an elf nation, human,” the officer said. “We hold our courts in accordance with the laws that have been passed down to us by our ancestors. While I know you may do things differently in your homeland, the wisdom of our predecessors has been tried and tested for centuries, even thousands of years. I remind you that one hundred years after you are dead and returned to the dust, I will still be sitting on this council. My eyes see with wisdom such that you, as a human, will never come close to grasping.”
 
   Kai clenched his jaw and was about to say something, but then an odd thing happened. The elf smiled at him. The smile appeared surprisingly kind, merciful even. Kai nodded and remained silent.
 
   The presiding officer’s smile lingered on his lips as he resumed his declaration. “The council finds the accused guilty of trespassing on Selemet. The High Council of Selemet should have been notified. However, since the accused claim to be acting under direct orders of a Svetli’Tai Kruk priestess, this can be overlooked. This council has been notified of Jahre’s death, and attacks in Medlas and Bluewater. Therefore, there appears to be sufficient evidence to dismiss the first charge.”
 
   “No offense has been found?” Garfule asked.
 
   “No offense has been found,” the councilman clarified. “Does the enforcer wish to challenge this finding?”
 
   Kai fought the urge to glance over at the heavy handed enforcer.
 
   “The enforcer agrees with the finding,” Garfule replied evenly.
 
   “The council finds the accused innocent of the second charge. They were not found carrying items that had presumably belonged to the dead men found in the forest and on the road. By the enforcer’s own report, the wagon was intact, and the accused carried only weapons and provisions for food. A horse was presumed stolen, but it was not found with the accused. The second charge is dismissed.”
 
   “No offense has been found?” Garfule asked.
 
   The councilman shook his head wearily. “No offense has been found,” he sighed. “Does the enforcer wish to challenge this finding?”
 
   “The enforcer agrees with the finding.”
 
   “Finally, the council has decided to dismiss the third charge altogether.”
 
   “For all counts?” Garfule asked.
 
   “Yes, for all counts,” the councilman decreed. “According to the report, there were two bodies found near the wagon. The bodies had been ravaged by carrion beasts and the cause of death was undetermined. The other four bodies were discovered shortly after their demise during a battle, presumably with the accused.” The councilman turned to Seldaric. “I am guessing that the two of you were on your way to Elroa’s tower, am I right?”
 
   Seldaric stiffened, but he said nothing.
 
   The councilman rubbed his forehead and then took in a deep breath. “Seldaric, I am inclined to dismiss the charges against you, but you must assist me in return. Were you traveling to Elroa’s tower?”
 
   “With respect, that is a question I am not allowed to answer,” Seldaric replied. “Only Liloriel may disclose the nature of our assignment.”
 
   The councilman sighed and shook his head. “Did you know that the tower was destroyed two days ago?”
 
   Seldaric’s stoic expression broke and he glanced to Kai.
 
   “There was some sort of attack there. Elroa’s body was found this morning in the Golden Leaf Inn, after the innkeeper went to bring Elroa breakfast in his room.” The councilman folded his hands together in his lap and leaned back in his chair. “If you were trying to save Elroa, you failed.”
 
   Seldaric bowed his head and his shoulders slumped. Kai frowned, now knowing with certainty that it was the assassin who stole the horse from the men with the wagon. That was the only way he could have been so far ahead of them.
 
   “In light of these other events, the council believes you innocent of all charges. I don’t know what the four men near the wagon were doing, but for the moment they are not my concern. It would appear as though we have a person or persons who are bent on murdering elves. I need them stopped.”
 
   Kai sighed heavily and looked to his comrade. Seldaric raised his head and watched the council.
 
   “The council is under the impression that whoever is responsible for Elroa’s death, is the same party responsible for Jahre’s death and the attacks in Medlas and Bluewater. Can you confirm this?”
 
   Seldaric shook his head. “I am not at liberty to discuss the details of my assignment.”
 
   The councilman huffed and slapped a hand on his knee. “I grow tired of the Kruks and their presumptive authority.” The elf rose from his chair and approached Seldaric. When the two were nearly nose to nose, the councilman whispered harshly. “I am well aware that the Kruks guard the three relics to open the Netherworld Gate. I know that whoever is behind these attacks is seeking the relics. It is not difficult to figure out. However, let me be clear. The Netherworld is an unforgiving plane. There is no possibility that the Sierri’Tai sent to that realm would have survived. That is why the council banished them there in the first place. We let the Netherworld fight the war for us. With its volcanoes, its monsters, and its demons, the council has wielded the Netherworld like a great, fiery sword. Mark my words, there are no Sierri’Tai left to fear. Even if a few did survive, there could only be a few left, and they would pose no threat to us now. We are strong. Our islands and cities are rebuilt. The Kruks are the last vestige of a dying tradition started by elves who had become afraid of their own shadows. What I do care about, are the real world attacks carried out against elves and elvish cities. I want the responsible party brought to justice, do you understand?”
 
   Seldaric stood still, barely breathing.
 
   “Now, tell me, is someone running around the cities on Selemet Isle looking for the relics?”
 
   “That is a question he is not at liberty to discuss with you,” a familiar voice called from the hall.
 
   Kai turned to see Liloriel walking through the doorway and approaching the councilman with great speed. She still limped a bit from the wound in her leg, but she hid her pain well.
 
   “Ah, the priestess,” the councilman greeted with a smile that did nothing to hide his contempt. “Your fairy tales of controlling the Sierri’Tai army have brought destruction and death to the Elven Isles. I was only trying to understand the events more completely.”
 
   Liloriel pressed a hand to the councilman’s chest and pushed him two steps back from Seldaric. “Councilman, you know full well that you are not privy to information regarding the Netherworld Gate. The Svetli’Tai Kruks answer only to the Triad.”
 
   The councilman flared his arms out to the side and bowed graciously. He backed away another two paces and then stood tall. “Two of the Triad are dead,” the councilman said. “Jahre, the leader of your presumptive organization, is dead. So is Elroa.”
 
   Liloriel nodded. “Yet, the third member is not dead. Unless the Triad authorizes the Kruks to disclose information to the High Councils, we are honor bound to secrecy.”
 
   “A most convenient tenet,” the councilman replied sourly.
 
   Liloriel shook her head. “It is our secrecy that prevents the spread of panic and fear. It also prevents those who would abuse the power beyond the Netherworld Gate from attaining the items needed to open that barrier.”
 
   “Not anymore,” the councilman replied evenly. “From where I stand, whoever this attacker is, he has at least two of the relics by now.”
 
   Liloriel stood silent. She turned and looked to Kai and Seldaric. “You will release my agents. I can confirm that both of them are working under my direct supervision.”
 
   The councilman nodded slowly and pointed to Garfule. “Release the accused.”
 
   Garfule nodded and moved to unlock the shackles that bound Seldaric and Kai.
 
   “Is there anything you can tell the council?” the councilman asked.
 
   Liloriel nodded. “We are working to apprehend the man responsible for these atrocities. The Kruks request your sanction, and your cooperation.”
 
   The councilman nodded and turned to the junior officer. “Let it be written that Liloriel has confirmed the agents’ mission. All charges are dismissed.”
 
   The junior officer nodded and quickly scribbled on his parchment.
 
   The councilman turned back to Liloriel. “As a show of good faith, the council will organize a party to accompany Liloriel, priestess of the Kruks, and her agents. They will assist in apprehending the perpetrator of these horrible crimes.”
 
   “The council cannot assign anyone to Kruk missions,” Liloriel replied evenly.
 
   “No, but then I suspect you have already gone to the old Sierri’Tai castle, am I correct?” The councilman grinned slyly and pointed at her. “Why else would you have forsaken your two agents? You were far behind the murderer. So, you sent these two to protect Elroa, and you went to warn the Kruks at the castle. It is only logical.”
 
   Liloriel would not confirm the councilman’s reasoning.
 
   “Come now, why hide the truth from the council now?”
 
   Kai watched the two stare at each other for a few moments. The tension in the room was thick enough that it nearly sucked the air right out of the chamber.
 
   Finally, Liloriel moved close to the councilman and spoke softly enough that only the councilman, Garfule, Kai, and Seldaric could hear.
 
   “Councilman Fillion, I know of your long standing hatred for the Kruks. I know that you blame us for the death of your daughter.”
 
   The councilman blanched and bristled, clenching his jaws.
 
   “You should honor her death, for she died protecting the Netherworld Gate. This is not the first time someone has tried to gain access to the relics.”
 
   “The Kruks have failed their duties,” Councilman Fillion replied angrily.
 
   “Priestess Harielle would be saddened to know how far her father has fallen.”
 
   The councilman closed his mouth and looked to Liloriel with cold eyes.
 
   Liloriel shook her head.
 
   “You know the Kruks must submit to the will of the councils if the Triad falls,” Fillion said.
 
   Liloriel nodded. “I know you wish to control the Kruks, so you can disband them and bury the memory of your daughter, but that will not help us now. The Triad has not fallen. The third member lives. Until that changes, the Kruks are not under the direction of the councils.”
 
   Liloriel turned to Seldaric and Kai. “Come, we are finished here.”
 
   “Priestess Liloriel,” one of the seated councilmen called out. “Elroa was found tortured in one of the rooms at the Golden Leaf Inn.”
 
   Liloriel nodded her thanks and then directed Kai and Seldaric out of the chamber.
 
   Once they were out of the building, Kai turned to Liloriel and asked, “What was that about?”
 
   Liloriel sighed heavily and shook her head. “Humans are not the only race bogged down with self-aggrandizing politicians.”
 
   Kai shook his head. “There must be more to it than that,” he said. “That seemed highly atypical. I mean, you worked with the authorities in Bluewater and Medlas right? So why not cooperate with this council?”
 
   Liloriel glanced around to ensure no one else was close enough to hear. “The Selemet Council has long sought to subjugate the Kruks under their power. Councilman Fillion is the leader of that movement. He pretends it is to open up our secrets and create more transparency and accountability, but in reality he is motivated by revenge. His only daughter was chosen to be a priestess. He didn’t give her up willingly, but the Triad ordered it. Jahre was one of the Triad members. His visions of the future would help the Triad select priestesses. Since then, Fillion always swore he would tear down the Kruks and get his daughter back. When Fillion’s daughter died in the line of duty, it drove Fillion’s wife mad. She drank poison and threw herself off the cliffs into the ocean. After that, Fillion has done all he can to worm his way into Kruk matters. He is looking for any excuse to usurp power over the Kruks.”
 
   “Doesn’t he understand the danger?” Kai asked.
 
   “He doesn’t believe it,” Seldaric replied quickly. “You heard him yourself. He thinks it a fairy tale. According to him, none of the Sierri’Tai could have survived the banishment.”
 
   Liloriel nodded. “Which means he believes his daughter died for nothing, and that makes the Kruks responsible for her death, as well as his wife’s suicide.” Liloriel shook her head again and took in a breath. “As I said, we have our share of politicians who would abuse their stations for personal gain.”
 
   Kai nodded. Then, he caught a glimpse of Garfule coming out of the council building. “We have company,” Kai warned the others.
 
   Garfule caught up with them and held his hands up in front of him. “I have a request,” he said.
 
   No one answered him.
 
   “Let me come with you. I have good elves under my command. We could be useful.”
 
   “I already have agents,” Liloriel said.
 
   Garfule shook his head. “No, we don’t need to go to the castle, or anywhere else that is Kruk territory. I can take my troops with you as far as Tantine. Then, we can wait there.”
 
   “Why Tantine?” Liloriel pressed.
 
   Garfule allowed the hint of a smile to cross his face. “Because, if the last place for the criminal to go is the castle, then he will have to come back through Tantine. I don’t know the location of the Netherworld Gate, but my brother is a Kruk. He was stationed at the gate when I was young. I know the Netherworld Gate is somewhere in the east, for I followed him.”
 
   “You followed a Kruk?” Liloriel asked. She folded her arms and Seldaric stiffened.
 
   Garfule shook his hands. “No, not like that,” he said. “I was only twenty years old when my brother was born. After his initial training, he was allowed to come home for the summer festivals. I followed him only out of curiosity. I wanted to know who he was. He was chosen at birth, and I never got the chance to be with him, except for that one summer. So, I followed him. He caught onto me though, and he quickly stopped me. Like I said, I don’t know exactly where it is, but I know it is in the east. The criminal will have to go through Tantine on his way back from the Sierri’Tai castle.”
 
   “He’s right,” Kai said. “We could use the help.”
 
   Liloriel turned on him with a harsh glare.
 
   Kai shrugged. “There is no harm in him setting a trap in Tantine. We can go onward, and they will block the assassin’s escape route.”
 
   “They don’t know what he looks like,” Liloriel pointed out.
 
   Kai nodded. “I can give a description to them.”
 
   “Priestess,” Garfule began, “not all of us disagree with the Kruks. Don’t let the venom of one councilor cloud your judgment.”
 
   “Very well. Will you submit to inspection?” Liloriel asked.
 
   Garfule nodded.
 
   The priestess reached out and put her hand over Garfule’s forehead. Within seconds, Liloriel calmed down and finally nodded her assent as she pulled her hand away. “Very well. Gather only the elves you trust entirely. You will accompany us as far as Tantine. There, we will set up our trap for the assassin. No one will come with me to the castle.”
 
   “What about us?” Kai asked.
 
   Liloriel shook her head. “You and Seldaric have seen the assassin. You would be of more use in Tantine. If I fail, and if the other Kruks fail, then you will need to direct Garfule and his troops.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
    
 
   “Captain Vald, it is a pleasure to welcome you to Rasselin,” Tehrigg said with a forced smile.
 
   “I trust, then, that you received the falcon bearing news of our arrival,” Vald surmised.
 
   “Some time ago,” Tehrigg confirmed with a nod. “After the bird arrived with the message we made preparations as best as we could. However, I am afraid that your men will be somewhat cramped for space tonight.”
 
   “That is alright, we will not be staying long. We are to march directly on Kobhir.”
 
   “I was under the impression that Simon was going to send me to Kobhir after I received the reinforcements that I asked for.”
 
   “Councilor Tellwelle is not the king. His job is to advise King Sarito, not to deploy armies himself. You would do well to remember that,” Vald said sternly.
 
   “Of course,” Tehrigg said with a slight bow. “I meant no offense. I was merely conveying my surprise at the change of plans, that’s all.”
 
   “The king has asked me to put an end to this war, and if it is at all possible, that is what I mean to do. I will bring Queen Dalynn’s army to ruin, and then we hope to forge a treaty to resume peaceful interactions between our two kingdoms.”
 
   “Surely King Sarito does not mean to allow the queen to go unpunished for her aggressions. We must conquer all of Zinferth and take control of it. Only then can there be peace in the realm.”
 
   “My orders come from the king directly, and are not to be discussed with the likes of a blackheart,” Vald spat.
 
   “Ah, so the truth of it is out.” Tehrigg bristled and spun around on his heels, then walked to a small table and poured a goblet of wine. He then sat in a high-backed arm chair and looked up to the man before him. “I aided your kingdom, Vald. It was I who delivered this city to King Sarito and your armies. I should think that my gallant acts should be rewarded better than this. The contempt in your words offends me. Do you not think that I want peace as much as you?”
 
   “I think little of blackhearts, whatever their reasons for treason,” Vald replied dryly. “I must see to my men, no doubt they are hungry and eager to rest.”
 
   “I am afraid that we have less food than we had hoped to have for you,” Tehrigg said with feigned dismay before taking a deliberately slow drink of wine.
 
   Vald raised an eyebrow, expecting an explanation.
 
   “We sent word for more food to be brought from Krek,” Tehrigg explained. “As you know we cannot grow enough food in the desert to feed such a massive army.”
 
   “We were told that the barges were running behind schedule as we passed over Hart’s Bridge,” Vald replied knowingly. “Be that as it may, I will feed my men first, and then we will be on our way. I trust that you will have no objections as you are soon to be resupplied.”
 
   “As you say,” Tehrigg said dismissively. He took a deep drink of his wine and set the empty goblet down beside him. Vald walked to the door and stopped suddenly. He turned and produced a small, white envelope from his pocket.
 
   “I almost forgot,” he began. “I have orders to take some of your men along with me tomorrow when I leave.”
 
   “How many?” Tehrigg asked.
 
   “Three thousand,” Vald replied. The captain tossed the envelope towards Tehrigg before exiting the library. The look on the blackheart’s face put a big smile on Vald’s.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The night was cool and cloudless. Stars sparkled in the blackness above the desert sands and the half-moon bathed the area in her silvery light. Along the sand, close to the base of a long line of dunes, walked a group of five. Two dwarves shuffled their feet quickly to keep pace with the larger humans. Kelden led the procession, glancing all around to watch for danger.
 
   None of them spoke as they moved quickly across the sands. Each of them had already been using their second shirt made of catalpa leaves, and some of the leaves had needed replacing even after that. Now each of them made a sharp rustling sound as the dried bits of leaf rubbed over their skin and scraped against other leaves. Luckily for Kelden, Pinhead had only complained about the shirt of leaves for the first day. After that, no one complained as it was more than obvious that the woven layer of overlapping leaves was the only thing protecting their skin from the sun.
 
   The shoes held up remarkably well, though they did let in a fair amount of sand. Still, none of the shoes fell apart or needed repair for the duration of the trip. Garret and Sorbiy had even managed to catch snakes and lizards to keep the group from starving along the way.
 
   All things considered, everything was going better than it could have, and Kelden was quite pleased.
 
   His satisfaction was short lived, however. When the group crested over a particularly tall dune, the group spotted hundreds of tents on Rasselin’s southern side. Campfires dotted the sands and shadows moved along the walls.
 
   Kelden and the others dropped to their bellies, maintaining as low a profile as possible while they surveyed the area.
 
   “Well, Captain Ferryl?” Sorbiy asked after a few moments.
 
   Kelden shook his head. “I’m not sure,” he replied honestly. I was not expecting this many. I thought maybe we could scale the walls and get in, but…”
 
   “Not with that many soldiers down there,” Garret said.
 
   Redbeard crawled over to Kelden on his stomach. “You know, I know a way in that can get us through,” he said.
 
   Kelden looked over at him expectantly. “Don’t be bashful about it, let me hear it.”
 
   Redbeard nodded. “Well, you remember how you met that feller Kai in Blundfish, right?”
 
   Kelden nodded. “Yeah, what of him?”
 
   Redbeard pointed to the bottom of the wall. “Well, when he was escaping Rasselin, we went with him through the sewers. There is a tunnel that will lead directly up into the Ranger’s captain’s house.”
 
   “What if it’s sealed off?” Sorbiy asked.
 
   Kelden shook his head and looked out to the tents again. “Sounds like a good idea to me. It’s a better bet than anything else we have at this point.
 
   A horn sounded out amongst the tents. All five of them froze on the dune, flattening themselves as low as possible and remaining very still.
 
   “Did they see us?” Pinhead asked.
 
   Kelden watched the forms in the tents scurry about. Campfires were doused and steam and smoke rose up as the flames died down. A few of the tents began to collapse.
 
   “They’re moving,” Kelden said.
 
   “Now?” Pinhead asked. “It’s got to be close to midnight.”
 
   “Night time is a good time to move a large group through the desert,” Kelden put in. He started to slowly crawl backward down the dune, out of sight. “Come on,” he told the others. “We’ll wait until they have moved out, then we will go for the sewers.”
 
   “A group like that is going to take some time to get moving,” Sorbiy said as he slid down the sandy slope toward Kelden.
 
   Kelden nodded. “There should still be some time left before the dawn.”
 
   “Good, because I don’t think my leaves are going to last another day,” Garret said.
 
   The group waited at the base of the dune for a couple of hours. Periodically they would hear bugle blasts. Sometimes they could hear the shouts of men. For a lot of the time there was only silence and the light of the stars and moon above.
 
   They took turns sleeping in hour long durations while one of them kept watch. Then, after a total of four hours since they had spied the camp, they crawled back up to the top of the dune.
 
   Kelden smiled when he saw that all of the tents and campfires were gone. The army had moved along.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said. “Keep low and follow me.”
 
   The five of them made their way toward the wall. Every few minutes Kelden would flap his arm and drop to his belly on the sand. The others would do likewise until Kelden gave the signal that things were clear. As he led them to Rasselin’s eastern wall, Kelden kept an eye on the figures patrolling the wall.
 
   He had first met Murdok in one of the tall towers that overlooked the desert, and Kelden knew how quickly they could be spotted from Rasselin if they weren’t careful. Still, he was hoping that the guards would be a little more lax in their watch tonight, considering they had only just sent away a large army encampment. If that wasn’t enough, then he was hoping that fatigue was setting in on the guards as the overnight shift was nearly over.
 
   As they neared a dune some four hundred yards away from the wall, they collapsed onto it and tried to make themselves blend in. Kelden motioned to Redbeard.
 
   “Where is the entrance?” Kelden asked.
 
   “Right where I pointed,” Redbeard replied. “Just up over this hill and in the sand. There is an access grate that drops down into the cistern.”
 
   “You have got to be kidding me,” Garret said in a whisper. “Kelden, I’m alright climbing over the wall, or even wearing this shirt of leaves for another day if we have to, but I am not about to take a manure bath.”
 
   “There’s not just manure down there,” Pinhead said as he made a sour face.”
 
   “Climb the wall if you want,” Redbeard said. “But I will be taking the tunnel. There is a narrow path that will keep us from getting too dirty.”
 
   “It better,” Sorbiy said. “We can’t very well infiltrate a city if we smell of excrement.”
 
   Kelden nodded. “You don’t have to come,” he told Sorbiy and Garret.
 
   “Ah, stuff it,” Sorbiy countered. “If the blaggard is in there, I want him as much as you do.”
 
   Kelden smiled. “Alright then. Redbeard, on your mark.”
 
   Redbeard nodded and crawled closer to the top of the dune. “Once I open the hatch, there is a ladder. It goes down to a wooden platform about thirty yards below the surface. There are some torches there. After that, there is a walkway that crosses the cistern that leads into a network of sewer tunnels. Most of them are pretty foul, so be warned that your sense of smell is going to be destroyed for a bit after this.” Redbeard thumbed back to Pinhead. “He threw up last time we were here, and he even had his nose plugged with a clothespin.”
 
   Pinhead frowned. “Only because I didn’t know the odor was strong enough to taste, and I was breathing through my mouth at the time.”
 
   “Right, let’s move,” Kelden said.
 
   Redbeard looked up and waited until the guard atop the wall made it to one of the towers. “Now!” he said. The five of them raced to a small structure that looked as though it might have been a well-made of stone, except that the top was capped with an iron hatch. Redbeard turned the wheel on top and opened it up. No sooner had he done so than a terrible stench assaulted them all. Kelden grimaced and put his hand over his mouth and nose.
 
   “Maybe climbing the wall would be better,” Sorbiy told Garret. The large man nodded his agreement.
 
   Redbeard and Pinhead jumped over the side and grabbed the ladder. Seconds later they gripped the outside of the ladder with their feet and hands, sliding to the bottom effortlessly. Kelden was next. Then Sorbiy. Garret was last, and closed the hatch behind them.
 
   By the time Garret made it down, Redbeard had lit three torches with a tinder set that had been left in the cistern. The dwarf wore a sour, disgusted expression on his face and pointed the way without daring to open his mouth.
 
   Kelden nodded and gestured for Redbeard to take the lead. The wooden planks creaked and sagged under their weight, but held true as the group crossed over the cistern. The construct spanned forty feet in diameter, and the raw sewage flowed in from four foot tall sewer tunnels that emptied directly into the cistern where the rotting excrement was. The sickly, continual plopping of new waste into the cistern was almost as revolting as the overpowering smell.
 
   The group pressed on, following Redbeard into the centermost tunnel out of five that drained into the cistern. The humans had to duck into the small tunnels, but the dwarves were able to move freely. A few places were treacherous, as the slab walkway beside the trough of sludge had crumbled away, but for the most part, Redbeard had been correct. The pathway was enough to keep them all out of the waste.
 
   Other than a few spider webs and a couple of rats scurrying about in the shadows, the group found no sign of any living thing down in the sewers. They walked for about twenty minutes before they turned into a narrower tunnel. This one was dry, but the stench still filled the air from the other tunnel. Redbeard led them to the end. He felt around with his hands for a few moments and then he managed to swivel a portion of the brick wall to the side, revealing another tunnel. The group slipped into the secret chamber, and then Redbeard pulled a lever on the wall. A portion of the wall fell away amidst the sound of clanking chains and grinding gears.
 
   “Here we are,” Redbeard said proudly.
 
   The group hastily left the tunnel and sealed up the secret passageway again.
 
   “We should douse our torches,” Kelden said.
 
   Redbeard shrugged. “We are in the basement, there are no windows to the outside from here. Some of us can go up and check the house.”
 
   “You’ve been here before, right?” Kelden asked Redbeard.
 
   “We’ll go, we know the layout.” Redbeard slapped Pinhead’s shoulder and the two dwarves shed their shirt of leaves before going up into the main house.
 
   To Kelden’s surprise, he didn’t hear a single footstep from the upper floor. The dwarves moved silently through the house, taking several minutes before making their way back to the basement.
 
   “Come on up,” Redbeard said. “The place is clear. Looks like it’s been boarded up. So, getting out might be a bit of a challenge, but there are clothes and other supplies we can use.”
 
   “Excellent,” Kelden said. Let’s get moving.” The group ascended the stairs and Redbeard led them to a bedroom. There were several swords hanging upon a multi-tiered rack hanging on the wall. Kelden went for the weapons while Garret rifled through the wardrobe for a shirt.
 
   “I might have been better off with the leaves,” Garret said as he pulled a brown tunic over his chest. Kelden turned to see that the bottom of the shirt stopped just above Garret’s bellybutton, and the seams were near bursting along the sides as the tunic was stretched to its limits.
 
   “We’ll find you a better shirt after we kill the traitor,” Sorbiy promised.
 
   Kelden nodded and pointed to the swords. “At least there are enough weapons for each of us.”
 
   Pinhead left the room as the others equipped themselves. He returned several minutes later with a pair of crossbows and four daggers in leather sheaths. “I thought these might help.”
 
   “Lay them on the bed,” Kelden instructed. “I don’t suppose there is a map of the city?” Kelden asked.
 
   Pinhead shook his head. “Didn’t see one. I looked around for what I could, but these weapons were all I found.”
 
   “That’s good enough for now,” Kelden said.
 
   “What’s the plan captain?” Sorbiy asked.
 
   Kelden folded his arms and stared down at the crossbows. “There are a few signal towers. We need to take those first. We don’t want to risk being spotted in the streets from above. After that, I will make my way to the governor’s mansion. My bet is that is where Tehrigg will be.”
 
   “We know where the towers are,” Redbeard said. “Been here a few times with our trading caravans. We can point them out.”
 
   Kelden nodded. “We don’t need to take all of them, just the ones closest to the governor’s mansion.”
 
   “You going in alone?” Sorbiy asked.
 
   Kelden nodded again. “I have done this sort of thing before. I can handle myself. You four just make sure that no one can light a signal fire or ring a bell.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
    
 
   Two Shausmatian guards sat at a table in a tall tower two blocks away from the governor’s mansion. Their shift was almost over, and they sat playing a game of dice as the first bits of silvery light from the dawn started to rise in the east.
 
   “The night is quiet,” Jok said.
 
   “Every night is quiet around here,” Gek replied dryly. “At least it’s almost over. Cast the dice already, it’s your turn.”
 
   “You know I have to blow on them first.” Jok blew on the red dice and shook his hand vigorously. He threw the cubes onto the table and watched as they rolled.
 
   “Hah,” Gek shouted. “You rolled nine, I win.” Gek reached out and took the copper coins from the table, but Jok said nothing. “Oh don’t be a sore loser,” Gek urged with a chuckle. He looked up at Jok, but his mouth fell open in horror. Jok’s head hung limply to one side and the rest of his body was motionless against the back of the chair. The back of an arrow shaft protruded from his temple.
 
   Gek jumped down from his chair and crawled. In the center of the tower stood a large brazier filled with heavily oiled wood and held up by metal legs. Beside it was a torch with a flame that waved in the gentle breeze. Gek knew he had to reach the torch and light the signal flame. He made his way to the torch and reached a hand out for it. An arrow flew under the side rail of the tower and pierced through his forearm. Gek cried out and writhed on the floor in pain.
 
   The hatch opened up in the floor and out jumped a stout dwarf wearing an oversized tunic that was torn short to fit the dwarf’s waist. 
 
   “God’s be merciful,” Gek whispered in horror.
 
   The dwarf stepped forward and placed the tip of his sword on Gek’s neck. The Shausmatian soldier shut his eyes and waited for the sword to end his life.
 
   “Where is Tehrigg?” the dwarf asked.
 
   Gek opened his eyes slowly and turned to regard the dwarf. “In –in th –th –the manor,” Gek sputtered.
 
   “How many Zinferth soldiers are held in the dungeons?” the dwarf pressed.
 
   “I dunno,” Gek said hesitantly. The tip of the sword pressed into his flesh enough to remind him of his predicament. “Alright,” he protested with his hands up. He looked up at the dwarf that held the blade on his neck. “Alright,” Gek said again. “Most of them were killed when we took the city, but there were some survivors. There were also some loyalists that we captured later and put in the dungeons with them.”
 
   “How many of them are there?”
 
   “I’m not sure, maybe a couple hundred. A lot of the prisoners have been executed as examples for the other citizens. Tehrigg ordered it.”
 
   “And you said he is in the manor, is that correct?”
 
   “Yes, a few of the other officers are there too, and some guards as well,” Gek offered hastily, backing his neck away from the sword at his throat.
 
   “When you captured the soldiers and the loyalists, where did you put their weapons?”
 
   “There is a room on the upper floor of the dungeons, the interrogation room. The weapons and armor were thrown in there.”
 
   “That’s rather convenient,” the dwarf said. “Thank you, that’s all I need to know.”
 
   The sword plunged in.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Sir, a falcon has arrived from Valiv,” a young squire announced from the entrance to the library. 
 
   “A falcon at night? What seal does it bear, boy?” Tehrigg asked.
 
   “It bears Simon Tellwelle’s seal,” the squire replied.
 
   “Bring me the letter,” Tehrigg ordered as he stared into the crackling fire from his position in the high backed chair. The squire hurried into the room and knelt before the general, holding the letter up. Tehrigg took the letter and broke the wax seal. His cold, blue eyes scanned each line carefully. 
 
   “Summon my lieutenants,” Tehrigg ordered.
 
   “Sir, it is not yet dawn. Surely they will still be sleeping,” the squire protested.
 
   “I know what time it is boy, wake the lazy dogs and bring them to me at once!” His eyes flashed ice as he glared down at the squire.
 
   “As you say,” the boy replied as he ran from the room.
 
   “The gods take that cursed king,” Tehrigg spat. He poured himself a glass of wine and sipped it for a few moments as he waited for his chief officers to arrive. After a short while all of the officers entered the room, one of them still fussing with his uniform and yawning from sleep. The squire entered behind them and looked to Tehrigg for further instructions.
 
   “Is there anything else, sir?” the boy asked.
 
   “Go to your quarters, boy,” Tehrigg replied sharply. “This is men’s business.”
 
   The boy left and closed the door behind him. Tehrigg rose from his chair and turned it around to face the officers, and then sat back down. There were no other places to sit, so all of the officers were forced to stand in a semi-circle around Tehrigg as they waited for what he had to say. The general looked at each of them with hard eyes.
 
   The words of Captain Vald had left their sting on the general. His mood of late had been very foul, and he was becoming more curt with the men under his command almost by the second. He wondered who else might share the opinion of him that Captain Vald had expressed. Despite his officers’ frequent reassurances to the contrary, Tehrigg found himself distrusting the men before him.
 
   “As you know, I recently sent dispatches to King Sarito after we were visited by Captain Vald. I was concerned that perhaps the king has forgotten the urgency of matters here.” Tehrigg reached behind him and grabbed the bottle of wine. He watched the faces of his officers closely as he drank the cool, dark liquid. “It appears that the king believes that peace is close at hand. As you recall, Vald was to offer a treaty upon his victory at Kobhir.”
 
   “You think this unwise?” one of the officers spoke up from the left.
 
   “I do,” Tehrigg said simply.
 
   “These people are our neighbors, our brothers,” the same officer said. “We should offer them peace as quickly as possible so that we may resume peaceful relations with them. Trade has suffered much lately.”
 
   “Are your services for sale?” Tehrigg accused the officer coldly. “You would turn aside the blade of vengeance just to restore the fat merchants to their trade routes?”
 
   “I beg your pardon, sir, but it seems interesting that you ask me if my services are for sale when you are the turncoat.”
 
   The room fell silent. The other officers stood rigid, unmoving and hardly breathing. Tehrigg rose to his feet, glowering at the young officer. His eyes shone fiercely in the light of the fire and his face seemed almost demonic as the light and shadows played upon his hard features. 
 
   “Make no mistake,” Tehrigg growled. “I also want peace, but I want true peace. I think it unwise to do nothing while enemies sharpen their swords and build armies. If we sue for peace now, Zinferth will rise again. They started this war without cause. That is why I serve your king now. The best way to serve my people is to bring about a true peace and punish the queen who would use her armies as toys in a game.”
 
   “Ah,” the young officer replied, meeting Tehrigg’s glare with a ferocious one of his own. “So you are not a craven man bent by greed and the prospects of easy money or titles then?” 
 
   Tehrigg slammed the bottle at his feet and charged the officer. Others tried to stop him, but he pushed them aside and went for his blade. The young officer had no blade, but he stood firm and held his ground.
 
   “This is madness!” another officer shouted as the others still grabbed and pulled at Tehrigg.
 
   “Madness?” Tehrigg growled, wheeling about. “This is sedition!” The general shook off the others and threw his blade to the ground at the young officer’s feet. “Pick it up,” he commanded.
 
   “Sir, this is unwise,” another officer said.
 
   “Be silent, all of you. I know you think I am a coward, I can feel your eyes on my back. Now I will show you the truth of it.” Tehrigg removed his long knife from his belt and tossed it into his chair. “There,” he said with a wave of his arms. “Now I have no weapon. If you think me a craven man, then pick up the sword at your feet and let me prove my mettle to you.” The other officers backed away silently. The young lieutenant stood defiantly, but he did not pick up the sword.
 
   Tehrigg approached within a few feet of the lieutenant and held his arms out wide to the side. He stuck his chin up, exposing his neck before the young officer. “Go on,” he said. “Take the sword and spill my blood if you are so disgusted by me.”
 
   “No,” the lieutenant said decisively.
 
   Tehrigg balled up his fist and pounded the young officer with a savage right cross that sent him to the floor. “Get out,” Tehrigg growled. “I will expect your apology in the morning. You will retract your words from tonight and swear fealty to me, or I will have you in the stocks until your eyes fall from their sockets and the crows feast upon your rotting flesh.”
 
   The young officer slowly rose to his feet and sulked out of the room. The fire was gone from his eyes. Only fear and shame remained. 
 
   Tehrigg picked his sword up and slid it back into its scabbard. “The rest of you will do well to remain silent until I have finished explaining this letter. Then we will return to our beds for the night.” The other officers bowed their heads and waited for the general to seat himself.
 
   “As I was about to say, Councilor Tellwelle has held several meetings with the king lately to discuss the matter of peace. It has been decided that after the war is over, we will continue to station troops throughout this region and occupy the cities. Queen Dalynn and her family will be dealt with by trial, and Zinferth will be no more. Simon Tellwelle has informed me that after the war is over, I will be appointed as the governor of Kobhir, with eight thousand men under my control to maintain the king’s peace throughout the land. Councilor Tellwelle will also be transferred to Kobhir. He will be charged with governing all of the lands that previously belonged to Zinferth. This will assure a smooth integration of the two lands as they become one empire, under His Grace, King Sarito.”
 
   “So we will become one nation again?” one of the officers asked.
 
   “We shall build a nation like that of King Dailex,” Tehrigg confirmed. 
 
   “No doubt, you will be looking for faithful lieutenants to help in your future duties,” another officer surmised.
 
   “If any of you have a desire, and prove yourselves loyal to me and the crown, then I would be happy to submit your names to Councilor Tellwelle. I am certain there will be many offices opening up in the new government. There is much work to do, and many preparations to be made, but it will be worth it. We will have an everlasting peace, and the glory of the new empire shall overshadow even the songs of legend.”
 
   “Long live the king!” one of the officers shouted. 
 
   Tehrigg nodded with a smile. He knew that his time of power was at hand.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “All three of the nearby towers are secure,” Sorbiy announced as they rejoined Kelden atop a roof a few blocks away from the manor.
 
   “Are you certain?” Kelden asked. Sorbiy smiled and nodded.
 
   “If you wish, we can start taking the towers along the outer walls.”
 
   Garret grinned as he folded his arms.
 
   Kelden shook his head. “No, better that you go to the dungeons and release the prisoners. Try to be as quiet as possible until they are all armed with whatever is available.”
 
   Sorbiy nodded. I got the location of the dungeon from one of the guards on the last tower we cleared. We can handle it.”
 
   “The guard said he had been inside personally,” Redbeard said. “There are a couple rooms inside, and then there is a large spiral staircase that goes straight down. The dungeon is built underground, with the cells sprawling out under the streets and other buildings nearby. There are weapons and armor stored in an interrogation room on the first floor.”
 
   “Excellent,” Kelden said. “Further down the street from the entrance to the dungeon is a large, rectangular building. That is the barracks. If I were Tehrigg, I would use it to house my soldiers. See if you can sneak to it with the released prisoners and take it before they can sound the alarm.”
 
   “What about the officers’ quarters?” Sorbiy asked. “If we want to take the city back, we will need to cut the heads off of the Shausmatian army.”
 
   “I have been there before,” Kelden said. “My duties as a Merchant Guard took me there several times. It is a tall building about a block farther to the south from where the barracks stand. It will have a brass placard to the right of the door.”
 
   “Then there are still the guardhouses,” Redbeard cut in. “If I remember correctly, the guardhouses will be near the southern and northern gatehouses.”
 
   “That’s right,” Kelden said. “I’m not sure how many soldiers will be inside each one, but I would bet that there is at least one officer in each of the gatehouses.”
 
   “Where is the manor?” Sorbiy inquired.
 
   “You can’t see it well from here,” Kelden replied. He pointed to a large, domed roof with a weather vane on top. “Do you see the gold dome?”
 
   “Yes I do,” Sorbiy answered.
 
   “That is part of it. It is a large rectangular building with a well maintained lawn and high fence around the outside.”
 
   “How do they maintain the lawn in the middle of a desert?” Garret asked.
 
   “The manor sits atop of a large spring. The manor uses that spring for all of its needs, including the lawn and garden area. The rest of the city uses wells that draw from smaller sources,” Kelden replied.
 
   “So the dungeons first?” Sorbiy asked.
 
   Kelden nodded. “Dungeons first. Release and arm any who will fight with us. Once you have them ready, hit the barracks.”
 
   “What if we hit the barracks and the officer’s quarters simultaneously?” Sorbiy asked.
 
   Kelden pointed to Sorbiy and nodded. “That’s good,” he said.
 
   Redbeard cleared his throat. “Why not strike four areas at once?” he asked. “Send Sorbiy with some allies to the officer’s quarters. Send Garret with a bunch of the released prisoners to the barracks. I can hit one of the guardhouses with a group of warriors, and Pinhead can hit the other guardhouse.”
 
   “Better,” Kelden said with a nod. “Remember, we need stealth for this to work. Make sure the men try to be as quiet as possible. If we can kill the enemy in their sleep, then the day will go much better for us.”
 
   “I will instruct them exactly as you say,” Sorbiy promised.
 
   “I’ll sneak toward the manor and deal with Tehrigg,” Kelden said.
 
   “After we have finished, we can all converge on the manor,” Redbeard said.
 
   “He’s right,” Sorbiy put in. “If we can keep control of the manor, it will increase morale among the populace.”
 
   “Alright,” Kelden said with a deep sigh. “Let’s begin.” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sorbiy and the others made their way down from the roof and stalked through the streets to the dungeon. When they arrived, Sorbiy signaled for the men to halt and stay in the dark alleyway when he saw a pair of Shausmatian soldiers guarding the door. Garret and Pinhead moved up beside him and took aim, waiting for Sorbiy’s signal.
 
   “After we fire, we have to run out immediately,” Sorbiy said. “Garret, you prop the guards back up so anyone who might look down from the walls will think the guards are still standing watch.”
 
   “Done,” Garret said. The big man turned and handed the crossbow to Redbeard. “You take the one on the left. I’ll run as soon as the bolts fly.”
 
   Sorbiy offered a silent prayer to Osei and then gave the signal. The dwarves fired their crossbows on the pair of guards outside the door. Garret waited less than a second before sprinting out from the alley. One of the guards turned his head, but the crossbow bolts killed both men before they could say anything. Garret was there in an instant, catching the first guard and propping him against the wall before the body could fall. The second guard crashed down with a heavy thud, his armor clanking a bit as it jolted against itself. Garret quickstepped to the fallen soldier and picked him up with one hand.
 
   The others were already running toward the door.
 
   “What’s going on out there?” a voice called from the other side of the door. The portal opened and a surly, potbellied man came out with a spear. “I told you to knock off the horseplay!”
 
   Garret jumped in front of the wide-eyed man and throat punched him with his right hand. With his left, the large man pushed the potbellied guard back inside and made room for the others. He cast his eyes about the hallway, but didn’t see any other guards. Garret gently set the suffocating man down on the stool near the inside of the doorway as Sorbiy closed the door to the dungeon.
 
   “Let’s move,” Sorbiy said as he drew his sword.
 
   The group walked through the hall, noting a door on the right, and another on the left.
 
   “Which is the interrogation room?” Garret whispered.
 
   Just then, the door on the left opened and a pair of Shausmat soldiers came walking out. One of them held a halberd and the other had his hands on a turkey leg. It was obvious that they had not been expecting hostile intruders.
 
   “Halt, in the name of the king!” the halberdier shouted. The other soldier dropped his turkey leg and fumbled at his sword with his glistening, greasy fingers. Sorbiy charged forward and slashed his sword down and right, severing the halberd in two, then he reversed and thrust his sword through the halberdier.
 
   Redbeard was on the second guard before anyone else could move. A single upward thrust of his sword and the second guard tensed, then fell to the ground.
 
   A commotion was heard from the room to the left. Garret and Sorbiy rushed in to deal with it while Redbeard and Pinhead sprinted for the stairs. The clash of metal rang out through the hall and could be heard echoing off the walls by the dwarves as they ran down the stairs. The clashing metal was followed by muffled screams and cries for mercy.
 
   At the bottom landing there were four guards. Two were scrambling out of ragged cots and the others already had their swords out and at the ready. “I’ll go left,” Redbeard said. The pair split off. Redbeard attacked the guards on the left while Pinhead charged the men on the right. Redbeard stabbed through the first soldier’s stomach and then he climbed up the other soldier, who had moments ago been sleeping in his undergarments, and head-butted him in the face. A loud Crrraack! Echoed off the walls and the soldier’s eyes rolled back into his head as he toppled over onto the cot. Redbeard leapt down, grabbed the sword he had left in the first soldier, and then spun around to finish off the second one.
 
   Pinhead was equally as savage. He dodged left as the armored guard struck out with a stabbing thrust. Pinhead then came down with a ferocious chop, severing the man’s hand at the wrist. The man stumbled backward, but Pinhead pressed on. He swung his sword horizontally, catching the guard’s right knee in the space between the lower leg plate and the upper plate. The leg popped free in a shower of blood and the guard fell to the ground screaming. Pinhead ended it with a quick thrust to the man’s throat, then he turned on his second foe.
 
   He ran on and barreled into the other guard, who was wearing polka dotted undergarments and had only managed to pick up a spear since rising from his cot. The two of them went down to the ground together in a heap and wrestled around. As they rolled on the dirt floor they bumped into the table near the gate that led to the cells. A candle fell from the table and landed flame-first on Pinhead’s sword hand. Reflexively, Pinhead dropped his blade and shook the candle away. The guard grinned and pressed the attack, bashing Pinhead with the shaft of the spear and knocking the dwarf to the ground. The guard jumped up to his feet, but Pinhead struck out with a fierce kick to the man’s left shin. The bone snapped and tore through the back of the guard’s leg. He crumpled to the floor where Pinhead easily rolled back to his feet, grabbed his sword, and then removed the guard’s head with a single chop.
 
   Pinhead turned and met Redbeard’s watching eyes.
 
   “You damaged your sword,” Redbeard pointed out.
 
   Pinhead looked to his blade. The top third had snapped off after it collided with the stone floor when Pinhead had chopped off the guard’s head. The dwarf dropped the broken blade and shrugged as he pointed to Redbeard’s face. “You broke your nose again,” he said with a wink.
 
   Redbeard put a hand up to feel the blood coming from his nose. “Stonebubbles!” he cursed.
 
   Pinhead laughed and shook his head. The two of them searched the guards until they found the key for the cell block. By now shouts were coming from the cells. Some people were shouting to be freed. Others were cheering Queen Dalynn and declaring their love for Zinferth. None of the prisoners could see clearly from their cells, so they expected to see Zinferth soldiers.
 
   Redbeard found the key and tossed it to Pinhead. Pinhead opened the gate and moved into the hall to start opening cells. The cheering died down almost immediately.
 
   “You’re a dwarf,” one of the prisoners called out.
 
   “Very perceptive!” Redbeard shouted as he moved into the hall to join his brother. “Listen up, we are here to get you out. There is a Zinferth officer on the upper level. He is going to give you men your assignments. We are taking Rasselin back.”
 
   A chorus of cheers went up and dirty hands and arms jutted out from the cell bars begging to be freed. One by one, Pinhead opened the cells and hurried out of the way as throngs of men pushed out, thanking and praising the two dwarves for their help.
 
   “Go up to the main floor,” Redbeard said. “Lieutenant Sorbiy is waiting for you. There are weapons and armor, so suit up and prepare to give those Shausmatian dogs what for!”
 
   After the cells were clear, Redbeard and Pinhead moved up to the main level. They watched the men form a line, walking into the interrogation room where they received whatever weapons and armor were available. Then the men assembled in the larger room on the other side of the hall, cramming in like sardines in a can. After most of the men were inside, Sorbiy quickly briefed them and gave them their orders. The men cheered and shouted amongst themselves as they were divided into four groups. Several times Sorbiy tried to quiet them, but their revelry could not be stifled.
 
   That is, not until the groups were formed and stood waiting for the main entrance to the dungeon to be opened.
 
   “When this door opens,” Sorbiy began. “We will be waking a dragon. Let’s keep him sleeping as long as possible. Stealth and speed are the orders of the day. Follow your group leaders and complete your objective, and pray to whatever gods you hold dear.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kelden eyed the rear entrance of the manor from the shadows behind the bushes on the inside of the wall surrounding the manor. He had chosen the rear of the manor for two reasons. The first was that the front was guarded better, and the second was because he was familiar with this entrance. Governor Gandle had insisted he use it the last time he was in town, therefore the layout was fresh in Kelden’s memory. 
 
   Kelden had watched the pair of guards long enough to know that they would be making their next revolution around the back of the manor within twenty seconds. The warrior prepared to run and started counting down in his mind. 20…19…18…17…16…
 
   As he counted down to the last number, the pair of guards came around into view.
 
   Kelden took out the pair of knives he had taken from Captain Lador’s house, and held them in an upside-down grip. He waited for the men to walk across the pathway to the rear entrance, and then turn to walk along the left side of the manor. As soon as their backs turned to him, Kelden sprang out from the bushes and darted across the grass. He leapt over a two foot tall hedge, sprinted through a flower bed of small violets, and attacked the guards from behind before they ever heard him, plowing into both of them and knocking them to the ground as he slashed the knives across their necks and then quickly reversed the slashes into deep stabs that silenced the guards permanently.
 
   He jumped up from the slain guards and ran for the back door. He slid his knives away and reached out with his left hand for the door knob while his right hand pulled his sword free.
 
   “Locked!” Kelden spat as the knob resisted his hand. He knew he couldn’t waste time picking the lock either. It would soon be morning, and the light of day would bring with it fresh soldiers waking from their slumber.
 
   Kelden put his sword away and went to the corner of the manor. He found enough of a hand hold to climb up the side of the building to the porch on the second floor that overlooked the rear entrance. He stalked carefully to the door, peering into the window beside it and checking for any sign of enemies. The room inside was dark. Kelden leaned in close to better survey the room. From all appearances, it was a small dining area for servants. There were three small, round wooden tables. A hutch on the left wall held mugs and plates. There were chairs lining the right wall. No other furniture could be seen. More importantly, no enemies were inside the room either.
 
   Kelden reached for the door. It too was locked. The warrior turned his back to the window and slammed the glass apart with his elbow. Then he reached in and unlocked the door through the broken window. He opened the door and stepped inside.
 
   He drew his sword again and made for the door at the opposite side of the room. He opened it to find a long, dimly lit hallway. A couple of lanterns burned, but not all of them. Doors lined both sides of this hallway. Fortunately, they were all closed. He knew this hallway. The library he had met with Governor Gandle in was a couple of doors down on the right. The room he wanted, however, was at the far end of the hall and to the left. That is where Gandle’s private chamber was, and that is where Kelden knew he would find Tehrigg. Kelden took a breath to steady his nerves and then stepped into the hallway and quietly walked across the wooden floor.
 
   When Kelden neared the library, the door burst open from the right of the hall and light poured out, casting long shadows across the corridors. Two men, officers by the look of their refined clothing and neatly polished boots, stood in the doorway. They stood there, dumbfounded as they looked at Kelden.
 
   Kelden knew he couldn’t let them raise the alarm. He slashed the closest officer across the throat and then stabbed his sword into the second officer’s chest. As the two officers fell, Kelden saw two more nearby. They drew their swords and shouted at Kelden as they charged toward him. Kelden rushed in, deftly ducking under a swing of the nearest officer’s sword and countering by stabbing the officer through the gut. Kelden then pressed forward, rising up and pushing the man off his blade. 
 
   The other officer came in with a series of expert swings followed by a straight thrust. Kelden jumped to his left, then his right, and then he leapt back out into the hallway to avoid the thrust. The officer continued his charge. Kelden turned and ran down the hall, giving the illusion the he was retreating. He ran three paces away and then turned and charged back. The officer followed him out and turned down the hallway after him. The man’s eyes went wide as he realized his mistake. Kelden lunged, jumping over the officer’s clumsy swing and piercing the Shausmatian officer through the chest. The momentum of the attack took them both to the ground. Kelden rolled away from the body, ripping his sword free as he went.
 
   Kelden heard movement in the library. He rose quickly and went back through the open door to see who else was inside.
 
   “You!” a voice shouted from the back of the room.
 
   Kelden looked up and saw the traitor, Tehrigg, standing next to the very chair where the governor had sat the last time Kelden was here. The turncoat held a bottle of wine in his left hand.
 
   “My officers will deal with you,” Tehrigg growled as he tossed the bottle into the dying fire. The flames whooshed up, eager to drink the liquid, roaring through the hearth for an instant before dying back down. “There are many soldiers in this house who would die for me, Kelden.”
 
   “They have already,” Kelden said definitively. “By now, my men have released the prisoners and they are out in the city taking back what you stole.”
 
   Tehrigg shook his head. “Not possible. Kobhir is under siege. Blundfish is captured. Khatthun is captured. Only hours ago, I sent away reinforcements to Kobhir that numbered thousands strong.” Tehrigg smiled and pointed to Kelden. “I think you came here alone.”
 
   “Believe as you wish,” Kelden said. “I swear to you that tonight you will see the face of Khefir, and he will drag your soul down to the fires of Hammenfein. There is a special place reserved in hell for traitors.”
 
   Tehrigg spat and drew his sword. “Well, one of us will see the underworld tonight. That much is true.”
 
   “You sold the lives of your men. You sold the freedom of Rasselin. You even let the enemy march to Kobhir, and you betrayed our queen.”
 
   “Kelden,” Tehrigg spoke with sneering lips and twinkling eyes. “I was tired of being a lap dog. I deserved more. I worked to make Zinferth safe and free, but you know what Dalynn wanted? She wanted peace! She wanted negotiations! You can’t negotiate with your enemies. You have to crush them. The queen is the real traitor! If she had let me do my job, I could have secured the borders, and Zinferth would have risen to great power.”
 
   Kelden had heard enough. He moved in. Tehrigg steeled his gaze and squared off against Kelden. The two began their deadly dance, striking and parrying gracefully as they moved about the room. The clash of their swords rang out into the night. Kelden came down with a left to right horizontal chop. Tehrigg blocked it and then lunged forward with a quick thrust. Kelden turned to the side and countered with a slicing motion. Tehrigg jerked his upper body back and brought his blade up in time to stop Kelden’s.
 
   The general then lashed out with a kick. Kelden leapt back, clear of the general, but realized too late that it was a feint. Tehrigg pulled a mini crossbow out in his left hand and fired twin bolts. Kelden dove to the side, crashing over a small table to land on the floor along with a heap of books. He barely had time to roll over before Tehrigg was above him, bearing down with a mighty thrust of his sword.
 
   Kelden rolled away and came up with a book in his left hand and his sword in his right. He flipped the book at Tehrigg’s face. The large general didn’t flinch. He let the book hit him in the left side of the face as he rushed in. The two collided, their swords crossed and bit into each other between the two men as Tehrigg pushed Kelden to the window. Kelden felt the window sill bite into his lower back as Tehrigg leaned in.
 
   The traitor grinned, displaying his square, white teeth as he pressed the blades closer to Kelden. “I expected more,” he snarled.
 
   Kelden tried to roll up with his left elbow, but Tehrigg pushed down harder, stopping Kelden entirely. Pain shot through Kelden’s spine as his back was arched farther out the window. Kelden didn’t give in, he came up hard with his right knee into Tehrigg’s groin. It didn’t double the man over, but the traitor did flinch enough that he let up a bit and took a step back.
 
   Kelden came in hard, pushing with all of his strength. The swords scraped and squealed as the blades slid across each other. Then Kelden launched a left knee to Tehrigg’s gut, immediately followed by stomping his left foot down atop Tehrigg’s right foot. Kelden felt the bone in Tehrigg’s foot snap and give way as his foot drove downward. Tehrigg yelled in pain. Kelden then came down with the pommel of his sword on Tehrigg’s left temple. The traitor’s head whipped out to the side, exposing his neck. Kelden lifted his blade up as Tehrigg slumped to the ground, with his neck still unprotected. The warrior then brought the blade down and severed the blaggard’s head from his body.
 
   A moment later there were shouts and alarm bells ringing outside. Kelden turned to see a fire starting on one of the nearby buildings. Orange flames rose up into the early dawn sky. Men filled the streets. Some were Shausmatians by the looks of their uniforms, others were normal, ordinary folk in underwear or plain clothes, chasing down the invaders with stones and clubs.
 
   Kelden felt terror grip his heart for a moment, but then he saw the groups of released prisoners filtering through the streets. They were well equipped and calling out for loyal citizens to retake their city. Kelden knew they were the released prisoners. The plan had worked.
 
   A sudden thumping from the hall called Kelden’s attention. He raised his sword and prepared for battle.
 
   A moment later, two dwarves rushed in through the open doorway. Redbeard’s beard was matted down with crimson blood, and Pinhead looked crazed as his eyes darted about the library.
 
   “Well, what are you waiting for?” Pinhead groused at Kelden. “If the traitor is dead then let’s move on!”
 
   Kelden nodded and joined with them. “The other guards in the manor?” Kelden asked as they entered the hall. Redbeard pointed down the hall and Kelden looked to see a group of loyal Zinferth soldiers storming the manor. 
 
   “The main floor is clear!” one of the soldiers shouted.
 
   “We ain’t out of the quagmire yet,” Redbeard shouted. “But we’re close!”
 
   “What about Sorbiy and Garret?” Kelden asked.
 
   “Barracks is on fire, and officer’s quarters are clear,” Redbeard replied as he rushed across the hall and kicked in a closed door. He and Pinhead jumped inside, hooting and hollering. Kelden stood still as a bunch of soldiers ran past him and stormed into the other closed doors in the hall.
 
   “Clear!” Redbeard shouted.
 
   “No one here!” a soldier called from another room.
 
   A similar call came from each of the other rooms until finally Redbeard came back into the hall and shouted, “The house is clear boys, hoist the flag!”
 
   A deafening chorus of shouts and cheers went up in the manor.
 
   Kelden looked to Redbeard and the dwarf snorted and adjusted the grip on his weapon.
 
   “To the streets?” Kelden asked.
 
   Redbeard and Pinhead smiled.
 
   “Thought you’d never ask!” Redbeard said.
 
   Pinhead stepped in and poked Kelden in the stomach. “When this is over, I want two jugs of rum!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
    
 
   Jaleal pressed the wooden door open and smiled when he saw Phinean was awake on the bed.
 
   “You gave me quite the scare,” Jaleal said.
 
   “Where are we?” Phinean asked.
 
   Jaleal closed the door behind him and moved to sit on the foot of the long bed. “We are in the Silver Cup Inn, in Tantine.”
 
   “Tantine,” Phinean repeated as he sighed and pushed himself up to sit against the headboard. “How long was I out?”
 
   “A few days,” Jaleal said. “I managed to bring you to Tantine, like you asked.”
 
   “I did?” Phinean asked as he arched a brow.
 
   Jaleal chuckled and pointed to Phinean’s hip. “You took a nasty shot to your hip, and you lost a lot of blood. You were in and out of consciousness for a while.”
 
   Phinean nodded. “I remember the fight.”
 
   “You saved my life,” Jaleal said.
 
   Phinean smiled and looked around the modest room. “It appears you saved mine in return,” Phinean said. “Did I tell you why we were coming here?”
 
   Jaleal nodded. “You told me the last relic was in the Sierri’Tai castle, but that the assassin would have to come back through here on his way to the gate.”
 
   “Did I tell you where the gate was?” Phinean asked pointedly.
 
   “You were going to,” Jaleal replied. “But you fainted just before you could tell me. All you said was that it was in the east.”
 
   “Ah, quite right,” Phinean said as he nodded. He lifted up the thin, blue blanket and looked underneath. “Well, now, that is not a pretty sight,” he said as he put the blanket back down. “Doesn’t look like I will be joining the final battle.”
 
   Jaleal rose to his feet and moved close to pat Phinean’s foot. “I’ll finish it this time,” he promised. Jaleal held his hand out and displayed his mithril spear. “I won’t miss this time.”
 
   Phinean nodded. “It’s a shame really,” he said as he looked off to some distant point. “Jahre was so convinced that the Goresym would save him.”
 
   “No time for that now,” Jaleal said.
 
   Phinean pursed his lips.
 
   Jaleal moved to lift the blanket and inspect Phinean’s bandage. “It has bled through again,” I’ll need to wash it.”
 
   Phinean nodded absently, still staring off toward the wall.
 
   Jaleal set the blanket down and left the room, setting his spear down against the wall just before exiting. He closed the door and made his way down the hall. His little feet thumped along the hardwood floor. He could hear laughing and music coming from the main hall below. The mixed odors of pipes, food, and perfumes wafted up the stairs and filled the hall.
 
   A pair of elves came into view, laughing and smiling as they slipped a key into a door’s lock on the left side of the hall and then entered the room. Jaleal caught a glimpse of the female elf wrapping her arms up and around the male elf’s neck as they began to kiss just before the male elf kicked the door closed with his foot.
 
   The warrior gnome smiled to himself and continued down the stairs to the main hall. He rounded the corner at the middle of the flight of stairs and turned to survey the area. This inn was nothing like the place in Bluewater. A pianist and fiddler played jovial music up on a small stage while a pair of elves juggled swords and spit fire. There were eleven tables in the hall, each with six elves seated around them. There was a small area for dancing near the stage, but no one was using it. There was a card game being played at one of the tables.
 
   Jaleal lost his vantage point as he finished descending the stairs due to his diminutive stature. The tall elves walked all around him. Some carried food, others held drink, and some just stood in groups wherever there was space.
 
   The gnome made his way around the long bar and stood in the opening at the end. He had learned the hard way before that he would never be noticed if he waited in front of the bar. He waited patiently for the silver haired elf to serve drinks to patrons at the bar. She moved swiftly, nimbly sliding glasses down the bar while she took orders from others. She performed several tasks at once, filling drinks, listening to patrons, and calling out the prices of drinks already poured and served without missing a beat. On top of this, she also called out food orders to the kitchen, which was located in a galley behind the wall and had a small window opening where this elf could pass food to the servers or directly to the patrons.
 
   Jaleal didn’t mind waiting for Miriel to finish. He knew that Phinean was beyond the worst of it now, and could wait a few moments to have his dressing changed. Besides, Jaleal liked to watch her. He wasn’t infatuated with her, though she was beautiful, but he was fascinated by her movements. It might have seemed mundane to some to watch a barkeep serve drinks and food, but to him it was almost refreshing. Having seen so much violence lately, it was nice to simply spectate as people went along with their daily routines.
 
   After a few moments, Miriel did notice him. She smiled and held a finger up in the air. Jaleal returned the smile. This was the other reason he had been willing to wait for her to serve the others. While she might have worked her duties simultaneously with the normal patrons, she would drop everything for Jaleal and concentrate solely on what he needed at the moment. She had done that since the night he had arrived carrying Phinean over his shoulder.
 
   Miriel wiped her hands on a towel and left the bar, ignoring patrons as they called out for her attention. She approached Jaleal and knelt down so her eyes were closer to his. “Is it time again?” she asked.
 
   Jaleal nodded. “Sorry, but I am afraid he needs a change.”
 
   Miriel smiled and rose to her feet, disappearing through a doorway to the kitchen. She emerged a moment later with a brown leather satchel hanging from her shoulder and a large, cast iron bowl of steaming water. Jaleal followed her up the stairs and then rushed ahead of her to open the door to the room.
 
   “This is Miriel,” Jaleal called out to Phinean.
 
   There was no answer.
 
   Jaleal turned his head around to see Phinean and discovered that he had fallen asleep. His head and neck were slumped to the left and he was snoring something awful. Jaleal waited for Miriel to pass through the doorway and then he closed the door and moved to straighten Phinean’s neck.
 
   “He was awake?” Miriel asked as she placed her supplies on the bed.
 
   Jaleal nodded. “He was awake and talking.” The younger gnome pulled the blanket back and away from Phinean.
 
   “Is he in a deep sleep again?” Miriel asked.
 
   Jaleal reached out and poked Phinean’s cheek. When that elicited no response, he moved his hand down and tugged on the bandage. Phinean didn’t even stir. He kept right on snoring. Jaleal looked up to Miriel and nodded. “He’s out.”
 
   Miriel nodded and pulled a clean cloth from her satchel. “Good. I would hate to have him wake in the middle of the cleaning.” She dunked the cloth into the water and kneaded it like dough until the cloth was thoroughly wet. Then she reached over to the bandage and unwrapped the outer layer of gauze. She discarded the old gauze onto the floor and then went to work pulling at the edges of the square patch of gauze that was directly over the wound. Dried blood and bits of sticky flesh clung to the material, unwilling to let it go. Miriel cupped her left hand and gathered a bit of water in her palm. She poured the water out over the bandage and then pulled at the wet corner. The bandage still pulled at the skin.
 
   The elf turned and used both hands to scoop more water onto the bandage. This time, the whole bandage was drenched. Afterward, Miriel pulled at the corner again. For the first couple of seconds, the bandage pulled at the skin, but then it came loose in one fell swoop.
 
   Miriel took the cloth and washed the dried blood and yellowish green ooze away from the large stab wound. She pulled a crimson colored hunk of material from inside the wound and inspected it. It was hard to see it now, but the mass in her fingers was a poultice that she had made to fight off infection.
 
   “Is it time to sew it up yet?” Jaleal asked as he looked into the deep hole.
 
   Miriel shook her head. “His body is mending fine. I see evidence of body glue on the poultice. Look here.” Miriel turned the poultice over and pointed to a sticky, thick yellowish residue on the bottom of the poultice.
 
   “Body glue?” Jaleal asked. He was familiar with a lot of terms, but that was not one he had heard before.
 
   “It is a substance the body makes to repair wounds. If I set the next poultice a little shallower in the stab wound, then the body will begin to close the wound from the inside. This will be better than sutures. His body can heal from the inside out, but I will be able to prevent infection. If I were to sew it up, an abscess might grow inside, and then he would be in far worse shape than he is now.”
 
   Jaleal nodded. “How much longer will it take?” he asked.
 
   Miriel shrugged. “Weeks, I imagine.”
 
   “I don’t have weeks,” Jaleal said under his breath.
 
   Miriel stopped and looked to him. “What is the matter?” she asked.
 
   Jaleal wrinkled his nose and tugged at his beard with his left hand. “Listen, there is something I need to do. Could you watch him for me?”
 
   Miriel knitted her brow and tilted her head to the side.
 
   Jaleal shrugged. “I can pay you for it, but there is some business I need to attend to. I will come back for him when I can.”
 
   Miriel nodded. “Alright,” she said as she looked back to Phinean. “I will watch over him until you return.
 
   Jaleal thanked her and then stepped close to Phinean. He pulled the Goresym from his pocket and set it on the dresser next to the bed.
 
   “What is that?” Miriel asked.
 
   “He’ll know what it is,” Jaleal said. “If he wakes, tell him I went to finish it.”
 
   Miriel looked to him curiously. All at once she narrowed her sky blue eyes on the gnome. “You are hunting that murderer everyone has been talking about, aren’t you?”
 
   Jaleal froze. He wasn’t sure what to say.
 
   Miriel cast a glance back to the spear. “I know you are a warrior. I can tell by your weapon. It isn’t everyday someone carries a mithril spear in Tantine.” She turned back to Jaleal expectantly.
 
   “Just, keep him safe until I return.”
 
   Miriel nodded. “Fortune’s blessings upon you,” Miriel said.
 
   Jaleal bowed his head and then turned to leave the room. He held his hand out and his spear flew over to him. He exited and shut the door behind him, pausing for a moment and taking in a deep breath before heading down the hall and out to patrol Tantine. This time, he was going to be ready when the assassin showed himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
    
 
   “Are we ready to leave?” Kai asked. He sat atop a pile of logs with a wineskin in his hand and a very bored look on his face.
 
   “Elf ways are not the same as those of the human,” Garfule replied with a shrug.
 
   “If you mean you are slow as an old lady in a tar pit, then I would have to agree.” Kai put the wineskin to his lips and took a long pull on the liquid inside.
 
   “That is not what I meant,” Garfule replied.
 
   “My companion is right,” Seldaric interjected. “We need to be on our way. Liloriel is already far ahead of us, and the assassin has several days lead on us. If we don’t hurry to Tantine, we may not catch him.”
 
   Garfule nodded. “It took some time to convince the council of the merits of our plan.”
 
   “I thought the council offered to supply a team?” Kasi asked.
 
   Garfule shook his head. “Fillion offered to supply his troops, but those are not elves I would want in this fight. So, I had to convince them to let me choose my own people. After that, I had to make arrangements for my soldiers. We will make Tantine in less than two days’ time. Besides, you should have more faith in Priestess Liloriel. If she meets the criminal, I would wager that she will defeat him.”
 
   Garfule pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and held it up. It was small, with a red circle over the front. “This is a writ of execution. It is a sign that the High Council of Selemet has given us official sanction to carry out our mission.”
 
   Seldaric took the paper and inspected it. “This would explain why it took so long.”
 
   Garfule nodded and took the writ back. “I had to have unanimous agreement from the council.”
 
   “How did you get Fillion to agree?” Kai asked.
 
   Garfule placed the writ of execution back into his pocket and folded his arms. “Councilor Fillion is no longer on the council. He has resigned, and has been replaced with another.”
 
   Kai whistled through his teeth and hopped down from the log pile. “So, when do we leave?”
 
   At that moment, two more elves emerged from the council hall and came to stand behind Garfule.
 
   “This is Wendel Barrit,” Garfule said pointing to the elf closest to his left. “He is an excellent scout and archer. He will be our forward eyes on the expedition and he will also be in charge of our meals. The other one is Lendorian Flendavre. He is one of my lieutenants. An excellent hand with a blade, and he is trained in the healing arts. They are both sworn to house Ba’flaeur.” 
 
   “I am Seldaric Gendarion, of house Flinn,” Seldaric told the newcomers as he bowed with a sweep of his arm out to the side.
 
   “I’m Kai,” the ex-Ranger said. “I’m a human from a small, brown house in the desert city of Rasselin.”
 
   Wendel and Lendorian glanced to each other and then noted the tattoo on Kai’s hand.
 
   “Let’s go,” Garfule said dryly.
 
   Kai let the others pass him before he followed. He wanted to get a good look at the new additions to the party. Wendel was about five feet tall with gold hair pulled back into a braided plait behind his head. His fiery blue eyes seemed to dart everywhere, always searching the surrounding area, even though the group hadn’t left the city yet. Lendorian was slightly taller than Wendel. His hair was also braided into a plait, but it was silver like Seldaric’s. His eyes were black and darker than Garfule’s. Kai noticed a small rune tattooed on the back of the elf’s left hand, but he didn’t recognize it. They both gave him curt looks as they passed by, but they remained silent.
 
   “What was the tattoo on Lendorian’s hand?” Kai asked Seldaric in a whisper.
 
   Seldaric clapped Kai on the shoulder as he urged his comrade to follow the others. “There isn’t enough time to explain.”
 
   “Is he an agent like us?” Kai pressed.
 
   Seldaric shook his head and pushed Kai along. “No, now let’s go.”
 
   Kai regarded Seldaric with a curious look. Then he moved to catch up with everyone.
 
   As soon as they reached the outside of the city, the elves all began running down the road.
 
   Kai moaned and shook his head. Suddenly he wished that he had thought of locating a horse.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Talon sheathed his magical sword and looked down at the dead elf in front of him. This one had been strong. He gave no information about the castle ruins. It didn’t matter very much though. The assassin was within minutes of the castle, and the relic it guarded. He bent down and picked up the elf’s scimitar. He slipped it in through his belt, deciding not to let a good blade go to waste. Then he looked out over the valley below.
 
   The setting sun set the sky ablaze with shades of pink and orange above the remote Sierri’Tai castle nestled deep within the tangled woods. It would have been very difficult to find, if not for the information he had acquired from Governor Gandle and his former employer. The ruins were set on top of a hill that overlooked several acres of grassland surrounded by a sea of green trees and bushes. The forest carpeted over tall mountains that helped to hide the castle’s location and protect the valley.
 
   Talon sat atop the crest of one of the mountains on the southern end of the valley, wondering what the castle had looked like when it was first built. It must have been impressive before the wars ravaged it. Even now he could see towers and sections of the outside wall that were yet intact. As he looked closely he realized that the wall he was looking at must have been an inner keep, for he spotted remnants of another wall that had once surrounded it. Every few yards a jagged formation of stone rose up from the grassy hill and hinted at the castle’s former glory.
 
   The assassin smiled and looked to the mountains around him. It would be twilight soon. Then he would emerge from his spot and assault the castle. He had been informed that the Svetli’Tai Kruks kept watch over the area. He knew that this next item would not be easy to lay his hands on. He had learned enough to know that the Kruk warriors at this castle were famed to be the elite of the organization. The ones he had fought before in Medlas were lower ranking individuals. A normal man would have been intimidated, but Talon was excited by the thrill of competition. He was eager to see how good the Kruks were who guarded the last relic.
 
   He would do his best to move slowly through the grassland. It was risky, but there was no other option. The forest had never been allowed to grow very close to the castle. This afforded the defenders maximum warning of attackers. He would have to go through the open fields and try to blend in with the tall grasses to reach the castle.
 
   As he looked out over the expanse of green grass, Talon couldn’t help but think on the strange elf he had tortured at the Golden Leaf Inn. Had Jahre’s ghost truly been in the room with them? Talon frowned and shook his head at the injustice of the idea that Jahre’s spirit should be allowed to go free while Talon’s father had been dragged down to Hammenfein by Khefir. It was proof that there was no justice to be found among the gods.
 
   Perhaps after Basei was destroyed, Talon would turn his blade to other gods.
 
   He sighed and shook his head. Maybe it had all been a trick. Elroa might have been using magic, or perhaps he had all of the information prior to meeting Talon. Jahre could have easily told Elroa about Talon’s mother. The council in Svatal could have informed Elroa about how Jahre died.
 
   What if Elroa had been telling the truth? What if Jahre was there? Why would the elf still be trying to persuade Talon to look for the ‘goodness’ inside himself? What was the point?
 
   Talon sighed again and rested his hand on Drekk’hul’s handle.
 
   “They are lies,” Drekk’hul whispered as it read Talon’s mind. “The elves have long hated the drow, and all other races they view as inferior. They would say anything to save themselves, or to raise their power over another.”
 
   Talon thought on the words, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that Jahre had in fact been in that room.
 
   “No doubt his phantom was there,” Drekk’hul hissed. “He was there to sow doubt. If you doubt, then perhaps you will reconsider opening the gate.”
 
   “There is no chance of that,” Talon promised. “I will open the Netherworld Gate.”
 
   “Then let’s move,” the sword urged him. “We are close to my home. While we are inside, I shall be even more powerful. You will not need to touch me in order for me to communicate with you. I will also be able to protect you in new ways.”
 
   “Why do you serve me?” Talon asked aloud.
 
   “Because you seek to set the Sierri’Tai free. I serve you as the rightful king of the Sierri’Tai. Now, let us go forth and show these foolish elves the might of the Sierri’Tai! Let us no more heed the whispering lies of a dead elf.”
 
   Talon nodded and looked down to the sword. He gripped the handle tight and felt the strength and vigor flow into him from the magical blade.
 
   As the sun fell below the horizon completely and the dark gray twilight fell upon the land, Talon climbed down from the mountain and started his slow advance towards the castle. He slipped through the forest without incident and stopped only when he reached the edge of the tree line. He crouched low and slipped through the tall grass with a determined, yet soft gait. He then converted his crouching walk to a crawl. He moved slowly through the foliage, careful to ruffle as few of the tall, green blades with his passing as possible. However, even that was not enough to hide him from the first Kruk. 
 
   The assassin pulled Drekk’hul from his belt as he rose to his feet to meet the elf next to a small boulder. Talon quickly deflected a thrown dagger with his sword and stepped left as the fast elf sent another blade flying through the air. The assassin leapt forward and slashed his sword down and to the right, catching the elf’s left leg just behind the knee. Down went the elf into a rolling somersault. The elf slashed as he turned about to face Talon, but the assassin had expected the counter and was already in position to block it with his sword.
 
   Talon then booted the elf in the face with his left foot, sending the Kruk rolling over backwards. The Kruk warrior scrambled to his feet, but Talon was already there and he sent his blade through the elf’s abdomen. The assassin quickly wrenched the Kruk’s sword out of his hands and then wrapped his arm over the Kruk’s mouth. The guard convulsed and struggled against Talon, but he was not nearly powerful enough to shake loose. The two stood still, with the assassin using his sword to prop the Kruk up as he moved in close.
 
   “How many guard the castle?” Talon whispered.
 
   The elf looked at him with laughing eyes and bit down on Talon’s forearm. The assassin yanked his arm free and belted the elf across the jaw. His right gripped Drekk’hul, which was still lodged in the elf, and gave it a twist to deter the elf from doing anything else. The elf clenched his jaw and fell to his knees.
 
   “I am dead anyway,” he said in a raspy voice. “Why should I tell you anything?”
 
   “It’s true that your wound is mortal,” Talon replied with a nod. He knelt to face the elf, his right hand still firm around the sword’s handle. He placed his left hand on the elf’s throat and squeezed just enough to ensure that his prisoner couldn’t scream. “You will surely die,” Talon said grimly. “The difference is that if I walk away, you will die slowly and painfully. The vultures and wolves will likely be upon you before you have passed. You will still be alive when they begin to eat you.”
 
   “Fie on you, human,” the elf said.
 
   “Let me drink more of his blood,” Drekk’hul called out to Talon. “It is so delicious.”
 
   Talon gave the sword a little jerk. The elf jolted and his eyes shot wide open. “Perhaps I will stay here with you for a while,” Talon said. “I find this kind of conversation to be quite enjoyable for me.” Talon sneered eerily. “On the other hand, if you answer my question I will end your life painlessly and quick. The choice is yours.”
 
   “Go, you cur, walk on to your death. I swear my brothers will kill you for your intrusion. We have never allowed a single intruder inside the castle for five centuries.”
 
   The assassin chuckled and gripped the elf’s throat tighter. “Your brothers have never had a challenge like I will give them.” Talon pulled Drekk’hul out from the elf’s body and held it up for the Kruk to see.
 
   As the blood disappeared into the blade, the Kruk’s eyes went wide. “You hold Drekk’hul,” the Kruk said breathlessly.
 
   “I also have the other two relics,” Talon said.
 
   “Even the dark blade cannot prevail here. This ground is watched over by the gods themselves,” the Kruk replied weakly.
 
   Talon scoffed. “Soon, I will be called a god, and your civilization will be no more.” Talon set the point of his magical blade against the elf’s thigh.
 
   “I will not talk, no matter what you do,” the Kruk promised.
 
   “Let me drink of his blood!” Drekk’hul cried.
 
   Talon thrust the blade into the elf’s leg, twisted it and then pulled downward, opening the wound and letting the sword drink deeply of the elf’s blood. Smoke hissed and issued forth from the wound in the elf’s leg. The assassin smiled at the beauty of his sword’s bite. A faint, purple glow formed along the blade as it absorbed much of the Kruk’s blood. The elf’s eyes rolled back into his head and he lost consciousness. Talon removed Drekk’hul and then finished the warrior off with a quick stab to the heart. As soon as the blade absorbed the last bits of blood from its surface, Talon returned it to its sheath.
 
   “There are twenty more inside the castle,” Drekk’hul told Talon. “I was able to find the information he was unwilling to give.”
 
   “Did you get the location of the key?” Talon asked aloud in a whisper.
 
   “I will guide your feet.”
 
   “Thank you,” Talon said with a smile.
 
   This Kruk, and the one from the mountain, had been much easier to defeat than he had anticipated. He figured that either Drekk’hul was giving him great strength, or that the ability of the Svetli’Tai Kruk may have been exaggerated by the elves from whom he had previously extracted information. Either way, he had a feeling that he was going to enjoy this night. Still, he would be cautious as there was no need for carelessness now that he was so close. He was within reach of the last item he needed in order to open the Netherworld Gate.
 
   A large smile formed on his lips when he thought of that. He would become a king over an army of agile and skilled warriors. An entire army that would act on any command he gave as though it was their sole purpose in life. That thought pleased him very much. It was also intriguing for him to think on the notion of an army that could wield magic, as had the old Sierri’Tai in Bluewater. The prospect of such power under his control almost made him drunk with delight. He turned his gaze back to the castle ruins and disappeared into the grass once more.
 
   As Talon advanced up the hill he forced all other thoughts from his mind except for the task at hand. Now he focused with all of his mental acuity on the infiltration of this castle. He crouched quietly in the grass while it grew darker around him with the approach of night. Apparently no one had noticed the recent battle in the valley because Talon had not seen or heard any movement since then. 
 
   Talon inched up to the castle wall slowly. Instead of trying to enter the courtyard through the gate he decided to climb up the wall using the exceptionally strong vines that were growing underneath the ivy that had grown over the wall through the past five centuries. Talon put on a pair of leather gloves that had small metal spikes on the palms to assist in climbing. Within a few moments he was peeking over the top of the wall just enough to check for other guards on the battlement. He saw one Kruk on the battlement walking away from him about ten yards to his left. He scanned the other directions and saw movement in the towers on the northern wall, but no one else was on the southern wall. 
 
   He slid over the parapet and slid a dagger into his right hand. He ran as fast as he could, while staying hunched and silent so as not to be seen or heard until the last moment. He sprang up behind the Kruk, shoved his dagger into the guard’s lower back and slammed his hand over the guard’s mouth as he pulled him down. The spikes on his glove tore into the guard’s cheek and made it impossible for the guard to get away. Talon removed the dagger and thrust it into the Kruk’s neck twice before moving on to the nearest tower at the southwestern corner of the wall.
 
   He ducked down and slid up against the waist high wall of the tower and waited. There was no shouting, no bells and no whistles. The guards had not seen him. He peeked over the wall and gauged the distance to the northwest tower. He quickly removed his climbing gloves and put on his plain leather gloves. There was no need for the spikes now that he was done climbing vines. 
 
   He pulled out a mini-crossbow and loaded a bolt. He slowly slid his weapon onto the wall and took aim at a guard in the northwest tower. He slowed his breathing and counted to three. Then he fired the weapon and watched until he saw the guard clutch at his forehead and slump down.
 
   Talon reloaded and then looked into the courtyard. There were four guards talking and eating at a small table off to the left of a doorway. He rested the mini-crossbow at his feet and pulled out his throwing daggers. He held two daggers in his right hand and the third in his left. He took in a deep breath and focused. He pictured the four men at the table in his mind. He visualized his throw, and the death of his targets. He let out the breath slowly and then jumped to his feet. He let all three of the daggers fly and then he grabbed his crossbow and took aim. Three elves jolted and cried out. Talon fired the min-crossbow and the fourth elf went down without a sound.
 
   A bell rang in the northeastern tower. Shouts and curses rose up from the wounded elves in the courtyard. Talon smiled and pulled Drekk’hul from its sheath. He snuck a peek over the wall and saw two elves running around the wall towards him with a third remaining in the tower. The assassin realized that the third was not merely standing in the tower, but taking aim with a bow. As fast as the assassin was, there was no way he could dodge the arrow. It sailed at him with blinding speed. Just as it was about to strike his chest, the arrow spun away as if it had glanced off an invisible shield. The assassin was astonished, but he soon knew the truth of it. Drekk’hul was warm in his hand, glowing violet.
 
   “As I drink of the Svetli’Tai blood, I become stronger,” Drekk’hul said.
 
   Talon rushed along the wall, eager to meet the two Kruk’s advancing toward him. Arrows zinged by him, but he was unafraid of the missiles. Drekk’hul magically shielded him from any shaft that came close to hitting him. Some of them burst into flame and were destroyed, others exploded into harmless dust and pulp, and the rest were swept away by the invisible shield.
 
   The approaching elves raised their weapons and cried out to their gods. Talon smiled and rushed in. He cut left and then right with his blade. The force of his strikes shattered both of the scimitars and the elves had to backpedal to avoid certain death. One of them pulled a knife from his belt and dove forward, slashing and stabbing at Talon while the other pulled a pair of tomahawks. The assassin sidestepped the first elf, spun around and stabbed Drekk’hul through the Kruk’s side. The blade squealed in ecstasy. The second elf advanced without giving Talon enough time to pull his sword back, so the assassin yanked the scabbard off his belt and parried the tomahawks.
 
   The wounded Kruk still lashed out with his knife, but Talon sent a backhanded swing of the scabbard at the elf’s head and crushed his skull. Talon pulled his glowing sword free and launched a series of blocks as the next elf swung furiously with his tomahawks. Talon brought the hard scabbard into the battle, clubbing at the elf’s side with his left hand and soon put the tomahawk wielder on the defensive. Talon gracefully cut and sliced the air with his sword while he drove devastating blows into the elf’s ribs and shoulders with his scabbard. Each swing of the hard, metal scabbard drove the elf closer to death while the blade teased him and frustrated his attacks. 
 
   A cloud of smoke spewed forth from the mouth of the scabbard and wrapped itself around the elf like a giant serpent. The elf screamed in rage and swung his tomahawks wildly, but didn’t come close to striking Talon. The assassin marveled at the sword’s power for an instant before thrusting the blade into the swirling cloud to end the Kruk’s life.
 
   Talon sprinted along the wall toward the northeast tower. The archer was frantically firing arrow after arrow, but none of them hit their mark. Even as the assassin came with a few feet the archer nocked another arrow to the bow. 
 
   “Fool,” Talon chided. The archer died an instant later as Drekk’hul pierced through the Kruk’s heart and drank deeply of the elf’s blood.
 
   The assassin looked back to the courtyard and saw one Kruk still alive. The elf was crawling toward the entrance to the castle with the assassin’s dagger still protruding from his upper back. Talon bent down and took the bow from the dead archer. He sent the arrow of death flying down to the last Kruk. Then he sent three more, one to each of the other elves in the courtyard, just to be certain they were dead.
 
   Afterwards he looked around and found a trapdoor in the center of the northeastern tower. He carefully opened the hatch and peered inside. The chamber below appeared to be empty, so he started down the ladder as silently as he could. Once he felt the floor beneath his feet, he sank back against the wall for a moment and listened. He didn’t hear anything. No footsteps, no shouts, and no bells. He thought that was curious, but he had already come too far to give up now. He saw two small doorways that appeared to lead to tunnels that would take him to the other towers. One tunnel ran due west while the other went due south. The third doorway faced northwest and the tunnel seemed to lead down into the earth. The assassin had not realized that the castle had underground passageways, but he decided to check it out.
 
   The air here was cool and musty. Only a few torches gave off light as Talon proceeded. The tunnel had several branches breaking off into different directions, but the sword compelled Talon forward, down the main shaft.
 
   “I will show you the way,” Drekk’hul reminded Talon.
 
   Talon followed Drekk’hul’s promptings for almost an hour, turning when the sword said turn, and going straight when it said straight. At last, he came to a large chamber. He sank down into the shadows and quickly studied the area. Here, five tunnels converged. There were no distinguishable marks in the room except for some faded runes above each of the tunnels. 
 
   “Taish,” Talon said to himself disdainfully. Without a grasp of the language the search could take hours.
 
   Suddenly, the assassin’s hip grew very warm. He looked down to see that Drekk’hul was glowing. Talon looked up again and saw that a rune above one of the tunnels started to glow purple as well. Talon sneered and raced through the shadows and down the tunnel. This time he searched for only a few minutes before the tunnel ended abruptly. 
 
   Anxiously, he searched along the wall until he found a small bit of stone protruding out from the wall. Talon pressed it, but nothing happened. So he pulled on it, but again nothing happened. He then took a firm grip and twisted the stone protrusion like a doorknob. This time it responded. The outline of a door became visible and the stone portal moved enough to reveal some light behind it. Talon pushed, and the small, stone door opened up into another tunnel. This cave had many more torches than the others though, and the footpath was well worn with use. He knew he was getting close.
 
   Talon had to duck down as he walked through the tunnel in order to keep from hitting his head against the stone ceiling. It was very obvious that this place had been built only for elves. He continued to wander through a large system of tunnels and stairs that descended downward a few more levels until finally he came to a very large chamber.
 
   This chamber was huge. There were several rows of columns that stretched from the floor to the ceiling. Talon looked up and guessed that the ceiling was forty feet above his head. The chamber was lit with torches that hung on four sides of each pillar. The floor was black marble, except for a strip of deep, crimson marble that led up to a golden throne. Talon’s heart skipped when he spied the small box on the throne. The key, he thought. It was then that he noticed the two figures in the shadows moving towards him from the far end of the room. 
 
   Talon stalked back into the shadows. He felt naked with all of the torches casting light through the room. There was no good place for him to hide. He slipped Drekk’hul out of its scabbard and slid along the wall, sticking to the small, dancing shadows as best he could. Then the two elves came out openly into the center of the chamber.
 
   “We know that you have seen us,” one of them said in a stern tone. “There is no way out for you.” One of the elves clapped and a small portcullis slid down to cover the tunnel he had entered from.
 
   Talon remained silent, not knowing exactly what to expect or what he should do.
 
   “Come out of the shadows,” another elf said from Talon’s left. The assassin looked in the direction of the voice and saw two more Kruk’s advancing toward him. “We know that to come this far you must have beaten our brothers. We commend you for your skill and bravery, but it ends here. We will kill you.”
 
   Suddenly a flash of flame started at the far end of the room and spread along the wall. It moved quickly with a tremendous roar as it raced around the room. At first Talon was worried, but then he realized that it was a mechanism for adding light to the room. A shallow vein of oil ran halfway up the wall, kept in place by an expertly crafted trough. The new fires flooded the large chamber with a golden glow of light. It was almost as bright as the open plains at midday.
 
   “Nice trick,” Talon commented as he stepped forward.
 
   “The Sierri’Tai were crafty,” one of the Kruks said. “I am sure you would be quick to agree with me.” The elf pointed to the blade in Talon’s hand.
 
   The assassin smiled knowingly. “I would agree with you wholeheartedly.”
 
   “Even with the dark blade, you cannot hope to defeat all of us,” a new voice called out as five more elves entered the chamber through a large doorway in the back. “There are nine of us and only one of you.”
 
   “Then it is almost a fair fight,” Talon shouted back. “I will wait if you would like to get a few more helpers.”
 
   None of the Svetli’Tai Kruk warriors laughed. They drew their scimitars and prepared for battle. “This is your last chance to surrender,” one of the elves called out.
 
   “Would you accept my surrender?” Talon asked cynically. 
 
   “No,” the elf from the back declared. “But we must at least offer you the chance to do so. We will kill you either way for your trespass.”
 
   Talon’s eyes narrowed as he stepped forward and lifted his magical blade to the ready. “I will accept your challenge,” he shouted with a smile.
 
   Without further conversation the two elves from Talon’s left dashed forward. Talon barely was able to dodge the attack. He leapt to his right and somersaulted away. He rose to his feet and was about to launch his own attack when he realized that two more elves were bearing down on him from behind. He turned to face them and slashed out with his sword. Steel rang against steel and sparks flew as Drekk’hul clashed against one of the elves’ blades. Talon rolled left and dodged a savvy thrust by another elf. 
 
   Now he faced a semicircle of four Kruk warriors and he knew the other five would be on his heels within seconds. His left hand reached for his scabbard and he tried to mentally call forth the smoke from the scabbard’s mouth. Nothing happened. He despaired for only a moment before he let himself fall into his dance of death. 
 
   He wheeled to his right, but it was only a feint. At the last moment he lashed out to the left and caught one of the elves across the shoulder with a great slash of his sword. The elf reeled in pain as the gash in his shoulder hissed and smoked. The assassin smiled and struck out with the scabbard in his left hand. The blow knocked away a charging elf’s scimitar and he followed it with a quick slice of his blade across the elf’s sword arm. The attack severed the elf’s arm just below the elbow and left the elf howling in agony on his knees. 
 
   Talon was forced to backpedal to avoid the other two charging elves. He lashed out with a few quick strikes, but they all missed. He turned and ran toward the nearest column. He leapt up and ran vertically up the stone for a moment before leaping off backwards, over the charging elves. He landed behind the surprised Kruk warriors. Normally they would have been fast enough to counter him, but the power of the sword lent Talon an unearthly agility and quickness. He struck out with his blade and caught one elf in the spine. The warrior howled and slumped to the floor. The other elf dove left and avoided the follow up strike of Talon’s metal scabbard.
 
   The sound of quick footsteps alerted the assassin that it was time to move. He turned and spun into the five oncoming elves like a windmill. His blade swept away the strikes of the nearest elves and his scabbard slammed into the jaw of another. The elf staggered backwards a few steps, but he kept his feet under him and advanced again despite the fact that his jaw hung loosely and wobbled as he moved.
 
   Talon parried left, then struck out right. His sword worked in a blazing blur of steel and blood. His scabbard-turned-cudgel pummeled any part of the elves’ bodies that came too close to the whirlwind of death. Two more elves fell to the floor as Talon continued to spin through them.
 
   Then everything went black.
 
   The assassin almost panicked. Am I dead? Talon asked himself. There was no light. There was no sound. There was only nothingness. Then he heard Drekk’hul loud and clear. This time, the sword was not speaking only in Talon’s mind, but out loud for all to hear.
 
   “I am the void,” Drekk’hul said. “I am the night!”
 
   Talon then realized that the same fog the sword had created before was now so dense and powerful that it absorbed all the light in the chamber. A moment later, a light purple outline glowed around each of the elves around him. They flailed about madly. They could not see him.
 
   Drekk’hul then spoke to Talon’s mind. “Now that I have returned to my home I have awoken fully.”
 
   Talon was awestruck. The power of the sword was incredible. He looked back out at the glowing figures and laughed at the elves. Struggle as they might against the magical darkness, they could not see through it.
 
   “Kill them,” Drekk’hul hissed. “Kill them all!”
 
   “Gladly,” the assassin replied aloud. Talon lifted the sword and ran forward at the elves. The fight was over in seconds. Talon was merciless and swift in his execution of the Svetli’Tai Kruk warriors. As the last one fell, the darkness was gone and the light was back to the way it had been. Talon looked down at the blade but the runes did not glow. The warmth was gone, and the blade was silent once more. The assassin wondered for a moment if he had imagined the sword talking to him, but then he shook his head and smiled. He knew the truth of it. He turned and approached the throne and the little box that sat thereon.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I have the count,” Sorbiy announced as he walked in to the small room where Kelden lay, exhausted from the night’s battle.
 
   “What is it?” Kelden asked hoarsely.
 
   “Of the freed prisoners there are fifty seven left alive, and half of them are injured badly. We have run out of supplies to dress the wounds with, and we have no skilled field surgeons. It is likely that many of the wounded will die if they catch infections.”
 
   “How much of the city is destroyed?” Kelden asked.
 
   “Most of the city has been turned to rubble. We were not able to deal with the fires until after the soldiers had been dealt with, and by then it was too late to save the city. We were fortunate to find a warehouse filled with food that had not been razed. I have asked the soldiers that are not injured to distribute rations. As for the journey to Kobhir, we don’t have enough men to take with us. We would do best to stay in Rasselin and help the citizens rebuild here.
 
   Kelden rose to his feet and walked outside to survey the damage for himself. All around him the buildings lay in ruin. Smoke rose above the rubble, creating a haze that nearly blocked out the late morning sun. “It is horrible, isn’t it?”
 
   “This is war,” Sorbiy said grimly. 
 
   “It is not much like the songs of legend, or the tales of old,” Kelden admitted. “Yet, I suppose sometimes it is unavoidable.”
 
   “We brought freedom back to these people,” Sorbiy pointed out.
 
   “We also brought them death and ruin,” Kelden replied. “Still, the traitor had to be dealt with.”
 
   Sorbiy nodded his agreement. “You have to know that the prisoners would all have died eventually anyway. What we did brought hope, even in the face of ruin. This city is now liberated. The people here would still be under the traitor’s command if we hadn’t come.” Sorbiy placed a hand on Kelden’s shoulder. “Freedom, even in death, is better than tyranny and exploitation.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Kelden replied weakly. “But if the Shausmatian army returns this way, the people will die. There is nothing here that would fend off an attack now.” His eyes surveyed the charred remains of buildings in front of him. Bodies littered the ground. Women wailed and mourned their dead. Blood stained the streets and the stench of death hung in the air as thickly as the smoke. “This is not the victory I had hoped for.”
 
   Sorbiy removed his hand from Kelden’s shoulder and shrugged. “Well, it is better than the outcome I expected, to be frank. Things could be worse. At least we won.”
 
   Kelden nodded. He knew the man was right. “How long till we can get the survivors into a caravan?”
 
   “A caravan?” Sorbiy echoed. “Where would you like them to go?”
 
   “I want to send the freed prisoners and the other citizens of Rasselin some place safe. I know a small village nestled near the mountains. There will be plenty of food, and there are people there who can help tend any injured who can last long enough to finish the journey. I have a man there that I trust. Murdok is his name. He has a good head on his shoulders and he will know what to do with the refugees. He is raising a militia as we speak. It will be a good place for these people to go.”
 
   “What is the name of this village?” Sorbiy asked.
 
   “Shinder,” Kelden replied. “Find a map and I will mark the village for you.”
 
   “You aren’t coming?” Sorbiy asked.
 
   Kelden shook his head. “You are in command now. Take Garret and the dwarves with you.”
 
   “Where will you go?”
 
   “Kobhir,” Kelden said flatly.
 
   “That is suicide,” Sorbiy replied.
 
   Kelden shook his head and offered a half smile to Sorbiy. “That is where I belong. Get these people safely to Shinder. Help them start over.”
 
   “You aren’t going to say goodbye to the dwarves or Garret?” Sorbiy asked.
 
   Kelden shook his head. “I am going to find a horse, and then I am going to be on my way. Tell them for me, alright?”
 
   Sorbiy nodded. “By your command.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
    
 
   “Milady, the men have been assembled along the walls as you have asked. We have managed to erect two working catapults, but the enemy is camped out of range.”
 
   Queen Dalynn turned from the window to face her personal messenger, Karmt. He was a tall, thin man. As bald as the day he was born, though the wrinkles on his face showed he was far closer to death than birth. His nose was long and pointy, and his eyes were shrewd. Despite his hard features, the queen had always found him to be a caring, soft spoken man. That was why she trusted him, she supposed. 
 
   She walked over and motioned for him to take a seat next to her on a long, wooden bench. “Are the knights ready to ride?” she asked.
 
   “They are milady,” Karmt replied. “I sent for Sir Alexander, as you asked, and he is waiting without.”
 
   “Send him in, Karmt. I should like to speak with him now.”
 
   “Is there anything else that you would have me do?” Karmt asked politely.
 
   “No, that will be all for now.”
 
   “Very well, milady” he replied obediently. “I will send in Sir Alexander.”
 
   “I shall wait here.” She watched her messenger rise to his feet and walk out from the room. When the door closed behind him, she turned once more to the window and looked out to the west. Beyond her walls she could see dust churned up by the thousands of enemies camped beyond reach of her catapults or scorpion launchers. The latest scouting report had estimated that there were ten thousand men in the enemy camp. Kobhir had only half of that number, and almost a thousand of them were militia men, not proper soldiers. She twittled her thumbs as she sat on the hard bench and watched the faint movements in the distance. Over the past couple of days the enemy had been building siege gear. It was only a matter of time before the battle started.
 
   There was a knock at the door.
 
   “Come in,” Dalynn answered.
 
   “I was told that you wanted to see me, m’lady,” Sir Alexander said as he knelt down on one knee in the doorway. His armor was polished to a high sheen, though it was dented and scarred from the recent battles. It clanged against the stone of the floor as he knelt.
 
   “Please, rise to your feet, Sir Alexander,” Dalynn said softly.
 
   “As you wish,” the knight answered. “How may I be of service?”
 
   “I would like to ask you and your men to change your minds,” Dalynn said in a tone that was neither commanding, nor timid.
 
   “My queen,” Sir Alexander began, “I do not see another way. The enemy has catapults that can reach our walls, yet we have nothing to strike back with. Our catapults cannot reach the enemy camps, nor can the scorpion launchers.”
 
   “The mission you are proposing is suicide, Alexander,” Dalynn said, shaking her head. “You know I cannot open the gates and allow any men to march after you should your knights fall in over their heads. I fear that all of you will die.”
 
   “Kobhir will suffer far greater casualties if we allow the enemy to use their catapults.” The knight strode towards the window and pointed at the distant camp of soldiers. “If my men and I can ride out and crush the catapults, then the enemy will be forced to march on the wall with ladders and clumsily built siege towers. Our sacrifice will ensure that the walls of Kobhir do not fall, and the soldiers on the walls will keep out the enemy.”
 
   “There are ten thousand of them,” Dalynn reminded him.
 
   “It will still be a hard battle for the city, but I think we can win as long as the walls stand firm.”
 
   “What of my knights?” Dalynn asked. “I could use your men inside the walls.”
 
   “My men are no use inside city walls, m’lady,” Sir Alexander said with a shake of his head. “We were born to ride in the open against our foe. Whether they number ten or ten thousand, we prefer to meet them out in the open.”
 
   “Do you think you can really pull it off?” 
 
   “I do,” Sir Alexander affirmed. “I have been watching the enemy since they arrived. We have timed their patrol routes and watched every move of their guards. We will live long enough to destroy their catapults and trebuchets, I promise you that.” He stroked his silvery beard and smiled widely as he looked the queen in the eyes. “We will live long enough to give the whole camp a good throttling with our blades.”
 
   “I must tell you something,” Dalynn said quietly. Her eyes conveyed a strange mix of fear and pride as she gazed on the knight. “I have often wished that I had gone with you to the borderlands. I would have very much liked being a soldier’s wife.”
 
   “And I would have enjoyed being your soldier,” Sir Alexander replied softly.
 
   “You are nearing your fiftieth year, are you not?” she asked as she rose from the bench and stepped close to her former lover.
 
   “I am,” he confirmed.
 
   “As am I,” she said as she gently took his left hand with her right and clasped her other hand over the top. “As queen, I am not allowed to mar the memory of my late husband by wedding another.” She sighed softly and blinked away the faint welling of tears in her eyes. “However, as a woman, I cannot send my true love into battle without a kiss.”
 
   The two embraced each other and shared a passionate, long kiss that seemed to melt all of the years away that Dalynn had spent apart from him. She cried as he pulled his mouth away from hers and held her in his arms.
 
   “When I return then,” he said. “Surely a queen can leave the castle and explore the countryside with a trusted bodyguard.”
 
   Dalynn nodded. “Then return to me in one piece.” She looked up to his eyes, her hands trembling as she reached up to caress his face. “Promise me that you will return, and I will promise to go away with you afterward.”
 
   Sir Alexander nodded. “I will return, my queen.”
 
   With that the large man turned to leave, but then paused and turned back to her. He lifted his hand up to pull a silver necklace out from under his shirt. Dalynn put a hand to her lips as she saw a faded red ribbon tied to the chain.
 
   “You wore this in your hair the night we spent together,” he said. “I have always had you with me ever since.” He smiled to her and then bowed before leaving.
 
   Queen Dalynn wept softly as she moved back to the bench and sat down.
 
   Karmt entered the room after Alexander had left and moved to sit beside Dalynn. “The king was also a good man,” he told her.
 
   Queen Dalynn could sense the reproach in Karmt’s tone. She knew then that he had not given them as much privacy as she had thought. She waved his remark away and said, “I was given to him in marriage when I was only sixteen.”
 
   “Many marriages are arranged similarly, it has been done for centuries. Many of them start out slow, but develop happily.”
 
   “My husband was often wroth with me for the first few years of our marriage, did you know that?” she asked.
 
   “I was not aware of that, m’lady.”
 
   “He was already in his late fifties when I married him. He had never had another wife, though I had heard that he had shared his bed many times before he took me to wife.” She smiled thinly, almost dutifully, as she remembered the early days of her marriage. “My husband blamed me for not bearing an heir,” she said. “It was as though he thought I was purposefully denying him a son.” She was silent for a moment and her face grew hard, as though she was chiseled stone instead of flesh and bone. “After the first couple of years I told him that perhaps it was his fault, not mine. After all, he had never fathered any other children, despite having plenty of opportunities to do so.” She looked up at Karmt sullenly then. “The night I told him that was the first time he struck me.” She lowered her gaze, ashamed. A small lock of hair fell over her brow, but she made no move to wipe it away.
 
   Karmt sat silently, allowing the queen to compose her thoughts. He reached out slowly and took her hand in his. She looked at him as tears continued to silently trace lines down her cheeks. “That is not how a man should behave,” he told her after a moment. It was the first time she had ever heard Karmt utter words of disapproval regarding her late husband.
 
   “I thought that he would stop after the prince was born, but he didn’t. He never believed that the prince was his. He always suspected I had been unfaithful. Yet, here I am still fulfilling my duty to him even though his bones grew cold long ago. In some ways, it is better to be alone.” The queen swallowed hard and looked out the window and down to the commander of her knights. “If we survive this, I will leave.”
 
   “With Sir Alexander?” Karmt asked pointedly.
 
   Dalynn nodded. “If he survives, then I want to live the last portion of my life in his arms.”
 
   “And if he doesn’t” Karmt asked. She could tell by his tone that he wasn’t being mean or trying to cause offense. He was her advisor, and as such it was his job to point out alternative possibilities for her to consider.
 
   “Then I will go somewhere alone.”
 
   “What of the kingdom?” Karmt asked. “The cube will open after the winter solstice. You could unite the empire once more.”
 
   Dalynn shook her head. “You will promise me to stay here, and guide my son when he ascends to the throne.”
 
   Karmt shook his head. “The cube will not recognize him.”
 
   “Why not? He is of my blood. He is a true descendant and heir of King Dailex.”
 
   Karmt shook his head again and sighed. “As long as you live, your son is not the rightful heir. If you leave, the empire cannot be reunited.”
 
   Dalynn swallowed hard and blinked away the remaining tears. Dalynn closed her eyes and her head drooped down. She felt Karmt let go of her hand and listened as he exited the room. The door groaned as the advisor closed it behind him and the latch clicked into place.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The night air was as stale as it was black. The moon barely showed her face and the stars were not seen through the low clouds that hung over Kobhir like a blanket. Normally, the dreary night would have been unwelcome, but Sir Alexander thought it was a sign that the gods were with him. The absolute dark of this night would help his men conceal themselves as they rode toward the enemy camp.
 
   He waited until half-past midnight before he gave the order to ride out through the east gate. Slowly, he led his knights north, along the outside of the city wall and around until they stopped at the base of the northwest tower. He tried to use his looking glass to see the enemy, but the tool was useless in the overwhelming darkness. Normally, this too would have been ill desired, but tonight it made him smile. If we can’t see them, then they can’t see us, Alexander noted silently. He turned in his saddle and looked to Ret and Jaidor.
 
   “When I blow the horn, the two of you will detach from the group, along with the men I assigned to your command. Remember, nothing must stand in the way of tearing down the trebuchets. I don’t care how many of us fall along the way, we have to destroy them.”
 
   “We will not fail,” Ret replied firmly.
 
   “No man will shirk his duty tonight,” Jaidor agreed. “The children of Kobhir will sing songs of our valor for centuries to come.”
 
   “Look after yourselves,” Alexander urged them. “When the camp wakes it will be like trying to kill a dragon with a sling loaded with horse-apples.” The two lieutenants smirked and even Alexander chuckled a bit. But they quickly erased their grins from their faces. Each man grew eerily silent, realizing full well that they would likely not live to see the sun rise again. Alexander was the first to spur his horse forward into a slow, controlled run. Ret and Jaidor silently motioned for the other knights to follow closely.
 
   Alexander strained his eyes against the dark, aiming his steed for the distant glow of scattered torches in the enemy camp. He did not see the looming shapes of the trebuchets until he was within sixty yards of the enemy camp, but as soon as he spied the contraptions he wasted no time. His hand ripped the horn from his belt and he blew a short, yet distinct note. 
 
   The company of three hundred knights instantly morphed into three warbands of one hundred knights. Alexander, Ret, and Jaidor each led one of the groups onward to attack the enemy’s siege engines. The sound of hooves galloping across the packed ground roared like a raging river, or even like thunder. Within a few seconds, there were shouts from the enemy camp.
 
   Alexander steeled himself and spurred his warhorse onward, faster than he had ever ridden before. Bugles sounded from the tents before him. He could hear men shouting and cursing. Under the light of lanterns staked into the ground, Alexander could see that there were only twenty or thirty tents near the trebuchets. The rest of the enemy camp was farther back, about one hundred yards away. Armor plates clanged and banged together as the enemy camp roused to answer the warnings of the bugles. But it was already too late to save three of the trebuchets.
 
   Alexander reached down to his saddle bag and pulled a sticky leather pouch from it. The pouch was sealed with a length of twine that also served as strap for Alexander to hold. He slowly twirled the leather bag beside him and launched it toward a nearby trebuchet like a child’s fox-tail. His aim was true and the bag struck the neck of the war machine, splitting instantly and spilling oil and pitch all around. He reached down and grabbed a lantern, post and all, out of the ground near a tent and threw it like a fiery javelin to ignite the pitch and oil. The flames whooshed up along the wooden neck of the machine as he and fifty knights pressed on to the next machine.
 
   Swords clanged together then, and he knew that the other men from his group were embattled with the enemy. He said a silent prayer for them, hoping that the gods would give his men enough strength to stave off the enemy until the first trebuchet was fully destroyed. Some of his men would be hacking at the machine itself, while the rest would be holding the enemy away so the fire could not be extinguished.
 
   After only a few more seconds he launched another satchel of oil and struck a second trebuchet. He reached down and held out his hand to rip another lantern from the ground, but just before he reached it an arrow struck his horse in the neck. The animal cried out and its head dropped to the ground. The world seemed to slow down for Alexander as he found himself catapulted from his saddle and flying through the air over the lantern and into the tent behind it. He landed with a clamor of metal and wood. The tent poles collapsed and the cloth of the tent fell all around him. Puffy, man-like shapes scrambled around under the cloth; punching, kicking and striking out with swords and daggers. Their movement made it hard for Alexander to steady himself as the canvas tent swirled all around like waves of the sea. 
 
   The knight somehow got his feet under him and started hacking at the men under the canvas. The first swing of his sword nearly cleaved a man in two and left an enormous red stain on the tent. His second strike slammed into something hard. Either the man under the canvas had managed to dress in a hauberk, or he had some sort of shield, but it didn’t deter the knight. Alexander struck again and again until the man fell under the weight and agony of crunching bones and splitting flesh. The third man was able to crawl out from under the tent before Alexander could reach him, but it did nothing to spare him from death. A sword crashed down from behind as one of Alexander’s men rushed in to the fray to find his commander.
 
   “My thanks,” Alexander offered. The other knight nodded and quickly turned his horse away. Alexander looked around and realized that the enemy was rushing in all around. He had only a few seconds before they would be on him and his men. He looked beyond to see five more fires glowing bright against the dark of the night. A smile washed over his face as he saw the blazes creep upward into the sky. The other trebuchets were also on fire, he knew. His joy inspired him into action.
 
   He rushed to his dead horse and pulled his shield up from the ground beside the fallen animal. He steeled himself and raised his sword as three soldiers charged him. The first swung a mace, but Alexander blocked the blow with his shield. Immediately the second soldier struck out with his spear, striking under the upraised shield, but it glanced harmlessly off of Alexander’s steel plate armor. The knight, not flinching an inch at the attack, thrust out with his sword and caught the third soldier in the left shoulder, just above where the collar bone rests. The soldier dropped his sword and fell to the ground. Alexander pressed the attack. He put his weight behind his shield and jumped forward, throwing the first two soldiers back a few feet. With them out of the way, Alexander slashed back with his sword and slew the third soldier.
 
   The spearman was the first to rush in again, but Sir Alexander was ready. He lowered his shield on the spear, just behind the point, and drove down until the spear stabbed into the ground and the shaft snapped in the spearman’s hands with a resounding crack. The soldier stood baffled. Alexander swung his sword with a mighty yell. The soldier instinctively raised the remnant of the spear shaft to block the incoming blade, realizing too late that the wood would not deflect the gleaming steel of the knight’s sword. The spearman slumped to the ground, covered in blood.
 
   The mace-man roared defiantly and jumped in to avenge his comrade. He beat down on Alexander’s armor. The clangs were deafening and hard, but the armor held true. Only the smallest of dents formed as the mace struck again and again. Alexander stepped back and to the side repeatedly until the mace-man overextended his swing. Then the knight moved as swiftly as an eagle strikes a fish. The knight sliced off the mace-man’s arm just above the elbow and then he drove his shield into the man’s face like a giant, flat hammer. The soldier’s face was smattered with blood and teeth were chipped, cracked, or replaced with gaping holes. His eyes glazed over and were almost like glass by the time that Alexander brought his sword down on the soldier’s neck.
 
   A loud clang made Alexander turn on his heels. One of his men had been knocked from his mount. He rushed in, hacking and slicing at the enemy soldiers in his path. He slammed into a spearman’s back with his shield, sending the man flying forward to the ground. He ducked low under the swing of an enemy ax and struck out to hamstring the enemy. The man went down yowling like a castrated bear. Finally, after hacking through a few more soldiers that were eager to get at the fallen knight, he pushed through the throng. The knight’s helm was leaking blood under the visor. The chest plate had been pounded in on the knight’s chest and a fairly sizeable hole marred the fine steel.
 
   Alexander moved beside the knight and kept swinging his sword at the enemies crowding in. Three soldiers engaged him from the right. He worked his sword and shield furiously to keep them at bay, but it was a losing battle. Two soldiers rushed in on Alexander’s left and wrested his shield away from him. He tried to back up, still swinging his sword to parry the strikes of his enemies, but a heavy, sharp strike slammed into the back of his left knee, right where the armor was weakest. The force of the blow ripped through his leg and pain shot through the whole left side of his body. He arched backwards and flung his arms out to keep his balance. A mace slammed into his chest, a sword crashed into his side. The armor groaned and strained under the onslaught. Every sharp jolt made his leg throb and ache. At last it was too much for him. He fell to his back and his sword was kicked from his hand.
 
   Alexander could feel heavy blows slamming into his chest, abdomen, and legs. The steel plates moaned and started to give away under the force. Denting steel crowded in on his flesh, and started to tear his skin. A sudden blow, like that of falling stone, stove in his visor. His nose broke under the pressure and his vision went dark. He didn’t know if his eyes had been injured or if his helmet obscured his sight, he only knew that he had been blinded by the strike. He was just about to resign himself to death when he heard thundering hooves and shrieks of men.
 
   “Form up,” he heard a voice shout, but he was too far gone to recognize the man. The battle raged on around him. He could hear the ghastly screams of the dying, the screeching of metal on metal as armor, shield, and sword grinded against each other in the melee. The minutes seemed hours as he lay there helpless on the ground. The sharp pain in his left knee was giving way to a pounding throb that made him black out more than once as the fight raged on around him.
 
   A loud crash of metal right next to Alexander’s head woke him from unconsciousness. Something tapped the side of his helmet. Was it a finger? He had no way of knowing. It tapped a few more times and then a horrible screeeetch filled his ears as the object scratched along the side of the helmet. The sound sent shivers down his spine and made him cringe. He jerked his head away and the sound was gone. He could still hear the stomping of horses and the clamor of battle around him. Some men were shouting, but he couldn’t make out the words over the din of the combat. 
 
   He struggled to bring his hands up to his helmet. He had to know what was going on around him. He fumbled with the clasps for what seemed like an eternity before he got the contraption off. Torch-light blinded him as soon as the helmet was off. The sudden blast of light made him recoil and throw his arm over his face, yet it was a relief to know that he still had his eyesight. As he slowly brought his arm down he saw knights encircling him, battling as fiercely as any knight of legend he had ever heard of. Many of them had blood covering so much of their armor that it was impossible to tell if it was theirs, or the blood of their fallen enemies that circled their feet in disgusting piles of limbs, weapons, and blood.
 
   He pushed up from his elbows and looked down to his left knee. He saw the crimson puddle around the joint and knew instinctively that there was little to no hope of saving his leg, even if he survived the battle. He removed his gauntlets and set them at his side. Then, with his fingers free to work, he set about removing his armor to release his body and inspect his wounds. He knew that this would expose him to enemies, but he also knew that he had been down for a long time now, and he had lost a lot of blood. He would have to try to assess his wounds and stop the bleeding, despite the risk.
 
   His chest plate almost did not come free. So many areas had dented in far enough that the armor clung to his skin like an angry cat. When he finally managed to pull it free there was blood flowing from several gashes and puncture wounds in his chest. They stung immensely, but he could tell that none of those wounds were deep or serious, so he pressed on. He pulled the armor from his legs, being as delicate as the circumstances permitted when he worked around his left knee. At one point he had to lift his knee enough to get his hand under it to remove the armor. That was the worst pain of his life. All at once he felt as though a fire was burning in his leg, an anvil was on his chest and head, and that he would vomit. His vision darkened until only small tunnels of light remained. Still he pressed on. He knew that he had to treat his wound now, or he might not get another chance.
 
   He breathed in deep until his vision cleared and then he finished pulling the armor away. Even in the dark of night, with only the light of torches and nearby fires, Alexander saw blood covering his knee and most of his lower leg. He turned the leg over, biting down to fight against the pain. A deep gash ran along the whole back of his knee horizontally. He inspected close and could see the white of bone, turned a gruesome pinkish-red from the blood. Then he noticed a metallic shimmer inside. He reached in with his thumb and index finger. His flesh burned as he went in, but he knew he had to retrieve the metal before he could close the wound. He yelled out in agony as his finger and thumb pinched a shard of metal that had lodge in the back of his femur, just above the knee. He pulled and wiggled the shard free and fell flat to his back immediately. He writhed on the ground, howling and sputtering a thousand curses as the pain washed over him more than it ever had.
 
   A pair of hands pushed down on his shoulders then and his eyes popped open. He was relieved when he saw Asin, one of his knights. His relief was stolen by another pair of hands that seized his right leg. He looked down, but could not tell who it was under the blood-smeared armor. A third pair of hands seized his left leg. He howled, but the knights held him down. He could feel the rough, stinging sensation of cloth being shoved into the wound. The pressure was immense.
 
   “It’s no use,” one of them said. “Give me a leather strap, or a belt.” A moment later something wrapped around Alexander’s thigh like a great snake and constricted. He fought against the pain. He tried to worm free, but his men held him down. A few moments later the darkness took him again, and all was quiet.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon pulled his cloak tight around him to fend off the cold wind and the light rain. As he approached the city walls of Tantine he dipped his head down and let his hood hide his face. It had been a day since his battle at the Sierri’Tai castle, and he needed to find some food before he could move on toward the location of the Netherworld Gate.
 
   He fingered the ring in his pouch, as he had done a hundred times since leaving the castle. The green jeweled prize was more alluring than anything he had ever known, except, perhaps, a good bottle of wine. He slipped the ring onto his finger. The metal felt cool against his skin. He wrapped the edge of his cloak around his hand to both hold the cloak against the wind, and to hide the ring from view.
 
   He was able to walk right past the lone sentry at the open gate. Talon assumed that the rain made the guard reticent to emerge out from under the small awning that protruded from the wall. The elf just nodded and waved him through the gate without saying a word. The assassin smiled and walked in under the cover of the rain.
 
   This town was different than the others he had visited on the elven isles. There were many buildings of stone down the street, some of them several stories high, but here next to the gate all of the homes and shops were made of wood. The roads were dirt, now turning to mud by the falling water, and seemed the worse for wear in this part of the city. Some old, wooden crates and barrels were stacked next to most of the wooden buildings. He could only assume what might be inside; food perhaps, or maybe cheap ale.
 
   He walked on until he saw a long building with a wooden sign above the door, swinging in the breeze. The sign bore the telltale symbol of a tavern; a large, foaming mug with amber colored liquid dribbling along the outside. He knew he shouldn’t tempt himself by being close to drink, especially when it was cheap and plentiful, but he needed to get out of the weather and fill his belly. He also didn’t want to risk going into the nicer parts of the city where the citizens might have heard about his recent exploits. 
 
   He removed the emerald ring from his finger and put the item away. Then he pushed the wooden door open and stepped inside. His boots left footprint shaped water marks behind him on the floor. He spied the barkeep right away and walked up to him. The elf was short, maybe four and a half feet tall. The only reason Talon even saw him was because he walked along a platform behind the bar. Tiny, pointy ears poked out from under a mat of unkempt brown hair. Red eyes stood firm behind a long, pointy nose, and his lips were thin and pink. Talon realized that this particular elf was a member of the Nizhni’Tai race, cousins to the taller Svetli’Tai race of elves.
 
   “What can I get for you,” the barkeep shouted.
 
   “Do you have a room that I can have for the night?” Talon asked.
 
   “No, I don’t happen to have a room to give you for the night,” the elf replied. “But, I have a room that you can rent for a silver penny,” he put in with a wink. When Talon didn’t crack a smile, the barkeep narrowed his eyes and he wrinkled his nose a bit. “I also have some stew and a mug of grog for another silver penny, if you like.”
 
   Talon looked behind the bar and noted the many bottle necks sticking out of wooden racks behind the elf. For a moment he was tempted to take the barkeep up on the offer, but he was too close to his goal to give in to his temptations now, he knew. “Keep your liquor,” Talon said. “I’ll take the room and the stew, though,” he added.
 
   “Very well, but it will still cost two silver pennies,” the elf replied.
 
   “Give me some water then,” Talon replied with a shrug.
 
   “This is a tavern,” the elf snorted. “If you want water, go outside and point your head to the sky, then open your mouth. Rainwater is cleaner than any water this city has anyway.”
 
   “Very well,” Talon grumbled. “Pour me some grog.”
 
   The elf whistled sharply through his teeth and another elf came running out from a doorway to the left of the bar. “Stew and a cup o’ grog,” the barkeep barked. The other elf nodded and scurried back through the doorway.
 
   Talon tossed two silver pennies on the bar. The elf snatched them up and bit each one before depositing them in his pocket. The assassin seated himself at the bar, and a few moments after that a wooden bowl was set before him, filled with steaming brown liquid with darker brown chunks in it. A metal cup was set next to it so fast that some of the drink spilled onto the bar.
 
   “Slow down, Hretta,” the barkeep shouted. “You can’t go spilling on the customers!” The other elf ran back through the doorway without a word. “Don’t pay any mind to her,” the barkeep said. “Here’s your key. You’re in room three. It’s the last door on the left of that hallway there.” The elf pointed to a short hallway and then turned to wiping down some tankards.
 
   Talon poked at the chunks in his bowl with the spoon. He thought they looked like meat, but he wasn’t sure. He slowly put a spoonful into his mouth. The stew was watery, almost tasteless, but at least it was hot. The hunks of meat were chewy, stringy, and bland. Without thinking, he reached for his drink and swallowed half of the contents in one gulp. Like the stew, it was watery, but there was a definite flavor to the grog. It was like an old friend, an old, mischievous friend. Still, no matter how much he wanted to drink more, Talon restrained himself. He was only going to have the one drink. He was not about to squander his success now.
 
   After a few more bites of the bland stew he drained the contents of the mug. He set the cup down and pushed it away. The barkeep moved to grab the cup and refill it, but Talon put a hand over the cup. The barkeep shrugged and walked to another part of the bar and started wiping it down. Before Talon could finish the stew, his head began to feel a bit fuzzy. His vision blurred a time or two, but Talon shook it off. Talon figured he was simply exhausted from the trip. It had been a while since he had eaten anything substantive, though he wasn’t sure the stew could be called that either. He pushed the bowl away and slid down from his stool. He started to walk toward the hall but he stumbled a bit and his hand shot out to the bar to steady himself. 
 
   What’s wrong with me?
 
   He knew he wasn’t drunk. A single cup of liquor would never have been enough to do that. Still, his stomach felt a bit nauseous. His head felt foggy and a bit light. He decided he was just tired. He figured the best thing to do would be to get to bed as soon as possible.
 
   He pushed off from the bar and walked down the hall. He opened his room with the key, went inside, and closed the door behind himself. He removed his cloak before dropping down to the bed. The soft mattress welcomed him warmly. The assassin kicked off his boots and settled in to sleep.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Well, what did you find?” the short elf asked.
 
   “He didn’t have much on him,” the man replied. “Just a few more coins and this ring here.” The man held up a silver ring with an emerald set in it. “What do you think we can get for it?”
 
   “I’m not sure, Nimby, let me see it.”
 
   The man produced the ring and handed it to the elf. “That man had a pretty nice sword with him too, but I couldn’t get it out from under him. The guy collapsed on the bed and was sleeping too heavily. How much of the powder did you put in his drink?”
 
   “He was a big man,” the elf replied. The elf raised the ring up to scrutinize it in the light. “This is a nice piece.” The elf turned the ring over in his hand. “This will fetch a very fine price. It’s a shame you didn’t get his sword if it’s half as exquisite as this ring.”
 
   “Nah, it was too hard. The guy was way too heavy. Snoring like a lumber jack. More than half of the sword was buried under him.”
 
   “No matter,” the elf said. “This ring will do nicely. You should head out immediately and take it to our contact in Tuport.”
 
   “How much should I ask for it?” Nimby asked.
 
   “No less than three hundred gold,” the elf asserted. “This ring is fit for royalty.”
 
   “Alright, I’ll head out in the morning.” Nimby slipped the ring into a small leather bag and fit the bag neatly into his boot for safekeeping. “I need to stop off at my house and pick up the other things in our stash to sell in Tuport anyway, and I don’t think that guy will be waking up until noon tomorrow.”
 
   “Don’t try anything funny either,” the barkeep shouted after him as the thief walked out the door. “I will hunt you down like a rat if you cheat me on this!”
 
   “Bah,” Nimby grumbled with a wave. “Have I ever cheated you before?” The door swung closed.
 
   “I’d rather he go right now, waitin till morning just doesn’t sound like a good idea,” the barkeep mumbled as he absently wiped the bar down for the last time that night. “Hretta,” he called out over his shoulder. A moment later the little female elf was back in the room, looking up at him. “Did you finish the dishes?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” she said.
 
   “Did you sweep and mop the kitchen?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Then wipe down the tables out here and sweep the floor too. I’m going to bed. It’s late and I’m tired.” He slung the towel over his shoulder and walked into the back room, headed for the stairs that would take him up to his apartment above the kitchen. He paid no attention to the sigh, or the hurt look on Hretta’s face as he left.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The barkeep’s eyes fluttered open. Clang! BOOM! Clank! Alarmed at the commotion from downstairs he sat up in his bed. “Hretta!” he cursed. “Always making a mess!” A soft voice moaned beside him. He looked down and saw Hretta in her nightgown, turning over in her sleep. He slid off of the bed and reached for the top drawer of his pine-wood dresser where he kept his dagger. He could see the light under the door, and the clamor continued downstairs. He hoped that it was just some kids looking for food or stealing liquor, only a week ago he had chased two street urchins out of his tavern, but he feared that it was something else. Perhaps the stranger was awake and looking for his ring.
 
   He steeled his nerve as he slipped his leather vest over his chest. He silently eased the door open and slithered out, being careful not to draw attention to himself or wake Hretta. Not that he cared if she was disturbed, but he didn’t want her to alert the intruder by screaming or talking loudly.
 
   He stepped lightly on the wooden stairs, delicately placing his feet so as not to make the wood squeak or creak as he descended to the kitchen. His small size, coupled with his inherent elf abilities, enabled him to sneak all the way to the door leading from the kitchen into the main hall of the tavern. He pressed the door just hard enough to open a crack to peep through. His blood stilled in his veins. There were no street urchins in the tavern. There was only the cloaked stranger with the magnificent sword.
 
   A dagger sailed across the room and embedded itself on the other side of the door, right where the barkeep’s face would have been if the door hadn’t been there as a shield.
 
   “I know you’re there, come out,” the stranger slurred.
 
   “Whatever are you doing?” the barkeep said, flailing his arms about as he pushed through the door. The thought of running had crossed his mind, but he knew that his short legs could never hope to outrun the tall stranger. So he decided to play the role of an innocent barkeep, as he had done on many previous occasions after robbing patrons. But this time he felt his nerves like never before. The air in the room was cold, almost steely, and it unnerved him.
 
   “Where is my ring?” the stranger shouted.
 
   “I don’t have any ring,” the barkeep said. “You paid with coin, not with jewelry.”
 
   “Don’t play me for a fool, you pint-sized, pointy-eared dope.” The stranger pulled his sword, and the blade hissed against the scabbard. “I know you have it.”
 
   “I don’t!” the barkeep shouted with his hands up in the air. He knew his dagger would be of little use to him now. Fear gripped his heart and his throat seemed to fill and choke on thick air as he searched for words. “You are drunk, my friend,” he started. “We can look for it together if you like, but please stop tearing up my tavern, and put your sword away. There is no need for hostility here.”
 
   “I am not stupid” the stranger spat as he stepped closer to the barkeep. “Where is that other fool that was in here earlier? You and him are working together aren’t you? You drugged my food.”
 
   “I am certain that I don’t know what you mean,” the barkeep protested.
 
   “This sword has a name,” the stranger said.
 
   The barkeep raised his eyebrow and stared at the blade. He was trying to decide whether the stranger was crazy when the man leapt forward and seized him by the throat. Up the barkeep went into the air. He kicked his legs, but nothing could resist the power of the cloaked man.
 
   “Its name is Drekk’hul, though I was thinking about calling it ‘Elf’s Bane.’”
 
   “The dark blade…” the barkeep whispered with sudden dread. “You wield the dark blade? That cannot be!” he stammered. 
 
   Talon sneered and pressed the point of his blade to the barkeep’s soft, white belly. A drop of blood slowly seeped out around the tip of the blade and the elf squirmed horribly. “I’m impressed,” Talon said. “The last elf to feel the bite of this blade screamed when it touched him.” The assassin dropped the elf to the floor and back away a couple of paces.
 
   “I swear, I don’t have your ring,” the barkeep said as he huffed to catch his breath again.
 
   Talon raised the blade and purple lightning danced across the steel, eager to smite the elf.
 
   “No,” the barkeep pleaded with his hands over his head. “I don’t have it, but I can tell you where it is.”
 
   “That’s better,” Talon said. He lowered his blade, but did not place it back in its sheath.
 
   “You seek Nimby, the human you saw in the tavern earlier. He has a bad reputation for thievery, but I had no part in this, I swear.”
 
   “Where can I find this, Nimby?” Talon growled.
 
   “He lives in a shanty near the northwestern side of the wall. Go down the street until you come to the third alleyway on the right. Follow that alley down for two blocks and then go left. His house will be the second to last on the right side of that street. He is about six feet tall, black hair, brown eyes…”
 
   “I saw what he looked like, elf,” Talon growled impatiently. “Will he be alone in his house?”
 
   “What time is it?” the barkeep asked. He cocked his head around to look at the clock on the far wall. “It’s almost five in the morning. There will probably be two or three other guys in the house with him.”
 
   “That’s all I need to know,” Talon said.
 
   “I swear, I had no part in this,” the barkeep persisted.
 
   “Yes,” Talon started with a nod, “you’ve said that already.”
 
   “So, you won’t kill me?” the elf asked.
 
   “I don’t recall saying that,” Talon smirked.
 
   The last thing the barkeep saw was a silvery flash of cold steel.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 22 
 
    
 
    
 
   Alexander slowly opened his eyes. Light flooded in, forcing him to squint. He threw his hands up to shield himself from the sun. Am I dead? Alexander wondered. Slowly, as his eyes adjusted to the bright light he turned his head and looked around him. He was not dead, he realized. He was inside a large, canvas tent. A basket sat in the corner with several blood-soaked rags hanging out over the side. The metallic odor assaulted his nose then and he wrinkled his face in disgust.
 
   He jerked up awkwardly to prop himself on his elbows. He forced himself to look down at the sheet covering the lower half of his body. The cloth had two definite peaks to mark the spot where his feet were. Alexander sighed, relieved that he had both feet. He gingerly removed the sheet, but the sight that greeted him was not pleasant. His left leg was bandaged heavily with gauze pads from mid-thigh down to his ankle. The blood was dark, and seeping through the dressing.
 
   “I did not expect you to wake yet,” a voice commented from the entrance to the tent.
 
   Alexander looked to his left and saw a large man pushing aside the flap of the tent and entering the make-shift triage. It was a surgeon, by the looks of him. A great apron covered him from neck to ankle. Alexander presumed that it had once been white, before the battle and the casualties that came with it. The surgeon also wore leather gloves that covered up to his elbows, and black leather boots. He held a flask in his left hand and a pair of scissors in his right.
 
   “Don’t worry,” the surgeon said monotone. “The flask is filled with water. I don’t drink while I am on assignment.”
 
   “Good to know,” Alexander replied. “Do I have you to thank for saving my leg?”
 
   “Your leg, and your life,” the surgeon replied. “But, I am afraid you will never see battle again. Your left leg was horribly cut. It was all I could do to save the limb. The hamstring has been rendered almost useless. The damage was irreparable. If, and I do mean if, your leg heals without any complications, such as infection, then you will have a heavy limp for the rest of your days.”
 
   “I see,” Alexander dropped his head down and sighed. “You have my thanks, I am sure you did the best you could.”
 
   “I worked a bloody miracle,” the surgeon scoffed. “I’d like to see any other surgeon save a leg under similar circumstances.”
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “I am Micah, chief surgeon for the second legion of Shausmat.”
 
   “Shausmat,” Alexander repeated silently. “I am a prisoner then?” he asked.
 
   “I am a surgeon,” Micah replied. “I know how to repair wounds and ease suffering, but I don’t play a part in deciding the status of enemy soldiers. That would be for Captain Vald to decide. I will fetch him as soon as I check your bandage.”
 
   “Very well,” Alexander replied. He lay back down and stared at the peaked ceiling of the tent. He focused his mind on thoughts other than war. He thought of playing cards with his brother, fishing from the docks, and anything else to keep his mind off of the surgeon changing his bandages. After a while his mind wandered back to the day before, when he had last seen Queen Dalynn. Her conversation had stirred many feelings in him, some of which he had never allowed himself to contemplate before now. He wondered if the queen would be as fond of him if he returned as a gimp.
 
   The tent flap fluttered open and whipped closed. Alexander looked around and saw that he was alone again. Micah had come to do his duties, and was swift about exiting. It was strange for Alexander to know that his enemy had saved his life. Why had they done that? He thought on that question for only a minute or two before the tent flap was brushed aside by another man.
 
   “I am Captain Vald, I command the host that you attacked two nights ago,” the man announced.
 
   “Two nights ago?” Alexander questioned.
 
   “Aye, you have been unconscious since the battle, but my surgeon was able to nurse you back to life, it seems.”
 
   Alexander eyed the large man warily, trying to decipher why he had been spared. Vald seemed as rough and hard as the steel plate that covered his chest. He was not quite six feet tall, but he was well built, with muscles to spare. His face bore a brown, neatly groomed, full beard, trimmed short. His hair was also short and well kept. His eyes were sky-blue, and seemed at once friendly and deadly. There was a long, red cape draped over his back to the floor with a telltale silver brooch of a Shausmatian officer fastening the cape to his armor. A longsword hung from his belt and his right hand rested on the hilt. He wore no armor over his legs, just a pair of leather trousers tucked into black boots.
 
     “Micah has my thanks for saving my life, and my leg,” Alexander said after he inspected the officer before him. “I had asked what my status is, now that I am in your camp, but he said that I should put that question to you.”
 
   “Indeed,” Vald said with a nod. “It is fitting for one commanding officer to speak directly with another, instead of speaking through intermediaries.”
 
   “What makes you think that I am a commander?” Alexander asked.
 
   “By the time I rode to your position, along with some of my own knights, I saw a pair of men standing over you. I could see that they had been fighting long and hard. Blood covered their armor, and I am sure that a good amount of it was their own. Around them were the bodies of more of your knights. You must have been a good commander, for every one of your men fought to protect you until their last breath.”
 
   “Every knight?” Alexander probed.
 
   “I am afraid so,” Vald replied with a shrug. “The two that remained when I arrived did not live through the first night. Their wounds were mortal. One had taken a severe blow to the head, and the other had been impaled in the chest several times by a spiked warhammer. I am sorry to bear such news, I truly am, but war is friend only to Nage and Khefir, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Do you follow the old gods?” Alexander asked.
 
   “I do,” Vald replied. “I suppose that is why I ordered for you and the other two men to be brought back to the camp and treated as though you were wounded friends. You fought valiantly, and I believed it best to repay that valor with some measure of hospitality.”
 
   “I thank you for trying to save my men,” Alexander offered.
 
   “No thanks are necessary,” Vald said with a wave of his hand. “I follow the Old Gods, but I lean towards Nage the most. When I saw you and your men I thought of Lionel Gilbrait, and I felt it was my duty to show mercy.”
 
   “The legend of Moonknight is well known in Kobhir,” Alexander said. “He was the most valiant knight in all of Terramyr, and so Nage, the collector of good souls spared his life when he was mortally wounded in the Great War with Khullan, the fallen god of Hammenfein.”
 
   “That is only part of it,” Vald interrupted. “Do you know why his life was spared?”
 
   “As I said, he was the most valiant,” Alexander replied testily. Vald smiled and folded his arms.
 
   “Lionel was spared because when Nage came to take his soul back to Volganor, the city of Heaven, the knight pleaded to have his life extended so that he could continue to fight against Khullan and his evil minions. His selfless request was so pure and honorable that Nage blessed him with an unnaturally long life, to live among us and protect all of mankind until the end of days arrives and he can do battle with Khullan again.”
 
   “I had not heard that part of it before,” Alexander commented.
 
   “Much of history is lost with the passage of time, my friend,” Vald replied. “As I was saying, the selfless act of service that your men were offering compelled me to extend mercy to you, and to them. My only regret is that I was too late to save them. I did get their names though, would you like to know who fought over you, protecting you to their last breath?”
 
   “It was Jaidor and Ret,” Alexander said without hesitation.
 
   “It was,” Vald confirmed, somewhat surprised.
 
   “I will pray for their souls,” Alexander said. He looked away and dropped his gaze to his feet. His soul felt empty and cold at hearing the news of his lieutenants’ deaths.
 
   “About your question,” Vald said, changing the subject.
 
   Alexander looked back up to Vald, but he said nothing. 
 
   “You are not a prisoner, per se,” Vald informed him. “I will be returning you back to your city. I will send two of my bodyguards, along with Micah, to escort you back to the wall under a white flag. I ask only that you swear that you will not again take up arms in this fight, and that you tell your queen of the mercy you have received.”
 
   “Why should I tell her of this?”
 
   “Because, if she is willing to surrender, she and her citizens will also receive mercy,” Vald replied.
 
   “Khefir take you and skewer you on a spit,” Alexander bellowed. “The queen will not bow down to you or anyone else. You can not come in here and kill our people without consequence!” Alexander swung his legs over the side of the cot and pushed off with his hands to land on his feet. His temper had caused him to forget about his leg. The instant his left foot connected with the ground a horrible pain shot through his whole body and he toppled towards the ground like a felled oak.
 
   Vald lunged forward and caught the knight. With impressive strength he picked the man up and flopped him back down on the cot. Again a wave of pain flooded through Alexander’s body. He moaned and his back arched in a spasm. It was several, agonizing seconds before he could catch his breath and fix his gaze back on the Shausmatian captain again.
 
   “I understand your passion,” Vald said sincerely. “If things were mine to decide, they would be done differently, but I have my orders. I must carry out the wishes of my king. I know that being a man bound by honor, you understand this.” Vald reached over and pulled the sheet back over Alexander’s leg. “I will fetch Micah, your wound has gushed anew. Tomorrow I will send you back to Kobhir and you can speak with your queen. Decide what you will, but I can only show mercy if she agrees to surrender.” With that he turned on his heel and marched out of the tent. 
 
   Alexander started to curse the man, but the words stuck in his throat. The throbbing in his leg was becoming worse. Soon he was unconscious again, though this time it was not a deep, black sleep. He was plagued with nightmares of his home burning, men dying, and the queen sobbing in her tower above the city.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Captain Vald sat on his horse and looked at the walls of Kobhir. It had been a day since he sent the knight back with the request for Dalynn to abdicate the throne and surrender. He held in his hand the letter he had received only an hour ago from Queen Dalynn. A single word on the paper had decided the fate of thousands of men. He looked down at it again, hoping that somehow the word would magically change and prevent the massive losses that were sure to come from the impending battle.
 
   “No,” the letter read. It was a simple word, but it carried monumental consequences with it. Vald shook his head and dropped the letter from his hand. The desert wind blowing in from the west caught the letter and carried it a few yards away before it settled on the ground. “Curse her,” Vald spat. 
 
   “Is it not good to vanquish the king’s enemies?” his squire asked.
 
   Vald had forgotten that the boy was standing on the ground beside his horse. “My boy, just because you are at war with someone does not mean you must utterly lay their entire civilization to waste. A nobleman’s goal is to strike hard and fast, but only to inflict as much damage as is necessary to end the conflict. It was my hope that the queen would recognize defeat before the fighting had begun. I prayed for a clean surrender with minimal hostilities.” Captain Vald looked at the city once again as his squire scratched his head and thought for a moment.
 
   “Do you mean it is wrong to avenge the attacks that have been made on our people?” the squire asked.
 
   “It is wrong to let your feelings of vengeance overrule morality,” Vald replied. “If we can end the war by forcing Queen Dalynn to surrender, then that is what we must do.” Vald allowed time for a pause at that moment. He wanted the words to sink in to his young squire’s head. “However, if the enemy does not submit and they continue to fight, then so we shall continue to fight as well. It is our duty to end the war one way or the other. Just remember that it is more honorable to give your opponent every opportunity possible to surrender.”
 
   “What if they say they will surrender, but they wait until our backs are turned and then attack us again?”
 
   “Do not fear my boy. Just because we would have allowed them to surrender does not mean that we would turn our backs to them and allow them to place a knife there. We always take the necessary precautions. Even after this battle is over we can expect that groups of rebels will form up and antagonize us. We will remain in the city in full force to maintain the peace, and ensure victory for our people.”
 
   “I should like to stick a blade in those Zinferth dogs as well,” the young squire announced.
 
   “No my boy, not this time,” Vald replied.
 
   “But other squires are allowed to fight with their masters…” the squire countered.
 
   “That is because their masters take no care whether their squire lives or dies. I on the other hand would not like to tell your parents that I had sealed your fate by allowing you to fight.” Captain Vald gave him a pat on the head and a fatherly smile to console him.
 
   “But…” 
 
   “One day you will be old enough to fight, but that day is not yet come. After the battle is over I will send for you.” Captain Vald looked down the line of soldiers to his left and spotted one of his lieutenants. “Go and tell Fletcher that his unit will be the first to march once the signal is given. After that, go and practice your arithmetic, a knight must be good with numbers.”
 
   “As you command,” the squire said, crestfallen. He looked down at his feet and turned to run off to the other officer.
 
   “The boy hates mathematics,” a voice said from the right.
 
   Vald looked around to see his first lieutenant, Goron Bluegill, on horseback beside him. “I also am not fond of the subject,” Vald admitted. “But a commander must know it well in order to create advantages on the battlefield.”
 
   “So I’m told,” Goron replied smugly. “Speaking of advantages, have you heard any news about our man on the inside?”
 
   “My bodyguards saw him when they escorted Alexander to the wall. The man was in place at the gatehouse, just like we planned, with four others that have been contracted to sabotage the gate.” Vald sighed and smiled half-heartedly. “I would have preferred for the queen to surrender, but I had already set the field to tilt in my favor.”
 
   “I have to admit, I didn’t think the plan would work,” Goron said. “It was easy enough to buy off the traitors, but how did you know that the knights would ride out to destroy the catapults?”
 
   “Because,” Vald replied knowingly, “they are bound by honor. The knights had no choice but to sacrifice themselves in the hope of staving off disaster.”
 
   “The poor fools had no idea that the catapults were decoys,” Goron exulted.
 
   “If they had some decent scouts of their own, they would have known that the catapults were incapable of firing, and that we only had a few stones with us to throw even if the equipment had worked.” Vald tightened his grip on the reins. 
 
   “You are a shrewd man,” Goron complimented.
 
   “War is not a game to be taken lightheartedly.” Vald pointed to the wall. A single flag post on the gate house was taken down. “That is the signal,” Vald exclaimed.
 
   Goron whipped a bugle to his mouth and blew a solid note, signaling the first assault. The ground shook as four thousand men charged the gatehouse, most on foot, but some were on horseback. Vald watched the horde as a cloud of dust formed and took shape behind them, following them up to the wall.
 
   Vald brought his looking glass up to his eye and watched as the defenders rained arrows and larger ballista missiles from the walls. Whole pockets of his men fell under the barrage of arrows, but the ballista missiles were far more devastating. Each missile crashed down with such force that several bodies were flung into the air. Sections of troops tried to turn and escape the missiles, crashing into their comrades and clogging up the formation’s march.
 
   “Sound the signal,” Vald ordered.
 
   Goron blew seven short blasts on the bugle.
 
   Vald watched the gate intently. A few seconds passed and then the steel portcullis fell outward to the ground as though it had been cut out of the gatehouse. Portions of the wall around it also crumbled to the ground. “The gate is open,” Vald announced.
 
   “Shall I sound the second charge?” Goron asked.
 
   “Not yet,” Vald replied. “The opening isn’t large enough for the entire force to go through at once. If we send the second charge too early, our men will be forced to wade through the bottle neck slowly while archers rain death from above.” Vald turned in his saddle and looked to the knights directly behind him. When he found the commander of the unit he beckoned for him to come forward.
 
   The knight trotted his horse up beside Captain Vald and nodded his greeting. “What would you have me do?”
 
   “Take your men around the south side of the wall,” Vald said. “The Jericho blast should have signaled to other confederates that it was time to open the eastern gate, which leads into the city from the port. Storm through and ride for the castle. Your mission is to take Queen Dalynn, alive if possible.”
 
   “As you command,” the knight replied solemnly. He waved for his men to follow him and then tore off at a gallop to the south. 
 
   The sound of five hundred knights was almost deafening as they stormed past Captain Vald. He watched them go, certain that they would carry out their mission efficiently. As the group of knights sped towards the southwestern corner of the wall, he turned to Goron and was about to issue another command when shouts erupted from behind. Vald turned around to see one of his scouts on horseback, dragging someone in the dirt behind his horse.
 
   “What in Nage’s name have we here?” Vald asked.
 
   “Spy, by the looks of it,” Goron commented.
 
   The scout rode up to Vald and turned his horse so that the man being dragged rolled to a stop near Vald.
 
   “I caught this man trying to sneak up to our rear,” the scout said.
 
   Vald nodded and leapt down from his horse. “Any others?”
 
   The scout shook his head. “No, Captain Vald,” he replied. “No others have been seen. However, the man was carrying this sword, and he refuses to answer my questions.”
 
   Captain Vald turned the man over with his boot and looked down at him. “A one man army then?” Vald asked.
 
   Goron laughed.
 
   The man on the ground coughed and blinked his eyes open. Vald could see that he had been dragged for a while. His clothes were ripped and sand was embedded in small cuts and scrapes along the man’s skin. His dark hair was messed up and filled with sand and grit. He groaned and moved his leg, slowly planting his left heel on the ground.
 
   “What is your name?” Vald asked.
 
   “Kelden Ferryl,” the man replied breathlessly.
 
   Vald nodded and nudged Kelden in the ribs with the point of his boot. “Have you come as a spy?”
 
   Kelden grinned wide. “I am here to kill you,” he said.
 
   Vald laughed and turned back to Goron. “Did you hear that? This man has come through the desert to kill me.” Vald turned back to Kelden and shook his head. “Who sent you? Or do madmen work alone in the deserts of Zinferth?” Kelden’s eyes rolled to the side and he groaned again. Vald nudged him sharply with the toe of his boot. “I asked you a question, assassin.”
 
   Kelden’s eyes shot open and the man kicked his feet up over his head, then sprang from his back to flip onto his feet from the ground. He launched a savage kick to Vald’s groin. The officer fell to his knees and Kelden followed up with a savage kick to Vald’s face. Captain Vald’s nose broke out to the side and squirted blood onto the sand as the man went down.
 
   The scout spurred his horse back, yanking Kelden to the ground.
 
   Goron leapt down from his horse, drew his sword, and stepped on Kelden’s back.
 
   “Wait,” Vald called out as he pushed up from the ground.
 
   Goron pressed the point of his blade into the back of Kelden’s neck so that it depressed the skin but did not tear it. “Give me a reason, cur, and I will spill your blood right here.”
 
   Vald moved in and gestured for the scout to hold still and pushed Goron back. He knelt beside Kelden and looked into the man’s fierce eyes. “You seriously thought you could come here and kill me?”
 
   Kelden spat into the sand in front of his face as he glowered at Vald. “Let me up again, and I will finish the job.”
 
   “Who sent you?” Vald asked. “Did the queen send you?”
 
   Kelden closed his mouth and remained silent.
 
   “Let me kill him,” Goron said. “We have men charging the wall. Who cares about one spy?”
 
   Vald shook his head. “Tie him up and keep an eye on him. When Kobhir falls, I want this man there to see it.” Vald dusted himself off and then wiped the blood from his nose. “Goron, sound the second charge, then order the third charge to follow me,” Vald commanded.
 
   The scout urged his horse back toward the tents, dragging Kelden behind.
 
   Goron blew two short blasts of the bugle. Several thousand men charged the west gate to join the first wave of troops that were already embattled. Then Goron waved to the men behind him and the captain. “All of you, stay close on Captain Vald, he’ll lead the charge.”
 
   Vald sprang to his horse and led the men south. The sounds of thousands of hooves pounding the desert filled the air and nearly drowned out the sound of clashing swords and screaming men. As Vald and his men joined the battle, he lashed out with his sword and took half a head from a Zinferthian soldier. Another swing and he cut the arm from a second man. The soldier howled in pain and stumbled backward into Goron’s finishing sweep of a mighty, spiked mace. Metal, bone, flesh, and horses all collided to create a tumult that painted the sands crimson. Screams of pain were accompanied by the stench of blood and howls of death as men were cut down from the plane of the living.
 
   Vald and his lieutenant pressed on into the enemy, hacking slashing and bashing their way through every foe that dared stand in their path. “We must make the eastern gate!” Vald yelled.
 
   Goron smashed the back of an enemy’s helmet with his mace so hard that the man’s head popped off his body and flew over the melee like a stone. The sight stunned a nearby soldier so much that he forgot to fight and instead watched the head fly. Goron seized the opening and brought his mace down on the spectator’s collar bone. The weight of the blow forced the man to the ground, but he was not dead. He lashed out with a counterstroke of his own and stuck his sword through Goron’s leg and into the horse’s body. Goron cried out in pain as the horse reared and bucked. The enemy soldier let go of his sword, leaving it to pin the lieutenant to his crazed mount.
 
   Within moments, Goron was thrown from his saddle. The sword had torn clean through his flesh until it was free of him. He hit the ground with a heavy thud and lost his breath. A trio of Zinferth spearmen all pierced his chest at the same time before he could utter any sound.
 
   “Goron!” Vald yelled over the din of swords and shields. He charged through the turmoil around him, trampling down one warrior that was unlucky enough to stand in front of him. He leapt down from his horse and engaged the three spearmen. Vald cut two of the spears in half with a single sweep of his sword. The third spearman rushed in, but Vald turned and slashed the man’s throat before the warrior could level the spear at him effectively. Vald reached out with his left hand and ripped the spear from the dead man. He turned on the other two and lashed out with both weapon simultaneously. His sword pierced one soldier through the heart, and the spear stabbed through the other’s stomach.
 
   Vald released the spear and then used both hands to wrench his sword free. His knights and soldiers were pushing the Zinferthians back and away, giving Vald a moment to mourn his fallen comrade. Vald knelt down and closed Goron’s eyes. “I will pray to Nage for you,” he promised. The he quickly stuffed down the sorrow and replaced it with rage. He rose to his feet and charged the first enemy he saw. Vald came in with a high, overhead swing. The Zinferth warrior lifted a shield and deflected the blow easily before launching a counter swipe. Vald ducked under the sword and then stabbed out with two super quick jabs of his sword. Both stabs struck the warrior in the thigh, but the wounds were only superficial.
 
   The Zinferthian rushed forward with the shield and slammed into Vald, throwing him backward to land on his rump. Captain Vald barely had time to raise his sword and block the warrior’s next attack. The two swords rang out loudly as they connected. Vald’s forearms ached under the force of the blow, but he pushed the attack from a seated position. He kicked out with his right leg and slammed hard into the warrior’s knee. The joint snapped and then popped out to the side. The warrior crumpled to the ground, and Vald finished him off with a quick hack of his sword.
 
   Vald reached over and snatched the shield from his dead foe before jumping up to his feet. He looked around for his next victim, but he found none. He looked up and saw that his men were now forcing the enemy to retreat through the gateway. Vald smiled. “Alright men, let’s move on to that gate!”
 
   Within the space of two hours’ time, Kobhir fell to Captain Vald and his men.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
    
 
   Kai, Seldaric, Garfule, and the other elves all received strange looks as they walked into the streets of Tantine. The sun had not yet risen in the east, but there were a lot of elves running about on the western side of town. Kai pulled his hood over his head as he passed through the crowd. The others did the same to avoid the strange stares. A guard called out to them and ordered them to halt. He and a few others marched over in a hurry and demanded to know the identity of each group member.
 
   “I am Garfule Delamorray, of the house Bandarion, on assignment from the High Council of Selemet. Here is the writ from the council.” He produced the writ of execution and handed it over for inspection by the guardsmen. 
 
   “Forgive us, Enforcer,” the guard said as he handed the writ back. “We have recently had a murder in that tavern over there.” The guard pointed across the street to a shabby, wooden building. “The whole place is torn up, and the barkeep was not just killed, but mutilated for fun by the looks of things. We have been questioning everyone.”
 
   “Mutilation is our target’s specialty,” Seldaric put in.
 
   “Were there any witnesses?” Garfule asked.
 
   “The tavern wench was the one who alerted the guard, but she won’t talk to anyone,” the guard replied.
 
   “I would like to question her,” Garfule said.
 
   The guard whistled to a pair of other guards standing by a short, female elf. “Her name is Hretta, but besides that she has only told us that someone killed the barkeep. She hasn’t answered any of our questions.”
 
   Garfule nodded and watched the pair of guards escort the tavern wench to them. “She is a Nizhni’Tai,” he commented.
 
   “She is,” the guard confirmed.
 
   Garfule sent the guards away once the short elf stood before him. “I need to know everything you can tell me about the man who murdered the barkeep,” Garfule began. “We are looking for a very dangerous assassin. He has killed in Medlas, Bluewater, and Telshir. We believe that he may be the same man who was in the tavern tonight. Can you describe him?”
 
   She said nothing.
 
   “Hretta,” Garfule continued. “We can protect you. We are from the High Council of Selemet. We can help, but only if you help us.”
 
   “Is he from the council?” Hretta asked, pointing at Kai.
 
   “No,” Garfule said. The contempt he held for Kai was obvious in his voice. “The council does not employ humans. He is an agent of the Svetli’Tai Kruks.”
 
   “I will only talk to him,” she said decidedly. Her short arms crossed over her chest and she stared at Garfule, hard. “Only him,” she repeated.
 
   Garfule stood still and looked at Kai. He was about to say something, but then seemed to think better of it and instead simply shook his head and stepped aside, motioning to the others to back away and provide the pair some space. 
 
   Kai walked up to Hretta and offered his hand, “I’m Kai,” he said.
 
   “I’m Hretta,” she replied with a faint smile as she looked over the red tattoo on his hand.
 
   “Can you describe the murderer?” Kai asked.
 
   “I can, bend down and I’ll tell you everything I know,” she promised. Kai bent down and Hretta pressed right up to his ear and whispered. She told him about Nimby and her husband working together to rob patrons, about the stranger who came in with the expensive ring and incredible sword, and she told him where to find Nimby’s house.” When she was done she gave him a kiss on the check and backed away shyly.
 
   “What was that for?” Kai asked.
 
   “Elves have never treated me kindly,” she said. “I’m not really a Nizhni’Tai. I was born small, and never grew much, but I am a Svetli’Tai through and through. My father and mother abandoned me because they were ashamed of me. The Nizhni’Tai never accepted me either, because I wasn’t really one of them. Even my husband treated me like a dog. All I was good for was chores. That’s no way to treat somebody.”
 
   “No, it isn’t,” Kai agreed.
 
   “Even out of the five of you, you were the only one polite enough to introduce yourself and shake my hand.” She smiled at Kai then. “Humans were the only beings to ever treat me nice when they came into the tavern. The elves are all like him.” She thumbed at Garfule. “They all think so much of themselves, and so little of anyone who is different.”
 
   Garfule’s brow went up and he shot a glance to Kai.
 
   Kai smiled and stifled a laugh. “Thank you for your help, Hretta,” Kai said sincerely. “We must be going now if we are to catch the murderer.” Then he motioned for the others to follow him. 
 
   “May the gods bless you,” Hretta called out after them. 
 
   “She probably only meant the blessing for you,” Garfule jested.
 
   Kai shrugged. “Well, you didn’t make such a good impression on me when we first met either,” Kai poked back matter-of-factly.
 
   After the group was far enough away that Hretta couldn’t see them, Kai signaled for the group to halt. “Hretta told me that the murderer most likely has gone after a thief named Nimby. His house is just down this street.” Kai pointed at the building that stood where Hretta had told him. “He should be inside with three or four other thieves. She thinks that she overheard Nimby and her husband, the barkeep, talking about moving some stolen goods this morning.”
 
   “The assassin, no doubt, will have already extracted the same information from the barkeep before killing him,” Seldaric put in.
 
   “Did she say how many entrances the house has?” Garfule asked.
 
   “No.” Kai shook his head. “She said she had never been to the house herself. She had only heard of its location when she listened in on a few conversations that the barkeep had had with others. She is certain that this is the house though.”
 
   “It’s better than nothing, I suppose,” Garfule said. “Wendel, scout out the house and ascertain the number of exits and entrances. Also, let us know of any commotion inside, and how many we may expect to find in the building.”
 
   “As you say,” Wendel replied. Kai realized that it was the first time that Wendel had spoken since leaving Telshir.
 
   “Lendorian, you go around and position yourself to watch the front door. If anyone comes out, you stop them by any means necessary,” Garfule ordered.
 
   “As you say,” Lendorian replied. The two elves sprinted away with such speed that Kai was hard pressed to follow their movements more than a few yards before they seemed to disappear into the waning darkness of the coming dawn.
 
   “I should like to take a position closer to the house,” Seldaric said. “We should be close on hand in case things get ugly.”
 
   “Never mind about that, those two are the finest warriors I have ever seen,” Garfule replied.
 
   “Still, under the circumstances, we should take all precautions,” Seldaric pressed.
 
   Garfule turned to look at Seldaric. He studied him for a few moments before nodding his head. “Very well, let’s take up a position near that house there, opposite Nimby’s.”
 
   The three of them rushed into position and melted away into the shadows. They waited for a few moments. Nothing happened. No sounds came from the house. No lights were on. Nothing. Worst of all, Wendel had not returned from his assignment.
 
   “Perhaps we should go in and take a look for ourselves,” Kai whispered. His fingers slid around the handle of his sword. “Wendel has been gone too long.”
 
   “No, he’s alright,” Garfule replied. “If he is taking his time it is because he has good reason to do so.”
 
   “Camel spit,” Kai cursed. “You elves do do things differently.” He stole a glance at Seldaric. Seldaric nodded. That was all the ex-ranger needed. Kai bounded across the street before Garfule could say anything about it.
 
   He ran into a small space behind Nimby’s house and shimmied up the wall of the adjacent building like a squirrel taking to a great oak tree. Within seconds he was on the roof, looking around with a dagger in one hand and a sword in the other. Like before, there was nothing. No breeze, no sound, no smells, and no motion. He crept along the roof and took a good look around for Wendel. He could not see the elf anywhere. Slowly, he kept inching along the rooftop until he reached the opposite end of the building. He checked all around Nimby’s house, but again there was nothing. He shook his head and looked down to the ground below him. There was a body there.
 
   Kai dropped to a prone position and strained his eyes in the darkness. Then he saw the telltale single plait of Wendel’s golden hair. The elf was lying face down in the dirt, motionless. Kai acted fast. He crawled back to the other side of the building and took aim with his dagger. He didn’t want to risk giving away his position by yelling or waving his arm, so he threw his dagger at the dirt in front of Garfule. The blade spun end over end as silently as a snow drop, but it did the trick.
 
   Garfule’s head popped up out of the shadows. Even from across the street Kai could see the menacing look on the elf’s face. The ex-ranger waved once to them and turned back to crawl again to the other side. He trusted that Seldaric would know what to do, and he was right. He had scarcely reached the edge of the roof when Seldaric and Garfule ascended the wall of the building and ran swiftly, yet silently, to join him. The two dove down, one on either side of him, and peered over the edge to where Kai was pointing.
 
   “By the gods,” Garfule exclaimed in a whisper. He glanced around checking for enemies before dropping down from the roof to check on Wendel. Seldaric rose into a crouch and took a defensive position to keep watch. Kai patted Seldaric’s back and slithered over the edge to protect Garfule’s back.
 
   “Is he hurt badly?” Kai whispered.
 
   “Nothing that a good poultice won’t fix,” Garfule replied. “He caught a crossbow bolt in the right knee. I think the injury must have caught him off balance and caused him to fall and hit his head. There is an abrasion on his forehead, but he’s breathing.”
 
   “Should I go for Lendorian?” Kai inquired.
 
   “No, I have stopped the bleeding. Besides, there is no time. We need to storm the house now.” Garfule dragged Wendel to rest up against the wall of the building, hoping that would keep him safe.
 
   Kai nodded. “This assassin is the best I have ever seen, and I have seen plenty of his type.” Kai rose to his feet and looked up to Seldaric. “Pssssst!” Kai pointed to the house and Seldaric nodded. “Alright, let’s go. If we go in the back, maybe we can flush him out to Lendorian.”
 
   “Good idea,” Garfule agreed.
 
   “I saw a window, follow me,” Kai said. He broke out into a dead sprint. Stealth was cast away for speed and surprise. He shattered the glass with the pommel of his sword and ducked down. Seldaric dove from the roof of the other building, catching himself on the awning and sailing in through the broken window. Next, Garfule jumped into Kai’s waiting hands and was tossed through the opening. Kai was the last to scramble inside. His entry was not nearly as graceful as the elves’, but it got him inside with minimal scratches from the shattered glass.
 
   The room was small, a bedchamber with one cot, a chamber pot, and a small wooden stool. The three of them pressed on and swung the door open wide. They all ducked aside as an axe bit into the door frame. Wood shavings flew everywhere as the heavy weapon embedded itself deeply in the wood. The big man who had sent the axe flying was forced to let go of the handle and pull out a pair of short scimitars. Garfule was the quickest to respond to the threat. He lashed out with a long, curved knife and slashed the man’s abdomen. A flick of his scimitar ended the threat, and the man fell backwards to lie in his own blood.
 
   They pushed out into the narrow hallway. Several other doors opened and light streamed in. The whole house had been woken from sleep by the sound of the breaking window. Several people came out of their rooms. Most of them wielded long knives or short swords, only one of them had a long sword. They all rushed on the three, shouting curses and threats as their feet pounded on the wooden planks of the floor.
 
   Then, as though all light had been swallowed by a great beast, everything went black. Kai ducked low and pressed back against the wall. Something brushed past him. He thought to lash out, but he couldn’t see even two inches in front of his face. He was afraid he might hit one of his allies. 
 
   A gut-wrenching scream filled the darkness, followed by the sound of liquid hitting the floor. The overpowering stench of blood filled the hall. Kai slid down to a crouch, holding his sword up defensively.
 
   Whoooosh! 
 
   Something sailed over his head in the blackness. A second later another scream tore through the thick, black fog. This time there was laughter accompanying the heavy thump on the floor.
 
   Kai felt a hand seize his arm. He was about to hack it off with his blade when Seldaric whispered, “We have to get out of here!” Kai went along, and the three groped along the small room until they found the window and exited. All the while there were screams from inside the house. The ex-Ranger had never felt so helpless in all of his life.
 
   Outside was hardly any better. The black fog encompassed the spaces between the houses as well. The trio tapped the walls with their swords to find their way as they ran out towards what they thought was the front of the house. 
 
   As they emerged from the fog they saw a horrible sight. Lendorian was slumped over, clutching his stomach only twenty yards away. A puddle of blood was forming in front of him. The trio rushed to him, but the fallen elf urged them to follow the assassin. Lendorian pointed to the south.
 
   “He went that way,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
   The trio looked down the street just in time to see the assassin. His blade was drawn. A few yards beyond him a man was crawling backwards, scooting his buttocks along the ground and grunting with each movement. The assassin was walking slowly toward the man on the ground.
 
   “By the order of the High Council of Selemet, I command you to stand where you are and drop your weapon!” Garfule shouted authoritatively.
 
   The assassin turned slowly. A wicked sneer was painted across his blood-streaked face. “Come and take my sword, if you can,” he countered. The man took a few steps towards the group and held his sword at the ready. 
 
   “He looks a little unsteady,” Kai noted.
 
   “If I didn’t know better, I would say he was drunk,” Garfule agreed.
 
   “Waste no time,” Seldaric warned. “Drunk or sober, this man will be a great challenge. He has already decommissioned two of our group,” he pointed out.
 
   “It ends now,” Kai vowed.
 
   They rushed forward, but another cloud of black fog erupted around the assassin.
 
   A sickening sound filled the air as a gargled scream cried for help.
 
   The fog dissipated a few seconds later, leaving the trio standing alone around a dead body on the street. The thief had been cut in two, and the assassin was nowhere to be found.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Talon slammed into the side of a large building and closed his eyes. The drug that the barkeep had slipped him was still handicapping him. He had bursts of clear lucidity, but he still had moments of fogginess. If not for the sword’s magic, he knew he would have died in that thief’s house.
 
   “Keep moving!” Drekk’hul shouted. “I can’t teleport you again. Move your feet!”
 
   Talon nodded and sheathed his sword. He looked around, quickly getting his bearings as best he could. He was near the edge of town, and could see the forest clearly. He ran out from behind the building and made his way to the trees.
 
   A single elf guard stepped out in front of him.
 
   Talon lifted his sword and prepared to strike.
 
   The elf pulled the hood back and revealed herself.
 
   Talon stopped in his tracks. It was the female elf from the Scholar’s Tower on Svatal Island.
 
   “How did you find me?” Talon asked.
 
   The woman drew a long, curved sword and arched a brow. “You carry a piece of the gorlung beast. I can sense its presence.
 
   Talon reached into his pocket and pulled the beast’s fang he had taken as a trophy. He looked at it and then tossed it to the side of the road. “Stand aside, I don’t kill women,” Talon said.
 
   “Make an exception for the rule this time,” Drekk’hul snarled. 
 
   “I am Liloriel,” the elf said as she readied her weapon. “I am a priestess of the Svetli’Tai Kruks. You seek to open the Netherworld Gate.”
 
   Talon shook his head. He commanded the sword to send out the fog. Drekk’hul bathed the area in blackness. The same, violet glow outlined where the she-elf stood. Talon started to run around her.
 
   A great flash of light erupted from within the fog, peeling the darkness away and revealing Talon.
 
   The assassin stopped and stared at the elf.
 
   “Kill her!” Drekk’hul demanded.
 
   Talon shook his head. He couldn’t break his one rule. He couldn’t directly hurt a woman.
 
   He released another bout of fog, but again the priestess dispelled it. Then she gathered a blue fireball and sent it hurtling toward Talon. The assassin dove out of the way, rolling across the muddy ground. When he came up, Liloriel was already upon him, bringing her sword down in a chop. Talon blocked the attack and then pushed her away.
 
   Talon glanced around him and decided the only way to evade her was to run back into the city. He released the fog as a screen in front of him and used the two seconds of darkness before the priestess could dispel it as a screen to cover his retreat.
 
   He ran through a muddy alley as fast as he could. His feet propelled him steadily into the town. Behind him, he could hear the elf shouting after him. He knew it would be a long pursuit.
 
   He turned right when the alleyway opened up and then darted across a street to slip in between a row of smaller houses. He ran in a zig-zag pattern, darting around buildings and ultimately trying to make his way to the south of the city. He knew that both entrances to the city would likely be locked down by now. His only chance was to find a way up onto the wall and escape over it.
 
   “I told you to kill her!” Drekk’hul snarled as Talon ran.
 
   Talon slid the sword back into its scabbard and continued fleeing. His mind was clouded enough by the drug that he didn’t need the additional distraction of an angry, possessed sword. He ran for several minutes until he finally came out of an alley and was confronted by the southern wall. There were no guards here, but the wall was too tall to climb easily without being seen. He needed to look for an access point. He ran along the buildings toward the west, hoping to find a tower, or perhaps a staircase that could get him onto the top of the city wall.
 
   He ran for two blocks before something came out from an alley to his right. He plowed into a silver-haired elf and the two tumbled into the mud. The elf groaned and pushed up to his knees. Talon was quick to pull his sword. Drekk’hul’s rage burned hot in Talon’s hands. The assassin quickly lifted the blade and came down in a chop toward the elf’s exposed neck.
 
   In the last instant, another elf appeared and kicked the kneeling one out of the way while also thrusting his sword out to catch Talon’s attack. The two swords clashed mightily, saving the silver-haired elf.
 
   “He’s over here!”
 
   Talon looked up to see who had foiled his attack. The same dark haired, black-eyed elf with a blue sash across his chest that had tried to arrest him at the thief’s house, stood smiling at him. The assassin pulled back and launched into an attack. The elf countered each of Talon’s strikes as he back-pedaled down the alley.
 
   Talon’s head went fuzzy again. His strikes slowed and he stopped pursuing the dark eyed elf.
 
   “Wake up!” Drekk’hul shouted.
 
   Talon shook his head and his senses came back just in time to see the sword coming at him. Talon twisted to the side, allowing the thrust to sail past. Then he came in with a right hook, sword still in hand, and connected with the black-eyed elf’s nose. The elf’s head snapped back and the warrior startled to stumble backwards. Talon seized the moment and lashed out with his left foot, sweeping the elf’s feet out from under him and landing the warrior in the mud on his backside.
 
   He heard heavy footsteps squishing the mud behind him. Talon glanced over his shoulder to see the silver-haired elf charging directly for him. The assassin summoned the purple and black fog. He lifted his sword to strike as the purple glow outlined the charging elf. As he moved to strike, something heavy dropped in from above and caught him in the side.
 
   A stinging pain ripped through the side of his right leg and he missed the charging elf’s chest. His off-balance strike still managed to pierce the oncoming elf, but only in the left shoulder. The glowing outline of the elf fell to the ground, slipping and twirling in the mud.
 
   Talon turned back around to see a third outline behind him. He understood then that someone had dropped down from the roof above. Had the assassin not lunged to strike the elf when he had, the assailant from above would have surely killed him.
 
   Talon regrouped and moved to strike on the third person, but the dark-haired elf was back on his feet and swinging his sword wildly in the darkness. Talon was forced to abandon his attack and bring his sword in front of himself to block the dark-haired elf’s furious onslaught. The swords clashed again.
 
   The third attacker heard the swords and rushed in.
 
   “Garfule, where are you?” a voice called out.
 
   “Here!” the dark-haired elf shouted on Talon’s right.
 
   The third person charged in and lunged low. Talon leapt back and away from both of them, slamming back-first into a wall. The man’s adrenaline was kicking in fully now, clearing his mind of the barkeeper’s drug and allowing him to focus more fully.
 
   Talon made a quick calculation. He knew he had to escape soon, or else more reinforcements would arrive. He stabbed right and down, catching the silver-haired elf in the hip. The elf cried out in agony. Talon then pulled his sword and readied it as the other two charged forward. Talon stepped out to the right and lunged forward. His sword bit into the dark-eyed elf, piercing completely through the elf’s abdomen. Talon twirled and wrenched his sword free, then continued his spin and caught the third attacker with a slash across the upper back.
 
   All three attackers were on the ground.
 
   At that moment, the fog disappeared.
 
   Talon looked around and saw the Kruk priestess charging for him. A blue fireball leapt from her hand. He had no more time. He abandoned the three wounded attackers and narrowly escaped the fireball as he leapt out from the alleyway. He scrambled to his feet and started to run, but a pain erupted in his left buttock.
 
   Talon looked down to see a small crossbow bolt sticking out. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the black-eyed elf, one hand clutching his wound, and the other holding a mini crossbow. The elf smiled at Talon, and then fell face-first into the mud.
 
   Talon yanked the bolt free and started to hobble away.
 
   No matter how fast he tried to run, he knew the priestess would catch him. Soon he could hear the footsteps sloshing through the mud and heading for him.
 
   Talon turned and faced Liloriel.
 
   The priestess came in hard, striking and slicing with her sword furiously. Talon blocked and parried. He would have kicked her, but the wounds in his leg and buttock prevented him from doing so. He needed to keep both feet on the ground so that both legs shared the burden of his weight. If he shifted too much to either foot, the wounds would burn and cause him to lose his balance.
 
   The two were locked in battle for several moments. Their swords smashed and crashed into each other time after time. After a while, Liloriel scored a shallow cut on Talon’s left shoulder.
 
   “Kill her now!” Drekk’hul cried out.
 
   Talon ducked under Liloriel’s next swing, then stood and turned to allow her thrust to sail by, and then he launched his own attack. He brought his sword across the front of her leg, only an inch or two above where he had stabbed her before.
 
   The priestess gasped and fell backward to the ground as she dropped her sword in the mud. Blood oozed out onto her robes and she looked up at Talon with tears in her eyes.
 
   “Do it! Kill her now!” Drekk’hul demanded.
 
   Talon stood and looked at her. The priestess was gathering another fireball in her left hand, but the spell fizzled out and the flame died before she could launch it at him. Liloriel crawled away in the mud. The assassin could feel the sword’s lust for her blood. It was a compelling force, pulling him toward her and taking control over him. He stepped forward and raised his sword. He looked down at the crying she-elf and sneered as he almost gave in to Drekk’hul’s commands. As his eyes locked with hers, the image of his dead mother flashed before his eyes. Drekk’hul lost its power over Talon in that moment. The assassin backed away and lowered his arms to his side.
 
   He could not break his rule.
 
   Something silver flashed in front of him and then a terrible, fiery pain erupted in his chest. Talon staggered back two paces and then his legs gave out. The assassin fell to his knees and dropped his sword. Drekk’hul glowed purple and hissed as it stuck in the mud. Talon looked down and saw the back end of a spear protruding from his chest. He looked up and saw a short figure standing on a nearby roof.
 
   Talon blinked and stared at the gnome. The silver-haired being stroked its beard and then offered Talon a wink.
 
   “I promised I would finish it,” the gnome said.
 
   Talon huffed and almost grinned as his body lost its strength and he fell to the side.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon opened his eyes. All around him were muffled sounds and terribly bright lights. His eyes slowly adjusted and he looked around. He could see buildings on his right, and a wall of stone on his left. A large number of elves were running about, shouting and calling out frantically. Talon was confused by the fact that he couldn’t make out what any of the elves were saying. They were all so close to him, but their voices sounded so far away.
 
   He saw an old female elf in red robes with gold lettering across the sleeves directing the others around her. Some of the elves were carrying things, heavy things, to the old elf and laying them on the ground before her.
 
   Talon craned his neck around to get a better look at what she was doing, but there were too many elves blocking his view. Flashes of light erupted around the old elf. The group of elves stepped back from her and then Talon caught a glimpse of three bodies lying on the ground in front of her. He could see the blood covering them. The elf was bending down and holding her hands out over the bodies. Blue and silver lights flashed from her hands to the bodies.
 
   Was she trying to heal them?
 
   A short, stout figure caught his attention then.
 
   Talon turned to see a gnome with a silver beard. He carried a mithril spear.
 
   The spear!
 
   Talon looked down to his chest. There was no hole.
 
   The gnome walked directly toward Talon. The assassin went for his sword, but his hand found nothing. Talon looked down at his hip. His sword was gone. He wheeled around and then he saw the truth of it.
 
   His broken body was stiff in the mud behind him. His crimson blood was mingling with a murky puddle and spreading out around the body.
 
   He was dead.
 
   A line of yellow light appeared over Talon’s body. The assassin watched helplessly as the yellow line split apart, revealing a black, gaping hole in the fabric of reality. A bony hand reached out from the hole and grasped the side of the magical portal.
 
   “Talon, I have been waiting for the day when I would collect your soul,” a raspy voice said.
 
   For the first time in his adult life, Talon felt the same, petrifying fear he had experienced as a child when Khefir had come to drag his father down to hell. He could neither move nor talk. All he could do was watch helplessly.
 
   A hooded skull came out next. The jaw clicked as Khefir cackled with glowing, yellow lights in the dark sockets where his eyes should be. “It shall be a delight to add your soul to Hammenfein.”
 
   In that instant, a blue light appeared between Khefir and Talon.
 
   The faint shape of an elf took form and the blue light enveloped the elf. Talon recognized him immediately. It was Jahre’s ghost.
 
   “Khefir,” Jahre began in an authoritative voice. “We have a bargain.”
 
   The god stopped halfway in his portal and looked to Jahre. “This is the soul you wanted?” Khefir asked.
 
   Jahre nodded. “Talon is the soul that I purchased.”
 
   Khefir shook his head. “Are you sure you still want him?” A bony finger stretched out and pointed at Talon’s spirit. “He is not the same creature he was when you first made payment.”
 
   Jahre stood firm and held his arms out to create a barrier between the god and Talon. “The deal was two souls for one. My son was the first sacrifice. I am the second. You are bound to your word, and must grant me what I asked.”
 
   Khefir nodded solemnly. “Take what is yours, Sage of Svatal. I will be back soon to collect you as the final payment.”
 
   Jahre nodded. “I will be ready three days hence, as we agreed.”
 
   Khefir shifted his eerie gaze to Talon. He spoke with the voice of a thousand thunders. “Know this, the deal is only for one time. If this black hearted villain dies again, his soul will be mine.” Then, he turned and disappeared into his portal and the rift closed.
 
   Jahre turned to Talon. “Come boy, we have much to discuss, and little time to do it in. There is work yet to be done.”
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