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CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   Kai sat on the rough wooden steps of a small house, watching the jewelry shop across the street. People filtered by stopping at various merchant stalls and circling around the block. Some of the newly arrived merchants sold items from the side of their wagons, while others had had the forethought to secure an actual space from which to display and sell their goods.
 
   “Come buy the finest spices in all of the twin deserts!” exclaimed a short, portly man dressed in silken robes of gold and red. “You won’t find better prices anywhere else, I guarantee it!”
 
   Kai brought a wooden cup to his mouth and sipped a bit of tea. The motion was just enough to catch the merchant’s eye. The man turned and pointed to Kai.
 
   “You sir, surely you can appreciate mint. I have the strongest mint in all the land.  I brought it all the way from Tenwood. Do you know Selemet Island? The elves there have a special kind of green thumb!” The merchant turned to his wagon and produced a small white bag. He nodded to his thin, leather-faced driver and held the bag out. Then, he spun round to address Kai again. “Have a sniff of this, I guarantee you will not find a better cup of tea than from this here bag!”
 
   The driver took the bag and bounced across the dirt road, kicking up a bit of dust. Kai shook his head. He didn’t want tea, or any attention at all for that matter. The driver kept coming on. Kai sighed and slid the corner of his robe aside, revealing a scabbard.
 
   The driver stopped and turned on his heels. He knew better than to challenge a man in this town, no matter how big the potential sale. The merchant stood perplexed as the driver put the bag back and whispered into his ear. The merchant’s belly jiggled as he chuckled and turned to address other passers-by.
 
   Kai grinned ever so slightly and turned his attention to the crowds flowing by.
 
   He studied the people carefully, patiently scanning them until a skinny, young man with brown hair walked around the corner of the jewelry shop. The young man glanced once down the street before heading into the shop. Kai set his cup down and rose from his spot on the steps. He shook the dust from his robes and started for the shop. He kept his face pointed to the ground, letting his gray hair fall around his face as he leaned heavily on his cane for support.
 
   From the corner of his eye he saw the driver reflexively nudge the merchant and the two made sure to keep a distance between them.
 
   Kai hobbled over to the shop. His hand trembled as he pushed the door open and walked into the shop. He tilted his face to the side ever so slightly, allowing him to survey the room. A series of old glass cabinets lined the shop forming a “U” in front of Kai. At one time the shop had held more valuable pieces, before the merchant caravans had edged their way into the market. Now, most of the pieces were modest, very few of them made of gold or silver. Many were made of amber, copper, glass, or other stones. Despite this, Kai knew that a handful of items from this shop were still considered a good haul for an average thief.
 
   A pair of young girls pranced in front of a full length mirror, trying on wooden jewelry and giggling to themselves. A middle-aged man stood behind the counter, addressing the young man who had come in before Kai. No one else was there, except for a fat, orange cat stretching in the sunlight streaming in from a window in the back.
 
   Kai tilted his head to observe the skinny, suspected thief. A large, misshapen mole on the young man’s left forearm confirmed his identity. The thief glanced back over his shoulder at Kai, but upon seeing Kai’s appearance, quickly lost interest in him. Kai shuffled over to a counter on the opposite side of the shop and beckoned for the shopkeeper with his hand. The shopkeeper hesitated, glancing at the young man, but then he came over to Kai.
 
   “Can I help you, sir?” the shopkeeper asked politely.
 
   “I want something nice for my granddaughter,” Kai said in a low, harsh voice.
 
   The shopkeeper nodded, but kept glancing back to the young man. “What exactly are you looking for?” the shopkeeper asked.
 
   Kai turned his head to see the young man standing near a necklace stand that had a small mirror next to it. Kai smiled and looked back to the jeweler. Kai figured the thief was using the mirror next to the necklace to keep an eye on the shopkeeper. It was a clever trick, but Kai had years of experience on the thief, and was ready.
 
   “It is my granddaughter’s birthday today, and I want to get her something red,” Kai said, answering the jeweler’s question. “Red is her favorite color.”
 
   “Very well, sir. I have something that may suit her taste right here,” the shopkeeper said, pointing to a red necklace.
 
   “No, I don’t want wooden beads, she is turning sixteen today. I am looking for something fit for a young lady.”
 
   The shopkeeper smiled and nodded. “Well, then I have something here, but it is more expensive.” He pointed to a hairpin on the bottom shelf of the jewelry case. “It is inlaid with small rubies.”
 
   Kai nodded his head. He kept his eye on the reflection in the glass case in front of him, watching the suspected thief while the shopkeeper went for the hairpin. Just as Kai suspected, as soon as the shopkeeper bent down, the thief grabbed a handful of necklaces from the stand. The young man then turned to run out of the shop. Kai whirled around and struck out with his cane catching the thief in the stomach. The young man crumpled to the floor coughing and gasping.
 
   The two girls shrieked and backed into the far corner.
 
   “What’s going on here?” the shopkeeper asked as he shot up from behind the jewelry case.
 
   “Everything is under control,” Kai said in his normal voice as he removed his wig with his left hand revealing short, blonde hair. “I have been tracking this little thief for two days now.” Kai bent down and retrieved the necklaces from the thief’s hands. “He won’t be bothering you anymore.”
 
   “Th- thank you,” the shopkeeper said, eyeing Kai from head to toe. Apparently the disguise had been very effective. He reached out and took the necklaces from Kai.
 
   “My pleasure,” Kai said. Then he stooped down and bound the thief’s wrists together with a thick strap of leather.
 
   “You think that’s gonna hold me?” the thief scoffed.
 
   Kai chuckled as he placed his left knee square on the thief’s back and quickly pulled out a pair of iron shackles. “Perhaps not,” he replied. “But I would love to see you try to run while wearing these nice little anklets.” Kai secured the shackles and then grabbed the thief by the back of his neck and hoisted him up to his feet.
 
   The thief spit in Kai’s face.
 
   Kai wiped his cheek and backhanded his prisoner.  He caught sight of the shopkeeper’s arched eyebrow, but he paid the shopkeeper no mind. Kai winked to the young girls and then shoved the thief out of the shop.
 
   As he exited, the driver that had tried to offer a bag of tea nudged his employer and they both turned to regard Kai. The spice merchant cocked his head and gave a slight salute with his hand. Kai returned the gesture with a nod.
 
   “Please, let me go,” the thief begged. He tugged against Kai, but was not strong enough to wrest free. “You think you are doing something great, but I needed those.”
 
   “I have heard this kind of story before.” Kai stopped and turned the thief around. “Go ahead and tell me why you are so special I should let you walk away with a handful of necklaces you didn’t pay for.”
 
   “I can’t,” the thief sighed.
 
   “Thought so.” Kai nudged him onward.
 
   “You don’t understand.”
 
   “What is there to understand? This district is comprised of generational criminals and vagabonds who mistakenly feel that the world owes them everything.” Kai stopped again and turned the thief around to look into the young man’s eyes. “Tell me I’m wrong, boy. Tell me your father was an honest and upright man.” Kai glared down at the thief, but his prisoner refused to make eye contact. “Maggots like you make my stomach churn,” Kai said as he shoved the young man onward. “You aren’t oppressed or starving because of the Rangers or anyone else. You are simply too lazy to make an honest living.”
 
   “It isn’t like that,” the thief grumbled. Kai just marched him onward through the streets.
 
   A short while later the two arrived at a large gray building adjacent to Rasselin’s south wall. In front of the heavy oaken doors two sentries stood at attention, holding pikes and carrying swords on their waists. Kai nodded to the city guardsmen and walked inside. He led the thief to a windowless room that had only a single wooden chair inside. He sat the thief down and attached his shackles to a chain on the floor. Then he went around behind the thief and took a pair of irons off of the wall and clasped them onto the thief’s wrists.
 
   “I do hope you are comfortable,” Kai said.
 
   “I feel right at home,” the thief snorted.
 
   “Enjoy it,” Kai said sarcastically. “I promise you that when Captain Lador comes in, you will not be comfortable at all.” Kai left the room and closed the door behind him. He locked the door from the outside and then stood in front of the door.
 
   A few minutes later the oak doors opened. Sunlight glinted off the dust blown in with the dry, late afternoon desert wind. “I heard you caught him,” Lador grinned.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Kai said. “He hasn’t said much though.”
 
   “And I won’t say anything, so you may as well let me go!” the thief yelled from inside the room.
 
   “Apparently he has good ears,” Lador commented.
 
   “He also has a big mouth,” Kai put in.
 
   “Very well,” Lador sighed. “What are the charges exactly?”
 
   “Two counts of petty theft,” Kai replied.
 
   “What, were you bored?” Captain Lador smirked.
 
   Kai shrugged, “It’s been a slow week, so I have been helping out some of the shop keepers.”
 
   “Tell me truly, what is going on?” Lador whispered.
 
   Kai leaned in. “I am trailing a group of men I suspect as being connected with the recent abductions, and I think this fledgling thief owes them money.”
 
   Lador nodded. “I see. What is your recommendation?” Lador asked.
 
   “Maximum sentence,” Kai replied.
 
   “Do you ever recommend anything else?” Lador chuckled.
 
   Kai shrugged and moved aside. “After you,” he offered.
 
   “Very well,” Lador replied. Then he pushed the door open.
 
   Kai entered right after Lador and closed the door behind them. He watched as Captain Lador walked around to face the young thief.
 
   “What is your name?” Lador asked.
 
   “Seymour Butts,” the thief replied with a sneer.
 
   “That’s very clever,” Lador replied, “but I’ve heard that one before.” Lador reached down and grabbed the thief’s chin with his right hand and tilted it up so he could look the young man in the eyes. “Let me make one thing clear. I can, and will, add time to your sentence for refusing to cooperate.” Lador let go of the thief’s chin and stood back up. “What is your name?”
 
   “I am Kevyn, son of Devyn Lendal.”
 
   “Good, I am glad to see your attitude improve,” Lador said as he wrote the name down. “Will you confess to your crimes?” Lador asked.
 
   “He already told you what I did,” Kevyn said, glancing over his shoulder at Kai.
 
   “Yes, he told me the charges against you,” Lador said with a nod. “Why would you steal items from shops in the third district?”
 
   “Why does someone take anything?” Kevyn shot back. “Because they want it, but they can’t afford it.”
 
   “Indeed,” Lador said with a grimace. “So you were not starving, or in need of means to buy food for yourself or your family?”
 
   “Nope,” Kevyn countered. His voice was strong and confident, but Kai could see his feet twitching nervously back and forth.
 
   “How about to pay back those three rough characters you were with last night at the Winking Star?” Kai put in.
 
   Kevyn looked to the floor. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Try again,” Kai countered. “I was there, watching you.”
 
   Kevyn shook his head and looked to the wall. “They said if I don’t pay them back, they will take my sister,” he said with a humbled look on his face.
 
   “What do you mean they will take your sister?” Lador asked.
 
   “I can’t tell you.  If they find out, they’ll kill me, and my sister.”
 
   Lador knelt in front of Kevyn. “Kai, what is the maximum sentence allowed for petty theft?”
 
   “The maximum sentence is one month for every count of petty theft,” Kai replied.
 
   “Then Kevyn will spend a week in the dungeon for each item he stole,” Lador said. Lador locked eyes with Kevyn. “If you cooperate with us, we will protect your sister.”
 
   Kevyn shook his head. “You can’t, it isn’t just the three from the tavern. There are more of them. They’ll know I talked.”
 
   Lador shook his head. “If you serve in the dungeon for two weeks, that should convince them that you only talked about stealing. If you tell us everything about these men, we can put an end to them.”
 
   Kevyn looked to Kai for a moment, then back to Lador. “I don’t know who else they work with. You won’t be able to stop them.”
 
   “Then tell me where your sister is, and I will put her in a safe place,” Kai offered.
 
   Kevyn bit his lower lip. Finally, he nodded.
 
   “Kai, you will escort Kevyn to the dungeon. Get the information from him and then come and find me.”
 
   “Of course, sir,” Kai replied with a bow of his head. Then Captain Lador stood up and made for the door.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Kai exited the dungeon office later that day, he did not go straight home. He strolled through the market district and bought some things from the few merchants still selling their wares. He picked up a bottle of cider, and a small hunk of ham that he could share with his sister. He arrived home early in the evening and walked in just as his sister was walking out.
 
   “Kai, I am going to go out for a stroll. I promised Jenedina that I would meet her tonight,” Sebina announced in her delicate voice.
 
   Kai looked to the ham and sighed. “Alright, but stay away from the inns, there is a large merchant band in town and I don’t want-”
 
   “Kai, you worry too much!” Sebina interrupted. “I will be fine, brother, and I won’t be out late, I promise. I will be back by nine.” With that she kissed him on the cheek, put on her shawl and walked out of the small, one room house, closing the door behind her.
 
   “I am not being over protective,” Kai said to the door. “I simply know that merchant groups can get a little rowdy. If I was overprotective I would follow her.” A sly smile crossed his face as he contemplated doing that very thing. “No, I won’t do that,” He said as he shook off the grin. He turned and put the ham on a wooden plate on the table. He opened the cider and took a drink. The liquid was quite warm, and a bit sour from days of sitting in the sun. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and set the bottle next to the ham.
 
   He glanced back to the door. Something urged him to follow her. “She is a grown woman, a full twenty-two years.” He shrugged off the feeling and turned to plant himself in the wooden rocking chair at the end of the table. “She isn’t the little baby I raised anymore, she is independent.” Kai nodded to himself, finally convinced by his own reasoning. He grabbed the bottle between his left fore-finger and thumb and put it back to his lips. His eyes went back to the door. The feeling nagged him again.
 
   Kai looked in the mirror and scolded himself, “If you don’t quit worrying about her you will make your hair go gray!” He took two sips of cider and then set the bottle down on the table next to him. His earlier discussion with Kevyn came into his thoughts. He rose from the rocker and straightened his sword belt. He looked back to his reflection in the mirror and shrugged helplessly.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rain plitted off of Talon’s leather over cloak as he strode toward the Lonely Man Inn. Talon pushed open the creaky, wooden door and scanned the room.  He first saw John, the barkeep, standing behind the bar polishing a large glass mug. Then he saw an older gentleman dressed in woolen trousers and a green silk tunic, sitting at the bar and slurping soup from his bowl like an ill-mannered child. The rest of the tables were empty. A dying fire crackled in the hearth, with a large black kettle above it. Talon could smell the onions and beef.  It seemed that was all John ever cooked at the inn.
 
   Talon slowly removed his over cloak and hung it near the door. The older gentleman continued slurping his soup without bothering to look up when Talon approached the bar. Travelers at this inn usually knew better than to show any interest in other peoples’ business.
 
   “Good evening, John,” Talon greeted somberly.
 
   John nodded in return. He reached under the bar and retrieved a key. “Room three. It’s the second door on your left once you are up the stairs.”
 
   Talon raised an eyebrow as he took the key. He discreetly motioned to the older gentleman with his head. John smiled and nodded as he placed the polished –but still grimy—mug on the bar. He knew what to do.
 
   Talon turned without another word and went up the stairs. Thunder from the storm outside masked his steps on the old, wooden planks. He went straight to room number three, slipped the key in and opened the door. Inside he saw a wide eyed man sitting on the bed, with a small pile of coins in front of him, a map stretched out to his left, and a crossbow in his right hand.
 
   “I knew I would find you here, Raimus,” Talon said.  Raimus aimed and fired the crossbow, but the bolt went wide, missing Talon by a hand’s breadth. “You never were a good shot,” Talon commented dryly.
 
   Raimus jumped up from the bed and started for his sword which lay atop the table across the room. A throwing dagger sunk into his right leg, just above the knee, before he got far. Raimus flopped to the floor, screaming out in pain. Talon closed the door behind him and pulled his sword.
 
   “I, on the other hand, always hit my mark,” Talon noted with a wry smirk.
 
   “So, what will you do now?” Raimus asked, holding his leg and breathing heavily.
 
   Talon smiled, “You know what I will do,” he replied.
 
   Raimus nodded. “And what of John?”
 
   “John has not double crossed me, so he can live.”
 
   “I had to leave Talon. It was the only way. I planned on coming back for you, I swear.”
 
   “Save it, Raimus. I know you wanted me dead, and I know why. The power of the scroll is simply too much for a man like you to share with anyone else.”
 
   Raimus took a deep breath in and sat up, pulling his good leg in while leaving the injured one straight. “Well go on then, finish it,” Raimus said. His chest heaved up and down with each breath.
 
   Talon placed the tip of his sword against Raimus’ throat. “Where is the list?” Talon demanded.
 
   “I don’t have it with me,” Raimus sputtered.
 
   “No, I didn’t figure that you would be that stupid, but you do know where it is, and you will tell me.” Talon pulled out his dagger with his left hand and sneered at the man. He crouched low, keeping his sword steady with his right hand while he brought the dagger up to the side of Raimus’ nose.
 
   “Go on, Talon, do your worst,” Raimus said defiantly.
 
   “Oh no, old friend, I will do my best,” Talon’s sneer grew to a full smile. “And after you have told me everything I want to know, then I will release you from this world.”
 
   “It’s useless” Raimus said. “It will never work. Shausmat and Zinferth will combine against the threat of the scroll. You can’t expect to defeat both nations if they are united!”
 
   “That is why I will ensure the war continues to drive them apart before I unleash the power of the scroll,” Talon said.
 
   Raimus shot the assassin a puzzled look.
 
   “Never fear, my friend, I have a plan. I have some contacts in Rasselin who are willing to assist me.”
 
   “What? You’re working with him? He’ll kill you, Talon. Mark my words he is a viper!”
 
   “Never mind about him, I will take care of it myself –as I did when you tried to stick a dagger in my back.”
 
   Raimus bristled and glowered at Talon. “I wish I had killed you.”
 
   Talon looked down at his gleaming knife blade and smiled. “Now, I believe I was about to ask you some questions.” Talon slid the blade down from Raimus’ nose to his jawbone, drawing a thin line of blood.
 
   Raimus jerked away. “No, Talon, don’t!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   John started to whistle as screams erupted from the hallway upstairs.
 
   “What is that?” the old gentleman asked.
 
   “Ah, that,” John started with a shrug. “I wouldn’t concern myself with that if I were you.”
 
   The old gentleman eyed John warily and pushed back from the bar. He started to back away, keeping an eye on the short, fat barkeep, but John just smiled and continued whistling while he picked up the half-eaten bowl of soup and wiped down the bar.
 
   The old gentleman almost made it to the door when he felt a sudden pang in his side that doubled him over. He threw his hand out to steady himself, but missed the nearest chair and crashed to the floor. His vision blurred, and his body convulsed in a furious bout of coughs. He looked back up to John with wide eyes and clutched at his throat and stomach.
 
   “Soup not sitting well with you?” John asked casually with a shake of his head. As soon as the old gentleman was still, John went to work cleaning up the mess.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   Kelden sauntered through the double doors of the main hall at the barracks and smiled when he saw his men assembled and standing in a five by four formation in the marble and granite room before him. It did him good to see them again, and in good health.
 
   The men slammed their gauntleted fists against their chainmail shirts and shouted, “Hail!”
 
   Kelden returned the gesture and set them at ease. He inspected the men for a few moments before turning to his lieutenant, a young officer of average height and build with a lazy left eyelid.
 
   “Welcome home sir,” Lieutenant Pendonov said enthusiastically.
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant.  I trust you have kept the men busy in my absence?”
 
   “Of course, sir. Nothing really important to note, but the Merchant Guard is always busy.”
 
   Kelden nodded and smiled faintly. “Pendonov, give the men their orders,” Kelden ordered.
 
   “Aye sir,” Pendonov replied. “Alright men, listen up,” Pendonov boomed. “This is a simple assignment. There are ten wagons in this merchant band. Each wagon is pulled by two horses, driven by one driver, with each respective merchant riding in the back of his wagon with his goods. This means we have a total of twenty horses, twenty people, and ten wagons full of various goods ranging from herbs and spices, to textiles and jewelry. We will ride in two columns of ten, flanking the merchant band on either side. The captain and I will ride at the head of the wagon train. The journey to Rasselin is two hundred miles. We will be using Leed’s road instead of cutting a straight path through the desert, so it should take four days. There have been a few reports of raiders attacking caravans lately, so we are to provide security. Once the merchants arrive in Rasselin, our job is complete. We will stay the night in the city to rest and prepare provisions for the return journey. Afterwards, we will celebrate Captain Ferryl’s return.” The men cheered and stamped their feet on the marble floor. Pendonov smiled and winked back to Kelden then he turned back to the men. “Are there any questions?”
 
   Kelden eyed the band of soldiers for a few moments. Then, determining that there were no questions he motioned for the soldiers to follow him. On the way out of the barracks, Kelden caught sight of someone coming toward him.
 
   The tall man was dressed in a long, hooded robe. The robe’s body was tan, but across the shoulders and hood the cloth was red, with golden crescents and feathers sewn into the design. Kelden knew immediately that it was Karmt, one of Queen Dalynn’s most trusted personal advisors.
 
   “Karmt, is there something I can do for you?” Kelden asked with a slight bow of his head.
 
   “I have a letter for you from the queen,” Karmt replied. The tall, wiry man gave a sealed letter to Kelden and then turned and disappeared down the street without another word.
 
   Kelden watched him leave for a moment before turning to the letter and breaking the green wax seal and reading the contents.
 
   “What is it, sir?” Pendonov asked as he came up from behind, trying to catch a glimpse over Kelden’s shoulder.
 
   “A letter,” Kelden replied flatly. “Go ahead and get the men to their horses while I take a look at it.”
 
   “Very well, sir,” Pendonov replied. The lieutenant motioned for the soldiers to follow him and led the men to the stables.
 
   Kelden opened the letter and quickly read its contents. He then folded the letter into his pocket and walked to the stables.
 
   “What did it say?” Pendonov asked when Kelden arrived.
 
   “All I am permitted to tell you is that I am to meet with Governor Gandle after we arrive in Rasselin,” Kelden replied.
 
   “What for?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that, nor is anyone else to know.”
 
   “As you say, sir,” Pendonov said with a nod.
 
   “Alright men, let’s move,” Kelden ordered.
 
   The sun sat high in the sky, bathing the city in warmth while a westerly breeze floated in lazily from the sea. As Kelden led the group from the stables to the market he listened for the distant cry of sea gulls and dreamt of lounging on the beach. He sighed and closed his eyes. He could almost taste coconut milk as his daydream took flight in his mind. After a few short moments Kelden put his fantasy behind his sense of duty, as he always did.
 
   Slowly, the Merchant Guards made their way through the well-organized blocks of houses and shops that made up Kobhir’s southern district.  Many of the buildings rose three or four stories up, as this was the wealthier section of the city.  A few people passed through the streets, most of them either servants or tradesmen hurrying about their business.
 
   The aroma of spices awakened Kelden’s nostrils as he neared the market district. The buildings became shorter, and dirtier, than those in the southern district. The streets here were filled with people of all ages. Crowds gathered around the more popular trading shops and merchant stalls. Pendonov blew a bugle to clear the way, and then Kelden saw ten rugged wagons waiting in a single-file line on a nearby street. Kelden dismounted his horse and approached the merchant at the first wagon.
 
   Kelden’s eyes widened when he caught sight of the first driver. A short, brown-bearded dwarf sat on the bench with reins in his sturdy hands. Kelden turned and shot Pendonov a questioning look.
 
   “I didn’t know,” Pendonov said with a shrug.
 
   Kelden snapped his fingers and walked back to Pendonov with his hand outstretched. Pendonov promptly produced the travel manifest and handed it over. Kelden perused the list.
 
   “Don’t the dwarves usually keep to themselves in the caves around Cobalt Lake at the head of Dauga River?” Pendonov whispered.
 
   Kelden nodded. “Not more than a handful of them have emerged since the Mage Wars, and most of those who have were exiled.”
 
   Pendonov remained silent. 
 
   Kelden tucked the manifest into his belt and started for the wagon. A second dwarf emerged from the wagon and kicked his large foot over the side of the bench, knocking dust from them. The second dwarf’s beard was black, and much longer than the first’s. Otherwise the two of them looked similar enough to be brothers. Kelden withheld his surprise and greeted them with a smile. “Is all in order, good dwarf?” Kelden inquired of the brown-bearded dwarf.
 
   “I do not like the word dwarf. I prefer to be called by our real name, Silni’Pei,” the dwarf replied.
 
   “My apologies,” Kelden offered. “I meant no offense by it.”
 
   “Ha!” the brown-bearded dwarf shouted as he jabbed the other. “I’m just fooling with ya,” he said. “I’m not all that stuck up, like some of our kinfolk are. The common tongue name, dwarf, suits me just fine.”
 
   “I see,” Kelden said with a slight frown and arched eye-brow.
 
   “Don’t pay him no mind,” the black-bearded dwarf said. “Aside from driving and poking fun at people, he is largely useless.”
 
   “Hey, who you callin’ useless you big tub of mud-clots?” the brown-bearded dwarf shouted.
 
   Kelden pulled out the manifest. “Which one of you is Hargor?” he asked.
 
   The brown-bearded dwarf stopped in mid-sentence and jabbed a thumb at the black-bearded dwarf. “He is. I am Urgor.”
 
   Kelden nodded, satisfied at averting a dwarven brawl before even managing to get the caravan underway. “Are we ready to depart then?” Kelden asked, making sure to address Hargor, the more serious of the two.
 
    “Yes sir, we is ready,” Hargor replied. Kelden smiled at the dwarf’s grammar. “Only, folks call me Redbeard,” Hargor quickly added.
 
   “Your beard looks black to me,” Kelden noted.
 
   “Aye, not a single gray or light colored hair to be found, that’s for sure,” Hargor agreed. “It’s just a nickname I got growing up.” Kelden folded his arms and grinned, thinking of a few possible origins for the name. “Well, ya see,” Hargor continued, “it’s more on account of my fighting habits than my natural appearance.” The dwarf let out a small chuckle.
 
   “His nose has been broken so many times, we truly thought his beard would be permanently colored red!” Urgor put in.
 
   “I see.” Kelden grinned wider.
 
   Redbeard slapped Urgor on the shoulder. “This is my brother Pinhead, he and I prefer the open air and travel compared to the confines of dark tunnels and smelly forges in the mountains,” Redbeard said.
 
   Kelden almost asked about the origin of Pinhead’s name, but he just shook his head with a chuckle, thinking of more than a few possibilities. “I shall ride in front with ten of my men riding on either side of your wagons. I expect to make the trip on schedule and arrive in Rasselin in four days, as planned.”
 
   “Very well sir, sounds pleasant to me, let’s go!” exclaimed Redbeard. Kelden smiled again and nodded. He and his men then took their positions as the merchants hopped into their wagons. Kelden leaned over, checking the manifest and counting the merchants as they situated themselves. Then, he led the caravan for several blocks to the West Gates.
 
   Kelden could hear gulls calling out behind him. He savored one last thought of the sea and then gave the nod to the guards at the gate. A team of men drew the massive doors open. Dust popped out from the corners and a sharp easterly wind blew in from the desert beyond. Kelden wrapped a cloth over his mouth and nose to protect himself from the sand and grit flittering through the air. Then, once the gates were open he started the caravan out toward the desert en route to Rasselin.
 
   The first day was uneventful. The relentless sun beat down on them from above while dust gathered onto the wagons and men. The scenery was as drab and dreary as it always was. Yellow and brown dunes rose and fell like great waves caught forever in a single moment of time. A few whirl-winds kicked up some debris, but the large sand storms had already finished for the year. Occasionally a snake or buzzard would catch Kelden’s eye, but otherwise there was only the relentless sun and the broiling heat.
 
   Pendonov passed the time singing folk songs while the rest of the men were silent. At times, the two dwarf brothers would chime in and sing as well, albeit off key, but that didn’t stop them from enjoying themselves.
 
   Kelden halted the group and ordered his men to set up a small camp after they had traveled fifty miles on the road. They took time to care for their horses, and to feed their growling stomachs. Soon afterwards, the sun dropped behind the mountains far to the West and immersed the desert in a starlit blanket of night. Kelden rotated watches with his men as the merchants slept peacefully in their wagons. That is, all except for the dwarf brothers. They had drunk themselves full of mead during dinner and were singing, if one could call it that, late into the night before they finally passed out.
 
   The camp was taken down early the next morning and the caravan got off to a good start. Around noon Kelden noticed a hawk that would fly over the wagon train periodically. After the fourth time, he dropped back in line and cautioned his men to watch for desert dwellers. While it was not uncommon for carrion birds to search for small desert animals crushed by wagons on the road, Kelden knew that the hawk was a sure sign of marauders.
 
   The nomadic Tarthun people used hawks for correspondence as well as scouting for food and targets to pillage. Usually they were not too troublesome in these parts of the world. They preferred to attack unescorted caravans, but sometimes they were bolder in their never ending quest for riches. In those times, only the cold steel of a sharp blade could convince them to withdraw.
 
   After a half hour, several men on horseback appeared over a dune on the north side of the merchant band. Kelden watched as they were joined by others until they numbered about forty men strong. Tarthuns numbered in the thousands in other parts of Terramyr, but forty was a large number within Zinferth’s borders. Kelden halted the wagons and ordered his men to stand their ground. Seeing that there were no dunes on the south of the merchants which could hide any other raiders, Kelden signaled for the southern column of soldiers to join him on the north side and make a second line. He then motioned for the men to prepare their bows.
 
   “Aim for the front row of horses!” Kelden shouted as the Tarthuns started their charge.
 
   A large cloud of dust rose behind the Tarthuns as their horses tore at the sandy ground. Kelden then raised his hand. His men responded by drawing back their bowstrings. When his arm fell, the arrows were loosed. Horses grunted and groaned as the arrows sunk deep into the necks and heads of the first few horses. A large eruption of dust clouded the area as the slain horses tumbled and fell, tripping some of the horses behind them. Kelden could hear the Tarthuns screaming and shouting. Undoubtedly some of them were being crushed by their horses.
 
   “Prepare to fire again,” Kelden ordered. His men obeyed with strict discipline. As the dust settled, Kelden counted twenty-seven horses with riders still charging. Some of the raiders had fallen from their horses and were now stranded behind their comrades. The attacking raiders fanned out to prevent a repeat of the previous volley.
 
   “Alright, now aim for the riders and fire upon my signal.” Kelden raised his arm again. The assailants were now only forty yards away and closing quickly. Kelden dropped his arm. Bow strings sprang back into place as arrows took flight. Thirteen riders fell from their horses as steel shafts drove through their chests. Now with only fourteen attackers remaining Kelden and his men drew their swords.
 
   “Pincer formation!” Kelden yelled and immediately five soldiers charged towards the farthest left raider and five other soldiers charged at the raider on the farthest right.
 
   The raiders had been charging in one straight line, but now they broke into two groups of seven to fight Kelden’s men. Seeing the two groups Kelden motioned for his remaining ten guards to advance. They raced up the middle, between the two groups of raiders dividing themselves into two more groups of five, each attacking one of the groups of raiders and effectively surrounding each.
 
   Steel clanged against steel. Grunts, yells, and screams cut through the air as the desert sand was churned into a large cloud of blood-tinted dust. From Kelden’s viewpoint all seemed to be in slow motion. His men were prevailing easily and the raiders were falling, painting the desert sand with Tarthun blood. Then something caught Kelden’s eye. It was the pair of dwarves, both of them running towards the fray with battle axes at the ready. Kelden shook his head and galloped after the pair, thinking they might get hurt.
 
   He quickly cast those worries aside however as the two dwarves jumped at one of the raiders. Both of them hacked the man down with effortless teamwork. Quickly, they moved on to the next raider, and then the next after that. They barreled through their foes like a pair of axe-wielding boulders. Kelden just shook his head as he came to understand the reasoning for Redbeard’s nickname.
 
    Within moments it was over. There were no casualties among Kelden’s men. A few guards received some minor blows, but nothing major. Redbeard and Pinhead ambled back slowly, laughing all the while as each of Kelden’s men looked down to the pair with a mix of confusion and admiration.
 
   Farther away, Pendonov stood in his stirrups and shouted “Sir, what of them?” Pendonov pointed at a few raiders who had been knocked from their horses by the first volley of arrows and were now running away.
 
   “Let the desert be their judge.” Kelden replied. “Justice will visit its own, as will vengeance.” A few of his men nodded their understanding as they trotted their horses back and resumed formation around the caravan. “Once again, let us head out.” Kelden ordered, and the caravan was on its way to Rasselin.
 
   The rest of the trip was calm, and even with the small holdup they were able to get the merchants to Rasselin on schedule.
 
   When the caravan arrived, Rasselin city guards called out to the caravan from the tops of the large towers of the desert city.
 
   “I am Captain Ferryl of the Merchant Guard, escorting this merchant caravan from Kobhir,” Kelden shouted back. He pulled out the manifest and motioned for Pendonov to accompany him as he galloped ahead to meet the gate keepers.
 
   A pair of soldiers walked forward, holding large pikes at the ready. “Hail, good sir,” one of them said with a raised hand. “Travel papers, if you please.”
 
   Kelden halted his horse and handed over the manifest.
 
   The guards looked it over and then glanced up to the caravan. Satisfied, they turned and waved to the tower. Kelden heard a series of shouts, but couldn’t make out the words.
 
   “All appears to be in order,” the guards said. “Enjoy your stay in Rasselin.” The steel portcullis was raised to let the group inside the foreboding walls.
 
   Kelden nodded and gave the order for the caravan to enter the gates. Once inside, Kelden’s men halted and let the merchants pass ahead of them towards the city center.
 
   “We is grateful to ya!” Redbeard shouted as the merchants continued on their way. Kelden waved and nodded.
 
   “Perhaps we will meet again,” Pinhead called out. Kelden waived again, and then turned to address his men.
 
   “Guards, you have leave for the night. Use it to rest yourselves and your horses. Also be sure to procure provisions for the return trip. Meet with Lieutenant Pendonov here at the southern gate at first light. You are dismissed.” With that the Merchant Guards rode off in different directions, eager to find rest and entertainment.
 
   Kelden hitched his horse to a post at the gate and entered the guard tower. He climbed the spiral staircase until he reached the lookout room. It was little more than a flat wooden deck with a roof supported by four corner posts. A handrail ran between the posts at waist height, to prevent a guard from accidentally stepping off of the platform. Otherwise the platform was bare. No table, chairs, or anything else.
 
   Standing at the post was a member of the Rasselin City Guard. The guard was tall and Kelden could tell by the crow’s feet in the corners of his eyes that he had spent several years squinting at the hot desert sands. The guard turned to regard him, and relaxed once he saw the Merchant Guard sigil on Kelden’s uniform.
 
   “It is a nice viewpoint you have from here,” Kelden offered as he looked out across the vast expanse of sand to the south.
 
   “Yes. Now if only the view was good as well, then it would be nice,” chuckled the guard.
 
   “I agree.” Kelden smiled. “I have always preferred green landscapes and blue ocean waves to the endless, yellow desert sands. How long have you worked this post?”
 
   “I have been a member of the Rasselin City Guard for about seven years now. I have been on tower duty for the last three years.” He leaned back against the railing of the platform. “I was a patrolman in the streets for the first four years. I’m hoping to get promoted to Ranger status by the end of the year.”
 
   “That would be a good promotion,” Kelden stated. “The Rangers of Rasselin are well known as being the best swordsmen in all of Zinferth. Their other skills are a force to be reckoned with as well.”
 
   The guard nodded. “They have brought the sword of justice to almost every villain foolish enough to come within their reach. That is exactly why I want to join with them. I want to be with the best.”
 
   “Can you pass the weapons aptitude test?” Kelden inquired. He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against a corner post as he eyed the guard.
 
   “Well, I can hit any target within a hundred yards with my bow. I am undefeated with the sword, and I can nail a mouse at twenty feet with my throwing dagger.”
 
   “That is impressive, I wish you success,” Kelden said.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome. My name is Kelden.”
 
   The guard nodded, “Yes, I saw the list of Merchant Guards arriving today, you are the captain, correct?”
 
   Kelden nodded.
 
   The guard smiled. “My name is Murdok. I was born and raised in Shinder, a little village nestled in the mountains to the southwest of here.”
 
   “Nice to meet you Murdok of Shinder,” Kelden said with a smile.
 
   “The pleasure is mine, sir. You may not realize this, but your reputation precedes you, sir.”
 
   “For what am I famous?” Kelden laughed a little as he unfolded his arms and grabbed the rail next to him.
 
   “You can’t be serious? It isn’t every day someone single handedly puts down an insurrection!” Murdok seemed to have the excitement of a young boy who had met his childhood hero.
 
   Kelden glanced down at the floor. “That is not public knowledge,” Kelden said calmly.
 
   Murdok shrugged. “It’s hard to keep it a secret when someone like Theodorus is caught planning to assassinate the queen. Besides, with the current hostilities with Shausmat, there are bits of information that float around within Rasselin, if you know where to look.”
 
   “Maybe you will make a good Ranger after all, Murdok.” Kelden said.
 
   “I hope so. It would be an honor to work alongside you some day.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” Kelden said with a nod. Then there were a few moments of silence as they both got caught up in their thoughts. Kelden smiled and waved as he went back down the stairs. Murdok returned the gesture by nodding his head, and then turned his attention back to watching the desert.
 
   Kelden marched over to the governor’s house. As he approached the front entrance a thin middle-aged gentleman greeted him.
 
   “My master expects you, sir,” the man said in a nasal voice. “Please follow me to the preferred entrance.” Kelden followed the man and they walked around to the side of the great, white building and entered a side door that only government officials used. Once inside he was met by a pair of guards. They nodded to the middle-aged man, who then turned and exited the building, closing the door behind him. The guards then nodded to Kelden and pointed to a large wooden table. Kelden knew that they wanted his weapons placed there while he visited with Governor Gandle, the queen’s cousin.
 
   “I have only my sword on me at the moment,” Kelden announced as he undid his belt.
 
   “No daggers or crossbows?” one of the guards asked suspiciously.
 
   “No, I left my other weapons with my horse.” Kelden laid his sword on the table as gently as though it was a living being, then he approached the two guards and held his arms out to the side.
 
   “Just a formality, sir,” the first guard said as he patted Kelden down.
 
   “Can’t be too careful these days,” the other guard put in.
 
   “That’s alright,” Kelden said, although he found the ordeal to be insulting considering his latest mission for the queen.
 
   “Alright, you can follow me, sir,” the first guard said after he finished the inspection.
 
   The guard escorted Kelden through a large waiting area where an old man sat with a leg crossed over his left knee. The man nodded briskly, but said nothing as Kelden and the guard passed through the room.
 
   “Who was that?” Kelden asked.
 
   “Just another one of Governor Gandle’s advisors. He is going to meet with him after you, sir.”
 
   Kelden nodded, but said nothing more as the guard led him through a few more rooms and hallways. Finally they stopped inside of a library. The guard motioned for Kelden to take a seat and then he exited the room and closed the large door.
 
   Kelden looked at the chair, but he did not sit. Instead, he turned his attention to the walls that were lined floor-to-ceiling with bookshelves. Books of all sizes filled each shelf. The majority seemed to be written in common tongue, judging by their titles, though Kelden hadn’t heard of most of them before. Every few shelves, Kelden would stumble across books with titles written in foreign languages. Kelden assumed that some of them were written in the language of the elves, Taish, but he could not be sure.
 
   Kelden smiled when he came across a small, green book. He pulled it from the shelf and began to thumb through the pages. As he occupied himself with the book, the library’s door opened and Governor Gandle entered the room.
 
   “Do you read much, captain?” Gandle inquired sarcastically.
 
   Kelden startled and quickly put the book back on the shelf. “I am sorry. I did not mean to be intrusive.”
 
   “Come, does snooping through another man’s belongings make someone intrusive?” Governor Gandle replied.
 
   Kelden regarded the Governor carefully. He had not expected the queen’s cousin to be as old as Gandle appeared. The governor was bald, with a white beard adorning his chin. His blue eyes seemed as cold as his voice, but he was not physically imposing. He was tall, roughly six feet, but he was thin and frail. Yet, despite his lack of stature the sardonic manner with which he spoke combined with his icy gaze was enough to make the captain squirm inside.
 
   “Forgive me, it was a story that my mother used to read to me as a child,” Kelden said with a slight bow of his head.
 
   “Indeed,” Gandle bristled. “Come, let us sit by the hearth.”
 
   Kelden looked to a pair of large, red chairs that sat flanking a small wooden table in front of the fireplace. There was no fire, but Kelden thought it best not to point that out. He walked over to the chair that Governor Gandle pointed to and promptly sat down. He then waited for a few moments while Gandle slowly eased his rickety bones into the other chair.
 
   “Cursed old age,” Gandle muttered. “I live in the middle of a desert, and still I am cold.” The governor shook his head and looked at the two logs in the fireplace. Then he looked to Kelden.
 
   Kelden wondered if the governor wanted him to go and build a fire, but Gandle killed the notion with a ring of a small brass bell from the table. Instantly the door opened again and a young, well-dressed man came in and hastily built a fire. Kelden watched as the young man pushed a red footstool under Gandle’s left leg and then left the room without so much as a word between the two of them.
 
   “I value silence,” Gandle remarked, as if he had noted Kelden’s reaction. “I surround myself with men who are competent and do not need to be told what to do.”
 
   Kelden nodded, but said nothing.
 
   “I suppose my cousin told you why we were to meet?” Gandle cackled.
 
   “Her majesty expressed concern that an attempt on your life may have been part of Theodorus’ plan. Her theory is that…”
 
   “I know what her theory is,” Gandle interrupted. “She assumes that because someone wanted to kill her and her son that someone would also try to kill me. She sent me a letter stating as much.”
 
   “I am to ask if you would like me to investigate the matter,” Kelden said bluntly. He was quickly growing tired of the governor’s demeanor.
 
   “No, I wouldn’t.” Gandle crossed his bony arms over his thin chest and looked into the fire. “I am too old to care about someone else trying to kill me. I wake up in the morning with bones so stiff that I can barely get out of the bed. Why should I care if someone else wants to end my misery?”
 
   Kelden blinked hard at the governor and shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “The truth is I am not much longer for this world. Perhaps you will tell her that when you return tomorrow.”
 
   “Are you sick?” Kelden asked.
 
   “No, but I have felt the cold fingers of death clutching at my soul for many months now. It won’t be much longer. I can feel it.”
 
   “Is there anything else that I can do for you then?” Kelden asked.
 
   “Just deliver this letter back to the queen,” Gandle replied. He produced a letter from the folds of his robes and set it on the table. “And don’t you go snooping again. I expect you to deliver the letter with the seal intact.”
 
   “I will do precisely that, sir,” Kelden replied.
 
   “One more thing,” Gandle said.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Get me that book you were reading before I came in.”
 
   Kelden walked over and retrieved the book from the shelf. He rubbed the cover with his thumb and then brought it to the governor. Gandle opened the cover and flipped through a few of the pages.
 
   “Your mother read this book to you?”
 
   “Yes, all of the time,” Kelden replied.
 
   “I wasn’t aware that peasants owned books,” Gandle said.
 
   “We owned a few, sir, but nothing like the library you have.”
 
   “Of course not,” Gandle replied with disdain. A few moments passed and then Gandle leaned forward in his chair and looked Kelden in the eyes. “You like this book?”
 
   “Very much so sir, it holds very fond memories for me,” Kelden replied.
 
   Gandle flipped the book into the fireplace and watched as the flames licked at its pages until they took hold. “You are dismissed, captain.” Gandle rang the bell again and the door opened. The two guards entered the room and motioned for Kelden to follow them.
 
   Kelden was roughly escorted out of the manor. He was still bewildered by Gandle’s contemptuous behavior. Kelden settled on the idea that perhaps it was a combination of the man’s age and the queen’s overbearing concern for his safety, though that hardly seemed to be as agonizing as the governor portrayed.
 
   Before long, he found himself wandering into the marketplace to buy provisions for the return trip. He knew that his lieutenant would already be buying enough food and drink for the both of them though, so it wasn’t necessary to purchase supplies at all. Pendonov was always going the extra mile to ensure that Kelden had everything he needed. It was one of his most admirable traits. Kelden had often thought that Pendonov would make a fine captain someday, and he took care to put such thoughts in writing when it came time to turn in official reviews of Pendonov’s performance.
 
    Kelden smiled at a merchant who was holding up a large coconut, yelling that its milk was guaranteed to be the sweetest he had ever tasted. Kelden dug into a small coin purse and purchased the coconut.  He knew it was not going to be as fresh as what he could get for himself on the beaches near Kobhir, but it was better than nothing. The merchant sliced off the top with a large machete and poured the milk into a cup.  Kelden took the drink and moved on down the street, pushing through throngs of people that had gathered around a shrine to Basei, the demigod of war. A priest of Basei stood in their midst giving a sermon. Kelden stopped and listened to the priest for a while out of curiosity.
 
   “Only Basei can protect you from the calamities of the world,” the priest shouted with a wide sweep of his arms. “Only he can grant you the strength to defeat your enemies, and only he can give you the fortune to survive the harsh desert outside these walls.”
 
   Some members of the crowd shouted in praise, while others ranted at the priest and called him a fool. Kelden found the whole scene amusing. He followed the Old Gods, Icadion and his sons to be exact, so the priest’s rhetoric held little more than entertainment value for him. Yet, he was open-minded enough that if opportunity arose to experience something different, he would take advantage of it.
 
   “If you want Basei’s blessing, you must worship him, and give sacrifices to him,” the priest continued. “He will reward the faithful, but his wrath will be quick against the slothful and those who shun his ways.”
 
   Kelden was about to leave, but he caught sight of another man approaching the crowd with a determined gait. It was a priest of Icadion, Kelden could tell by the white, hooded robes, adorned with gold trim along the sides and sleeves. The telltale design of a large, golden sun on the front of the robe commanded respect from any follower of the Old Gods. The priest walked through the crowd with his hands clasped behind his back. He needed only to nod his head in order to part the crowd enough for his passage.
 
   Basei’s priest folded his arms across his chest and sneered down at Icadion’s priest. The man in white robes stopped a few feet before the priest of Basei and slowly took in the crowd around him before pulling his hood back to reveal thick, silver hair set over fierce blue eyes and a sturdy jaw.
 
   “If your god is so powerful, then why did he wait for Icadion to close the bridge between Terramyr and Volganor before taking power?” the priest of Icadion asked. The crowd went silent and took a collective step back.
 
   “Basei stepped in to fill the void, created by Icadion’s cowardice,” the priest of Basei answered. “It was Icadion who ran away from ruling over Terramyr, knowing that it was too large a task for him. Basei is our savior, come to carry us through our days of mortality.”
 
   “But Basei has no command over the hells of Hammenfein, nor does he have any sway at the gate of Volganor, the city of heaven,” Icadion’s priest replied. “So to worship Basei is to worship a false god that is incapable of providing any blessings on an eternal scale.”
 
   “Blasphemy!” shouted the priest of Basei. “I curse you for all the days of your life that Basei will hunt you and afflict you with torments beyond your wildest nightmares.”
 
   “I do not fear the underling, Basei. He is nothing more than a cur, a skulking dog tearing at a carcass that does not belong to him. When Icadion restores the bridge between heaven and Terramyr, then your god will scurry back into the dark pit from which he came with his fiery red tail tucked snugly between his legs.” The priest of Icadion turned to face the crowd and stretched out his arms. “Only those who follow the True Gods will find everlasting rest for their souls. All other paths lead only to the fiery halls of Hammenfein, and to an everlasting bondage in the chains of the underworld. Basei, along with all of the other demigods who have usurped Icadion’s throne will have vengeance visited upon them one-hundred fold. Mark my words.”
 
   Kelden felt a tug on his tunic, pulling his attention away from the debate and he turned around to see Redbeard standing next to him.
 
   “Mighty strong words between those two, eh,” Redbeard said.
 
   “Aye, harsh words indeed, my friend,” Kelden replied. “What can I do for you?”
 
   “I saw you in the crowd and thought you might enjoy a drink or two with me and my brother. We are about to close up our shop for the day.”
 
   “Why would you close up? It is not even late afternoon yet.”
 
   “True, but we have not been well received here in Rasselin. Apparently, many of the people here still hold a grudge against all of the dwarf-folk for refusing to fight in the Great Battle.”
 
   Kelden eyed the crowd around them and noticed that more than a few were taking notice of Redbeard’s presence. They were pointing and whispering, some even thumbed their noses in Redbeard’s direction.
 
   “If you prefer to stay and listen to the priests, I understand,” Redbeard added.
 
   “No, I have no more desire to remain here. I have heard enough bickering for one day,” Kelden replied.
 
   “Are you a follower of Basei?” Redbeard asked as the pair quickly put the crowd, and the priests, behind them.
 
   “No, I follow the Old Gods.”
 
   “Oh,” Redbeard muttered.
 
   “Don’t worry my friend,” Kelden put in quickly. “I don’t blame the dwarf-folk for the outcome of the Great Battle.”
 
   “That is a relief,” Redbeard sighed. “Many humans who follow the Old Gods do hate all of our kind for not fighting alongside the human-folk.”
 
   “Not I,” Kelden said. “I do not think it fair to punish your kind for things that your ancestors did.”
 
   “I also see the situation similarly,” Redbeard agreed. “For instance, if your grandfather had tried to kill me decades before you were even born, it would not be right to kill you for the offense. So why should I pay for the sins of my ancestors?”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “By the way, Captain Ferryl, your grandfather did try to kill me once,” Redbeard put in with a wink. Kelden stopped and looked down at the dwarf for a moment. “Come, I’ll tell you all about it over some ale.”
 
   “I will listen to the story,” Kelden replied, “but I will have to forego the ale.”
 
   Redbeard shot Kelden a quizzical look.
 
   “I have a long journey to start tomorrow, and I need a clear head,” Kelden said in answer to Redbeard’s unspoken question.
 
   “Suit yerself,” Redbeard replied, shaking his head all the while. Before long they met up with Pinhead and time flew by as the three of them exchanged stories. They each took turns recounting their various exploits, but none of the stories Kelden told could match the unbelievable tales that the brothers had! They spoke of battles of old, their treks through the treacherous mountains in search of the formidable mountain orcs, the Mage Wars, and even about a large tribe of barbarians that had stumbled into their halls looking for refuge after the Mage Wars had ended. All three of them grew quiet then.
 
   Kelden, although he had not been alive during those times like the dwarven brothers had been, knew of the appalling treatment the Varrvar, or barbarians as they were called in common tongue, had received at the hands of his ancestors. He simply shook his head as he recalled the sad details he had learned from his father during his childhood years. Soon he found himself looking off to the east, again searching out the ocean waves and cries of seagulls with his mind.
 
   “We upset ye did we?” Redbeard asked as he slapped his hand on Kelden’s shoulder.
 
   “No, good dwarf,” Kelden replied, shaking the thoughts from his mind. He gave a weak smile and looked back to Redbeard and Pinhead. “I only wonder why anyone would chase away an entire group of people out of blind hatred or misunderstanding.”
 
   “It ain’t so hard a thing to conceive,” Pinhead put in. “I know more than a few Silni’Pei that would like to see all of you human folk just run each other into the grave so we can live in peace.”
 
   “How is that supposed to make him feel better?” Redbeard shouted back.
 
   “I am just saying that I’ve seen the same kind of feelings among our own people that made his kind run off the Varrvar tribes, that’s all,” Pinhead replied with a shrug.
 
   “Now you see where he gets his name from,” Redbeard said, poking his left thumb at his brother while making a circular motion at the side of his head with his right hand. “It was a similar outburst from my brother that had your grandfather swinging a sword at me.”
 
   “It was not,” Pinhead shouted. “It was on account of you selling him that little silver goblet, telling him that drinking from it would make him younger!”
 
   “I told you I would tell you the story, but we never got around to it, cuz somebody has a big mouth they can’t keep shut,” Redbeard shouted, again he pointed his thumb at Pinhead.
 
   Kelden smiled at that, but only for a moment before Pinhead hauled off and backhanded his brother so hard that the dwarf fell right off his stool. Redbeard jumped up to his feet, fists at the ready, but Kelden put his arm in between the two, and soon all three were laughing heartily. Kelden then rose to his feet and walked off to find an inn where he might spend a good night’s rest before his journey back to Kobhir.
 
   “You are lucky he stopped me,” Kelden heard Redbeard declare as he walked away.
 
   “Why, what were you gonna do? You couldn’t even best a fish in a fist fight, and they ain’t got any fists!” Pinhead shouted back.
 
    Kelden smiled wide. He could hear their argument grow louder until finally one of them suggested going to the Tiger’s Eye Inn for some more drink.  Then the dwarves instantly struck up their awful caterwauling as they sauntered down the street together. Kelden chuckled to himself and waved at their backs
 
   Once back at the inn, Pendonov handed him a key and Kelden went straight to his room. He removed his shirt and pants, pulled back the old, thinning cowhide blanket and dropped onto the bed. He stretched and rolled around until the mattress was manipulated into a semi-comfortable form and then he closed his eyes and slept while his mind whisked him away to dreams on the beach, far away from the desert.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   “Jenedina!” Sebina called as she saw her friend.
 
   “Hello Sebina!” they embraced each other in greeting. “Guess what?”
 
   “What?” Sebina asked.
 
   “I met one of the merchants that arrived in town today from Valiv. He’s so nice, and he has another friend who would be just perfect for you! This could be it. We can finally get out of here and go to a real city! We will have places to shop for nice jewelry, and money to purchase it with. It’s everything we have ever dreamed about!” Jenedina was so excited that her smile seemed to glow.
 
   Sebina felt a surge of excitement well in her chest as she contemplated the thought of escaping the desert town. “That is wonderful! Let’s go and meet them,” she replied.
 
   “They are waiting at the Tiger’s Eye Inn.” Jenedina announced with pride as they hurried off to meet the men.
 
   Sebina hesitated. “Kai has told me not to go there,” she said.
 
   Jenedina rolled her eyes. “Come on, since when do you listen to everything your brother says? Besides, we’ll be fine. We’ll be with these two guys I am telling you about.” Jenedina grabbed Sebina’s arm and tugged her along. “Come on, how often did we dream of getting to a big city and living in a big, nice house? These guys are wealthy enough to stock our beds with more pillows than you can dream of!”
 
   Sebina relented with a big smile.
 
   Their hearts beat louder and stronger with every step they took towards the Tiger’s Eye Inn. When they finally arrived Sebina felt as if her heart was a marching drum.
 
   “Look, there is Mandhar. He’s the one I met earlier.” Jenedina whispered as she pointed out a dark haired man sitting at a table. “The man walking toward him now is Stefan. He’s the one for you.”
 
   Sebina was silent as she surveyed Stefan. He had a lean but muscular build, his hair was light golden brown, and his eyes were as blue as the ocean. She smiled in approval as his name lightly fell from her lips. The two men rose from their seats at the table as the young women approached them.
 
   “Jenedina, it’s a pleasure to see you again.” Mandhar smiled as he bowed his head and kissed her hand in greeting. “Although I must confess, I started to worry that you would not come back.”
 
   “Don’t be silly. Besides, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to spend the evening with men like you,” Jenedina replied with a teasing grin.
 
   Mandhar smiled in response and then turned his gaze to Sebina. “You must be Sebina,” he stated.
 
   “Yes I am,” she replied.
 
   “It is a pleasure to be in the presence of such a beautiful desert flower,” Stefan said softly.
 
   “Thank you,” was all that Sebina could say in response. The raucous patrons around her seemed to disappear as she gazed into Stefan’s eyes. She could feel a definite charm radiating from him. Her heart began to beat softly now, her head became a little lighter, and she started to giggle. Stefan smiled and gestured for everyone to seat themselves.
 
   The four of them passed the time merrily as they ate some food and the two merchants spoke of their travels. The young women were all but hypnotized by the tales of faraway cities. Neither Jenedina nor Sebina had ever been outside of Rasselin, and so any other city sounded completely enthralling.
 
   Their conversation went on for hours. Patrons came and went as Mandhar and Stefan continued to trade tales of cities visited, encounters with marauders, and great sea voyages. The four of them were so engrossed in the conversation that none of them noticed one of the patrons seated alone at a nearby table. He was a large man, wearing a midnight-blue cloak with the hood pulled over his head to hide his face from view. He ate little and drank less while the four continued talking.
 
   Kai had entered the Tiger’s Eye Inn only a few moments after his sister. The table where he sat gave him a clear view of the two men at his sister’s table from under his hood, but he was careful not to draw attention by watching them too intently. Instead, he listened to the conversation. More than a few times he was almost ready to end the charade and make his presence known, but the conversation seemed to be innocent enough. So, Kai sat there, listening to Stefan and Mandhar’s incessant tales. It was well after eight before he heard the words he was waiting for.
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sebina sighed, “it has been wonderful and I really enjoyed meeting you both, but I must be going.”
 
   “Sebina, don’t be a spoiler,” Jenedina. She nudged Sebina with her foot under the table. “I’m sure you can stay a little longer.”
 
   “Why yes, the night has just barely begun!” Mandhar smiled as he leaned back in his chair with a big wave of his hand.
 
   Kai stiffened slightly in his chair.
 
   “No, I must go. I am sorry.” Sebina looked down at the floor, a little embarrassed to be the reason that ended the night early.
 
   “It is alright,” Stefan interjected. “A lady cannot stay out too late in the night. It isn’t proper, or safe for that matter.”
 
   Kai loosened up a bit and relaxed back into the back of his chair.
 
   “As it is,” Stefan continued, “Mandhar and I should walk you both home.”
 
   Kai stiffened up again. He hadn’t expected this. Now he had to figure out how to shadow the four of them and still slip back into his house without being caught by his sister. Kai quickly withdrew from the dining hall and exited the Tiger’s Eye, being careful to keep his back to his sister’s table.
 
   “Of course, we can escort you both properly. Come, tonight we should be able to see a good view of the stars as we walk.” Mandhar said as he pulled out a few gold coins and set them on the table to pay for the food.
 
   Jenedina shot Sebina a disapproving look, but she said nothing. The four of them rose from the table. Sebina smiled at Jenedina, trying to cheer her up a bit. Jenedina returned the gesture and walked over to take Mandhar’s arm. Mandhar smiled and he and Jenedina went for the door. Stefan came up beside Sebina and offered his arm to her. As she took it she felt a swell of warmth generate within her bosom. They smiled at each other and hurried to catch up with the others.
 
   A cool breeze relieved the arid air in Rasselin. The night sky had become a dark shade of blue, with the crescent moon and stars giving off a pale light. The foursome was quiet as they ambled through the dimly lit streets.
 
   None of them noticed Kai as he stalked the shadows behind them, ensuring that the intentions of the two men were nothing but honorable. Kai followed the group for most of the way back to his house. Then, finally deciding that the men meant his sister no harm, he turned down a different street and took a shortcut.
 
   The group continued on through the streets. The women asked questions about faraway places that the men had spoken of and dreamed of what it would be like to see them in person. Then, Stefan stopped abruptly and pointed down an alley to the left.
 
   “Did you see that?” Stefan whispered.
 
   “See what?” Sebina asked.
 
   “There was something that shimmered in the moonlight over there,” he said.
 
   “It was probably just a liquor bottle,” Sebina shrugged. “The alleys are usually full of trash like that in these parts.”
 
   “No, I don’t think it was a bottle,” Stefan said as he gently slipped his arm out from Sebina’s grasp and wandered into the darkness. The other three waited on the road for a couple of moments before Stefan beckoned for his friend to join him.
 
   “Mandhar, come here!” Stefan demanded excitedly. Mandhar rushed into the darkness with Jenedina still holding his hand and trailing slightly behind him as they ran. Sebina started to follow them, but a sudden feeling in her stomach stopped her for a moment. She shook her head and pushed the sensation out of her mind. As the three of them approached they could barely discern the outline of Stefan’s body in the dark. 
 
   “What is it, Stefan?” Jenedina asked.
 
   “Yeah, what did you find?” Mandhar asked.
 
   Sebina stepped closer to Stefan and bent down next to him in the dark alleyway. She was about to ask what he was looking at, but at that moment a door in one of the buildings burst open. Sebina shielded her eyes from the sudden flood of light. She stood up and then felt Stefan grab her around the waist and yank her from her feet.
 
   “What are you doing?” she shrieked.
 
   “Sebina!” Jenedina screamed.
 
   Within moments, there were more hands grabbing and pulling her into the building. Sebina’s eyes adjusted just as she heard the door slam shut.
 
   “What is going on?” she yelled as she kicked and clawed at her captors.
 
   A sudden, forceful blow knocked her to the floor. Sebina’s head reeled. She could barely make out Jenedina’s shouts for help over the ringing in her ears. Sebina looked up and saw three or four men wrestling with her friend and carrying her farther into the building. Just then a pair of large legs obscured her view. Sebina rolled onto her back and looked up at the man standing directly over her.
 
   “Who –who are you?” Sebina asked. The man said nothing. Sebina looked over to Stefan and stared at him, her mouth open in shock. Stefan smirked and followed the other men down a hallway. “What do you want?” she asked as she turned back to the man standing over her.
 
   The man laughed heartily, and reached down, grabbing her by the neck and shoulder.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As the clock struck nine, Kai became anxious and started pacing near the door. It had only taken him two minutes to run home from where he had left the group. Even at a slow pace, they should have been here by now. His mind start racing and played through the different things that might have happened. Each minute ticked by as though it was hours long. Kai walked over to the table and took a long drink of his cider then slammed the bottle down.
 
   “I shouldn’t have left them,” Kai grumbled. His hand slid down to his sword and he felt his blood boil within him. He reached out and ripped the door open. He ran straight back to where he left the group.
 
   When he arrived back in the spot where he left them, he stopped to catch his breath. He quickly scanned the area for any sign of his sister, but he saw nothing. He scanned the windows of the buildings on either side of the street, but there were no lamps burning. No people were out on the street. There was nothing. Kai looked around for any signs of distress, but again he was disappointed. Fear started to grip his soul, but he quickly steeled his nerves and collected his thoughts objectively.
 
   Kai turned around and looked back in the direction of the Tiger’s Eye Inn. Without any other leads, he decided it would be worth his time to go back to the inn and probe around for leads.
 
   He broke into a controlled, but speedy, run and arrived at the inn in less than a minute’s time. He opened the door and slipped inside the building. A strong odor of liquor and smoke assaulted his nostrils as he came through the doorway. Kai noticed that there were a lot more patrons in the dining room than before. The crowd was markedly more unruly also. He recognized some of them as previous inmates of the dungeon. It didn’t appear that any of them were paying any attention to him, let alone recognized him. This was not a surprise, as Kai often wore disguises, or operated so stealthily that his identity was still a well-kept secret within the large city. He then noticed a pair of dwarves that were seated at a table nearby. They were eyeing him suspiciously. One of them leaned over to the other and whispered something.
 
   “Keep yer mouth shut Pinhead, this ain’t none of our business,” the first dwarf said.
 
   Kai eyed the pair for a moment and then turned his attention back to the rest of the room. After watching the crowd for a few seconds he decided to try his luck with the inn keeper. Kai stepped in and made his way through the crowd towards the bar. He pushed through a trio of gruff-looking men and was about to address the barkeep, but he stopped short when he saw the same two men that had been with his sister. There they were sitting at the bar with a new pair of women listening to their tales of travel and adventure as though they had been there all night.
 
   Kai felt his blood course hot through his veins. He knew that those men had done something with his sister, and he was going to find out what had happened. Kai lunged forward and slammed Mandhar’s head on the bar. The two women shrieked and jumped away from their stools in fear.
 
   “Where is she?” Kai demanded.
 
   Stefan stood up and reached for a dagger, but Kai struck out with a forceful kick to the groin followed by a left hook to the jaw. Stefan fell backwards, tripping over his stool.
 
   “Hey,” the barkeep yelled and made his way towards Kai. “Hadock, get this man out of here.”
 
   “This is no affair of yours,” Kai yelled at the barkeep. “You would do well to keep out of this.”
 
   “Hadock!” the barkeep yelled.
 
   Kai slammed Mandhar’s head twice more on the bar, completely knocking the senses out of the man. Then he turned and started for Stefan, but a massive hand seized his left arm and yanked him back. Kai turned and saw a mountain of a man.
 
   “Me, Hadock,” the man roared. “Boss say he want you out.” Hadock then lifted Kai off of the ground with one hand and threw him across the dining hall towards the door. The patrons scrambled back against the walls at the sight of Kai landing hard on one of the tables and crashing through to the floor.
 
   Kai shook his head and looked up at Hadock, who was already halfway across the room and closing fast. The Ranger sprang to his feet and looked around Hadock to see Stefan scrambling up the stairs to the bedrooms. Kai brought his focus back to the giant bouncer. He hooked his foot around a nearby chair leg and flipped the chair at Hadock. The bouncer swatted the chair away without even flinching.
 
   “Time to put you down,” Kai yelled.
 
   “What you gonna do, worm?” Hadock threatened.
 
   Kai sprang forward and jabbed Hadock in the throat. The bouncer grimaced and wound up for a massive punch, but Kai dodged the strike and viciously kicked Hadock’s knee. A sickening crack echoed through the dining hall as the knee broke out to the side. The massive man buckled and hit the ground moaning and clutching at his leg.
 
   “One hundred gold to whoever brings me that man’s head!” the barkeep yelled.
 
   Several burly men pulled knives and started for Kai.
 
   “C’mon Redbeard, let’s get into it,” Pinhead squealed.
 
   Kai saw the pair of dwarves stand from their table. The black-bearded dwarf looked at Kai briefly before glancing at the advancing foes.
 
   “Alright, Pinhead,” the black-bearded dwarf relented. “Let’s even the odds, but no weapons,” he said. The dwarves exploded forward. Kai whirled around on his heels, but soon realized they were not coming for him. They barreled into the crowd, punching, jabbing, and tackling nearly every man in the room. The black-bearded dwarf head-butted a large knife-wielding man as the brown-bearded dwarf swept the man’s legs out from under him.
 
   “Dagnabbit!” the black-bearded dwarf swore. “Broke my nose again!”
 
   “Ha!” the other dwarf laughed out as he busted another man’s arm with his club. “You never learn, yet you call me Pinhead.”
 
   “I said no weapons!” the first dwarf bellowed.
 
   The second threw his club whirling through the air to smash into another rogue’s jaw, shattering the bone and dropping the man to the ground. “Fine,” the second dwarf relented with an apathetic shrug.
 
   Kai didn’t know what to make of the scene, but he didn’t have much time to contemplate his new allies. A pair of attackers tried to come at him from behind, one with a broken bottle and the other with a dagger. Kai drew his sword and sliced through them both with one deft strike. Then he darted for Mandhar.
 
   “Thanks for the help, fellas, I owe you!” Kai yelled to the dwarves as he ran by.
 
   “Anything for a good brawl!” the bloody-faced, black-bearded dwarf shouted as he put another trio of brutes down on the floor.
 
   Patrons not wishing to get caught up in the violence rushed the exit as Kai walked back to the bar and tied Mandhar’s hands behind his back with a leather strap and then slapped his cheeks.
 
   “You won’t find her,” Mandhar said.
 
   Kai shook the man threateningly. “What do you mean?”
 
   “You best forget about her, Ranger. You won’t ever see her again.”
 
   “Keep an eye on this man,” Kai told the barkeep. “If he escapes from you, I will take your head for it.” Kai then slammed his knee into Mandhar’s face, knocking the back of his head into the bar. A quick punch followed the strike and then it was lights out for Mandhar.
 
   “Who are you looking for?” the barkeep asked.
 
   “My sister,” Kai growled.
 
   The barkeep nodded and grabbed a wooden club from under the back of the bar. “I will not let this man get away.”
 
   Kai sprinted up the stairs, hoping that Stefan had not gotten away yet, though he knew that he probably had. The rooms located on the second story of the inn all had windows through which Stefan could have exited the building, but the Ranger searched each room anyway. He kicked open each door he came to and tore through the rooms. He overturned beds as though they were made of paper, in his furious hunt, but he found no one. He had all but lost hope when he came to the last door. He slammed his foot into the door and it burst open. Kai strolled in, searching each corner with his eyes while heading directly for the bed. He grabbed the frame under the bed and flipped it over as he had done in the other rooms, but nothing was there.
 
   “Basei take you,” Kai cursed, summoning the wrath of the demigod of war. At that instant, a breeze blew through the open window and ran through Kai’s hair. He walked over to look out the window, hoping against all odds that he would see some sign of Stefan running away from the building, but what he saw instead was better than what he could have hoped for. Out in the street below, a man was limping away from the inn as fast as his good leg would carry him. Kai deduced that Stefan had jumped from the window and hurt his other leg significantly.
 
   The Ranger wasted no time in jumping out through the window and scaled down the side of the building. He scurried down with the skill of a squirrel and started sprinting off after the man.
 
   “Get away!” Stefan screamed when he saw Kai chasing after him.
 
   Kai said nothing. He slammed into Stefan and tackled him to the ground. Stefan lashed out with a couple feeble punches, but Kai slammed his fist into Stefan’s ribs. With two more deft strikes the air, and ability to fight back, was knocked out of Stefan. Kai grabbed the pathetic man by the throat and hoisted him up to his feet. Stefan gasped for air and wheezed horribly while Kai slapped a pair of iron cuffs around his wrists.
 
   “Where is my sister?” Kai growled. Stefan tried to speak, but he still had not regained his breath. “Let’s go for a walk,” Kai said. He grabbed Stefan by the back of the arm and jerked him back towards the inn.
 
   The pair had only gone a few steps when Kai heard the clanking of a bottle from behind. He wheeled around just in time to see a man emerging from an alley, aiming a crossbow at them. Kai dropped to the ground and kicked Stefan’s legs out from under him in a foot-sweeping motion that landed the prisoner flat on his back as the crossbow bolt flew by harmlessly.
 
   The assailant started to reload, but Kai was already taking aim with a throwing-knife. The blade whistled through the air as it made its way towards the assailant. Kai watched the crossbow fall to the ground just after his knife sunk deep into the attacker’s neck. The man stumbled back against a nearby building, clutching at his neck and gargling through the blood. He tried to run away, but he made it only a few steps before he collapsed on the ground lifelessly.
 
   “They won’t let me talk to you,” Stefan warned.
 
   “I see you have your breath back,” Kai replied dryly.
 
   “They’ll kill me,” Stefan pressed.
 
   Kai looked from Stefan to the dead man, and back again to Stefan. “Let’s go,” he said. Stefan started to resist, but Kai yanked the man to his feet and was all but carrying him back to the inn with such force that Stefan had no choice but to be dragged along.
 
   As they entered the inn through the front door, Stefan stiffened and started to scream and shout. Even Kai was surprised at the sight that greeted him. Hadock lay in the same place where Kai had left him, but three crossbow shafts now protruded from his skull. Mandhar was pinned to the bar now with a long sword skewering him through the heart. Kai shook his head and swore under his breath.
 
   “I told you!” Stefan screeched.
 
   Kai turned around and slammed his elbow across Stefan’s left temple. “Have a seat,” he said as Stefan fell down with his back against the doorjamb. Kai drew his sword with his right hand and pulled a mini-crossbow from his cloak with his left hand. He knew that the assassins were likely still nearby, but he had to look for the barkeep. He quickly ran across the room and peered over the bar, where he found the barkeep lying in a pool of blood.
 
   “Snake eggs,” Kai cursed. He looked back to Stefan, who was starting to come back to his senses. The Ranger needed to find his sister, but he had to find a safe place to interrogate his prisoner. Kai put away his weapons and leapt over the bar, running back towards the doorway. He grabbed Stefan by the shirt and pulled the man back to his feet.
 
   “They will find you,” Stefan said.
 
   Kai sneered and slammed his prisoner back against the wall. “You will tell me where my sister is or I will leave you here for your friends.”
 
   “You wouldn’t do that,” Stefan choked.
 
   “You have no idea what I am capable of, you cur,” Kai growled.
 
   “How do I know you can protect me, if I help you?”
 
   “I don’t have time for this, tell me right now or I leave you for your friends.”
 
   “Alright! We took the girls to forty-two Florence Street. We sold them to a man named Gildar. He will be preparing them to be shipped out of the city in the morning.”
 
   Kai’s rage boiled within him. He clenched his teeth and squeezed Stefan’s neck until the man started turning blue. Stefan squirmed and clawed at Kai’s hand until he finally let go. Stefan coughed and sputtered, leaning over on a nearby table.
 
   “I told you what I know, now get me out of here,” Stefan stammered. He looked up at Kai with a pleading expression on his face. Kai knew that Stefan had told the truth, he could see it in the man’s horrified eyes.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Kai assured him. “I will not let your friends find you.” In a flash, Kai whipped out his sword and thrust it through Stefan’s chest. “I can’t have you warning your friends about me now, can I?”
 
   Stefan fell back to the floor without a sound. His body twitched a time or two before finally going completely still. Kai sneered at the corpse and replaced his sword. He dashed out of the inn and into the night, not wasting any time in going to the address Stefan had given him.
 
   With each step that brought him closer to the house on Florence Street, his rage increased exponentially. This was uncharacteristic of Kai. He had always been able to remain objective during his assignments, but this was different. Tonight was not an assignment it was a battle for his sister’s life. This night, Kai would use his talents and skills to punish those who had taken his sister. There was not going to be any compromise. There would be no arrests. There would be only blood.
 
   When Kai arrived at the address he looked around and realized that this was only a few yards away from where he had stopped following his sister earlier. A wave of guilt washed over him and momentarily tempered his anger. He cursed himself for being so foolish, and wished that he had continued to shadow his sister so he could have prevented this tragedy. Kai looked down at his feet in shame. Why hadn’t he stayed for just a few minutes longer?
 
   The sound of a door opening from the alleyway snapped Kai out of his thoughts and into action. He jumped into the shadows and peered around the corner. He could hear men laughing and talking but it was hard to make out the words. There were three of them. One was a large, portly man roughly in his forties, another was a tall, skinny man of about the same age, and the third was a well-built man who seemed considerably younger than the other two. It was this third man that stuck out to Kai. As a Ranger, he was trained to assess any potential threats in all kinds of situations. Kai singled out this third man immediately as the biggest threat of the group. His gait spoke of a kind of confidence that comes with martial training, his build suggested that he trained rigorously, and the long sword dangling from his belt confirmed the suspicions.
 
   Kai waited silently. He had to time his strike perfectly if he wanted to maintain the element of surprise. The group started walking towards his end of the alley. He could make out their conversation now. They were talking and laughing about some girls inside the house. Kai quietly slid his sword out, careful not to reflect any light with the blade. He also pulled out a dagger with his other hand and prepared to spring into his assault. As the group came within a few yards of him, they stopped walking and the first two men turned to say goodbye to the man with the sword. They thanked him for the good time they had and said it was a shame that the new girls wouldn’t cooperate.
 
   Kai knew what they meant. His vision went red in that instant. Up he went, sprinting towards the three men. He lunged in between the first two men, slashing the fat man’s neck with his dagger while simultaneously burying his sword up through the skinny man’s abdomen until the point of his blade protruded from the man’s upper back. Not wanting to waste time retrieving his sword, Kai let it go with the skinny man and charged the swordsman with his dagger at the ready.
 
   The swordsman was quick to draw his sword, but Kai kicked the man in the groin and stabbed the shoulder of the man’s sword arm. The swordsman was about to cry out, but Kai landed a massive right hook to his face, shattering his jaw and sending him to the ground. The Ranger then bent down and wrestled the sword from his enemy with ease. The swordsman’s eyes were wide with surprise as Kai used his own sword against him.
 
   With the three of them disposed of, Kai quickly retrieved his sword from the skinny man’s body, and kept the other sword as well. He stormed up to the door and, summoning all of his rage and strength, kicked it wide open. The light from the house was bright, but Kai adjusted quickly. Inside the first room there was another large man, standing just a few feet from the door.
 
   The guard stood frozen by surprise with a blank expression on his face as Kai entered the room. He kept looking down at the splintered wood from the door instead of going for his sword. Kai exploited the opportunity by slashing both swords across the man’s chest and double thrusting into his chest for a quick finish. The guard crumpled to the floor with a grotesque thud.
 
   Kai ran down the hallway, careful to take notice of any movement. He could hear heavy footsteps from upstairs, as well as some shouting. He knew his entrance had woken the entire house, but he was more than ready to deal with them.
 
   Halfway down the hallway a door opened up and two men entered into Kai’s line of sight. One was holding a sword, and the other was loading a small crossbow. Kai expertly threw one of his swords. The man with the sword was able to duck out of the way, but the crossbowman was struck in the chest. In reflex to the strike, the crossbowman jerked and the crossbow was fired, accidentally striking the other man in the leg.
 
   Kai smiled at the sight of the two men writhing in pain. He sprinted towards them and finished the pair with a series of deft strikes before pressing onwards. This time, he left the second sword where it was and again pulled his dagger from its sheath with his left hand. As he neared the end of the hallway he could see a staircase and two doors. Kai decided that one door was undoubtedly the front door of the house, while the second door probably led to a cellar or basement area.
 
   He was in the process of deciding whether to go upstairs or downstairs first, but then a large, heavily-muscled man came bounding down the stairs holding a large mace.
 
   “You will die here,” the man growled. Then he lunged forward and swung his mace several times.
 
   Kai stepped back, then to the side, and then back again to dodge the heavy strikes. He smiled at the large man and blew him a kiss. The large man became enraged and started to press his assault, but Kai flicked his dagger in an underhanded throw and the dagger sunk deeply into the man’s gut just above his right hip.
 
   “Aaargh!” the man bellowed. He limped back a step or two, but then he again tried to move towards Kai, swinging his large mace.
 
   Kai took three steps back and then changed direction. He ran straight at the mace wielder until he was almost within range. His foe let out a loud battle-cry to Khullan, the first ruler of hell, and began swinging wildly. Kai deftly sprang to the side, running up on the wall for five steps, putting him directly behind the large man. As the Ranger landed back on the ground he flipped his sword around and thrust backwards into the mace-man’s back. He felt his foe stiffen at the thrust, and again the man bellowed in pain. Kai pulled his sword free and delivered three more lightning-fast stabs before proceeding up the stairs.
 
   By this time the house was full of commotion. In addition to the heavy steps upstairs, Kai heard women shouting and screaming amidst the curses and orders of men. As he leapt up the narrow stairway, three men started downward. Kai noticed that none of these men actually had weapons. One of them was holding his breeches up with his hands, a second was hastily throwing on a tunic, and the third was entirely naked, holding a shirt in front of his groin. The three of them stopped dead in their tracks when they saw Kai. The blood dripping from his sword and spattered across his body must have been a gruesome sight for them to see. They all put their backs to the wall and held their hands up, except for the naked guy, who kept one hand down to hold the shirt.
 
   Another man appeared at the top of the stairs; this had a crossbow in his hand. Kai reached for his dagger as the crossbowman started to take aim, but his hand found nothing more than an empty sheath. It was then Kai remembered that he had left his dagger in another man’s gut. He did the only thing he could think of. He leapt up and swiped his sword at the men standing against the wall. As they jumped and tried to scramble out of the way, the crossbowman fired and struck one of the other three men. Kai pressed upwards, but now the three men were attacking him with fists and feet. He lashed out a few times with his sword and incapacitated each of them within moments.
 
   Up the stairs he ran towards the crossbowman, but now the man had abandoned the crossbow and was holding a sword. He struck down at Kai, but the Ranger easily deflected the strike and launched a counter attack: two quick slashes cut at the guard’s legs followed by another strike slashing across his sword arm, and then a final thrust went through his left lung. Kai pushed the dying man aside with his boot and pressed on.
 
   Nearby he saw an open door on the left side of the hallway. He went inside, ready to kill anything that moved, but all he saw was a woman. Her left arm was chained to one of the bedposts and she was frantically pulling at a sheet with her free hand, trying to cover herself. Kai’s rage increased at the sight. He slammed the woman’s door shut and continued down the hallway. Each room he looked into had a similar sight, and he continued to close each door after ensuring that no enemy was inside.
 
   The end of the hallway had one final door. Kai kicked it, but it didn’t budge. He kicked again, but the door remained solid. Kai punched the door with his fist in frustration, but he then thought of an alternative. He ran back to the nearest bedroom and went straight for the window. The woman nearby was screaming for him to get away, but he paid her no mind. He threw the window open, sheathed his sword, and scrambled outside.
 
   He stood on the windowsill, his fingers taking hold of the edge of the roof. He swung his legs to gain momentum and then started inching along the wall. His right hand would reach out farther along the roof with each swing of his legs and then his left hand would follow. It was not his most graceful effort, but it worked. Soon he was near a window that he figured would allow him access to the room behind the door. He looked at the window, careful not to expose himself. He wasn’t sure how to get to the window and open it without losing the upper hand. If he took too long, the men inside would surely be able to kill him, but he had to think of something fast.
 
   An idea came to him. He wasn’t sure if it would work, but he knew his time was running out. He moved his left hand to the best spot he could find and held tight. His right hand reached down for his mini-crossbow and he put it in his mouth, holding it fast with his teeth. Then he pulled his sword out with an upside-down grip.
 
   “Basei, be with me now,” Kai prayed silently through his clenched teeth. He gathered all of his strength and thrust his sword through the wall just above the window, and then he let go with his left hand and swung down with his feet pointing out towards the window and his right hand gripping the sword’s handle. Kai felt his blade bend at holding his weight, but it held long enough for him to penetrate the window, shattering glass all over the room in a spray of crystalline shards. He let go of his sword and fell to the floor with a loud thud.
 
   Two men turned to the window, the shock clearly painted on their faces. Kai wasted no time. His left hand grabbed the mini-crossbow from his mouth and he fired on the closest enemy. The man caught the bolt with his face and fell over backwards like a felled pine-tree. The second man roared and rushed at Kai with an axe. The Ranger jumped to his feet and grabbed a nearby chair. He thought of parrying the axe with the chair but instantly realized what a bad idea that would be, and threw the chair at his foe’s feet instead. The chair crashed directly in front of the axe-man and he tumbled onto his face. Kai jumped forward, landing on his enemy’s back and rained vicious strikes down on the man’s neck with his fists. After a few seconds, Kai wrestled the axe away from the man and brought it down to join with the guard’s flesh.
 
   Kai then looked around the room and realized that no one else was there. He saw a pile of furniture up against the door he had tried to kick in and then noticed another door at the back of the room. He rushed to the door and was about to kick it down when the door floor open inwards and crashed into Kai. The Ranger flew back a few feet and landed on his back.
 
   From the doorway emerged a large, muscular man with two swords dangling from a black leather belt. The man’s brown skin, wide shallow nose, and curly black hair told Kai that this man was a Kuscan, a race of humans similar to the large barbarian Varrvar tribesmen in size, temperament, and muscularity. Kuscans usually were found on islands, and made formidable pirates, but many had moved to the mainland and become powerful warlords. This man, as was typical of Kuscan males, had several black tribal tattoos on his chest marking his heritage and confirming Kai’s notion that he was indeed a Kuscan.
 
   The Ranger then noticed a small tattoo on the Kuscan’s left forearm in the shape of two crossed swords. This tattoo distinguished the man as a master of fighting with two swords. He would prove to be a worthy opponent indeed. Kai scrambled to his feet and readied the axe in his hands.
 
   “I am Gildar,” the man announced. “You must be Kai.” The Ranger shot Gildar a confused look at the mention of his name. Gildar smiled slyly and slowly drew his swords. “Your sister has been telling me that you would come for her. I guess she was right.”
 
   “Where is she?” Kai snarled.
 
   “She is in the cellar, along with her feisty friend. Don’t worry, they are safe inside of a large crate. We will be shipping them out of the city tomorrow,” Gildar sneered. “Pity you will never see her again.”
 
   “I will take pleasure in killing you,” Kai replied.
 
   “Ah yes, she did mention that you were a Ranger. Come, show me what you can do.”
 
   The two erupted into a great battle. Clangs of steel rang out from within the room as the two fighters adeptly blocked and threw blows with their weapons. Kai’s rage boiled hot as he ducked underneath the swipe of Gildar’s left sword and felt the sting of the other sword as it grazed his left shoulder. A small amount of blood laced Gildar’s right blade, and a smile crossed the large man’s face.
 
   “You are good my friend, but you shall die here,” Gildar taunted. Kai did not give him the pleasure of a verbal response. He simply let his hatred take over as he advanced closer, striking out with his axe as fast as he could. Gildar’s smile widened as another man emerged from the back room and approached the fight. He wielded a wooden staff with steel ends.
 
   “This is my friend Arillan.” Gildar smirked as he deflected Kai’s next strike.
 
   The Ranger felt a small twinge of stupidity. He knew he should have checked the room before engaging in battle, but he had let his rage take over. He knew now that he must use his brains if he wanted to see the next day’s sunlight.
 
   Kai rushed towards Gildar, but then at the last second he veered off and threw his axe at Arillan. Kai wasn’t quite as good with axes as he was with swords, but his strike still accomplished the goal. The blunt side of the axe-head struck Arillan’s collar bone, crushing it with a resounding crack.
 
   Kai then leapt back and dodged an onslaught from Gildar in response to Arillan’s injury. Gildar kept swinging at Kai, pushing him farther and farther back towards the pile of furniture at the other door. The Ranger smiled, turned and dashed back to the make-shift barricade and grabbed a large armchair from the pile. He whipped it out at the Kuscan warrior to slow him down. Then he grabbed a small stool from the pile and threw it as well. Gildar caught the stool in the nose and staggered backwards. Kai then grabbed another stool from the pile and rushed forward.
 
   “Look out!” Arillan yelled from the other side of the room. He was leaning against the wall, using his staff to hold himself up.
 
   Thanks to the warning, Gildar was able to dodge the second airborne stool. He then kicked the armchair away and resumed his attack. Kai somersaulted forward and to the side, grabbed a sword from the guard he had killed with his mini-crossbow and prepared to square off against Gildar.
 
   The two of them danced in a circle of death with their blades creating the music that they moved to. The rings of steel filled the room as the two lashed out more and more ferociously. After several abated attempts, Kai was able to land a small gash on Gildar’s left arm. The Kuscan took a step back and roared defiantly.
 
   Kai winked and took the opportunity to extricate himself from the fight with Gildar in order to finish off Arillan, who was still leaning against the wall. Kai ran with all haste at the man. Gildar growled and started after Kai, but the Ranger was by far the faster of the two.
 
   Arillan tried to raise his staff to defend himself, but his injury prevented him from effectively lifting the weapon. He shuffled over towards a second window, hoping to stall the Ranger long enough for Gildar to catch up, but it was no use. He never stood a chance. Kai’s sword cut him down faster than a flash of lightning.
 
   Kai watched Arillan fall to the floor and then he spun around to deal with Gildar. The Ranger’s eyes opened wide as he realized that the Kuscan was already bearing down on him. Gildar rushed him with such force that neither one of them even connected a blow with their swords. Instead, their bodies slammed together hard and the two of them went out through the nearby window. The sound of shattering glass was followed by a hard landing on the ground that took the breath from both of the warriors. They rolled around on the ground helplessly for what seemed like hours until they regained their senses and resumed their furious battle.
 
   “I will rip you apart and chew upon your spine, you maggot!” Gildar growled in response. The sounds of steel biting steel were rivaled only by the roars emitted by these two warriors as they strived one against the other. Every once in a while a small amount of blood would hit the ground as a sword would make a small but painful gash upon the flesh of one of the fighters. Kai and Gildar seemed evenly matched. Even though the Kuscan was by far stronger and wielded two swords, Kai’s skill evened things out and the two found themselves in a deadlock. They each drew gash for gash. Blood lined both of the fighters’ blades.
 
   Then finally, after long last, Kai delivered a crippling blow. His sword cut through Gildar’s quadriceps deep enough to render the muscle entirely useless. The Kuscan roared in agony as he dropped to his right knee. Kai looked down into Gildar’s eyes and sneered. The Ranger could end it now, but no, he wasn’t finished yet. Gildar was going to hurt.
 
   Another yell erupted from the Kuscan warrior as Kai thrust his blade through his left arm. Gildar dropped the sword from that hand instantly. Kai then sliced across Gildar’s right shoulder. The Kuscan winced and released the second sword also. Kai felt a surge of delight fill his soul as he watched the large man writhe in pain.
 
   Then, to Kai’s surprise Gildar summoned strength enough to rise to his feet. The Kuscan drew a knife with his right hand and tried to lash out, but Kai sidestepped the assault and drove his sword through Gildar’s heart. The giant man fell to the ground in a slump. His blood spilled out upon the street. Kai then came down with one final swipe of his sword on his enemy’s neck. Gildar’s head rolled away from his body as Kai rushed back into the building.
 
   He found his sister and Jenedina in the cellar, just as Gildar had said. He freed them from the large wooden crate and held them in his arms as they sobbed uncontrollably. Nobody said a word for a long time. The three of them huddled together in the cellar and hugged tightly. Finally, Kai urged them to their feet and explained that they had to go before the guards arrived. The two women nodded and wiped the tears from their battered faces.
 
   Kai led them out of the building and the trio disappeared into the darkness and escaped undetected. As they made their way back to Kai’s house, he realized that now his own life had taken a different road. He would not be able to return from this path. Not only would the city guard and the remaining survivors from the inn be hunting him, but so would the rangers.
 
   All of the Rangers, including Kai were trained experts in the sciences of investigation, stealth, and assassination. They were masters of the arts of death. Kai knew he had maybe one day before the Rangers would figure out that he had caused this scene of carnage. After that, it was simply a matter of how fast they could track him down and kill him. No one had ever escaped the Rangers before. Even though he himself was one of the best, he could not hope to defeat all eleven of them.  It was impossible. But it no longer mattered. The only thing that mattered now was getting his sister to safety.
 
   Kai would try to use his money to send Sebina and Jenedina away before he was caught. He had been saving his salary for the last twelve years in the hopes of relocating to Kobhir with his sister. He had never told her of his plans before, but now it would be impossible for them both to go.  He could, however, send her with Jenedina. He hoped that then at least his sister could have a new start. Kai mulled over the details as he escorted Jenedina and Sebina home.
 
   “Can I stay with the two of you tonight?” Jenedina asked when they reached Kai and Sebina’s house.
 
   “Yes,” Kai said softly as he opened the door and let them in. “That would be fine. Why don’t you both go and sit down by the hearth, I will make a fire to warm the house.” Kai closed the door behind them and locked it. The sound of the bolt scraping into place jolted the two women, and Jenedina started to cry. Kai sighed and shook his head helplessly. He walked over and quickly made a fire and beckoned the two to come over and sit on the floor nearby.
 
   “Thank you,” Sebina said. “I knew you would come for us.”
 
   Kai nodded and hugged her gently before getting up to find a blanket. He opened a small closet and pulled out a wool blanket big enough for the two women to share and wrapped it around them. “The desert nights can get quite cold,” Kai commented in an attempt to make things seem normal for the girls.
 
   The two women looked up at Kai, but they said nothing. What was there to say after such horrid tragedies? Kai sighed again and walked into the back room. He closed the door gently and lit a candle. The light flooded the room, scattering the shadows about as he moved. Kai undressed and cleaned his sword. As he cleaned the blade he realized his terrible mistake. This was not his sword. His sword was embedded in the wall of the house, near a second-floor window, and his knife was still buried in the abdomen of one of his enemy’s. His sword had been a gift from Captain Lador upon joining the Rasselin Rangers, and Kai had often shown his knife to his comrades as it was a favorite weapon of his. He knew that the blades would be used to implicate him in the deadly business. Kai tossed the bloody sword to the floor and punched the nearby wall in frustration.
 
   “What do I do now?” Kai mumbled. After punching the wall one more time he walked to the head of his bed. He moved his bed away from the wall, reached down and pulled up a loose floorboard. He stuck his hand down in the hole and retrieved a small leather bag, closed with the employment of a drawstring. He hefted the small, but heavy bag up and a faint smile crossed his lips for the briefest moment as he thought of its contents.
 
   This bag was freedom, for himself and for his sister. It was his life earnings. This bag was going to give him his dreams in Kobhir where he and his sister could live happily. The contents inside, five hundred gold pieces, were almost enough to make their way to Aunt Agnes’ alchemical shop in Kobhir and buy into her business as she had offered.
 
   Soon, however, the smile faded as he recalled that he would not be going. In fact it was likely that the only place he was going was to his death. The executioner’s block or perhaps the noose would be his final destination. But at least his sister would be safe. This money could send both Jenedina and Sebina to Aunt Agnes in Kobhir where they could pay for alchemical training and settle in. Kai sighed as he rose to his feet. The gravity of the consequences of his actions finally settled in on him and nagged at his soul.
 
   Kai pushed the bed back and then returned to the front room and knelt in front of his sister. She looked up at him with a tear ridden face, but she said nothing. Kai reached out with his left hand and gently brushed her hair from her forehead. His hand then grasped hers and he pulled it towards him. He kissed the hand of his baby sister, and then he overturned it, and placed the bag of gold into it.
 
   “Do you remember Aunt Agnes?” he asked.
 
   She nodded silently.
 
   “She offered to let us buy into her shop after ma and pa died. I have been saving ever since then to take us out of here.”
 
   Sebina shut her eyes as tears escaped through the corner of her eyes. Her bottom lip quivered and her shoulders slumped. “I didn’t know you were doing that,” she whispered.
 
   Kai put a hand on her shoulder. “I never wanted you to stay here in the desert,” Kai said. “I have been writing Aunt Agnes regularly every few months to keep in touch. I am still a few months short of the sum she proposed, but I am sure she will take you in if you tell her what happened here. Tomorrow, go and charter a trip to Kobhir. Take Jenedina with you. When you get there take this letter to Aunt Agnes, it is the most recent one she wrote and it has her address in it. No matter what, you may never come back here. Do you understand?” 
 
   Sebina nodded her head. She didn’t say anything. She just stared at the bag blankly. Suddenly, she threw her arms around her brother and began to sob. Now, instead of bringing her happiness, the realization of her dream of leaving Rasselin was tearing out her heart. She had no idea that Kai had been planning this all along. If she had known she would not have been apt to go and look for others who could have freed her from this desert prison. Her guilt swelled within her as tears flowed from her face. If only she had listened to him, they both could have gone, but now only she could leave. Her brother would stay in this sandpit, and die here. Kai opened his mouth to say some words of comfort, but then there came a knock at the door.
 
   “This is the Rasselin city guard!” shouted a young male voice from the other side.
 
   “Sit here and say nothing,” Kai whispered to his sister. “Remember, this was not your fault.” He rose to his feet and approached the door. He opened it slightly to see two young guardsmen. “What is it you want?” Kai asked in a calm manner.
 
   “Captain Lador has summoned you to meet him in the meeting hall at the dungeon,” the first guard replied. “He needs you there immediately.”
 
   “Very well,” Kai said. “I will leave promptly.” The guards nodded and then left as abruptly as they had come.
 
   Kai returned to his room to dress in his uniform, but then he noticed a big problem. He had not had the time to clean his uniform, and blood streaked across it. If Kai answered the summons then he would be discovered. His clothes and the absence of his sword would testify to his involvement. It would be impossible to escape the room alive with all of the Rangers there. It was over. No time to run or hide. He would be dead either tonight, or he would be executed publicly tomorrow.
 
   For a brief moment, he thought of running away. Perhaps he could escape if he had a large enough head start, but he dismissed the notion. He knew that if he did not go to the summons the consequences would be far worse. Captain Lador and the Rangers would still discover his involvement, and they would shut the entire city down in an attempt to find him. Not only would Sebina and Jenedina be prevented from leaving, but as part of the investigation, Sebina would likely be interrogated and the money Kai had given her would be seized from her. His sister would never be able to leave, and she would be left destitute.
 
   The only way he could get his sister out of the city safely was by attending the conference at the meeting hall. Then at least there would not be an investigation, they would not think to seize his property, his sister would be free to leave just as soon as the gates reopened in the morning. It was the only way.
 
   Kai put on his bloody uniform and headed out. He stopped at the door and turned to look once more at his sister. “Remember; leave tomorrow just as soon as the gates open!” Kai saw her nod in response, but she said nothing. She did not even turn to look at him. Kai opened the door and left.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   Captain Lador sat quietly at the head of a long wooden table in the center of the meeting hall, part of the large office complex on the first level of the dungeon. He waited patiently as one by one the members of the Ranger unit filed in. Redjak, Captain Lador’s assistant seated each Ranger according to rank, with the highest ranking Ranger on Captain Lador’s right hand side and each additional ranger in order all the way around the table so that the lowest ranking Ranger sat on Captain Lador’s left hand side.
 
   When Kai entered the room, seven other Rangers were already present. All eyes fell on him as Redjak escorted him to his seat. Kai knew they noticed that his sword was missing. Kai had tried to use the sword that he retrieved from the scene, but the blade was too wide for his scabbard, so he was left with no alternative but to answer the summons without a weapon.
 
   Redjak pulled Kai’s chair out, just two seats down from Captain Lador on the right side, and gestured to it. Kai was careful to maintain a somber expression as he and the others waited in silence for the others to arrive.
 
   As the last Ranger was seated Captain Lador rose to his feet. He motioned for the doors to be closed. Redjak left the room and closed the doors behind him. Kai squirmed internally as the bolts on the other side of the door scraped and slid into place. The room was now locked. There was no escape.
 
   “Tonight,” Lador began somberly, “unknown forces have slaughtered a large number of people. This is the biggest massacre the city of Rasselin has seen in centuries. The attacks occurred at the Tiger’s Eye Inn, and at a residence on Florence Street.”
 
   Kai shifted in his seat. Lador glanced in his direction and continued.
 
   “Several men, including the barkeep and the bouncer were murdered at the Tiger’s Eye Inn. The safe was busted open and apparently looted of its contents as well.”
 
   Kai furrowed his brow. Who emptied the safe?
 
   “Next we found a pair of bodies in an alley just off of Florence Street,” Lador continued.
 
   A pair of bodies? There should have been three, plus the assassin in the street near the inn as well. Kai wanted to protest, but he held his tongue. Something was very wrong about this.
 
   “A few men were found inside the residence. It is uncertain exactly what went on there. The men were naked, and appeared to have been tortured before their death. This building was also looted. However, it is apparent that something else was going on here. There was blood found in several rooms, indicating that there was a battle of some sort.”
 
   “Are we talking about rival gangs?” Jimik spoke up from the end of the table.
 
   Lador shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “How can you be sure?” Diggs asked.
 
   Kai was too busy concentrating on the missing details to notice that Lador was looking at him. Where were the women? Where were all the bodies? Why leave only the Johns? Diggs kicked Kai’s leg under the table, jolting him from his thoughts. Kai looked up and saw Lador’s eyes boring holes into him.
 
   Apparently satisfied that he again had everyone’s attention, Lador continued. “The gates are all locked. No one leaves or enters this city until I find the man responsible,” Lador said.
 
   Kai felt his heart sink. With the gates sealed, there was no way for his sister to escape to safety. He knew he had to turn himself in. Then maybe he could convince Captain Lador to allow his sister to leave in the morning. His only other option was to fight his way out of this room. Even had that been possible, he couldn’t draw swords against his own friends. Kai took a deep breath and rose to his feet. A few moments passed as Kai looked at each of his comrades and then into Captain Lador’s expectant eyes.
 
   “Do you know of something useful Kai?” Lador asked.
 
   Kai nodded. He then unfolded his cloak and displayed it across the table. He watched the others examine the blood stains. “I am the man responsible, but I ask that you hear what I have to say before you arrest me. I will not give you a fight.”
 
   Diggs jumped up and grabbed Kai’s arm.
 
   “Diggs! Sit down!” Lador ordered.
 
   “But, sir, you heard him confess to murder, we have to take him in,” Diggs shouted back. His left hand hovered over the hilt of his sword.
 
   “He is surrendering, and you will sit. That’s an order, Diggs.”
 
   Diggs turned a sour face to Kai and spat on his boots. He made a show of shifting his seat away from Kai as he sat back down.
 
   Lador frowned and tapped the table with his right thumb. Kai shifted on his feet and stared directly down at the table. “Alright, Kai you tell us what happened. Not a man will move until you deliver your story.”
 
   Kai nodded his head and then proceeded to explain of Stefan and Mandhar. He detailed each battle carefully, accounting for each person he had killed, but being careful to inform them that most of the victims at the inn, except for Stefan and a pair of drunkards who had attacked with weapons, were not killed by his hand, but by unknown assassins. He also chose to leave out the dwarves. They had saved his life, so he felt he owed them protection in return. When he recounted the battle on Florence Street Lador stopped him.
 
   “There were no women at this house, Kai, are you sure you saw women chained to beds?”
 
   “I have never been more sure of anything in all my life,” Kai replied. “Stefan and Mandhar kidnapped my sister and would have forced her to work in the brothel.”
 
   Captain Lador nodded and stroked his chin for a moment. He motioned for Kai to sit down. Kai closed his eyes and sat down, waiting for some unseen sword to pierce his back. The few moments of silence that ensued felt like an eternity, but at last Captain Lador broke the silence. “I believe your story, Kai,” Lador said. “I am happy to hear that your sister and her friend are safe. I don’t know what should be done about the women you say you saw. Without any leads it would be nigh impossible to find them. It would have been better if you had freed all of the women and brought them here.” Captain Lador took in a deep breath and leaned forward. “However, despite the fact that I believe you, I am afraid that we will have to arrest you. By law we must hang you.”
 
   Diggs grinned and started to rise again.
 
   “Diggs, keep your butt in your chair or you will lose it,” Lador growled.
 
   Diggs bristled, but said nothing. He folded his arms and leaned back in his chair.
 
   “I would like to make an appeal to the governor,” Lador added.
 
   Kai and Diggs glanced up to Lador with open mouths.
 
   “With all due respect,” Jimik put in. “What is there to appeal? He has confessed to murdering several people.”
 
   “The circumstances, and Kai’s motivation-” Lador started.
 
   “No,” Jimik said with a shake of his head. “If we let him go, we make a mockery of the rangers. We will lose our legitimacy with the people.”
 
   “The populace already give us sidelong glances and spit on our backs,” Gainer added from across the table. “Jimik is right, they will revolt against us if we let Kai go.”
 
   “It would make investigations almost impossible,” Diggs added.
 
   “What if it was you, Diggs?” Lador shot back. He rose back to his feet and firmly planted his palms on the table in front of him. “What if it was your sister Jimik?”
 
   “Bah,” Jimik waved the notion away. “The law is clear.”
 
   “Would the law be so clear if someone stole your ten year old sister?” Lador growled. “I dare say that you would have done the same thing.”
 
   “I should have asked for help,” Kai said. At once all eyes fell back on him and the arguing stopped. “I am sorry for my actions. I should have asked for help. But, I couldn’t see past my sister. I feared for her life, and her honor. I feared I did not have even a moment to spare, lest I lose all hope of finding her again.”
 
   Diggs slumped forward. “Captain’s right,” he admitted. “We all would have done the same in your stead.”
 
   Captain Lador nodded and sat back in his seat. “I believe that I may be able to convince the governor that your acts were purely motivated by defense.
 
   “What about Stefan?” Jimik interjected. “He was apprehended and bound before Kai slew him.”
 
   Lador jabbed a finger in Jimik’s direction. “You will hold your tongue. I have heard your opinion, now be silent.”
 
   Jimik looked away, mumbling under his breath.
 
   Lador clasped his hands on the table and addressed the rangers collectively. “I think even Stefan’s death may be mitigated by the fact that assassins could possibly have interrogated him and compromised Kai’s safety and efficiency. I am placing a gag order on this incident. None of you are to speak of any of this. After I have spoken with Governor Gandle, we will reconvene. Until then, don’t even think about any of this. Is that understood?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the rangers said collectively.
 
   Lador turned back to Kai. “I will have to place you in custody, until the dust has settled.” Lador motioned for Diggs to take Kai.
 
   Diggs moved, albeit much more slowly and less vigorously than previously, to bind Kai’s arms.
 
   Lador called out to the door, “Redjak, unlock the door. Immediately the bolts slid and clicked back into place and the door opened.
 
   Lador motioned for everyone to leave. “Everyone out. Diggs and I will take Kai below after you have gone.”
 
   Kai, Diggs, and Lador watched the others file out of the room. A couple of them offered Kai empathetic glances, but most followed Jimik’s lead and refused to acknowledge him anymore.
 
   After they were gone, Lador walked over to Kai and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I cannot promise anything, but I will do my best to negotiate with the governor.”
 
   “Thank you sir,” Kai whispered.
 
   “You should be aware, that you will still likely end up in the dungeons for a very long time, but it would be better than a hangman’s noose,” Lador said. “As a Ranger, you should have known better than this. We could have investigated the matter, we would have found them. I would have closed the gates until the culprits had been caught and punished. I would have seen each of them hung.” Lador sighed as he looked at Kai. “Even if the Governor would grant you a pardon, you will never be able to work in the guard or as a ranger again.”
 
   “I know sir. I just didn’t think that I had the time to do things by the book. However, I ask one favor of you now.” Kai met Lador’s gaze with a stern but pleading stare.
 
   Diggs furrowed his brow and glanced between Kai and Captain Lador.
 
   “What is it?” Lador asked.
 
   “For the last ten years I have saved money for my sister and me to move to Kobhir. I earned that money by protecting this city. I gave it to my sister tonight and told her to go to Kobhir in the morning. I ask that you reopen the gates and let her keep the money, and leave.”
 
   Lador thought for a few minutes. “She is free to go. I will also have her escorted to Kobhir. I will send the entire Ranger unit with her, as well as ten of my patrolmen from the city guard. However, you must stay here and face your charges, whatever the outcome may be. Are we agreed?”
 
   “Yes sir.” A tear slid down Kai’s cheek.
 
   “I do not agree with what you did, but I will see to it that Sebina gets to Kobhir safely,” Diggs said.
 
   “She is to go to our aunt, who owns an alchemical shop in Kobhir. She will have the address,” Kai said.
 
   Diggs nodded.
 
   “Diggs, you may leave,” Lador said. “Prepare tonight for the journey. I expect you all to be ready by first light.”
 
   “As you say,” Diggs said with a bow of his head.
 
   “Kai,” Lador said after Diggs exited the room, “come with me. It’s time.”
 
   Redjak entered the hall and placed Kai’s sword on the table.
 
   “You knew?” Kai asked.
 
   Lador grinned slightly. “I may have failed to mention a few details.” He shrugged and picked up Kai’s sword. 
 
   Redjak produced a set of irons and shackled Kai’s wrists and ankles.
 
   “Testing my honor?” Kai asked as the cold iron closed around his limbs.
 
   Lador shook his head. “I trusted your honor. I wanted to know why. As I said, we didn’t find any women. The beds were still there, but no restraints. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, until you filled in the blanks with Stefan and Mandhar.” Lador motioned for the door. Kai nodded and shuffled his feet, chains scraping along the stone floor.
 
   Lador was silent as he led Kai to the dungeon. Redjak followed behind them, holding a torch.
 
   As they descended the spiral staircase Kai felt the air grow cooler and he could smell the dampness. At the bottom of the staircase a prison guard opened a large gate. Lador and Kai entered through the gate and closed it behind them. Redjak remained outside the gate.
 
   Kai looked down the hall. Torches adorned the wall giving light to the narrow walkway between the eight cells in the chamber. Kai had been here many times before, but never as a prisoner. How different the atmosphere seemed from this perspective.
 
   Lador and Kai walked to the end of the hall, and into the last cell on the left. Kai walked in as the cell gate was closed behind him. He laid his hands on the meal tray through a small opening in the gate and Lador removed the shackles.
 
   “Your sister and Jenedina will be the only people allowed to leave tomorrow. The gates will remain locked after their departure,” Lador said.
 
   Kai shot Lador a puzzled look.
 
   “I will speak with the governor first thing in the morning, but I don’t know how open he’ll be to commuting your sentence.” Lador looked back over his shoulder and checked the hallway before leaning in closer to Kai. “I have been investigating these illegal brothels for some time now.”
 
   “What?” Kai asked incredulously.
 
   “Keep your voice down, Kai,” Lador scolded. “I believe that the governor is involved somehow, but I can’t prove it yet.”
 
   “Do any of the other Rangers know?” Kai asked.
 
   “Only Diggs,” Lador replied. “But that is why I am sending the Rangers with your sister tomorrow. I want to make sure that she and her friend reach Kobhir safely. These men are very powerful, and they don’t take kindly to having people disrupt their operations.”
 
   “If the governor is involved, then why talk to him about me?” Kai inquired.
 
   “I have to keep up appearances. I don’t want the governor to get wise to the fact that I’m aware of the trafficking of women in this city and I certainly don’t want him to know that I suspect his involvement. In any case, regardless of what the governor says I have an idea to help you escape.”
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Kai, how many times have you heard me say that I believe in second chances?” Lador chuckled to himself and shook his head. “Besides, now that you are involved, it would be beneficial for us both to turn you loose.”
 
   “What do you need?” Kai asked.
 
   “I want you to sneak into the governor’s manor and find evidence for me. If the governor is involved, like I believe he is, then I will need proof to take to the queen.”
 
   “I see, and you think it would work to use me as your spy so that the governor can’t trace it back to you,” Kai deduced.
 
   “That is precisely right. If Governor Gandle orders me to execute you, I will schedule the event for the day after tomorrow by convincing the governor that I need a day to publicize the execution, but in reality you will already be let loose to investigate the governor’s mansion. On the other hand, if he agrees to imprison you instead of hanging you, then it will be even easier to let you out. We just have to make the governor believe that you are here.”
 
   “It will be tricky,” Kai said. “If I am caught, then what is our play?”
 
   Lador sighed. “If you are caught, I will have to claim that you have gone mad and wanted to seek revenge on the governor for your sentence, or for allowing a sex slave ring in the city, or something else. Either way, we will both likely lose our heads- so don’t get caught.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Kai said with a nod.
 
   “I will do what I can to keep Rasselin’s gates closed to prevent the criminals from escaping before you can uncover their identities. I will also send word to Hart’s Bridge and close down the crossing there between the two kingdoms. At least that way we know the perpetrators will be stuck in our lands and we can go after them with full force.”
 
   “What about letting me out tonight?” Kai proposed.
 
   “No, the city guard is out scouring the city for other suspicious persons. Some witnesses claim a pair of dwarves might be involved.” Lador arched his brow and studied Kai’s face.
 
   “They are allies, I think,” Kai said. “They joined in the fight and helped me at the Tiger’s Eye Inn.”
 
   “I see,” Lador said. “Interesting that you forgot to mention that detail before.”
 
   Kai shrugged sheepishly. “Do you know anything else about these dwarves?”
 
   “No, before the inn, I hadn’t ever seen them before. I believe they came in with the merchant caravan from Kobhir about a week ago. We haven’t seen dwarves very often, and we certainly don’t have any that are permanent residents, but there were a pair on the travel charters from Kobhir. Either way, Stefan and Mandhar came in with the caravan from Valiv, so I don’t think they are connected.”
 
   Captain Lador nodded slowly and knitted his brow. “Maybe I can track them down before the city guard. I’ll see what I can do, so long as you say they are friendlies.”
 
   Kai nodded. “If they had been enemies, there were plenty of opportunities for them to show it. Either way, I owe them.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   “Then, I will wait for you tomorrow,” Kai said.
 
   “First thing in the morning. Just hang in there.” Lador patted the bars on the cell door and walked back down the long, dank hallway.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kelden slipped into the open door leading to the throne room and saw the queen at the far end of the chamber. She did not see him right away, or notice his approach. Queen Dalynn paced back and forth in front of her throne. The wooden, high-backed throne seemed to tower over her upon the dais. The carved antlers protruding from the top only accentuated the effect. Her feet pit-patted along the green marble floor just soft enough not to echo through the large, empty throne room. She was looking to the floor and her hands alternated between flattening the front of her red, silken gown and wringing her fingers together as she mumbled to herself.
 
   Kelden had not seen her like this before, except for once, when he had identified Theodorus, her former Minister of Trade, as the mastermind behind an assassination plot against her. What could have her so upset now? Kelden wondered to himself. He approached as politely as he could, clearing his throat as he neared her. She looked up and smiled faintly.
 
   “Captain, I have been expecting you. I wish to speak with you about something.”
 
   Kelden knelt before her.  “I am at your service.”
 
   She produced Gandle’s letter from a pocket in the side of her dress and unfolded it. “My cousin believes me to be overbearing,” she said. “What do you think?”
 
   Kelden shook his head slightly. “I think you are concerned, but not without cause.”
 
   Queen Dalynn nodded and patted the letter to her lips. “You should know best,” she agreed. “You were in the thick of it all.” She placed the letter back into her pocket and smoothed the front of her dress once more. She sighed and walked back to her throne, turned and sat upon the front of the seat, keeping her back straight and her hands folded before her in her lap. “Captain Ferryl, recent developments have given me much reason to think.” Queen Dalynn drew in a deep breath and bit her bottom lip ever so slightly. “Please rise, Kelden.”
 
   Kelden did as she asked.
 
   “I needed to send someone that I trusted to my cousin. I fear for his safety. I knew that if something was amiss, you would be able to handle it. Forgive me for giving you this duty so soon after your last mission, but it had to be you.”
 
   “I understand, your majesty,” Kelden replied with a bow. “I am always at your service, whatever you may need.”
 
   “Perhaps you should not be so hasty to commit to that,” she said. Her eyes scanned the room before returning to Kelden’s gaze. “Kelden, I grew up with Theodorus. Fifty years ago my parents owned land adjacent to his parents’ estate. We learned how to ride horses together, we were tutored by the same scholars, and we both entered the royal court in the same year.”
 
   Kelden stood silently, nodding to show he was listening.
 
   “We had always been the best of friends. I confided in him even after I became betrothed, and when my new husband soon lost interest in me, it was Theodorus whom I turned to for advice and comfort.” She arched an eyebrow. “We never did anything improper, mind you, we were just friends.”
 
   “Of course, milady,” Kelden agreed.
 
   Queen Dalynn shook her head as she fought off the tears welling up in her eyes. “Our only argument was over a game of jacks when we were seven. After that we never spoke ill words to each other. So, tell me, Kelden, how is it that Theodorus was at the head of this…” her words trailed off as a tear slid down her cheek. Kelden was about to speak but Dalynn raised her hand to silence him. “Let me put this differently,” she said with renewed resolve. “In a world where even my best friend wished to take my life, I have realized the importance of surrounding myself with men of real integrity. I need men like you, men I can trust.”
 
   “I don’t understand, your majesty,” Kelden interjected.
 
   “I have watched your career progress Kelden, ever since you first started in the Merchant Guard. Do you remember when you saved my nephew from a burglary?”
 
   Kelden nodded. “Yes, milady, I do. It was my first week with the Merchant Guard, I was fresh out of training.”
 
   “I have kept tabs on you since that night. I have found you to be a man unsullied by power, or rank. You have not let your advancing authority make you haughty, and what’s more, you have not become greedy or covetous for more power.”
 
   Kelden fidgeted with his toes in his boots. It wasn’t that he disagreed with her, but having the queen describe his character to him was a bit unnerving.
 
   “Theodorus was corrupted by power. He let his lust for wealth and authority cloud his judgment. How else can a man forget his childhood friend?” Queen Dalynn rose from her throne and moved close to Kelden. She laid a hand on his shoulder and looked intently into his eyes. “I need to know Kelden, can I trust you to guard your integrity?”
 
   Kelden furrowed his brow. “I will remain true, milady, but I am afraid I don’t understand why you are asking,” he replied.
 
   Dalynn nodded. “The border disputes in the south are increasing in frequency. Reports of criminal elements operating within my kingdom are growing. Diplomacy with Shausmat has all but failed, and it would not take much to plunge us all into complete war.” She squeezed Kelden’s shoulder a bit and leaned in a little closer. “Given recent events, I can only believe that with such chaos, there will be more like Theodorus, who will jump at the chance to advance themselves, by any means necessary.”
 
   “What would you have me do?” Kelden asked.
 
   “It is time for us to go on the offensive,” Queen Dalynn said coolly. “I am creating a special unit of individuals with particular talents. It will be something similar to the Rasselin Rangers, but the unit will answer directly to me, and be responsible for rooting out organized crime, and uncovering threats to my government.”
 
   Kelden unconsciously stiffened and almost pulled away from the queen. “With respect, a unit like this could be extremely dangerous, if not directed by the right person.”
 
   “I know,” Queen Dalynn said with a nod. She let go of Kelden’s shoulder and clasped her hands in front of her waist. “There is no one in my court whom I could trust with such authority, and that is why I have summoned you. Kelden, I want you to lead this unit.”
 
   Kelden opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Dalynn continued. “This unit will not be like the secret police that former rulers of Zinferth used to round up enemies of the state and cart them away in the middle of the night. I have no intention of using it that way, and I am putting my hope in you that you can continue honorably as you have in the past. Officially, you will retain your current rank in the Merchant Guard, but you will secretly head this new unit of special soldiers. You will ensure that the members recruited into the unit don’t go beyond necessary measures in carrying out their duties. This unit will be used to investigate threats of a special nature as the need arises. Remember, I am placing a lot of trust in you, Kelden.  Aside from my family, you are the closest and truest friend that I have left.” Her smile faded and her brow drew close together. “King Sarito will not heed my diplomatic envoys.  War continues, and I will need you to cull threats that will arise from other, less distinguishable origins.”
 
   Kelden nodded soberly.
 
   “Will you accept this position, Captain Ferryl?”
 
   “It would be an honor, your majesty,” Kelden replied.
 
   “We will have much work to do. I have not established all of the details yet. We will need to decide how large the unit should be, allocate funding for special operations, and create a list of qualified individuals to join the unit.” Queen Dalynn clasped her hands together and pressed her knuckles to her mouth. “For now, there is a matter that demands your attention.” She reached into her sleeve and pulled a small piece of paper. “A man is waiting for you at Harm’s Way armory.” She unfolded the paper and showed Kelden the symbol drawn on it.
 
   Kelden took the paper and noted the symbol as he tucked it into his sleeve, just above his left wrist. “I assume he will approach me?”
 
   Queen Dalynn nodded. “He will ask you whether you have been fishing lately, and then you will hand him the piece of paper. The symbol is your first target.”
 
   “Is this an arrest, or are we gathering information?”
 
   Dalynn sighed. “More the latter. Your contact will fill you in on the details, I would rather not discuss them here. Follow his lead on this one. Things will become clear fairly quickly.”
 
   “As you wish, your majesty,” Kelden said.
 
   “One more thing, Captain Ferryl, this is something we need to keep a close hold on. Speak of this to no one, and do be careful.”
 
   Kelden nodded and bowed as he turned to leave. As he walked away, he felt as if a large boulder had just settled upon his shoulders, threatening to crush him into oblivion.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kelden entered Harm’s Way armory and glanced around. A few racks stood in the middle of the floor with swords and pole-arms glistening in the sunlight streaming in from the windows. A bit of dust swirled on the floor planks as a light breeze snuck in past Kelden and ran through the shop. Shields and war-hammers lined the walls, with a couple suits of armor on display toward the back of the shop. One was a brown suit of metal plate armor with golden lilies painted on the pauldrons and chest plate, the other was black metal with red dragon wings across the chest plate.
 
   A few men mulled about the shop. None of them paid Kelden any mind. By the looks of their frames, they were likely regulars in the army or small time mercenaries. Harry, the shop’s owner was busy showing a young man how to properly balance a greatsword on the battlefield and didn’t even bother acknowledging Kelden’s presence. Kelden closed the door and started to walk to the right, staying close to the front of the shop. It was then that a man in the back corner of the shop pulled a pipe from his mouth and blew a circle of smoke from his mouth as he winked at Kelden.
 
   The man cupped his pipe in his left hand and grinned wide, his red stubbly beard glinted in the sunlight as he approached Kelden. Nothing spectacular stood out to Kelden. The man was a couple inches under six feet tall, with light brown, reddish hair cut short and three-day growth along his chin and jawline. He wasn’t heavily muscular, but not frail either. As he got closer there was something in his green eyes that unnerved Kelden. Something about the way he smiled made it impossible for Kelden to get a read on the man. He wasn’t sure if this was a man he would get along with or not.
 
   “Been fishin’ lately?” the man asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Kelden replied evenly, still trying to decipher the grin on his contact’s face. “I caught something you might be interested in.” Kelden pulled the paper and gave it to the man.
 
   “The name is Yeoj,” the contact said as he unfolded the paper.
 
   “Yeoj?” Kelden repeated. “I’m not familiar with that name, where is it from?”
 
   “Heh, my dad lost a bet,” Yeoj said as he clapped Kelden on the shoulder.
 
   Kelden glanced around, a bit unnerved by Yeoj’s apparent lack of discretion. “You never thought to change it when you grew older?”
 
   “Nope,” Yeoj said with a shrug. “It grows on you.” He looked at the paper for a moment and then tucked it into his pipe. “C’mon, I’ll explain as we walk.”
 
   Kelden nodded and motioned for Yeoj to lead the way.
 
   The two stepped into the street and Yeoj turned left with a determined, yet measured gait. Kelden moved quickly to keep pace, but remained just half a step behind on Yeoj’s left so Yeoj could lead.
 
   “Do you know Zobella Arno?” Yeoj asked casually.
 
   “The tax auditor? Sure, I know who she is.”
 
   “I need to pick something up from her office, and then we will move on to finish our task.”
 
   “What exactly is our task?” Kelden asked.
 
   Yeoj smiled and smacked Kelden’s shoulder again. “Don’t worry. Normally I will be under your direction and you will have full visibility on everything we do, but for this one the Queen thought it best if I not bother you with too many of the details.”
 
   “Still, I would feel more comfortable if I knew what our objective was,” Kelden pressed. “Are we after Zobella for something?”
 
   Yeoj shook his head. “Not exactly. I am after a ledger she keeps. It has a list of names.” Yeoj pointed left and the two turned down a dusty alley, cutting over to the next road before turning right again and continuing onward. “The list contains individuals who are cheating the tax system. You know, they only file textiles for taxes when really they are bringing in a few crates of textiles and the rest of their crates have something more valuable. Others simply don’t report all of the sales they make, and so they avoid paying taxes that way.”
 
   “So we are after those people?” Kelden guessed. “That isn’t what I expected.”
 
   “No, we are going to use the list to blackmail an individual into helping us find someone a little more sinister than tax evaders.”
 
   “Who are we after?”
 
   “Dunno,” Yeoj said with a shrug. Suddenly he stopped and motioned for Kelden to stay put. “We’re here.”
 
   Kelden looked around. “This isn’t her office?”
 
   “Did I say her office?” Yeoj said teasingly. “I meant her study at her home, my mistake.” Kelden sighed. Things were not off to a good start.
 
   “Make it fast,” Kelden said.
 
   “Aye, boss,” Yeoj said with a wink. He pulled a slim dagger from his boot and pried his way into a window facing the alley. He disappeared from view within seconds and was only gone for a minute or two before he reemerged, grinning as wide as ever.
 
   “Admit it, you missed me,” Yeoj said as he slid the window back into place.
 
   “Not hardly,” Kelden said. He shook his head and motioned to Yeoj. “Let me see the book. Yeoj pulled the ledger from the back of his pants and handed it over. Kelden noticed a gold bracelet on Yeoj’s wrist that hadn’t been there before. Kelden took the ledger and thumbed through the pages. “Nice bracelet,” he commented. “You gonna put that back?”
 
   “Hadn’t planned on it,” Yeoj said.
 
   “I’ll look through the ledger, you go put it back,” Kelden said. When Yeoj didn’t move Kelden snapped the ledger shut and arched an eyebrow. “We will not become that kind of unit. Go put it back or I will drop you in prison and find someone else to take your place.”
 
   Yeoj nodded and patted the air with his hands. “Alright, I’ll slip it back in there, but it was likely a bribe for her anyway.”
 
   “Just go,” Kelden said. He looked through the pages as Yeoj disappeared again. A minute later he came back and held his hand out for the book. Kelden shot him a questioning look.
 
   “You don’t know the informant, and I do. I will make the approach with the ledger while you guard my back.”
 
   Kelden nodded and handed the book back. “Where are we headed now?”
 
   “The Soup Bowl,” Yeoj said. “The informant who made the list should be there. He hustles information for a living to the highest bidder.” Yeoj tucked the ledger back into his pants and smiled as he led the way. They walked for several blocks before arriving at the one-story tavern.
 
   Kelden glanced at the open door and then back to Yeoj. “Alright, how do you suggest we do this?”
 
   “You go in the front door and make your way to the bar. Order yourself something fruity, I’ll take care of the rest.” Yeoj clapped Kelden’s shoulder and trotted across the street, slipping into the alley on the tavern’s left side.
 
   Kelden grit his teeth for a moment trying to guess what redeeming qualities Yeoj might have before shaking it off and heading for the door. A large, burly man knocked into Kelden on the way out and started to shout something, but Kelden just pushed him on his way and entered the tavern.
 
   A thick cloud of smoke hung in the room, along with the smell of cheap ale and a hint of vomit and sweat. Kelden wrinkled his nose as he scanned the room. Several tables were occupied with various gambling games. Some played cards, some played dice, and others threw bones. Almost everyone was drunk, and those who weren’t were well on their way by the looks of things.
 
   Kelden resisted his urge to break a man’s arm after the drunkard slapped the barmaid’s behind, but he knew he couldn’t afford to draw attention to himself. He bellied up to the bar and leaned on his left elbow.
 
   “Here you go,” the barkeep said as he poured some fresh ale and sloshed it down in front of Kelden. 
 
   Kelden shook his head. “I didn’t order that,” he said.
 
   The barkeep shrugged, “There ain’t nothing else to order.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Kelden said as he laid a pair of copper coins on the bar and took the mug in hand. The first sip was so bitter he choked on it and quickly put the mug back on the bar. As he rubbed his tongue along the roof of his mouth to wipe away the taste he caught sight of Yeoj entering from a back door. He quietly pulled a chair up next to a man in a green tunic and whispered into his ear. The man’s mouth dropped open and he turned to regard Yeoj.
 
   Kelden glanced around, monitoring the room for any suspicious characters, but it didn’t look as though anyone cared about Yeoj. Kelden felt a tap on his back and turned to see the barkeep.
 
   “It’s three coppers, son, not two,” he said.
 
   Kelden arched an eyebrow and shook his head. “How about you just keep the ale and the two coppers?”
 
   “Nothing doing,” the barkeep replied.
 
   “Why not? I’m willing to bet you just pour it into someone else’s mug and charge them for it anyway.”
 
   The barkeep swept up the mug with a grimace painted across his face. “I wouldn’t do any such thing!” he exclaimed as he pointed his nose to the ceiling and stormed off.
 
   Kelden shook his head and watched out of the corner of his eye as the barkeep opened a small keg and poured the ale back into it. “As I thought,” Kelden muttered.
 
   “I told you to order something fruity,” Yeoj said as he sidled up next to Kelden at the bar. “The ale here tastes like rat piss.”
 
   “I think it is rat piss,” Kelden corrected.
 
   Yeoj smiled wide and nodded. “Probably,” he agreed. “Let’s go, I got the name.”
 
   Once back in the street Kelden grabbed Yeoj’s arm. “Who was that?”
 
   “His name is Blacktooth Pete. He helps a few shady characters find warehouses for smuggled goods.”
 
   “And who are we after?” Kelden said. “I don’t imagine the queen would create a special unit just to find a few smugglers or tax evaders.”
 
   Yeoj shrugged and handed the ledger to Kelden. “Actually that’s exactly who we are after.” Yeoj looked over his shoulder before continuing. “When you wrapped up the case with Theodorus, it uncovered something else as well.”
 
   “Go on,” Kelden said.
 
   “It’s a long story, but basically Theodorus was hooked up with a crime organization that smuggles people. Oh they deal with the usual stolen goods as well, but they make their real money stealing and selling women.”
 
   Kelden narrowed his eyes on Yeoj. “How do you know?”
 
   Yeoj grinned and slapped Kelden on the shoulder. “I was a mid-level enforcer for Theodorus.”
 
   Kelden’s muscles tensed and his hand reflexively went for his sword.
 
   “Whoa, hold on, I didn’t have anything to do with the assassination plot,” Yeoj blurted.
 
   “Can you prove that?” Kelden inquired. His tone was stone cold.
 
   “You have it all wrong,” Yeoj said. “I was just hired muscle. My job was to steal secrets and keep Theodorus safe. That’s it. I left him when I found out about the assassination plot. Plain and simple.”
 
   “How am I supposed to believe that?”
 
   Yeoj grinned. “The week before you took Theodorus down you caught a big break in your case. You were rifling through Hermann Walsher’s office at the docks. You thought he was connected to the assassination plot, and you were right, but you weren’t expecting the letter in the desk drawer were you?”
 
   Kelden narrowed his eyes and contemplated whether to listen or draw his sword. “This better be good, Yeoj.”
 
   “I put the letter there, Kelden. I had caught on to your investigation a few days before you went into his office. Like I said, I was hired for muscle and to acquire secrets. So, when my informants alerted me to your activities I told Theodorus. He always wanted to be appraised of Merchant Guard investigations in Kobhir, I assumed he had been in a few things, but you have to believe me when I say I had no idea about the assassination plot. Theodorus wanted me to silence Hermann and you if necessary.”
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   Yeoj shrugged. “Normally Theodorus was never bothered by investigations, even those that interfered with his criminal associates. Your investigation was different. It completely threw Theodorus into a panic. So I figured I should dig a bit deeper myself before I went through with what he wanted. I discovered that Hermann was smuggling weapons and moving up to try to work with slaves. I mean, I don’t care about a few swords being shipped to the borders, but I draw the line at smuggling people.”
 
   “So you plant the letter, and then offer to help find the criminal ring in charge of human trafficking in Kobhir?” Kelden asked. “That seems pretty thin to me.”
 
   “Thin or not, that’s the truth.” Yeoj folded his arms and turned stone-faced. “The letter was in the back left of the front desk drawer, turned face down, with the bottom left corner dog-eared. The desk drawer was locked on the front, with a funny golden lion head that you had to twist in order to reveal the key hole.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s right.” Kelden said. He eased his grip on the sword.
 
   “I ain’t clean as you, but I am here for the right reasons. Besides, my connections are what make me a valuable asset to your team.”
 
   Kelden thought for a few moments before finally nodding his head. “You said Blacktooth Pete gave you the name?”
 
   Yeoj nodded with a hint of a grin.
 
   “Let’s go,” Kelden said.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon took a drink from a canteen and wiped the corners of his mouth on his green, silk sleeve. The sun was just beginning to peek over the large gate complex at Hart’s Bridge, the singular crossing point for the Dauga River. The cool early-morning air kept Talon alert as he urged the pair of horses onward to the gatehouse. He could see the border gates coming closer as his horse kept a steady pace, pulling the wagon steadily along the desert road. Talon looked at the mile-wide river and smiled. Soon he would be inside the Kingdom of Zinferth and his plan would be set in motion. All he had to do was meet with his contact in Rasselin, just over a day’s ride beyond Hart’s Bridge.
 
   Talon pulled the travel charter from the lockbox under the bench and checked it again as the horses trudged on. He had all but memorized the contents, but he liked to triple check things. “I am Gib Marston,” Talon said to himself as he read from the charter. “Headed to Kobhir with a payload of silks and spices, with a stopover in Rasselin for two days to conduct trade and restock provisions before traveling on.” Talon cleared his throat and made his voice more nasal before repeating the name several times. “I’m Gib Marston.” He altered his voice and made it slightly higher pitched. “Hallo, I’m Gib Marston.” He smiled to himself and placed the charter back in the lockbox. It was good fortune Gib had been dining at the Lonely Man Inn when Talon had called on Raimus. Good fortune indeed.
 
   Despite recent events, part of him would miss Raimus. He had worked with him for a long time, too long perhaps. Before they had fallen out of favor with each other they had almost anything they could ever want. Raimus had the strategy and grand plans, while Talon had the brawn and stealth. Perhaps the Tomni’Tai Scroll was too tempting for any man to share, or perhaps Raimus truly did think it impossible to acquire. No matter. Talon would have the Tomni’Tai Scroll. He didn’t need Raimus now. Talon took another drink from the canteen and washed away his thoughts with fresh water.
 
   Talon set the canteen next to him on the bench and eyed the looming gatehouse. Four towers stood sixty feet high on the western side of Hart’s Bridge. Four walls connected the towers, forming a keep not unlike a castle. The courtyard in the middle was closed off by two portcullises that allowed the guards to stop travelers inside the courtyard for inspections and questioning. Though he couldn’t see it from his vantage point, Talon knew that inside the courtyard was a guardhouse, complete with bunks for several guards as well as two or three cells where suspicious individuals could be detained. He knew the gatehouse on the eastern bank would be identical, with a long, wide stone bridge connecting the two gatehouses over the river.
 
   Talon surveyed the portcullis and frowned. It was down. The bridge was sealed off.
 
   “What could have caused this?” Talon asked himself. He knew that Zinferth and Shausmat had been hostile to each other ever since the Mage Wars ended, but that usually did not extend to sealing off the trade routes. Despite the frequent, minor skirmishes merchants were still allowed to travel freely between the two kingdoms so long as they had the proper charters. This was done more out of necessity than any sort of diplomatic gesture, however. Resources were scarce enough that if some sort of trade was not allowed, the entire realm would soon erupt in total war. The trade allowed for some semblance of peace.
 
   Talon grimaced.  This may have been the first time in fifty years the bridge was closed, but he would not allow that to stop his plan. This unexpected challenge intrigued the cold assassin. Several different plans of attack flooded his mind, and soon he was smiling again. Talon decided that perhaps this turn of events could be used in his favor.
 
   He reached behind him and loaded two heavy-crossbows. He was careful to angle the handles up toward him, preparing them to be grabbed quickly. Then he straightened back up in the wagon and urged his horse onward.
 
   A pair of guards raised the outer portcullis and walked toward him. Talon scanned the area and didn’t see anyone manning the towers above. He kept the horses steady, with both hands on the reins. The first Shausmatian guard raised his arm to halt the wagon as Talon approached.
 
   “I am sorry, but the bridge is closed,” the guard informed Talon.
 
   “I have a charter which allows me to pass,” Talon said. He pulled the travel charter out from the lockbox and opened it for the guard.
 
   The second guard stepped forward, shaking his head. “All charters are forfeit for now. You must wait until the gates are reopened. Zinferth has ordered the gates to be closed to prevent a dangerous criminal from fleeing into our borders. I can’t open the gates until I receive a signal from the Zinferth guards.”
 
   “I see,” Talon hissed. He thought it ironic that Zinferth was fearful of a criminal’s escape, at the same time that he was trying to get in.
 
   “We can change your charter to allow you passage back to Valiv, with trading permission of course,” the first guard said.
 
   Talon nodded and put a concerned expression on his face and addressed the two guards, “When I arrive in Valiv I could request more soldiers to be sent here, it looks like it is just the two of you.”
 
   “No need kind sir. We have sent our other comrades just a few hours ago,” the guard said with a wave of his hand. “Surely, you must have seen the two of them?”
 
   “No, I didn’t, but I was coming from a different direction,” Talon replied, taking care to keep the tone of concern in his voice.
 
   “In any case, no need to worry about us. We are capable of handling ourselves. The two of us are more than a match for any criminal Zinferth might spew out,” the second guard said with a chuckle.
 
   “Very well,” Talon relented. “Perhaps I can at least give you some of my ale. A pair of fine soldiers like yourselves ought to have some sort of reward for your hard work.”
 
   “Aye, that would be appreciated,” the first guard said. The second guard nodded in agreement and they started to approach the wagon.
 
   “Good, I have something special for you right here,” Talon said as he turned around and grabbed the two crossbows. He spun back around and fired at the unsuspecting guards. The first guard caught the shaft through his eye-socket and the second was struck through the throat. Talon then dropped the crossbows, leapt from the wagon and drew his sword in a dramatic display of grace and skill. He brought the blade down through the second guard’s neck, spraying blood across the sand. Talon looked around, just to make sure there were no other guards nearby. Surely, had there been any others, they would have sounded an alarm by now. He sheathed his sword and climbed back into the wagon.
 
   He then reloaded the crossbows and set them back behind the bench. Talon glanced once more at the dead guards and urged the horses forward into the courtyard. Once inside he halted the wagon and searched the guardhouse. It was empty. He grabbed a small purse of silver coins and then went out to the inner portcullis.
 
   He slid the iron dowel into place and started turning the windlass. Talon leaned forward, putting all of his weight into it. The steel groaned and whined against his every footstep. The rusty cogs clanked and popped as heavy steel chains wrapped around them, straining at the weight. Talon’s muscles tensed as he forced the windlass to turn. Lifting the portcullis was designed as a three-man job, but that didn’t stop the assassin from doing it himself.
 
   Once the gate was open Talon ran over to check the nearby stable and found an extra horse. He tied the horse to the back of the wagon, and saddled it. Afterward, he grabbed a pair of saddlebags and deposited his food and water inside. He also hooked his crossbows to the saddle horn.
 
   He spent the next half-hour loading the back of the wagon with hay and small pieces of wood that he took from the stables. When he was satisfied he slowly walked the horses and wagon out onto the bridge. He walked, pulling the two lead horses by the reins for the first half-mile of the bridge and then he stopped. He went to the back of the wagon and untied the horse. He used the horse’s lead to tie him to a large lamppost on the side of the bridge and then he patted the horse on the backside.
 
   Talon pulled a kerosene lamp from the back of the wagon and poured its contents all over the hay and wood he had stacked inside. He moved quickly to untie his horse and climb on top of the black steed. He smiled and pulled out a match. “This is going to be fun.” He slowly urged his horse up to the front of the wagon just beside the pair of harnessed horses. He put the match in his left hand and drew his sword with his right. Talon looked up at the large wall at the end of the bridge and spat. “Off with you!” Talon yelled at the horse as he slapped it across the behind with his sword. A line of red appeared on the horse’s rump and it took off franticly. Talon struck the match and tossed it into the back of the wagon as it sped past.
 
   Flames roared up as the kerosene caught fire and spread quickly over the hay. The horses drawing the wagon increased their gait as the heat licked their backsides. Talon smiled and spurred his horse on after the wagon. He needed to stay close. Dense, black smoke billowed up from the wagon as the fire burned through the hay. Talon ducked low, using the smoke to shield his presence.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “What in the four hells of Hammenfein is that?” Rinder shouted.
 
   “It looks like a wagon… on fire,” Hogef replied blankly.
 
   “I know that, mule-face, but what do we do about it?” Rinder threw down the playing cards and stood up to look over the parapets of the tower.
 
   “Maybe we should open the gate,” Hogef suggested.
 
   “But we ain’t supposed to do that, ain’t you heard? There is a criminal on the loose,” Rinder shot back.
 
   “But those horses are gonna get burned up if we don’t do something. The smoke is so thick I can’t even see the bridge behind the wagon!”
 
   “What about our orders?” Rinder retorted. “How do I explain to the cap’n that I opened the gate to help some horses?”
 
   “I dunno, Rinder, but the criminal is supposed to be in Zinferth, not Shausmat,” Hogef pointed out.
 
   “What’s yer point?”
 
   “Well, these horses are coming from Shausmat, so us opening this gate won’t enable the criminal to get through. Besides, what if the Shausmatian guards on the other side of the bridge need these horses back. They are probably their horses, ya know.”
 
   “Mush,” Rinder said. “Alright, shout to Reddak to open the gate, but if the cap’n gets mad I’m saying it was your idea!”
 
   Hogef ran to the other side of the tower and whistled to the courtyard below. Four guards looked up from their physical training and gave him their full attention.
 
   “Open the gate, we got a runaway wagon coming in, and it’s on fire!”
 
   The four guards looked back at each other, but none of them moved toward the portcullis. Hogef turned to Rinder and Shrugged. Rinder huffed and ran over beside Hogef.
 
   “Ah, do it you slimy rats, don’t just stand there!” Rinder groused over the edge.
 
   This time the men sprang into action. They ran to the windlass and raised the gate as fast as they could.
 
   “There, now go down and help them with the fire,” Rinder barked. “But don’t use up all of our water!”
 
   “Why not, we’re on a river ya know,” Hogef replied.
 
   “Just get outta here!”
 
   Hogef shrugged and opened the hatch that led to the ladder. He scurried down as fast as his limbs would take him.
 
   “You could’ve closed the hatch, you louse,” Rinder shouted after him. Rinder flipped the hatch closed with his foot and returned to the parapet. He looked down at the approaching wagon and shook his head, grumbling about how stupid Hogef was and cursing the big oaf for so being. As he looked down, some of the smoke swirled open and allowed him to catch a glimpse of something white. He leaned over and tried to discern what it was. As a gust of wind pushed more of the smoke aside, Rinder realized that there was a rider behind the wagon. He was about to turn and give the order to drop the portcullis when a sharp pain erupted through his chest. He looked down to see a crossbow bolt protruding from his body. Rinder’s shaky hands moved up to touch the blood soaked tip, and then all went dark.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Is that gate up all the way?” Hogef yelled as he stormed out of the tower toward the men at the cog.
 
   “Yes sir, we got it up. What do we do now?” one of the men shouted back.
 
   “You try to stop the horses and unhitch them from the wagon,” Hogef ordered.
 
   “How in Basei’s name are we going to do that?” the men complained.
 
   “I dunno,” Hogef said. “Maybe we should get some water.”
 
   The four soldiers stared blankly at Hogef.
 
   “Well don’t just stand there, we have to do something!” Hogef yelled. “Look,” he pointed out to the bridge so that the men could see how close the wagon was. “It’s almost here and…” Hogef stopped midsentence and stared. He watched a body fall from above and disappear in the smoke. “Rinder?” Hogef muttered. He wasn’t sure what to do. He turned back to the four men, who were still waiting for orders. He looked at them for a moment and then a sudden sting pierced his neck. He choked on a salty, metallic liquid in his throat and mouth before crumpling to the ground.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Talon smiled as he reloaded his crossbow again. “Two down,” he smirked. The wagon flew through the portcullis just as Talon watched the second guard fall to the ground. He could hear a multitude of shouts coming from his right side so he readied his crossbows and steered his horse out of the smoke.
 
   As he emerged from the thick haze, he saw four men standing mouth agape and eyes wide. A second later, two of them joined their dead comrades in the afterlife as crossbow bolts struck them each in the head. Talon then dropped his crossbows and drew his sword. He leapt from his steed and landed on the third guard, crushing the man to the ground under his weight and cracking his skull against the stone wall. The assassin stabbed the fourth guard in the gut with his sword and skillfully retracted the sword in such a way that it sliced through the third guard’s neck, just to be sure they were both dead. Talon quickly looked up at the other towers, but no guards were visible up there.
 
   “Time to check the guardhouse,” he muttered to himself.
 
   Three men, only one of them fully dressed, came running out of the building with swords flashing in the sun. Two of them started for the frantic horses, the third stopped and pointed at Talon.
 
   “Halt!” the dressed guard yelled at Talon.
 
   Talon just laughed and sprinted toward them. This time he decided to mix up his tactics. He threw his sword at the closest guard. The blade whirled end-over-end until it sunk deep into the man’s chest. The force of the blow hurled the man backward a few feet and he landed with the sword pinning him to the dirt like a grotesque butterfly in an insect collection.
 
   “Basei help me!” the second guard shrieked.
 
   “Pray to me!” Talon roared as he charged up and snapped the man’s neck with a single punch.
 
   Talon ducked low under a swipe of the third guard’s sword. The assassin pulled a long, curved knife from his cloak in an upside down grip and deflected several strikes from the guard.
 
   “Where would you like to be stabbed?” Talon teased as he danced around another furious swing of the guard’s sword.
 
   “Shut up, you mongrel,” the guard yelled back.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. Would you prefer a clean slice across your throat instead of a stab wound?” Talon taunted. The guard yelled furiously and chopped at Talon, but the assassin easily side stepped the assault and booted the guard on the backside.
 
   “I’ll kill you!” promised the guard.
 
   “I doubt it,” Talon stated dryly. “I grow tired of you.” Talon drew a pair of slim throwing knives from his belt with his left hand, fitting them both in between his fingers and prepared to launch them.
 
   The guard started running forward with his sword held in a high-guard position, but he stopped a few yards short as the two knives tore through his chest. Talon watched as the man let go of his sword and moved his hands to grab the two knives. The assassin looked into the young guard’s horrified, pained eyes as the man slumped over to the side. A few moments later the breath of life left the guard and he became still as a rock.
 
   “You…will…not…escape…” the impaled guard promised through labored breaths a few yards away.
 
   Talon arched an eyebrow, impressed that the man was still alive. He walked over to him and placed a hand on his sword. The guard weakly moved his hand toward a dagger at his belt.
 
   “A shame to kill one with your resolve,” Talon said humbly. He ripped the sword free and finished the guard off, ending his torment. “A shame your strength was not equal to your determination.” He sheathed his sword and walked away.
 
   The assassin then glanced over at the pair of horses that had been tied to the burning wagon. One of the horses was badly injured, with burns covering its back half, but the other horse was relatively unscathed and running around, dragging the still-burning wagon tongue in the dirt behind it. He sniggered and searched the area for new supplies. He found an uncovered wagon, not unlike the one he had just burned, in the stable area. He hitched the uninjured horse to the new wagon and loaded it with some food and drink from the guardhouse.
 
   After he had his supplies ready, Talon went around and gathered all of the bodies of the Zinferth guards, stacking each one in the back of the wagon. After he finished, he went into the guardhouse and changed into one of the uniforms he found inside. Then he hitched the black horse to the wagon. There was still a lot of work to do, but he knew that if he hurried he could make it to Rasselin before the other Shausmatian guards were even half-way to Valiv. The window of opportunity was short, but he felt confident that he and his contact would be able to exploit it sufficiently for their needs.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lador paced back and forth in the large, cold waiting area of Governor Gandle’s manor. Sunbeams pierced through the window high up on the wall reflecting off the marble tiles below, illuminating the ante chamber effortlessly.
 
   Large, exquisite paintings adorned the wall just above a pair of white granite benches. Each of the paintings were flanked by gaudy golden candlesticks that stood six feet tall, held seven candles each, and were adorned by various polished gemstones.  None of the candles were lit, of course, it was just a show of Governor Gandle’s wealth. It disgusted Captain Lador almost as much as being made to wait for an audience.
 
   One of the large double-doors opened and Gandle’s butler entered the waiting room.
 
   “Is he ready to see me yet?” Lador asked.
 
   “Not yet sir,” the butler replied as he walked through the room and exited. His nose was so high that it appeared to Captain Lador as if the man was walking by smell rather than sight.
 
   “It is a very urgent matter,” Lador shouted at the butler’s back, but the man continued on and closed the door behind him. The captain huffed and sat down on one of the benches. He had already been waiting for over an hour, and he was beginning to worry about Kai. The minutes passed by and gave way to another two hours before the doors to the waiting room opened again. This time it was Governor Gandle. He stood in the doorway, his bald head reflecting the sunlight from above as he stared down at Lador.
 
   “I understand you wish to speak with me,” Gandle grumbled. “Have you been waiting long?”
 
   “You know full well I have been trying to see you for three days now, Governor,” Lador bristled. He knew that the only reason he had been waiting so long was because Gandle had wanted him to. The crotchety old man had treated the captain like this on many occasions, though this was the longest he had waited for an audience before.
 
   “Well, it is almost noon, captain,” Gandle announced, disregarding Lador’s statement. “I will have to push our meeting back until I have had the opportunity to eat lunch.”
 
   “But sir,” Lador blurted. “I need to speak with you about the other night’s killings.”
 
   “I would hate to ruin my appetite, captain. At my age, it is hard enough to maintain a healthy diet as it is.”
 
   “Governor Gandle, one of my rangers is in danger, and I need to settle this matter with you right this moment.”
 
   “I know that you favor Kai Thendarr,” the governor growled. “However, I cannot allow your poor judgment to persuade me in this matter. I will come to my own conclusions and deal with Kai accordingly. In the meantime, you will sit on your sorry, useless arse until I decide it is time to speak with you. Have I made myself clear?”
 
   Lador said nothing. He clenched his jaw and looked down to the marble floor. He was thinking how he could phrase the thoughts that were in his head objectively, but the only sentences he could think of would most likely result in his forced resignation, or, knowing how Gandle would likely respond, in a prison term.
 
   Gandle turned and exited the room, leaving Lador to brood alone.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon slowed his horse as he approached Rasselin’s great walls under the scorching, desert sun. The gates were shut, and a squad of six guardsmen stood in front, with several figures visible upon the walls.
 
   The six guards readied their poleaxes as Talon’s wagon neared the gate. Each guard studied him carefully. Talon smiled and opened his cloak, revealing the Zinferth uniform that he had stolen and clothed himself in. This put the guards at ease.
 
    “Hail,” Talon shouted with a hand stretched out in greeting. “I have urgent information for Governor Gandle.” Talon halted his wagon just a few yards away from the guards.
 
   “I am sorry sir, the city is closed,” one of the large guards said. “Even for imperial soldiers.”
 
   “I think you will change your mind when you see what is in the wagon,” Talon argued with fake concern in his tone.
 
   “Soldier, it doesn’t matter what is in the wagon,” the guard replied. He started to approach, but stopped dead in his tracks when Talon removed the cover and displayed the bodies in the wagon.
 
   Talon watched the guard’s blood drain from his face. The others took a couple steps closer to inspect the carnage. 
 
   “By Basei’s beard!” one of the men cursed.
 
   “Were you ambushed?” the lead guard asked.
 
   “We suffered an attack at the bridge, and I need to get a message to the governor.”
 
   The guard stood there, speechless. The other guards still stared at the back of the wagon, but they covered their faces as a light breeze carried the stench of death out from the wagon.
 
   “We will have to keep the wagon outside until the governor can arrange for a burial service,” one of the other guards said after a long while.
 
   “Alright, take the wagon to the hitching-post, and I will escort the soldier in to see the governor,” the first guard said.
 
   “Thank you,” Talon replied. “We need to meet him as soon as possible.” Talon jumped down from the wagon and the other guards moved in to recover the bodies and move the wagon.
 
   Talon and the guard rushed through a small doorway on the side of the gatehouse and walked briskly through the streets. People stared at the pair as they passed, some of them pointing and whispering to each other. It seemed to Talon that they expected ill tidings and saw him as the harbinger of their fears. The assassin sneered ever so slightly, amusing himself at the irony, for he would become the realization of fears greater than these people had ever known.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Sir, there is a young soldier from Hart’s Bridge here to see you, he says it is a matter of great import,” Gandle’s butler laid a small note on the table.
 
   Governor Gandle looked down to read the brief report of an attack at Hart’s Bridge and saw the initial “T” at the bottom of the note. “Show him in at once,” Gandle ordered. “And on your way out, tell Captain Lador that he will have to wait a while longer.”
 
   “As you wish,” the butler replied.
 
   Gandle pushed away his plate and cleared his mouth and throat with a big gulp of red wine. He had barely set the goblet down when another of his servants swept the dishes from the table and whisked them out of the room. A moment later, Talon entered with the butler. The butler graciously bowed, stepped back out through the doorway and then closed the door to afford the two some privacy.
 
   “I didn’t expect to see you,” Gandle said dryly.
 
   “It was unfortunate that our last venture failed,” Talon replied as he helped himself to a chair at the table.
 
   “Theodorus is dead,” Gandle put in.
 
   “Yes, well, he was a fool.” Talon leaned over and plucked a tomato from the silver fruit bowl still on the table. “I told Raimus not to trust the operation to him, but he insisted that it was best.”
 
   “How is Raimus doing these days?” Gandle asked. “I hope he doesn’t have a new scheme that he wants me to join.” Gandle coughed and shook his head. “I don’t have time to suffer another foolish strategy.”
 
   “No, he doesn’t,” Talon said. He took a bite of the tomato and chewed, smiling all the while at Gandle.
 
   “Then, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” Gandle pressed. “I saw your note.”
 
   “About that,” Talon started through a mouthful of tomato, “I have a new plan of action to overthrow your cousin.”
 
   Gandle wagged a bony finger and shook his head slowly. “I said, I am not interested in any more plans. Raimus had his chance. He failed.”
 
   Talon swallowed and turned the tomato in his hand. “I said I have a new plan.” He took another bite and wiped the corners of his mouth with his left arm.
 
   “Since when do you come up with the plans?” Gandle shot back. The old man leaned forward, bones creaking as he stretched his hand and pulled the fruit bowl away from Talon’s greedy fingers.
 
   Talon watched the bowl slide away and chuckled. “Raimus is dead, and I have taken his place.”
 
   “Is that so? How very interesting,” Gandle mused.
 
   “I want you to know that Raimus was just using you. He was manipulating your desires to reach his own end.” Talon stood up and approached the governor, eyeing the fruit bowl.
 
   “Ah, and now you are going to tell me that you will not deceive me if I agree to partner up with you, is that it?” Governor Gandle asked with a mocking smile.
 
   “Not at all, I am here to use you as he did, but I will not lie about it or keep the fact secret. I think we can help each other better if we are forthright with our individual designs.” Talon reached down and took the bowl from the governor’s hands.
 
   “What is it you want?” the old man quipped.
 
   “I am seeking certain artifacts that will help me unleash the power of the Tomni’Tai Scroll,” Talon said as he took a fig from the bowl and opened it.
 
   “Those are rare in these parts,” Gandle said, eyeing the fig covetously as the assassin devoured it. “As for your designs, they are foolish. I have spent many years studying that scroll and it is impossible to recover. You would need an army to get it away from the elves. Even if you could acquire it, you would still lack the other relics.”
 
   “If I help you overthrow your cousin, will you give me what you know about the scroll?” Talon asked.
 
   Gandle let his back fall against the chair and folded his thin arms across his chest. He thought for a moment as he watched Talon take the last fig from the bowl. “If I agreed, and I am not saying I will, what exactly do you have in mind?” Gandle inquired.
 
   “The note about the bridge is true. All of the soldiers are dead, save for a pair of Shausmatian guards that were dispatched to Valiv before I arrived. I have brought the bodies of the Zinferth soldiers back here in a wagon.”
 
   Gandle nodded and stroked his long, white beard with his left hand. “What would you have me do? Am I to whip my citizens up into war because of a skirmish on the bridge, is that it?” Gandle narrowed his eyes on Talon.
 
   “That is part of it.” Talon said with a shrug. I figured that you could send some soldiers to the bridge and attack the Shausmatian reinforcements. If you dispatch a battle-group today, they might arrive at the bridge first and guarantee a victory. This would make you a hero in the eyes of the people.”
 
   “But that alone will not be enough. The queen is soft, and it will take more than a skirmish at the border to force her hand.” Gandle sighed. “She will allow me to defend the region, but she will not send in the imperial army. This plan will not create more hostility than any of the other recent battles. She still believes peace can be made with Shausmat.”
 
   “I was also planning on removing some officials from office, to make it appear as though the enemy had been clandestinely operating within Zinferth territory,” Talon put in.
 
   Gandle nodded and stroked his beard, twisting the end around his forefinger. “I like the idea of black-flag operations, but I don’t know if it will be enough.”
 
   “What about this criminal I have heard so much about recently, could we not attribute some of his crimes to the Shausmatians to increase popular support for all-out war?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Gandle grumbled. “The man is no ordinary criminal, he’s a ranger.”
 
   Talon straightened and put the fruit bowl back on the table. “A ranger… that is interesting.”
 
   Gandle bristled. “Asinine is the word I would use.”
 
   “Mess with one of your operations did he?”
 
   “His sister was kidnapped and he went after her captors with a sore vengeance. It will be months before I can replace the revenue that he disrupted.”
 
   “What exactly did he disrupt?” Talon queried.
 
   “There is a small group of smugglers in the city. They work in conjunction with some other criminal organizations in various cities to supply women for brothels. I received a very handsome sum of money each month to make sure that none of my city’s patrolmen ever caught wind of their brothel here in Rasselin, but this ranger botched the whole thing. The women have been moved to a new location, but most of the operatives were killed during the ranger’s raid.” Governor Gandle reached forward and plucked a grape cluster from the fruit bowl.
 
   “I have an idea that might solve your problem with the ranger and garnish more support for your war,” Talon said.
 
   “I’m listening,” Gandle replied as he picked off a grape and popped it in his mouth.
 
   “Allow me to kill this ranger and any others who know of his exploits. We can blame their deaths on the smugglers. We will then announce that the smugglers are connected to King Sarito in Valiv. You can then inform the people that the Zinferth soldiers were killed at the bridge when they tried to stop the smugglers from escaping into Shausmat, but that the Shausmatian soldiers helped the smugglers.”
 
   “Then the people will want me to march the army straight into Valiv for a redress of these grievances,” Gandle stated slyly.
 
   “The best part is you will also avoid invoking the wrath of the smugglers because you will be shifting the focus entirely onto the Shausmatian kingdom. It works for everyone.”
 
   “I still have one question, assassin,” Gandle said with a raised hand. “How does this war help me overthrow my cousin?”
 
   “Am I correct in assuming that you know my reputation?” Talon asked in response.
 
   “I know of your skills,” Gandle replied with a nod.
 
   “Then trust that in the ensuing chaos, I will assassinate the queen myself, along with her sniveling son. Then, after the war, the people will beg you to take the throne as it was you who first responded to the threat of the Shausmatian forces.”
 
   “Can you deliver on that promise I wonder?” Gandle inquired as he took two more grapes in his mouth.
 
   “I would say that my actions at the bridge should answer that question, but if you desire further proof, allow me to handle this ranger. If I succeed, you know I can deliver. If I fail, no one can tie it back to you and you are not out anything.”
 
   “It would be nice to pay him back for his interference, but I should like to add a certain captain to the list of targets as well.”
 
   “I don’t think that will be a problem.” Talon smiled and reached into the bowl for another tomato. “I will wait until nightfall, and then I will make my move.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Kai, how are you holding up?” Lador asked when he reached the ranger’s cell.
 
   “I thought you said you would talk to the governor first thing the next morning,” Kai responded while finishing a few more push-ups on the stone floor. “It’s been days. I didn’t know if you were coming back.”
 
   “Believe me, I was there at the crack of dawn the day after we last spoke, but Gandle would not see me until only a few moments ago, the cockeyed dog,” Lador spat.
 
   “I understand. I have never found him to be a hospitable man.”
 
   “I do have good news though,” Lador said. “He has agreed to let you serve out a sentence in the dungeon instead of going to the gallows.” Lador leaned in and grabbed the bars of the cell’s door.
 
   “How long did the old buzzard give me?” Kai asked as he rose to his feet.
 
   “A very merciful forty years,” Lador laughed.
 
   “Wow, thanks for the favor,” Kai smirked. “I’d rather die on the gallows than waste away in this hole for forty years. That would make me seventy-three by the time I got out of here. I wouldn’t have any life left in me.” Kai shook his head and leaned against the bars.
 
   “Well then, it is a good thing that you won’t be here for forty years,” Lador chuckled. “I have arranged for the guards to go on an extended meal break, so I hope you are ready to leave now.”
 
   “Gee, I dunno, I have grown rather fond of my cell lately,” Kai sniffled sarcastically.
 
   “Alright wise-guy, let’s go. Just remember, if you get caught out there, it’s both our heads on the chopping block.”
 
   “Don’t you worry about me, boss, by this time tomorrow I will have the evidence you need to put the governor in chains,” Kai promised.
 
   “There is one small hiccup,” Lador put in as he reached for the door’s lock. “The governor informed me that there was an attack at Hart’s Bridge yesterday. He is assembling the soldiers to retake the bridge and guard against further attacks. I tell you this because the city is on an even higher level of alert now than before, and it may be harder to get into the governor’s manor.”
 
   “I understand,” Kai replied somberly. “I will be discreet.”
 
   “I wish you fortune, and Basei’s blessings,” Lador said as he unlocked and opened the cell door. 
 
   “I won’t let you down,” Kai assured him.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Talon, now dressed in a tan and red tunic, brown breeches, and a sand-colored hooded cloak, stood at the edge of Rasselin’s main square. He couldn’t quite make out the words that Governor Gandle was shouting, though, because the old man’s voice wasn’t strong enough to reach him, but that was alright. Talon knew the general gist of what was being said. He could also see the people’s reactions. His plan was working. Soon the citizens of Rasselin would be clamoring for war, and the queen would have no choice but to go along with it. Talon just needed to ensure the plan’s success by eliminating a pair of pesky investigators, and removing a few key political elites.
 
   He turned his back on the crowd in the square and walked to the nearest tavern to wet his pipes and hopefully procure a well prepared hot meal before going about his business of death later in the evening.
 
   After spending the last hours of daylight in the Skunk’s Tail, he exited and went out onto the long street that led to the dungeon. The twilight turned the sky a pale gray, but still left enough light to find one’s way without needing lamps or torches. As he walked, he pulled a parchment from a pocket in his cloak and opened it. “Thank you, Governor Gandle,” Talon said as he perused the dungeon’s floor plans. He quickly memorized the top level, where the offices, mess hall, and questioning cell were located, down to the bottom level, where all of the prisoners’ cells were located. The governor had been kind enough to mark each guard station on the plans with a red “x.” This was going to be a cake-walk.
 
   As he neared the large, reinforced wooden door of the dungeon he smiled and his hand floated above his sword, ready for action. A patrolman stood next to the door, wearing studded leather pants, a shirt-of-mail that peeked out from under a yellow tunic with a black crescent moon embroidered on the chest, and a small but sturdy steel cap with leather padding around the brim. It was certainly not going to be difficult for Talon to get around the armor and strike the patrolman’s vital areas.
 
   “I’m sorry, sir, but we aren’t allowing any visitors at this time,” the guard said with a smile.
 
   “It will only take a moment,” Talon sneered under his hood.
 
   “I can’t let you in, sir,” the guard repeated.
 
   Talon shrugged and leapt forward. His left hand deftly grabbed the guard’s spear while his right hand slashed a dagger across the man’s throat. Talon pushed hard with his left hand, holding the patrolman against the wall as he replaced his dagger in its sheath and opened the door with his right hand. He jerked the patrolman from the wall and dragged him inside.
 
   He quickly slammed the door shut and dropped the squirming patrolman. His left hand went under his cloak and pulled out a mini-crossbow just as a guard came out of a door to Talon’s left. The assassin had expected the door to open and his weapon was already aimed at the guard before the guard noticed the other patrolman on the floor. The crossbow shaft sunk into the second guard’s neck, knocking him back into the doorway he had emerged from.
 
   Talon ran down the hall, reloading his mini-crossbow and aiming it at another door to the right. When the door swung open, his crossbow shaft sailed in and slew the emerging guard without a sound.
 
   The assassin ran on. He ignored the third door on his left, knowing that it was just the interrogation room and had no guards inside. He pressed farther down the hall until he came to a large door that led to the mess-hall. Talon drew his sword, but there was no need, the hall was completely empty. He kept his sword out and stormed down to the end of the hall where the stairs were located. He leapt down three steps at a time to keep his momentum up. When he reached the bottom he slammed hard into a large guard. Talon was able to keep his footing, but the large patrolman fell back and hit his head on the ground, resounding in a sickening crack.
 
   “Gandle sent you, didn’t he?” the man accused. He struggled to his feet and glared into the assassin’s eyes.
 
   “I am curious to know how you guessed that,” Talon replied.
 
   “Just a lucky guess,” the man replied as he drew out his sword.
 
   Talon saw the insignia on the patrolman’s shoulders and realized that he was standing face to face with one of his targets. “Captain Lador,” Talon growled. “I was expecting someone a little taller.” With a flick of his wrist, the assassin slashed Lador’s right arm. The captain’s sword fell from his grasp, clanking as it bounced along the stone floor.
 
   Captain Lador pulled a long-knife with his left hand and lashed out at Talon, but the assassin batted the knife aside with a quick parry of his sword. Talon unleashed a savage left kick to Lador’s ribs, and then bashed Lador’s forehead with the hilt of his sword. Lador fell back to the floor. He turned to look up at Talon just as Talon’s blade bit through his chainmail and into his chest.
 
   “Khefir take you,” Lador grunted as the blade made its way deeper into his chest. Lador coughed and convulsed. Blood erupted from his mouth as he hacked and choked.
 
   “Don’t fight it Captain,” Talon said coolly. He jerked the sword upward and withdrew his sword. Then he ended the ordeal with a slash to Lador’s neck.
 
   Lador’s body twitched a few times before his final strength ebbed out. Talon bent down and searched the captain for the key to the first gate. After he found it, he opened the gate and started down the hall. Most of the cells were empty, but a few held prisoners inside. Talon checked each cell very carefully, but it appeared that the prisoners he saw had been in the dungeon for a lot longer than a couple of days. When he reached the end of the hall, he realized that there was a problem. He raced back to the nearest cell with an inmate inside and opened the door.
 
   The prisoner, an old, gray-haired man scurried back against the far wall and curled into the fetal position. Talon growled, crossed the cell in three paces and yanked the man up by his shirt.
 
   “Where is the man they call Kai?” Talon growled.
 
   “I dunno,” the prisoner stammered. “I-I-I dun-dunno.”
 
   Talon released the man from his grip but stared at him menacingly. “Was there another man in these dungeons earlier today?”
 
   The prisoner squirmed, trying to get away, but there was nowhere to go. He cowered against the wall, refusing to make eye contact. “I don’t know,” he repeated.
 
   Talon raised his sword and pressed the tip, ever so lightly, against the prisoner’s throat. “Last chance,” Talon warned.
 
   “Aye, there was another man, but the captain let him go earlier today,” the gray-haired man squealed.
 
   “Are you sure?” Talon pressed the tip into the man’s skin just a bit.
 
   “Yes, I’m sure,” the man quivered.
 
   The assassin pulled his sword away and put it in its sheath. “Thank you.”
 
   “Y-y-you’re welcome,” the prisoner said.
 
   Talon swiftly punched the man’s throat with such force that it collapsed his windpipe. The gray-haired prisoner fell to the floor, struggling for breath for a few moments before he gave up the ghost.
 
   Talon moved on to each occupied cell in a similar fashion. First he would question the prisoner about Kai, and then he would kill them, ensuring that no witnesses were left alive. His brutal interrogation uncovered the fact that Lador had apparently released Kai just a half hour before Talon’s arrival. The assassin spat on Lador’s body as he came out of the hallway. He bent down and removed a signet ring from the captain’s hand, and he removed one of Lador’s fingers as well. Then he made his way back up the stairs, dismayed that Kai had escaped. The ranger could be anywhere by now, but Talon was accustomed to altering plans on short notice.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Gandle sat in his favorite chair in the library in front of the empty fireplace. A book rested on the small table next to him, but he was not interested in it. He was busy calculating the possible outcomes of the war. His thoughts kept alternating between ultimate failure and a sweeping victory where he could remove his cousin from the throne. He was almost done replaying the war in his head for the fourth time when the door opened. The governor looked up from his daydream to see Talon walking into the room.
 
   “Do you have the ring and the finger?” Gandle inquired.
 
   “Here is the captain’s ring,” Talon replied as he strolled over and dropped the ring on Gandle’s lap. “And here is Kai’s finger,” Talon lied. He produced a small bundle of cloth and handed it to Gandle.
 
   Governor Gandle gingerly unwrapped the cloth and inspected the severed finger. “Most excellent,” Gandle commented as he examined the finger and ring.
 
   “Then, I take it you are satisfied with my work?” Talon surmised.
 
   “I must admit that I am definitely pleased,” Gandle replied. “I have another small task for you though.”
 
   “Dropping another body are we?” Talon sniggered
 
   Gandle shook his head. “Don’t worry, it is just a letter I want delivered to someone in Kobhir,” Gandle said. “I want you to deliver this to General Tehrigg when you go to meet with the queen.”
 
   “Why?” Talon asked.
 
   “General Tehrigg has vowed to give me support in the new regime in return for a small advance in power for himself. He has been in league with me since Raimus first approached me with his proposal.”
 
   “What will you have him do?” Talon inquired.
 
   “I have sent another letter to a contact in Shausmat. I will arrange for Tehrigg to lead some of our soldiers into a trap and then he will return back here to Rasselin with Shausmatian soldiers in Zinferth uniforms. I will let them in and then we will take the city over and turn it into a stronghold for the Shausmatian Empire.”
 
   “Why would you do that?” Talon probed. “I don’t see how giving Rasselin to Shausmat would advance your plans to rule Zinferth.”
 
   “I have my connections too,” Gandle smirked. “I made a plan for myself long before Raimus presented his ideas. I knew that your former boss was using me, but I was using him in return. My betrayal of this country may seem counterintuitive, but I will explain.” Gandle wrapped the finger and set it aside on the table, along with Lador’s ring.
 
   “I’m listening,” Talon said. The assassin folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against a bookshelf.
 
   “Raimus didn’t just want to assassinate the queen and her son. He was also working to make it look as though the assassin was employed by King Sarito. Theodorus was going to display false evidence to the advisors and have war declared on Shausmat. The problem was that I disagreed with Raimus. I didn’t believe that the people of Zinferth would be willing to go to war over that. Queen Dalynn is not as well loved by the people as your employer believed.”
 
   “My partner,” Talon corrected with a raised finger.
 
   Gandle snorted and conceded the point. “So I concocted a contingency plan. My contact, who will remain nameless at this point, is a high-ranking official, close to King Sarito. He and I devised a plan that would kick in, if the advisors failed to declare war.” Gandle stopped and squinted at Talon. “Are you following me so far, lad?”
 
   “I understand,” Talon said with a nod.
 
    “Very well,” Gandle continued. “The plan was very simple. My contact would order a large army of Shausmatian soldiers to go to a pre-designated point in the Lilik Desert. The commander of the army would be informed that the Zinferth general, General Tehrigg, would betray his army to them. Then General Tehrigg was to take command of half of the Shausmatian force and dress them in Zinferth uniforms. Afterwards he was to march back here, to Rasselin. The guards would see soldiers with Zinferth uniforms, flying Zinferth banners, and led by a Zinferth commander. They would open the gates and let the army in. Then Tehrigg would take this city from within. This would grant the Shausmatian army a great foothold on Zinferth soil, and it would ensure that war would be waged between the two nations.”
 
   “What was your exit strategy?” Talon inquired.
 
   “That was simple,” Gandle chuckled. “I was going to sneak away in the night, travel to Kobhir and raise an army. I would then engage General Tehrigg at a prearranged location. The general would then purposefully surrender and withdraw his troops. I would then pursue his men all the way to Hart’s Bridge. After that, I would be a war hero, and the people would most certainly put me on the throne. It was a brilliant plan.”
 
   “But when Raimus failed, this plan died before it could begin,” Talon surmised.
 
   Gandle nodded and cleared his throat. “Raimus made a fatal error in his planning. He tried to use a trading caravan to smuggle in the assassins, and to correspond with Theodorus.”
 
   “It seemed logical at the time,” Talon said with a shrug. “Theodorus was the Minister of Trade.”
 
   “True,” Gandle agreed. “But Raimus didn’t factor in the Merchant Guard.” Gandle leaned forward in his chair and narrowed his eyes on the empty fireplace. “One of the Merchant Guard captains caught wind of the operation and went straight to the queen.” Gandle jammed his index finger into the arm of the chair and tapped it a few times as he leaned back. “She is a crafty one, my cousin.”
 
   “Yes, I heard what happened. The assassins were slain the day before the festival, and Theodorus was arrested and hung in the city square.”
 
   “He was here you know,” Gandle commented. He looked up to Talon. “My cousin apparently feared for my safety. So she sent the officer here to offer me protection.”
 
   “You let him live?” Talon arched a brow.
 
   “I did. But, you may feel free to dispatch him if you come across him.”
 
   Talon nodded slowly. “His interference destroyed Raimus’ organization. I wouldn’t mind paying him back for that.” Talon glanced to the window as a pigeon came in to land on the sill. “Still, he can’t be all that clever if his investigation stopped with Theodorus.”
 
   Gandle smiled slyly. “Well, if you ever meet Captain Kelden Ferryl, you are free to match wits against him.” 
 
   “I will remember the name,” Talon vowed.
 
   Gandle tapped the table and brought Talon’s attention back to the severed finger. “With Kai and Captain Lador out of the way, we are free to set this plan in motion anew. I will call General Tehrigg in to help us crush the Shausmatian threat you have created. Meanwhile, you will remove my cousin.”
 
   “And then you can assume the role of the great avenger.” Talon clapped his hands together and smiled wide. “That sounds lovely, but what about your contact in Shausmat? Tell me why he would risk his life to work in this endeavor with you if you are just going to chase Tehrigg back into Shausmatian lands with nothing to show for the struggle?”
 
   Gandle smiled wide, his lips drawing tightly across his bony face. “Ah, well let’s just say that my contact would use the whole debacle as a means to dethrone Sarito.”
 
   “I see,” Talon said with a nod. “You become king of Zinferth, your friend becomes the ruler of Shausmat, and Tehrigg lives out the rest of his life as a retired governor somewhere in the lush countryside, far from this blasted desert.”
 
   “It is a clever plan,” Gandle commented. “Even you have to see its beauty. Imagine the possibilities.”
 
   “It just might work,” Talon said. “Do you have the information I requested about the scroll?”
 
   “Yes, I have it here.” Gandle produced a folded, brown parchment from his robes. “This is a list of key people that you will need to find. Next to each name is their location. Next to the location is the name of the artifact they possess. I do wish you all of the success in the world, young man. You will need it.”
 
   “I will look after myself,” Talon assured him.
 
   Gandle sighed. “I myself once yearned for this scroll, and the power it promises to unleash, but there is no way to get through its guardians. You are on a fool’s errand, mark my words.”
 
   “Many things that are impossible for the average man, are merely warm-up exercises for me, old man,” Talon shot back.
 
   “Bah,” Gandle dismissed with a shake of his head. “If it were possible to get the scroll, I would have gotten it myself. Long ago, when I first learned of it, I thought it would be the key to overthrowing my cousin, but I was sorely disappointed. I swear I wouldn’t give the information to you if I thought there was even half a chance that you could succeed in unlocking the scroll’s power.”
 
   Talon looked over the information very carefully and then smiled wide. “I do appreciate this.” Talon pushed the list into his black, leather boot. “You have saved me a lot of time. It could have taken years to collect this information by myself.”
 
   Gandle nodded knowingly and gestured to his library. “It took me roughly thirteen years to uncover the information on that list. Are you sure you won’t reconsider? You would do better to work with me after my cousin is deposed. I could use a man of your talents,” Gandle stated.
 
   “I am not for hire to anyone anymore,” Talon said with a shake of his head. “Besides, you seem fairly confident that the war will go exactly as you have planned, so there is no need for my further services.”
 
   “Remember, you did say that you would kill my cousin,” Gandle reminded with a finger pointing at the assassin. “So just be sure to finish that before you go off looking for this scroll and get yourself skewered on an elfish blade.” Governor Gandle chuckled and waved for Talon to leave.
 
   “Actually, I have a different idea,” Talon said. He whipped out his sword and plunged it into the thin, frail man in the chair. Governor Gandle’s eyes went wide and his mouth fell open, but no sound came out. Talon leaned in close to Gandle’s ear and whispered. “You are no longer of use to me alive. Your cousin will live for now, but you need to go.”
 
   Talon withdrew his sword and pulled a note from his pocket. He placed the note over the governor’s face and smiled at his handy work. “Your death will be the spark that lights the fires of war in your cousin’s heart. First an attack at Hart’s Bridge and then her cousin murdered – she will cancel all trade movements and demand the imperial army wipe Shausmat from the map.” Talon slid his sword back into the sheath. He then grabbed the finger and ring and exited through the window. He was so hasty that he did not see Governor Gandle’s shaky hand stretching out for a small, brass bell.
 
   He drew his hood over his face and slipped away through the nearest alleyway, careful not to draw any attention to himself until he got to the southern gates of Rasselin. Once there he showed the guards the letter from the governor to the queen. The guards were quick to give him a horse, food and water, and allow him to pass through the gate.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kai stood in an alleyway behind the governor’s manor. He scanned the grounds inside the fence, watching the guards as they made their rounds. He wanted to get the timing of their foot-patrols so that he could jump over the fence, scale a wall, and enter through a second-floor window without being caught.
 
   He waited in the alleyway for almost two hours before he felt like he was sure of the guards’ patterns. He selected the perfect window. Some of the stones jutted out enough to offer handholds while a strategically placed cedar tree would cover his ascent from being seen. He started to make his move, checking one last time for guards, but then the window he wanted to use opened. Kai backed into the shadows and watched intently. A man emerged from the portal and scaled down the wall as if he was more spider than man. Kai squatted down lower, not wanting to be seen by the man.
 
   The man sprinted across the yard and leapt over the fence, his sand-colored cloak floated behind him gracefully, but Kai was unable to see the man’s face in the waning twilight. The stranger was so fast, that when Kai blinked, he was gone. There was no sign of him at all. Kai sprang into action. He had to know what this man had been doing.
 
   He jumped the fence, and dashed across the grass toward the wall. He leapt up, running up the wall partway and grabbing hold of a small ledge with his left hand. He pulled himself upward and grabbed the windowsill with his right hand and lifted himself high enough to peer into the room. The walls were lined floor to ceiling with bookshelves. On one side of the room there was a fireplace facing two red armchairs, and in one of the chairs there was a man with a piece of paper covering his face. Kai noted blood dripping to the floor.
 
   He pulled himself through the window and silently ran over to the chair. He pulled the note from the man’s face and stood there, stunned. It was Governor Gandle. Kai then noticed a bell in Gandle’s lifeless right hand. He looked back to the window, trying to guess who it might have been. Perhaps it was someone connected with Sebina’s kidnappers. He started to unfold the note.
 
   “Compliments of King Sarito,” Kai read from the paper. “That doesn’t make any sense,” he said to himself. “Why would he send an assassin for Gandle?” Kai jumped as the door opened and in walked a well-dressed man.
 
   “I heard the bell milord and…” the servant froze in his tracks and looked from Kai to Governor Gandle’s body.
 
   Kai patted the air with a hand and shook his head. “No, wait!”
 
   “Guards!” the servant yelled. “Guards, there is a murderer in the house!”
 
   Kai ran for the window. Just as he clambered through the opening his hand caught on a jagged curtain hook and he fumbled the murder note on his way out. He started to turn back for it, but several muscular guards burst into the room, shouting and ready for battle. Kai jumped to the cedar tree and made for the fence as fast as his legs would carry him.
 
   Within minutes Kai was back at the dungeon. His stomach tightened and twisted when he realized that there was no guard outside. Something was terribly wrong, he could feel it. He pushed open the door and stopped in the entrance. Blood pooled just inside the door, flowing in a stream from a guard’s slashed throat in the corner. Kai took a step inside, hoping that somehow Lador was still alive.
 
   “You there, stop!” someone shouted from outside.
 
   Kai turned and saw several guards running toward him. He had to make a choice now. He knew that if he ran away he would still have a chance of escaping, but his loyalty to Lador was too strong. If there was any chance that Lador could still be alive, Kai had to find him. He slammed the door shut, quickly threw the bolt into the locked position, and ran for the stairs that led to the dungeon below. The knot in his stomach grew larger as he passed by two more bodies with crossbow bolts protruding from their necks.
 
   Kai leapt down the stairs, using his hand to steady his swift descent through the spiraling tunnel. He was running so fast that he almost leapt over Lador’s body before he noticed it. He fell to his knees and his mouth dropped open. His captain was dead.
 
   Kai closed his eyes and gently took Lador’s body in his arms. “Basei, be swift to take this man’s soul to your halls of rest,” Kai whispered. “I have failed,” Kai said through clenched teeth. He gently pressed his forehead to Lador’s cold face and whispered goodbye before placing Lador back on the stone floor.
 
   Kai rose to his feet as an empty coldness swept over him. A loud pounding sound echoed down from above. The ranger looked up and realized that the guards were breaking through the door. He had to find a way out. Lador’s sacrifice would be in vain if Kai allowed the guards to stop him now. He ran up to the hallway above just as the door burst open and several guards ran in. The guards stopped just inside, aghast at the pool of blood beneath their feet.
 
   “Halt!” one of them yelled, “You are under arrest.”
 
   “It was not I who slew these men,” Kai said.
 
   “You expect us to believe that?” another guard yelled. “If it wasn’t you, then who did it?” the guard demanded.
 
   Kai’s silence was enough to provoke the men into an offensive posture.
 
   “I will spare your lives if I can, but make no mistake, I will cut you down if I must.” Kai slowly, deliberately slid his sword out of its scabbard.
 
   “We cannot let you pass,” another patrolman roared.
 
   “So be it,” Kai growled. He closed his eyes slowly, allowing his mind to clear the recent events from his mind. Focusing all of his energy, he became one with his sword. He pictured the image of the man he had seen leaving Governor Gandle’s manor through the window. The cloaked man would have answers. Kai nodded to himself as he pictured the assassin clearly. He opened his eyes and fixed them on the patrolmen before him. These men were now nothing more than obstacles, preventing him from finding the cloaked man, and the answers about the human smuggling ring that had tried to take his sister, and presumably killed the governor, and his captain. Kai twirled his sword twice and then sprinted forward.
 
   The guards charged toward him, all of them wielding long-swords, typical of the Rasselin city guard. Kai watched them, studying their every move as they ran towards him. He mentally noted exactly how many steps would be taken before they would clash with him, but he had something else in mind. He sprinted faster, gaining momentum until there were only three yards between him and the guards, and then he sprang left, up the wall. He ran across the stone, above the guards and then dove down into the group. His sword slashed out and caught one guard’s thigh. His left foot struck out, slamming another guard in the face. He rolled as he hit the ground, swiping his sword across the hamstrings of two more guards and then he used his momentum to propel himself into another leap, this time he barreled head-long into the fifth patrolman, slamming him into the opposite wall.
 
   Kai’s left hand went to the guard’s belt and retrieved a knife. He thrust the silvery blade into the man’s sword arm, and then threw him to the floor. He wheeled around, his sword making a wide arc as he spun, and caught another guard across the chest, opening a shallow gash. Blood spewed out from the newly opened flesh and the man fell to his knees shrieking and clutching at his wound. Kai twirled his sword back into a defensive posture, fending off two attacks from other foes before he stomped his right boot onto the kneeling patrolman’s face.
 
   “I’ll get help!” a guard yelled out. Kai let his sword fly at the retreating guard. The blade whirled end over end and connected hilt-first with the patrolman’s helmet with a dull clank. The patrolman fell to the ground. Kai dove under a couple of swipes from the last two remaining guards. They both kept running towards him, swinging and chopping their swords as they came on furiously. Kai rolled down the hall, narrowly missing the crashing steel with each turn of his body. Finally he was able to tuck his right leg under him and launch farther down the hall. He wasn’t near any weapons, but he had enough time to stand before the last two guards reached him.
 
   The ranger turned sideways as a sword was thrust his way. Then he stepped back to avoid another swing. The guards launched a series of swings and thrusts but Kai twisted, ducked, side-stepped, and jumped out of reach of every strike. Then he went on the offensive. He launched out with his left hand and caught the guard on his left by the wrist. Kai pulled the guard closer as he gracefully spun around the guard’s back. The move forced the other patrolman to swing his sword directly into the wall to avoid hitting his partner. Sparks flew as steel grated across stone. Kai landed a devastating kick to the other patrolman’s head, sending him crashing into the wall after his sword. Then, Kai yanked his left hand down and put his weight onto his captive foe’s arm. The guard tried to resist but his bones snapped within moments and he fell to the floor, screaming and holding his arm. His sword fell to the ground and Kai picked it up. The game was over.
 
   Kai tossed the guard’s sword away and retrieved his own as he neared the exit. “There is no turning back now,” he muttered to himself.
 
   He pushed through the broken door and gazed out at a few passersby who had seen the whole encounter. They pointed at him, but nobody said a word. With each step Kai took, the people backed away slowly, as if staring down a rabid dog in the street. He looked up and down the streets, pondering where he should go to find clues about the cloaked man. His thoughts were cut short as the bystanders started to scream for help. Kai grunted and sprinted down the street. He would have to think later, for now he had to find a way out of the city if he wanted to survive.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Kai slid the window up and clambered through. The streets were dark now, covered by the blanket of night, so he was confident no one had seen him duck into the alley next to Captain Lador’s house. Once inside, he pulled the window closed and made for the hatch that led to the cellar. He quickly picked the lock and descended the ladder.
 
   Once he pulled the hatch closed above him he felt around for the lantern for a few seconds. He knocked his knee into the corner of a table and stifled a curse. Then, upon finding the lantern he slid his hand over the table for the match box. Luckily, Lador had always kept it on the same table as the lantern so it was easy to find. The match hissed and spat as he struck it and lit the wick inside the lantern. The yellow light exploded into the windowless room, forcing the darkness into shadows behind the various crates and sacks in the cellar.
 
   Kai turned, looking for the large desk. He spied it in the far corner and went straight to it, kicking aside a small wooden bucket filled with cobwebs. He pulled the front drawer and shuffled through the papers.
 
   The hatch above the ladder squealed in protest as someone opened it. Kai extinguished the lantern between his thumb and forefinger and then crouched low beside the desk.
 
   Dusty light filtered in from above. A boot slowly came into view and landed on the top rung on the ladder. 
 
   Had someone seen me? Kai wondered. A second boot soon followed the first and a form came down. Kai pulled a knife and waited silently, tempering his breathing and focusing on the person coming down.
 
   Kai watched the tell-tale brown cloak fall into the hole, it was a city guardsman for sure. Just as the intruder’s shoulders became visible the hatch was pulled shut and the room was dark again. Kai hadn’t expected that. Who would come looking for him without any light?
 
   Kai closed his eyes, hoping to force his eyes to adjust faster. When he opened them again, he couldn’t see anything. He strained his ears. He heard nothing. He pressed his back into the wall, slowly turning his head sifting the darkness as best he could.
 
   “Move, and yer dead,” a gruff voice warned.
 
   Kai froze. The voice came from his left, so perhaps the intruder was just trying to panic him.
 
   “I can see ya plain as day,” the voice said. “Yer back is against the wall next to a desk, and yer holding a knife in yer hand.”
 
   “Wait, I know you. You were at the inn a few nights ago, you helped me.” Kai guessed as he placed the voice.
 
   “Aye, put the knife down, and we can talk.”
 
   Kai sheathed his knife and reached for the lantern again.
 
   “Nah, leave that be, we can see just fine.”
 
   “My name is Kai,” Kai said as he set the lantern back on the desk and slowly stood. “We fought together, but I don’t think we were formally introduced.”
 
   “What are you doing sneaking around in here? I thought you were in the dungeons.”
 
   “Lador let me out to help him with an investigation, but he’s dead now,” Kai replied.
 
   “Did you kill him?” another voice asked.
 
   Kai turned to face the right, where the other voice came from. “No, he was my friend. I don’t know who did it.”
 
   “Go ahead and light the lantern,” the first voice said.
 
   “I think we should whack him over the head first,” the second voice put in.
 
   “Ah, shut yer yapper, Pinhead,” grumbled the first. “He’s telling the truth.”
 
   “You can read minds now?” the second shot back.
 
   Kai lit the lantern and the two dwarves shielded their eyes for a moment. “I am telling the truth,” Kai said. “Governor Gandle is dead too,” he put in.
 
   “Well, that’s perfect,” Pinhead said with a shrug. “They are going to hang us for sure.”
 
   “Pinhead?” Kai asked, pointing to Pinhead.
 
   “Yep,” said the first dwarf. “And I’m Redbeard,” he said as he jabbed a thumb in his chest.
 
   “We don’t have much time. They’ll be scouring the city for me. It’s only a matter of time before they look here.”
 
   “Well, we did make a big mess at the inn,” Pinhead said with a smile.
 
   “And, I was seen fleeing the dungeon where Captain Lador was killed.”
 
   “Aye, that is bad,” Redbeard said with a nod.
 
   “Lador was going to smuggle us out after the heat cooled down, but now that he is dead, I don’t know how we are getting out.” Pinhead crossed his arms. “I could use a drink.”
 
   “Ale is the last thing you need, especially now,” Redbeard quipped.
 
   Kai returned to rummaging through the desk. “Go to that wall over there,” he said while pointing to the wall behind Pinhead. “Look for a crate that has a rat carved into the side.”
 
   “Then what?” Redbeard asked as he and Pinhead moved to the wall and scanned the crates.
 
   “Pop the top off and pull the lever inside,” Kai replied.
 
   “I found it,” Pinhead shouted. He broke the boards on top and reached inside. “Argh, my hand!” he yelled. Pinhead’s hand was pulled into the crate and his face writhed in agony.
 
   “What is it?!” Redbeard shouted as he reached over.
 
   Pinhead smiled and stifled a laugh. “Nothing,” he said with a shrug. Redbeard slugged his arm and pushed him aside. “Just playing,” Pinhead said. “I thought it might be good to lighten the mood a bit.”
 
   “Have I ever said how much your name suits you?” Redbeard retorted. He reached into the crate, gripped the crude, sturdy lever and pulled it up. Gears and cogs clicked into place and a small portal opened in the back wall.
 
   “Not bad handiwork, for a human.” Pinhead went through and looked around. “Looks like it goes directly into the sewers,” he said while holding his nose.
 
   Kai caught up to them with a rolled up paper in his hand. “Exactly, and the sewer leads out. If we follow this map, we can find the main drainage tunnel. That will lead us out under the walls and into a drainage field.”
 
   “Then what? It just opens into the desert?” Redbeard asked.
 
   “Not exactly.” Kai held up the map and squinted. “Looks like it opens into a cistern a few hundred yards away from the city.”
 
   Redbeard shook his head and took the map from Kai. “No, a cistern is for storing good water.” He glanced at the map for a moment and then rolled it back up. “This will take us to a large cesspool. The bad news is we will need a very long bath.”
 
   “But the good news is we get to keep our skins,” Kai put in.
 
   Pinhead started looking through the crates. Redbeard pulled a small, cylindrical object from under his tunic and handed it to Kai.
 
   “What’s this?” Kai asked.
 
   Redbeard pulled the old city guard cloak off of his shoulders and stuffed it into the crate with the lever. “It’s called a stick-bow. I made it myself.”
 
   Kai turned it over in his hands. It was heavier than he had expected.
 
   “The outside just looks like a club, or perhaps a really large talisman, but inside there is a tightly compressed spring with a modified crossbow bolt loaded. The button just under your thumb will fire it out of the bottom end.”
 
   “Why are you giving me this?” Kai asked.
 
   Redbeard shrugged. “Well, I thought it might come in handy for you.”
 
   Kai smiled and nodded. “Thanks. So, are you headed home then?”
 
   Redbeard smiled. “Nah, figured we should probably come with you and keep an eye on you. We already saved you once, and we just found you creeping around in a basement.”
 
   Kai chuckled.
 
   “Found one,” Pinhead said to himself as he wiped dust off of a clothespin.
 
   “Why don’t you and your brother hang on to that map,” Kai offered. “Maybe later you can come back for your goods or something.” Kai went through the opening and located the lever that would close the portal once they were all through.
 
   “I doubt it,” Redbeard said as he raised an eyebrow at Pinhead. “But, thanks just the same.” He tucked the map into the back of his trousers and called out for Pinhead. “Let’s go brother.”
 
    “Ugh,” Pinhead muttered as he clamped his nose shut with the clothespin. “This stinks! No pun intended.”
 
   Redbeard and Kai looked at each other and shook their heads.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Blacktooth Pete sat with his heels digging into the worn floorboards below, his shoulders melting into the chair behind him, and his head drooping lazily in front of him. His left hand held a pair of cards and the dice lay before his right hand.
 
   “Your roll, Pete,” said the man across the table.
 
   “I know,” Pete said. His cards were decent, but he hadn’t been having any luck with the dice. He would have to roll either a pair of sixes or threes to win the round. He didn’t like his odds. Pete reached over his pot belly and snatched the dice. He kissed his dirty knuckles and tossed the red dice onto the table. Not even close. A four and a one. Pete slapped his cards on the table and sat up straight. “That’s it for me,” he said.
 
   The man across from him swept the copper pieces to him with a big, toothy grin. “Pleasure doing business with you,” he smirked.
 
   Pete stood up and stretched. He hadn’t walked two paces when someone else sat in his chair, eager to try their hand at winning a few extra coppers. Pete walked over to the bar and hailed the barkeep. “Whiskey, if you have any left.” The barkeep nodded and promptly produced a shot glass full to the brim so that Pete spilled a bit as he raised it to his lips.
 
   “Two coppers,” the barkeep said.
 
   Pete reached into his coin purse, grabbed the seam, and turned the bag inside out. “On my tab?” he asked with a sheepish grin. The barkeep shook his head, took the whiskey bottle back, and walked away. Pete smiled and turned around, propping his elbows on the bar behind him in a way that accentuated his gut even more.
 
   He scanned the room and was just about to call it a night when a strong, determined man walked through the door. Pete watched this newcomer take three steps inside, pull his hood back, and head straight for Vermut’s table. Pete did a three-quarter turn so that he mostly faced the bar, but could still watch. The two enforcers at Vermut’s table intercepted the newcomer and he surrendered his sword and a pair of knives to them. Then, he promptly sat directly in front of Vermut himself.
 
   Pete watched for a few moments, and then Vermut abruptly rose and walked through the back door, leaving the newcomer to sit alone with the two enforcers. Pete knew something was stirring. He weaved through the tables to sit in a chair near Vermut’s table.
 
   “Mind if I join you two lovely ladies?” Pete asked a pair of chunky, well-weathered women. The two exchanged glances and nodded for him to sit, but they weren’t overly happy about it. “Name’s Pete,” he said as he pulled out a chair and sat. “Where are you two from?”
 
   “Let’s go,” one of the women said. The other nodded and they abandoned Pete just as quickly as he had joined them.
 
   “Well, thanks for the…” Pete reached out and took the half empty green bottle they left behind and sniffed it, “ale,” he finished. Pete wrinkled his nose and grabbed one of the goblets that they had left behind. It too was half full, so he drained it before pouring more.
 
   A moment later a large, bald Kuscan man pushed through the back door, followed by Vermut. The change in the room was palpable. Several gamblers left, the barmaids briefly stopped serving tables, and even the newcomer seemed a bit unsettled. The Kuscan was easily seven feet tall, with shoulders wide enough that he had to turn sideways to fit through the door. His arms were thick and meaty and his footsteps thudded through the floor as his massive legs propelled him toward Vermut’s table. Pete had never seen this man before, but he knew who it was; Galion the Red. Pete had heard of the Kuscan custom of roasting the hearts of a vanquished army in a great feast after battle, but Galion elevated the ritual to an especially sinister level. Galion had earned his name by cutting the hearts from his still breathing enemies, smearing the blood on his own chest, and eating the hearts raw on the battle field.
 
   As wild as the stories were, there were very few who doubted their accuracy.
 
   “What do you want?” Galion rumbled.
 
   “Gildar has been slain,” the newcomer said with a slight bow of his head.
 
   If Galion was displeased or upset, he didn’t show it. He motioned for the two enforcers to leave, then he and Vermut sat opposite the newcomer.
 
   “How did it happen?” Vermut asked in his surprisingly nasal voice.
 
   The newcomer shook his head. “Gildar was slain by one of the Rasselin Rangers, a man named Kai.”
 
   “Correct me if I am wrong, Diggs, but don’t we pay you to handle these kind of issues?” Galion growled.
 
   Diggs nodded. “This was different. There was no investigation. Gildar’s men kidnapped Kai’s sister. Somehow he was able to track Gildar down and he killed everyone.”
 
   Galion scowled and his shoulders tensed.
 
   “Everyone?” Vermut repeated.
 
   “If any survived, they didn’t contact me,” Diggs said soberly.
 
   “What of the women in Rasselin?” Galion asked.
 
   Diggs shrugged. “They were never found.”
 
   “Then some escaped,” Galion observed. “They will not likely return until we have increased our security in Rasselin.”
 
   “I have a plan to rebuild the network. Kai is in the dungeon. Captain Lador will plead for his life, but Governor Gandle will condemn him to death, I’m certain of it.”
 
   “That won’t be enough,” Vermut said impatiently.
 
   “I know,” Diggs replied. “I am close to Captain Lador. I have his trust, I can take him out.”
 
   “Then you would be in charge of the Rangers, correct?” Vermut inquired.
 
   Diggs nodded. “They would be under my complete control. Plus, with Kai hanged and Captain Lador dead, I could initiate two new members.”
 
   “I have two that I can send back with you,” Vermut said.
 
   “Then, with the Rangers under my command, we can be your increased security.”
 
   “You don’t own all of the Rangers,” Vermut pointed out.
 
   “True,” Diggs admitted. “But we can dispose of those that get in our way and replace them with allies.”
 
   Galion tapped a thick finger on the table. “What of the girl? If she knows about us, we will need to eliminate her.”
 
   “She is here,” Diggs said in a hushed voice that Pete could barely hear. “I just brought her and her friend into town as a favor for Kai.”
 
   “Interesting,” Galion said.
 
   “Here is her information. She moved into a house on Dobtree Lane with her aunt, an old lady named Agnes. The first floor is an alchemical shop.” Diggs slid a piece of paper across the table.
 
   Vermut picked it up and glanced at it. “Sebina and Jenedina,” he said with a slight frown. “I think it’s time we visited the alchemical shop on Dobtree Lane.” Vermut tucked the piece of paper into his belt.
 
   “Just wait until I am out of town,” Diggs pleaded. “The other Rangers are with me, and it will be difficult to get her alone until after we are gone. As you said, not all of them are on our side.”
 
   “Understood,” Galion said with a nod.
 
   Pete had heard enough. He knocked another goblet back and let the warm, stale ale rush down his gullet. Then he loudly pushed back from the table and rose clumsily to his feet. He set the empty goblet on the table and turned for the door. He barely took a step before a large hand gripped his shoulder and turned him around. He looked up to see Vermut glaring down at him.
 
   “And where are you headed?” Vermut growled.
 
   Pete squinted his eyes at Vermut and wagged a finger in his face. “I’m goin’ to the pisser,” he slurred.
 
   “You drunk, Pete?” Vermut questioned as he pulled Pete’s collar in roughly. Pete coughed in Vermut’s face. “Gad, your breath is horrid!”
 
   “That’s why I’m called Blacktooth Pete!” Pete grinned wide, displaying his trademark dead, black left incisor.
 
   “Let the fool go,” Galion growled from the table. “I don’t need a scene here tonight.”
 
   Vermut pushed Pete away. “Go on and sober up Pete, and keep your nose clean eh.”
 
   “Bah,” Pete shot back as he stumbled to catch his footing. “Blacktooth Pete!” Pete shouted as he waved a hand to everyone in the room. His shaky, unstable legs carried him along a crooked path back to the door, but everyone else had gone back to their respective activities, Galion and company included. Pete pushed through the door and out into the street.
 
   As soon as the door closed behind him, Pete straightened and gave up his drunkard act. He sprinted away as fast as his stubby, fat legs could carry him.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Have you heard enough now?” Yeoj asked.
 
   Kelden paced in front of the empty fireplace and shook his head. “You are sure this is accurate?”
 
   “As sure as I am standing here now,” Blacktooth Pete replied.
 
   “I don’t buy it,” Pendonov said. “Why would a Ranger throw in with Vermut and Galion? It doesn’t add up.”
 
   “Sure it does,” Yeoj said. “It’s money.”
 
   “A lot of it,” Pete confirmed.
 
   Pendonov shook his head and waved the notion away.
 
   “You don’t get it,” Pete scolded. “When you smuggle a weapon, how many times can you sell a sword?”
 
   “Once,” Pendonov answered.
 
   “How many times can you sell a woman in a brothel?” Yeoj asked.
 
   “As often as you like,” Kelden spoke with a grim nod. Pendonov grimaced and turned away.
 
    “Now you understand.” Pete said flatly. “What are you guys going to do?” Pete asked. Kelden stopped pacing and leaned back against the mantle. “You are going to go after them right?”
 
   “We need proof,” Pendonov put in.
 
   “I have given you proof!” Pete replied.
 
   Yeoj stepped forward and put his hand in the air to calm Pete. “Pete’s right, he’s been good to us. We have to act.”
 
   Pendonov shook his head. “Pete gave us names, but so far we have no evidence of anything. We have followed Vermut, we’ve shadowed his men, and we have nothing yet.”
 
   Yeoj walked in close to Kelden’s ear and whispered. “What do you plan to do Kelden, wait until the women are kidnapped and then politely knock on Vermut’s door and ask to speak with him like one of your little Merchant Guard investigations?”
 
   Kelden glared at him and pushed him back. “Do not speak to me like that. I have bled and fought harder for the queen than you ever have.” Kelden then turned to face Pendonov. “I understand your trepidation, Pendonov, but I asked you to join our group for a reason. Your skills are valuable to us, and your sense of conscience is a good balance to Yeoj’s impulses.” Kelden turned a sharp eye to Yeoj, but the hard man was unfazed.
 
   “The queen chose us for a reason,” Yeoj responded. “Vermut and Galion are extremely powerful men. If left unchecked, they too could threaten Kobhir, or even the queen.” Yeoj folded his arms over his chest. “We have to stop them somehow. We can’t allow a network as large as this, with connections to the Rasselin Rangers to thrive.”
 
   “You did understand that I said Governor Gandle was working with them, right?” Pete put in.
 
   “Maybe that’s why he gave you the brush off,” Yeoj said. “Maybe he has his own plans for the throne.”
 
   “No,” Pendonov cut in. “Gandle’s too old to care about that.”
 
   “Right,” Yeoj chortled. “I forgot that old men don’t care for power.”
 
   “Yep, and old men never chase skirts either,” Pete snorted.
 
   Yeoj pointed to Pete and smiled wide. “I bet Gandle was in with Theodorus –that’s probably why he brushed you off like a flea-ridden dog.”
 
   Pendonov opened his mouth, but Kelden held up a hand to silence him. “Pendonov, Pete and Yeoj have a point here. Think about what might happen if Gandle is working with Vermut and Galion. The possible power plays these men might make would make the recently foiled assassination look merciful.”
 
   “That’s right,” Yeoj agreed. “And, you know this network didn’t just appear overnight. I know these men were connected to Theodorus. If Pete says they work with Governor Gandle, then that means it is possible that Gandle worked with Theodorus.”
 
   Kelden nodded grimly. “Alright,” he started. “Pete, you get to the safe house and stay there. You are not to leave until we are finished.”
 
   “About time,” Yeoj said as he checked his sword belt. “Let’s go scalping.”
 
   “No,” Kelden said sternly.
 
   “But you just said…” Yeoj started.
 
   Kelden patted the air with a hand. “We go to watch Sebina’s house. If they come for her, we’ll apprehend and interrogate them. If we are going to do this, it’s my way. We wrap up the whole network as clean as we can.”
 
   Pendonov shot a smug smile at Yeoj and then brushed past him roughly on his way to open the door.
 
   Yeoj crossed his arms. “The dungeons aren’t big enough to hold everyone.”
 
   Kelden clenched his jaw and walked past Yeoj and Pete. “My way, Yeoj,” Kelden repeated as he and Pendonov walked out.
 
   “Until your way fails,” Yeoj countered.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   Kelden crouched low, next to a brick chimney spewing gray smoke into the dark night sky. He turned and motioned for Pendonov and Yeoj, who were laying on the other side of the roof’s apex, to come to him.
 
   “It’s clear,” Kelden whispered.
 
   Yeoj crawled over the peak and gently shuffled down the other side until his foot caught the rain gutter over the alley on the east side of the building. Pendonov was quick to follow, but he went for the other side of the chimney and rested his back against it as he kept watch over the street below on the north side of the building.
 
   “This is the address Pete gave us,” Kelden said as he pointed to a two story wooden building across the alleyway.
 
   Pendonov leaned forward, searching the street. “We are clear from this angle.”
 
   Kelden nodded and went for the edge of the building, scanning it for an easy route to climb down without disturbing anyone who may be inside.
 
   “I still don’t see why we are allowing the Rangers to leave. Pete told us the man’s name,” Yeoj spat.
 
   “Because, without knowing who else might be involved it could trigger unwanted attention,” Pendonov replied.
 
   Kelden nodded and added, “We also don’t have any proof. Trying to approach the Rangers and tell them one of their own has gone rogue without evidence would be a death sentence for all three of us.” Kelden straightened his belt and checked his long knife. “However, if the scoundrel is dumb enough to come here for the girl, then we will take the dog down.”
 
   Yeoj shrugged. “So, what’s the plan for tonight then?”
 
   “You need to get a vantage point that overlooks the building’s rear windows,” Kelden told Yeoj. “If you see anyone trying to break in, you alert us and then apprehend him. Pendonov will stay here to keep watch from this angle, and I will patrol the alleys.”
 
   “Be careful not to give us away,” Yeoj warned Pendonov as he scooted away.
 
   “Just try not to scalp anyone,” Pendonov shot back. Yeoj disappeared from view within moments. After he was sure Yeoj was gone, Pendonov leaned over to grab Kelden’s attention just before he started descending the wall. “You sure we can trust him?”
 
   Kelden frowned. “The queen trusts him,” he replied noncommittally.
 
   Pendonov shook his head. “She trusted Theodorus too.”
 
   Kelden took the point with a nod and shrugged. “She asked me to work with him. His methods are very different from our own, but they work.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “He clued me in to Theodorus’ plan in the first place. If not for him, the queen may not be alive today. I say that buys him the benefit of the doubt.”
 
   Pendonov shrugged and went back to watching the street. “For now, I suppose.”
 
   “You know something I don’t?” Kelden asked.
 
   Pendonov shook his head. “Just gives me the creeps.”
 
   Kelden grinned. “You get used to it,” he offered.
 
   “Is this what it was like?” Pendonov asked.
 
   Kelden knit his brows and thought for a moment. “Is this like what?”
 
   “You haven’t spoken much about your past assignment, with the queen I mean. I wanted to know if this is what it was like.” Pendonov pulled a knife from his belt and started cleaning his fingernails. Kelden watched him for a moment but said nothing. “I am honored that you would think me loyal enough to pull me into this secret unit, but I don’t know if I am a good fit for it.”
 
   “How’s that?” Kelden asked as he scanned the alley below to make sure it was still clear.
 
   “I think I like the job better when the man you cross swords with is coming at you on an open field, like those Tarthuns we fought with on the way to Rasselin. In that battle you know your enemy and you know your friends. You know your objective and the honor goes to the victor.”
 
   Kelden cocked his head to the side. “And with this?” he prodded.
 
   “It’s different,” Pendonov noted. “We deal with rats to uncover monsters.” Pendonov sighed.
 
   “You mean Yeoj?” Kelden asked.
 
   Pendonov shrugged and blew his fingernails clear and wiped his knife on his pants. “Him, Blacktooth Pete, the lot of them.” He sighed and leaned back into the chimney. “It just feels like the honor isn’t here, like it was with the Merchant Guard.”
 
   Kelden was silent for a moment. “I won’t pretend to have the answers for you,” he said after a while. “We finish this one together, and then you can decide what fits with you best.” Kelden reached up and put a hand to Pendonov’s shoulder. “I need you on this one with me.”
 
   Pendonov looked to Kelden and nodded once. “I’m with you, Captain Ferryl.”
 
   Kelden slapped Pendonov’s shoulder and then disappeared down the side of the building and into the alley below.
 
   At the bottom, an alley cat scampered behind a pile of rubbage. The stench of built up filth assaulted Kelden’s nose to the point he put a hand to his mouth. He circled the building Pete had told them about and silently checked the doors and windows along the ground level. All were secure. He was careful to stick to the shadows, just in case he and his men were not the only ones watching the house.
 
   The night dragged on hour after painful hour. Kelden saw no movement of any kind until close to dawn when a homeless beggar came through the alley to rifle through the garbage. The man overturned piles of trash with his feet as he stumbled drunkenly through the alley. Kelden drew his long knife, just in case it was a disguised scout for Vermut. He dug himself into a doorway as the beggar fumbled past him. A cloud of rancid body odor hung around the beggar in such a way that Kelden knew it was no act. The man had clearly not bathed since the last rain, and that was several months ago.
 
   An hour passed and dawn’s light grew, reaching over the rooftops and heralding the morning sun with shades of orange and purple in the sky above.
 
   Yeoj approached just as light chased the shadows from the alleyway. “We need to move,” he said.
 
   Kelden nodded. “We are too exposed here,” he agreed.
 
   Pendonov dropped down from above, absorbing the impact by bending his body to the ground. “I didn’t see anything but that homeless guy a while back.”
 
   Kelden looked up and down the alleyway. “Pendonov, go back to the safe house and keep an eye on Pete.”
 
   “Done,” Pendonov replied. He jogged off down the alley without another word.
 
   “What about us?” Yeoj asked. “The alleys would draw attention to us and we’d be spotted a long ways off if we go back to the roofs here.”
 
   “No, the pitches are too steep. We’d be seen for sure, especially because some of the other buildings in the area are taller than the buildings close enough for us to use.” Kelden pointed across the street. “Last night I kept looking at that old house. I don’t think anyone is inside.”
 
   “How can you tell?” Yeoj asked.
 
   “A few of the front windows are broken and boarded up. That, plus the pile of dirt on the threshold of the front door tells me it’s likely vacant.”
 
   Yeoj grinned. “I’ll go find us a way in.” Kelden nodded. The two of them slipped inside by prying loose some of the boards on a side window. Once inside they dealt with a few extraordinarily territorial rats and finally found a decent position in a second floor bedroom with a window overlooking the street and, more importantly, the house Pete had told them about.
 
   They each took turns looking through the slits in the boards covering the window and napping in a corner of the dusty room. During Kelden’s third watch, a tall, slender woman emerged from the house across the street.
 
   She was wearing a blue dress with white flowers in her long, brown hair. She was more beautiful than Kelden had expected. Instead of alerting Yeoj to the activity, he watched the woman. She carried a large wicker basket with the arching handle over her left arm. Inside the basket were a few long stemmed flowers. Some were lilies, others were tulips. The woman started handing them out to people on the street, smiling widely as she would say something that Kelden could not hear.
 
   “Hardly looks like someone who was recently kidnapped,” Yeoj commented.
 
   Kelden startled away from the window and saw Yeoj at the other side of the window, peeking through a knothole in one of the boards.
 
   “Sorry, didn’t hear you get up,” Kelden said sheepishly.
 
   Yeoj winked and went back to the knothole. “Yeah, I suppose I can forgive you for that, considering how good she looks.”
 
   Kelden wanted to say something, but nothing came out. His mouth just hung open without any refute.
 
   “Why don’t you go introduce yourself?” Yeoj pushed.
 
   “That’s not what we are here for,” Kelden said sternly.
 
   Yeoj nodded and shot him another wink before heading back to the corner and pulling a waterskin from his belt. “There’s nothing wrong with it either. We have to keep an eye on both of them. You could go keep an eye on her, while I watch the house and make sure nothing happens to the other one.”
 
   Kelden pushed back from the boarded window and wiped the old, soft wood splinters from his hands. “Well, I suppose someone should keep an eye on her if she is out by herself.”
 
   “Precisely, and someone else should stay and watch the house,” Yeoj repeated.
 
   Kelden nodded and wrung his hands a bit.
 
   “I’ll go, if you want,” Yeoj offered slyly.
 
   Kelden shook his head. “No, I’ll go.”
 
   Yeoj laughed and took a pull from the waterskin. As Kelden left the house and slipped out into the street.
 
   He followed the woman through the streets and out to a small gate in Kobhir’s eastern wall that allowed citizens out to the sea. He did his best to keep his distance as he watched her hunt for flowers, rocks, and shells in the cool morning air. He admired the way she walked, with her hair waving in the breeze. He kept as close as he could to a copse of trees as she went down closer to the beach. He didn’t want to risk her spotting him.
 
   When she finished collecting shells she moved back up the sandy beach and onto the grassy hills to pick more flowers. Kelden wasn’t close enough to see exactly what kinds of flowers she was picking, but he knew the area was smothered in buttercups, clovers, and wild violets. Hardly the kinds of things that someone could make a living selling, but he had heard talk that these flowers, among other herbs that grew in the area, were great for alchemists. Kelden mused to himself, picturing her behind a counter full of glass beakers creating elixirs. There were few enough alchemists in Kobhir, but those who had the skill made a decent enough living. Nothing they could get rich with, but it was enough to get by on without any major complaints.
 
   Kelden moved from his spot, slowly picking his path along a set of white boulders that he kept between them to shield his movement. The woman glanced back a time or two, but Kelden was quick to duck behind cover before he could be seen. Or so he thought. As the sun rose higher in the sky, and her basket grew fuller, she turned back for the city.
 
   She walked along a seldom used path that cut in between large rock outcroppings and thick, wind-hardened oak trees. Kelden had to adjust his speed to keep her in his sight. Then, she disappeared around a large boulder as the path twisted off to the right, toward the main road into Kobhir from this direction. Kelden waited for about thirty seconds before he followed her around. He wanted to give her enough of a lead that she would not catch him behind her.
 
   He rounded the boulder and carefully peeked around. The woman was walking casually along the path leading to a dense copse of trees. Kelden stepped forward slowly.
 
   A crow launched from the rocks above squawking loudly with its mocking ca-caw. Sebina turned to find the source of the sound and Kelden dove back by the boulder in an effort to conceal himself. He landed hard, but was able to muffle the sound by catching himself with his hands behind the boulder. A couple of rocks jabbed his arms, chest, and left shoulder, but he paid them no mind. Instead he held his breath and tried to remain still. Nothing happened. He waited for a count of fifty before he decided it was safe for him to emerge from his hiding spot.
 
   He slid his hands out to the side and pulled his feet under himself. As he stood up he let his left hand glide up the craggy boulder for support. His fingers brushed aside a couple of dead, dried leaves and he turned his head reflexively when he heard them crackle and skitter down the rock face. A small, tan flash struck out and he felt a horrible sting in his left hand. After the shock was over he realized he had been bitten by a rock-jumper, a small, highly aggressive and territorial viper of no more than six inches long. Kelden pulled his hand back quickly and tried to back pedal away from the rock, but it was too late. The rock-jumper had already coiled for launch and it erupted into an impressive display, flying through the air and showing exactly how it had received its name. Kelden was able to bring his other arm up in time to shield his chest, but the viper was able to strike through to his forearm. He shook the serpent off and crushed it beneath the heel of his boot.
 
   Kelden knew he was in trouble. He would have to get back to Kobhir as quickly as possible. He snuck a peek around the boulder and saw that Sebina was already far off in the trees. He took off in the opposite direction, hoping he would be able to reach the walls before the poison paralyzed him. He thought of trying to suck it out, but he had heard stories that sucking the rock-jumper’s poison only quickened its paralyzing effect, leaving the victim helpless while the poison slowly killed them from within.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “There are no bodies inside, captain,” Teo announced upon emerging from the guardhouse.
 
   “Very well,” Captain Moggs replied. “I don’t understand how this could have happened.” He surveyed the rest of the man-trap on the Zinferth side of Hart’s Bridge, and glanced to the reinforcements he had brought with him.
 
   “Perhaps the criminal they were warning us about has made it into our lands, sir,” Teo put in.
 
   “It is possible, but it doesn’t seem likely that a lone swordsman could have done this. What confuses me is that on our side of the bridge our comrades’ heads have been placed on pikes with this warning nailed to one of them.” Captain Moggs held up the tattered note written in blood. “Now I see a charred wagon, a couple of injured horses, and wagon tracks leading out with no sign of any bodies on this side. Something doesn’t add up.”
 
   “Sir,” a voice called from one of the towers. “I see a band of riders heading toward us.”
 
   Moggs and Teo jogged over to the gateway of the complex and scanned the desert road before them. At first they could only see a large cloud of dust winding its way through the dunes like a gigantic, brown snake.
 
   “Can you see their banners?” Teo asked.
 
   “Not yet,” Moggs replied. “I would guess they are probably Zinferth soldiers.”
 
   “Perhaps we should meet them, and inform them of what we found when we arrived.”
 
   “Very well,” Moggs agreed. “Get my horse and join me out here. Give the order to close the gate, we don’t want the Zinferth soldiers riding in and thinking that we killed their comrades. I don’t want this to turn into a border dispute. We have enough of that in the south.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Teo replied. He ran off to get the horses.
 
   Moggs looked up to the tower and waived to his lookout. “Can you make out their colors?” Moggs yelled.
 
   “Riders of Zinferth, captain,” the lookout replied.
 
   “Well, I suppose someone has to inform them of their comrades’ fate.” Moggs turned and waited for Teo to bring the horses out. The large, portcullis came crashing down shortly after Teo emerged with the steeds. The two trotted out on horseback about fifty yards. By this time the riders were close enough that Captain Moggs could see the first row clearly. The men were dressed in armor, holding their colors high and running their horses at a quick gallop.
 
   “Teo, hold up,” Moggs ordered as he halted his horse. “Something doesn’t feel right.” Moggs glanced back to the gate. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. His instincts told him that he was in dire straits.
 
   “What is it?” Teo asked.
 
   Moggs pointed to the riders and slowly shook his head. “Their hands are resting on their swords.”
 
   “Surely they can’t think we did this?” Teo asked. “We only arrived today, and it is obvious that the battle took place days ago.”
 
   Moggs spat on the desert sand. “Our nations have had several skirmishes on the border over the last year.”
 
   “But never this far north,” Teo reminded him. “Hart’s Bridge has always been the one border crossing that was stable. The skirmishes happen on the plains south of the mountains.”
 
   Moggs narrowed his eyes on the approaching riders and shook his head. “There is no more peace at Hart’s Bridge, back to the gatehouse now!” Moggs whipped his horse around and galloped back to the gatehouse. “Whatever the reason, these men are here to fight.”
 
   A pair of black arrows flew by their heads, only narrowly missing them.
 
   Moggs and Teo spurred their horses furiously, but they could hear the riders gaining on them with each passing second. Moggs feared that they would not be able to outrun the soldiers behind them. “Teo, get to the men and order them to fall back to our side of the bridge and send a dispatch for help.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” Teo asked.
 
   “I will buy you time,” Moggs replied. “Open the gate!” Moggs bellowed to his men behind the portcullis. Then he drew his sword and turned his horse back to face the charging battle-group. He offered a mighty roar to Basei, the demigod of battle and war, and then he rode headlong into the enemy. His only hope was that his sacrifice would buy Teo enough time to relay the orders to the rest of the men.
 
   Moggs narrowed his eyes and set his jaw as he urged his horse forward. The Zinferth soldiers drew their weapons. Horse hooves churned and flipped the desert sand every which way as the gap between the riders closed. Another volley of arrows sailed in. Moggs caught three of them with his shield, and then hunkered down in his saddle as the distance between him and the enemy closed. The impact was sudden, thunderous, and bloody. Moggs scored a hit on an enemy soldier with his blade, while his shield deflected the spear of another Zinferth soldier. The spear and the three arrow shafts splintered, spraying wood across all nearby riders, but Moggs pressed on. He swung out with his shield and collided with one of the Zinferth riders, the man was knocked backward from his horse, to be trampled below. Moggs swung his sword to strike another foe, but this time a large war-hammer connected with his blade and snapped it like a twig. A stabbing pain shot through Moggs’ left thigh. He turned to see a sword protruding from his leg. Holding on to the sword was a large man with an eye-patch.
 
   “You die here, maggot,” the man growled.
 
   “You first,” Moggs replied. The Shausmatian captain mustered the strength to leap from his horse, straight at the man with the eye-patch. He swung wildly with his broken blade, landing three solid scores on his enemy’s shoulder, cutting deep into the joint and almost severing the man’s arm. Moggs then brought his shield down, hard on the man’s face and the two went flying to the ground.
 
   The man with the eye-patch flailed wildly, but he was no match for the Shausmatian captain. Moggs broke the man’s windpipe with a sideways strike, using the edge of his shield as a blunt weapon. A flurry of riders closed in, each of them determined to end Moggs’ life. Moggs rolled through the red sand, striking out with his broken blade and his shield. He miraculously dodged several fatal blows aimed at him, and somehow he managed to bring down two more riders and sever a horse’s leg before he was finally kicked to the ground and trampled by numerous riders.
 
   When the last of the riders galloped past, Moggs rolled his broken body over and strained to find Teo. He had a hard time scanning the desert through all the blood that was flowing over his eyes. He tried to wipe his brow, but he found that neither of his arms worked. They had both been broken in several places. Moggs arched his back and scrubbed his face across the body of the man with the eye-patch to clear the blood from his field of vision. Then he looked up, hoping to see that Teo had made it to the gatehouse safely. Finally, he saw his young friend, standing tall in his saddle and waving his arms frantically. Moggs smiled, believing that Teo had in fact made it, and that his men would be safe, but then Moggs spied a rider aiming a crossbow at Teo. Moggs tried to call out, but only a bloody whisper escaped his throat before he saw a bolt pierce Teo’s back and throw the man from his saddle just outside of the portcullis. A tear slid down Moggs’ cheek and his shaky head fell down to the sand below for the last time.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A large, robust man sat at the head of the long table in the dining hall. He was alone enjoying fried eggs on buttered toast, one of his favorite mid-night snacks. The moonlight beamed through the window, adding a silvery hue to the dining hall. No candles were lit for he despised the light of flame. He would much rather just sit in moonlight. Of course the weather did not always permit this, but when it did he was sure to be relaxing in the silvery lunar beams.
 
   A door opened at the end of the dining hall and a small wiry servant came through the doorway, took two steps into the room, and bowed his head.
 
   “Your majesty, there has been an incident at Harts Bridge which requires your immediate attention. A border guard has arrived to give you a full report.”
 
   “Let him in,” King Sarito’s low voice boomed. The servant, still bowing, backed out of the room and in came a young border guard with a bandaged nose. The border guard dropped slowly to one knee and bowed his head, placing his right hand over his heart in salute.
 
   “Tell me what happened,” King Sarito commanded.
 
   The border guard quickly approached the king’s table and stood about fifteen feet from him. “My king, three days ago I arrived with a small company to reinforce Hart’s Bridge. As you know, we had been told of a criminal on the loose that posed a danger to the border-crossing and we were going to reinforce our side of Hart’s Bridge. When we arrived, we found our comrades dead. Inside the main keep of the gatehouse their heads were placed upon pikes and crows were pecking at their flesh. A warning letter was placed upon one of the heads, written in blood.”
 
   “What did it say?” King Sarito asked as he pushed his plate away.
 
   “Death to Shausmatian dogs,” the border guard replied. The young soldier swallowed hard and then cleared his throat before continuing. “Naturally we went straight over to the Zinferth gatehouse to uncover what had happened.”
 
   “What did you find?” King Sarito asked.
 
   The soldier’s eyes went distant and lost focus as he recalled the images. “Blood was all around, on the walls and the ground. A wagon had been burnt, as well as one of the stables on the Zinferth side. But, we didn’t find anyone there.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Sarito asked. “No one survived on either side of the bridge?”
 
   “I’m not sure, sire,” the soldier replied. “All I know is we didn’t find anyone on the other side of Hart’s Bridge.” The soldier swallowed hard.
 
   “Was it the criminal we were warned about?” the king asked.
 
   The soldier shook his head. “Captain Moggs didn’t think so.”
 
   King Sarito sighed and rested his chin on his fist. “Go on, what happened next?”
 
   “I was sent to the tower and I kept a lookout while the rest of the company continued to search the grounds. After a while some riders came. They were Zinferthian soldiers. They attacked us. They killed everyone sire.”
 
   “What provoked them?”
 
   “Nothing, Captain Moggs rode out to meet them, but he was attacked straight away. Then they rode in and killed everyone before we could lower the portcullis. They kept shouting about avenging their brothers. They were ruthless, sire.” The young soldier lowered his head and started to weep.
 
   King Sarito was silent for a moment. He rose from his seat and walked over to the open window. He looked out over his kingdom. “This must be some kind of mistake.”
 
   “Not so, sire,” another commented from the shadows.
 
   King Sarito turned to see a familiar, long face with a gray beard. “Simon Tellwelle, my most trusted advisor, how long have you been here?”
 
   “Just a few moments,” Simon replied with a sweeping bow. “This is no mistake,” he repeated. “If anything, it is a sign that things have become far worse than we had anticipated.” Simon was a tall man, standing well over six feet. His head was crowned with an ample amount of silver hair that fell down around his thin, pale face. His narrow, pointy nose lent him a shrewd, rat-like appearance.
 
   “I have never wished to see blood in my days,” King Sarito said to Simon. “I do not think that two countries must resolve their matters by shedding the blood of their people.”
 
   “Obviously Queen Dalynn feels otherwise,” Simon said with a sweep of his arm to the young soldier. “We must answer this offense, sire, with full force.”
 
   King Sarito looked down to the young soldier. “You are dismissed lad. Tend to your wounds and then report back for duty with the city garrison here. You have had enough adventure in the desert for a while.”
 
    “Yes, my sovereign.” The border guard saluted again and swiftly exited the dining hall.
 
   As soon as he exited Simon stepped closer to speak with Sarito. “Sire,” Simon began in his exceedingly nasal, austere voice, “I have discussed the matter with the council and I have prepared some options for you.”
 
   “How could you have had time to speak with other council members?” Sarito asked.
 
   “I pride myself in being the first to know everything, sire. That way I may come to you with solutions rather than just problems.”
 
   “Simon, this is most likely a spill-over from the border disputes in the south. Perhaps an over zealous soldier began taunting the others, or maybe someone had a relative killed in the border disputes. Whatever it was, I am sure it was a misunderstanding. I don’t want to make it worse by launching a full assault and seizing the bridge. That would only escalate the hostilities. Besides, we need the trade to remain open between our kingdoms. We depend on Zinferth for many resources.”
 
   “And they depend on us for our gold,” Simon pointed out.
 
   King Sarito shook his large, thick head. “I would be willing to send out a unit of the Death Hawks, but nothing more,” Sarito said.
 
   “I understand, sire, but I do not think that is enough.” Simon strode in towards the table and laid his left arm on the back of a chair. “I believe that dark days are coming for our kingdom.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I have discussed the matter in full with the junior advisers. We are all in agreement that war is inevitable. One unit of Death Hawks may be a good start to secure the bridge, but I believe that we must prepare for full scale war.”
 
   “I am still waiting to hear back from my emissaries,” King Sarito countered.
 
   “Your emissaries have been rejected by Queen Dalynn,” Simon replied matter-of-factly. “They are not allowed to go beyond Rasselin, where Governor Gandle sends them back to us promptly, all in the name of the Zinferthian Queen.”
 
   “Why must she proceed in this foolishness?” Sarito growled. “I sent her offers of peace, a proposal that could end the border hostilities and let each kingdom thrive.”
 
   “I am afraid not everyone is as amicable as you are, sire,” Simon sneered. “I can not pretend to know why she insists on turning them away. All I know is that in the last seven months only one emissary made it to Kobhir, and we have yet to hear anything from her. All of the others have been turned away at Rasselin.”
 
   “Well, then perhaps we send another through the southern border, and avoid Rasselin altogether,” Sarito offered.
 
   Simon shook his head and crinkled his nose. “A diplomat would not last a day through that border. You and I both know the southern border is rife with bloodshed and murder. Even the large, well-armed merchants avoid it entirely, preferring to travel through Hart’s Bridge.”
 
   “Very well, if you insist then you may alert my armies.” King Sarito held up a short, chubby finger. “Put them on standby only. I would like them to be ready at a moment’s notice, but for now I will not mobilize any troops other than the unit of Death Hawks. If, in the future, things escalate to a more dangerous situation then you and the council may call upon the armies.”
 
   “As you wish, sire,” Simon agreed. “I will follow your instructions exactly.” Simon turned and left the hall. The pit-pat of his soft leather soled shoes echoed grimly off the stone walls. The door clicked heavily into place, sending vibrations through the chamber. Then, all was silent and King Sarito was alone.
 
   King Sarito turned to face his window. He looked out over the landscape. He admired its beauty, but even in the silvery moonlight his mind’s eye envisioned crimson washing over his lands as warriors set about their dastardly deeds. King Sarito shook his head and went down to his knees.
 
   “All-father, surely misfortune has found its way to my door. I have done my best to preserve peace in my land, but now I need your help. Watch over my lands with your all-seeing eye, and protect my people with your all-powerful arm.” King Sarito bowed his head in respect for his ancestral god, but even as he finished his prayer he felt little comfort in his troubled heart.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon couldn’t remember the last time he had knelt, either to a man or a deity, let alone a woman. Yet, here he was kneeling before Queen Dalynn. He waited for her to finish the letter from Governor Gandle. He had already informed her of her cousin’s murder. The shock of the news had taken her breath from her for several minutes, and it was very difficult for Talon to get the queen to refocus on the issue at hand.
 
   “You may rise,” the queen said after a few moments.
 
   “Thank you, milady,” Talon replied as he stood up straight. He could read the grief in her features. The wrinkles of time on her face skewed into a frowning grimace coursing with fresh tears, yet Talon noted the fire within her light blue eyes.
 
   “You have served your country faithfully,” Dalynn said. Her hands folded the letter from Gandle onto her lap. “I find it quite disturbing that King Sarito would assault my forces in the north, and even more so that my cousin has paid with his life for the discovery of Sarito’s dastardly endeavors. Insomuch as this was his last request, I will send support to Rasselin. Moreover, I will send the best men at my disposal to answer this atrocity. There will be blood!” The queen clenched her fist and slammed it on the arm of her throne.
 
   “Hart’s Bridge is the last open trade route, milady,” said Korin, a middle-aged man at her left. “To close it would mean that all chances for peace with Shausmat will…”
 
   Queen Dalynn regarded him with a heated stare and silenced him with a raised finger. “This has risen beyond the matters of trade,” she said. “Perhaps my cousin was right all along. He kept telling me that these border skirmishes would escalate to something more devastating. It was you who always tempered my responses.”
 
   Korin bowed his head. “Total war is not a decision to be made lightly. Perhaps if we send some emissaries to King Sarito we can resolve this matter.”
 
   “Will you bring my cousin back to the world of the living with the empty words of an emissary?” 
 
   Korin bowed his head even deeper, arching his back to avoid the queen’s wrath.
 
   Queen Dalynn drew in a slow, deep breath and then turned away from Korin. “Korin, go and fetch the other ministers. I will hold an audience with them now.”
 
   “By your command,” Korin replied. He gave one final bow at the door and exited the room.
 
   “What shall I do your majesty?” Talon asked.
 
   Queen Dalynn forced a smile. “I appreciate your valiant fortitude in this matter. I thank you again for your faithfulness and ask that you return to Rasselin as quickly as you can. No doubt the city will need all of its garrison to maintain order until a new governor can be appointed.” The queen rose from her throne and placed her hand on Talon’s bowed head for a moment, before walking on to gaze out through the arched window nearby.
 
   “As you wish,” Talon replied. The thought came to him that now would be a perfect time if he were to follow through with Gandle’s request and slay the queen. Her frail back was turned to him and her hair was up in a bun, exposing her tender neck. It would be so simple. His fingers almost stretched for his dagger, but he quickly shirked the idea off. He was not a man of many rules, but not murdering women was one tenet he had held sacrosanct his entire life. Despite the obvious political gain to be made, he could not seriously contemplate disregarding his own code of honor, as twisted as he might be otherwise. Besides, he knew that his plan would work just as well, if not better, with the queen alive and demanding revenge for her murdered cousin. Talon had already delivered the instructions to General Tehrigg previous to his audience with the queen, so everything was moving smoothly. He also had faith that the recent developments at Hart’s Bridge would spur King Sarito into action as well. The assassin backed out of the room, still bowing as he exited the large throne room.
 
   Talon’s part in engineering the war was now over. He was confident that General Tehrigg was capable of carrying out his part of the coup.
 
   Talon moved swiftly through the palace halls. His grin widened and his gait increased with each step. The forthcoming chaos would allow his actions to go unnoticed by the more powerful kingdoms. He knew that as long as Shausmat and Zinferth turned their attentions more fully to each other, he would be free to disrupt the Elven Isles. He would soon have the Tomni’Tai Scroll. Then he would have the power to challenge the demigods themselves, and lay hold on immortality.
 
   He reached into his pocket and retrieved the list he had gained from Gandle. The first name on the list was Jahre. Talon knew Jahre, or, at least he used to know him. This was the name of a very old Nizhni’Tai sage who knew the locations of the other artifacts needed to activate the Tomni’Tai Scroll. More than that, Jahre was likely the single most influential person in Talon’s life. He was responsible for what Talon had become. Jahre had also betrayed him a long time ago. Talon breathed in a satisfying breath as he thought how delicious it was that his current pursuit of the Tomni’Tai Scroll would also allow him to pay Jahre back in kind. Talon could feel the thrill of victory coursing through his veins.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   After night fall Talon sat alone in a tavern by the docks. He waited until the late hours when a rougher crowd would come in. He surveyed the room carefully as he watched a few minor brawls, a knife fight, and a couple of gambling games. Most people would have felt more than a little scared to sit in such a place for hours. Talon was not only comfortable, but enjoying the goings on around him. Each gambling game that broke out into a fight was amusing to him, and he studied each fighter’s technique, or lack thereof, scrutinizing their every move and imagining how easily he would counter and defeat each of the fighters. Talon almost joined in himself when a man was laid out on Talon’s table after a savage punch from a big, ugly brute of a man. The assassin decided against it though, for fear of drawing too much attention to himself. So he pretended to be intimidated and switched tables instead.
 
   Finally, after several more fist fights, he saw the man he wanted. An average built man with a missing little finger on his right hand. It was Captain Dorder, an ex-Shausmatian navy commander. Talon had heard that Dorder was drummed out dishonorably for allegedly smuggling naval supplies to the city of Jonndok, but they had never proven it and the old captain had never been sent to prison. Talon knew that Captain Dorder would be able to rustle up exactly the kind of crew he needed to take him to Bluewater, where Jahre lived.
 
   Talon rose from his seat and crossed the wooden floor of the smoke filled tavern. Captain Dorder turned to face him but said nothing as he watched Talon approach. “Captain Dorder, my name is Silver,” Talon said simply. He noted the suspicious look that the captain gave him. “Bag full of silver,” Talon continued as he placed a large bag of coins on the bar directly in front of Captain Dorder.
 
   “I see,” the weathered seaman said in a gruff voice. “And what can I do fer ya, Mr. Silver?”
 
   “I would very much like to travel to Bluewater, but I don’t have an official travel charter, nor the time to wait for one,” Talon explained.
 
   Captain Dorder eyed the bag and pried the top open to look inside. “Well Mr. Silver, this here would be enough for me to rustle up a crew, but I don’t have a ship,” replied the captain. “Unless you happen to have another bag with which we can hire a ship with as well.”
 
   “I had hoped you would already have your own,” Talon admitted.
 
   “Times have changed,” Dorder replied. “I had to scuttle my last ship.”
 
   Talon arched an eyebrow.
 
   “Trouble with the weather,” Dorder lied. “You know how the seas can be sometimes. She was damaged beyond my means to repair her, so I scrapped her out.”
 
   Talon smiled. “If I were to borrow a boat, and then if I were to promise that boat to you as a prize?” Talon inquired.
 
   “Ah, then ye be talkin' about piracy. A man can die for such crimes,” Captain Dorder sneered and turned to face the bar.
 
   Talon leaned in close enough to smell that the captain had not bathed for quite a while and whispered, “I suppose if it came down to that, the so-called weather could always get rough again and you just end up scuttling some other poor bugger’s boat.”
 
   Dorder cocked an eyebrow and snorted. “I don’t know what yer talkin’ ‘bout.”
 
   Talon whispered low, but sternly. “I need a crew, and I won’t take no for an answer. I understand you have been very adept at covering your own tracks when necessary. Let me worry about getting a boat, and then I will let you worry about hiding her.”
 
   “You find a ship big enough for sixteen crewmen, with a hold for goods, and I would consider that worth the trouble. Anything smaller, and I will keep the silver and make like you and I never met. Agreed?” Talon grinned wickedly and put his hand out. Dorder half chuckled and took Talon’s hand in his and gave it a hearty shake. “Come back here and get me when ye have found yerself a ship, and I will have a crew waiting.”
 
   “Then, I shall see you in exactly three hours, please be ready,” Talon stated. Then he turned and made for the door.
 
   “I’ll be expectin' ya,” Dorder said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Talon took in a large breath of sea air as he strolled past the docks. There were numerous ships in port that night. Many were larger ships, but Talon needed a smaller, more agile ship. He needed a vessel that could take him to Bluewater quickly, and not be greatly missed. Talon did not want to have the Zinferth navy trail him. As adept a fighter as he was, he knew he would have a hard time defending himself at sea. As a swordsman he had no equal, but if he was left to the skills of a captain at sea, even a former naval commander such as Captain Dorder, it could prove to be his downfall. Still, he kept Captain Dorder’s wish list in mind as he scanned the possibilities.
 
   As Talon neared the southernmost end of the docks he saw a beautiful merchant ship. It appeared to be eighty five feet in length, but not overly bulky. It had one center mast, along with a smaller fore mast. From Talon’s limited knowledge it looked slender enough to lend itself speed and maneuverability upon the waters. The trip to Bluewater would take approximately three days if the weather was nice, and this ship would easily make the voyage without drawing too much attention. Talon saw that it was equipped with two medium ballista launchers, one on each side of the ship near the bow. The two launchers could be turned to face directly perpendicular to the ship, or slightly forward. It would only require a small crew to run it efficiently, and he presumed there was enough storage to hold provisions for several months at a time.
 
   “You will do just fine,” Talon whispered.
 
   Talon viewed the dock around him. There were only two guards on watch. One of them sat at a small desk, reading a book by candle light near to a pile of wooden crates next to a warehouse. The other guard paced lazily back and forth closer to the ship that Talon had his eye on. The next nearest ship was docked over three hundred yards away, meaning that there were not likely to be any additional guards nearby. Talon reasoned that either this boat was docked so far away from all the others because the merchant was hiding something, or because the owner was sure nobody would mess with it. Either way, it had caught Talon’s eye. He knew what he wanted. Now it was time to get his crew.
 
   As Talon entered the tavern where he had left the captain, he spied a group of sixteen people all seated in the rear of the building. A rough looking crowd they were. Most of them had large builds as well as various scars and markings, showing that they had more than a little experience with the darker affairs of life. Talon smiled, they were exactly his kind of people.
 
   Captain Dorder sauntered up to Talon with a sneer on his face. “Did ye find yerself a ship?” the captain inquired.
 
   “I have. The boat is a fine little beauty, about eighty-five feet in length. She won’t require a large crew, and is used as a merchant vessel, so the hold should be large enough for your requirements.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Dorder replied. “Where is this little ship then?” Dorder smiled.
 
   “She’s waiting for us at dock seventy one, on the last pier and hardly even within the sight of the nearest guard tower. Only two guards are on watch. I can handle them while your men rush to the ship and prepare for its immediate launch.”
 
   “What of the ship’s current crew? No man would leave his ship unattended at the very end of the docks. Do ye wish my crew to risk their lives just to get onto the ship?”
 
   “I didn’t see any activity on the ship. If anyone is there, it shouldn’t be more than one or two seamen.”
 
   “No deal,” Dorder said. “We didn’t agree to this. You were supposed to get yer own ship.”
 
   “I see. Your men are cowards,” Talon replied coldly.
 
   “HEY!” one of the men roared from the back table. “I heard what ye just said ‘bout us!” A large, dark complexioned man rose to his feet and pulled a small battle-ax from his belt and advanced toward Talon. Captain Dorder made no move to stop the man. Instead he stepped aside and let the large man come closer.
 
   “Mr. Silver,” Dorder said, addressing Talon, “this here is Bekil. He doesn’t take kindly to being called a coward. Ye may want to take back what ye said before he cleaves yer skull in two. I’ll hang onto the coin until ye find yerself a ship that is ready to occupy.”
 
   Talon smiled in response, but he said nothing. Bekil inched closer, slightly raising his hand to threaten Talon. He stepped in, and Talon’s hand lashed out so quickly that it was hardly more than a blur of motion. Two seconds later Bekil was squirming on the floor of the tavern, his entrails hanging out from his stomach and a large gash across his arm. Talon nonchalantly wiped the blood from his blade onto Bekil's trousers.
 
   “I am not afraid of this man, or any of you. I have been face to face with death on more occasions than you have had birthdays, Captain Dorder,” Talon explained calmly. The rest of the crew sat motionless, staring at their squirming comrade. “I have hired you all to do a job. If you don’t want to fulfill your end of the bargain then you can expect to end up like this man here. Do I make myself clear?”
 
   Captain Dorder laughed heartily. “I like the way ye do yer business!” he said with a chuckle. “No man here is shirking his responsibility, it is just that I was afraid that ye would be sending them in to fight while ye sat on yer buttocks, but seeing how ye know yer way with a blade, I will assume that ye will be fighting alongside us. That is good enough fer me. Come, let’s go men.” The captain gave a wave to his crew, now one man shorter in numbers. They all rose without hesitation and started their way to the docks.
 
   Captain Dorder tossed a pair of silver coins to the barkeep. “To pay fer the mess,” Dorder said.
 
   The old, mustachioed man stood behind the bar, watching as the men walked right past where their associate had fallen, none of them even glancing as they walked out the door. The barkeep threw his towel down on the bar in protest.
 
   Talon wagged a finger at the barkeep. “I wager the coins are the best offer, unless you want to try convincing them to come back.”
 
   “Rat spit,” the barkeep swore as he folded his arms across his chest.
 
   Talon shrugged and led Captain Dorder to the door.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As they approached the dock Talon pulled two knives from his belt. “The guards,” Talon said, pointing to the pair of guards standing near the end of the docks. One of them was drinking from a bottle while the other was hunched over a pipe, trying to light it. Captain Dorder watched as Talon snuck closer and then sent the two blades spinning through the air. Seconds later the guards’ lifeless bodies dropped to the wooden planking. The captain nodded his respect to Talon, and then he and his men snuck over to the shallow water to swim silently out to the ship while Talon walked alone on the dock up to the ship.
 
   Talon was able to board the ship before any resistance was met. To his surprise, he saw an older gentleman standing very calmly near the center mast, with his back to Talon. The man slowly turned, chewing on a toothpick. He must have been in his early fifties, for his hair had turned a dark shade of gray and the corners of his eyes had developed lines from years of squinting in the sunlight. He wore a very nice looking uniform of black silk. A curved sword and a small dagger hung from the man’s belt. His boots were leather, made to afford the wearer maximum agility.
 
   “I don’t suppose you are here to admire the view of the stars,” the man said smugly. The man was so composed that it almost unnerved Talon. The old man made no move for his sword. He smiled and leaned against the mast, eyeing Talon from head to toe. “Who would you be then, besides a thief and a murderer?” The man crossed his arms in front of his chest and waited for Talon’s reply.
 
   “Besides a thief and a murderer, I am no one.” Talon replied after he regained his normal, cold mentality. “I am taking this boat, and I will need to take your life as well.”
 
   “Well now, ain’t that a pity,” the old man replied with a wink.
 
   Talon drew his sword and quickly advanced upon the old man, but he got more than he bargained for. A powerful gust of wind assaulted Talon and drove him backwards, and then a large, unseen force knocked him to the ground. Talon grabbed his chest and his eyes went wide in amazement.
 
   “What was that?” Talon asked himself. He rose again to his feet and looked at the old man, who still was leaning against the mast as calm as before.
 
   “My name is Agorian,” the old man stated. “I am neither a thief, nor a murderer. In fact I don’t think much of that kind. I have spent my life in an honest trade and profession, and in my time I have seen many of your pathetic ilk.” Agorian then grew silent. He stood a little more erect and a large rushing of wind roared as it swirled around the ship. Yells and gasps accented the wind as Dorder and his whole crew were magically carried up from the waters and dropped onto the deck, schlepping water across the wood. Talon stood and stared in complete amazement.
 
   “A wizard,” Talon said. “There hasn’t been a wizard in this realm for centuries. I thought your kind was destroyed.”
 
   “Don’t look so surprised, there are still a few of us lingering around this cursed world,” Agorian announced. “Sure, I know you thought that all wizards and magicians were killed in the Mage Wars, half a millennium ago. You people never understood that magic is inherited, like blonde hair or blue eyes. Sometimes it can even skip a few generations and come back later as a surprise. Most people who realize that they have magic ability try to hide it, but that is part of the reason I have my ship far from the rest of the other ships. I don’t have to hide my abilities out here, for there is no one else to see.”
 
   Talon sheathed his sword and studied the old man carefully. Surely there would have to be some sort of weakness he could exploit, but Talon had never fought a wizard before, he had no experience with this type of foe. It was obvious that the captain would be of little use, he and his men were just lying on the deck like fresh caught tuna, flopping about with gasping mouths and wide eyes. Then it came to him. Every man has a weakness, even a wizard, but with this man it would not be a blade point to bring him down. So Talon decided to use a different method.
 
   “Well Agorian, I have never been bested in any battle. I am truly humbled by this experience. However, since I obviously cannot beat you, I would ask the honor of having you join us.”
 
   “Why would I do that when I could easily send you and your friends to the depths of the ocean?” Agorian replied.
 
   “I will offer you wealth,” Talon stated simply.
 
   Agorian burst out into hysterical laughter. “You, offer me wealth?” Agorian grabbed his sides and doubled over with his laughter.
 
   Talon seized upon the moment; whipped out his mini-crossbow and fired a bolt directly into the side of Agorian’s neck.
 
   Only a gurgled squall was heard as Agorian grabbed his neck and hit the deck with his face. Agorian struggled to get to his knees, but he could not lift his face from the deck, he just squirmed sideways on the deck as blood spurted out from his wound. A rush of wind circled the deck, but obviously Agorian could not focus enough to make it effective. It barely rustled the men’s hair as Talon rushed Agorian with his sword in hand. A few moments later Agorian’s head rolled freely on the deck while his body twitched spasmodically. Talon cleaned his blade and looked at Dorder.
 
   “Time to leave captain,” Talon announced.
 
   The crew immediately rose up and prepared the ship for launch. A pair of burly, hairy-chested men grabbed Agorian’s body and dumped it into the water once they had made it to the deep sea. Then, they were all underway toward the city of Bluewater. 
 
   Talon leaned upon the railing and looked out across the dark ocean underneath the night sky. “Soon,” he said to himself. “Soon I will have it.”
 
   “So, Mr. Silver, I found some things down in the hold that ye might want to be made aware of,” captain Dorder announced, disrupting Talon’s thoughts.
 
   “What would that be?” Talon inquired.
 
   “Well sir, there is a chest full of gold pieces, another three chests filled with silk fabric, and there are some boxes of spices. We were wondering how much of that we could have for ourselves?”
 
   Talon smiled to himself as he realized that the only reason Dorder would even admit to finding something on the ship was because he feared Talon’s wrath. That thought pleased the assassin very much.
 
   “Captain Dorder, how about you hand me back the bag of coins that I gave you earlier, and put some of the gold coins in it as well. You and your men can keep all of what is in the hold after you drop me off in Bluewater, fair enough?” Talon extended his hand. Talon did not care for loot found on a mere merchant’s ship. He had his eye on much greater riches, and much brighter glory than that.
 
   “Aye! That’s fair enough fer me,” Dorder replied with a grin.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Sir?” the young lieutenant called out. The dark room made him feel more than a little vulnerable as he stepped inside to wake Kelden. The lieutenant could barely make out the outline of Kelden’s bed. The curtains were drawn over the window and there was little light from the hallway as the young officer made his way slowly inside the room.
 
   “What do you want?” Kelden grumbled just before the lieutenant’s hand touched his shoulder.
 
   “I am sorry sir, but you had better dress in your uniform. There has been a murder at the docks, and a ship has been stolen. The queen wishes for you to investigate at once.” The lieutenant extended his hand and gave Kelden a sealed parchment.
 
   Kelden twisted and felt an agonizing pain rush through his body.
 
   “Fool,” another man chided the lieutenant as he rushed in. “You should have waited for me.” The newcomer set a lantern on the bedside table next to Kelden and pushed Kelden flat against the bed. Kelden groaned, but did not resist. Then the man pulled up a leather bag and opened it, rummaging around inside. It was obvious that he was one of the garrison’s physicians.
 
   “I’m sorry, Karmt sent me to get Kelden right away,” the lieutenant replied sheepishly.
 
   “Well, you can tell Karmt that this man is not going anywhere tonight,” the physician grumbled. He then turned to face Kelden. Kelden squinted against the lantern’s light and saw a gruff, stubbly face with dark brown eyes peering down at him. “You were found outside the city gate. The guards could see your hand was purple and they knew immediately that a rock-jumper had bitten you,” the physician told Kelden.
 
   “A rock-jumper?” the lieutenant asked. “I thought those things lived farther north.”
 
   “Mostly, yes,” the physician replied without taking his eyes off of Kelden. “But it isn’t unheard of for them to venture down here. I have treated several bites over the years.”
 
   “Who found me?” Kelden asked.
 
   “A farmer, I think. He apparently saw you in the ditch on his way to the city with a wagonload of milk and cheese. He hefted you into his wagon and brought you to the gates.”
 
   “I will have to repay him for his kindness” Kelden said softly.
 
    “When the guards saw you, they alerted me right away and I had them bring you here. I looked for Pendonov, but I couldn’t find him anywhere.”
 
   Kelden looked up and finally recognized the young officer standing next to the physician. He was a member of the Merchant Guard, but not one of his men. His name was Cullen, a promising officer, and Pendonov’s cousin.
 
   Kelden put a hand up to silence them both. “I am alright,” he said.
 
   “That’s debatable,” the physician said as he reached for the bandage on Kelden’s forearm.
 
   Kelden sat up, forcing through the pain and pushed the physician back. “I am fine, and you should work on your bedside manner.”
 
   “Well, that’s gratitude for you,” the physician grumbled. “Patch a man up and he chews you out for it,” he complained. “No thanks or even a friendly smile. You warrior-types are all alike.”
 
   Kelden swung his feet over the bed and set them on the floor. He twisted his neck and stretched it. “How long was I out?” he asked.
 
   “Not long,” the physician said as he finished packing up his bag.
 
   “You were out for most of the day as best we can figure,” Cullen put in.
 
   “That isn’t long?” Kelden questioned.
 
   The physician shrugged. “It could have been longer, if you catch my meaning.”
 
   Kelden nodded. “Thank you,” he offered.
 
   The physician responded with a crooked smile. “Your wounds aren’t serious, if you can get through the pain. The medicine I gave you should have counteracted all of the poison. You might be a little dizzy or light-headed for another day, but otherwise you should be fine.” The physician rose to his feet and left the two alone, grumbling as he exited the room.
 
   Just then Karmt walked through the doorway. “Good heavens, Cullen, what in Basei’s name is taking you so long?” Karmt then glanced to Kelden and his eyes focused on the bandage. “You alright?”
 
   “I’m alright,” Kelden replied as he slowly forced himself to stand. “They said I should be on the mend in a day or two. Just a superficial wound.”
 
   Karmt nodded his head.
 
   Kelden slowly rose to his feet and started looking around for his clothes. Karmt helped Kelden into his uniform. A blue tunic, with a golden dragon embroidered just above the left breast went on first. He then put on a pair of black trousers and slid his feet into his boots. Kelden walked over to his dresser and grabbed his sword-belt. His body protested in pain as Kelden took the weight of the sword with his left arm. Gritting through it, he quickly fastened its buckle, in the shape of a shield, and then reached for his wrist bracers.
 
   Kelden examined himself in the mirror. The symbols of the dragon and the shield were more than just decoration on his uniform; they represented the values of freedom and justice. These were the values which Kelden was proud to uphold, but of late he felt unworthy to wear the symbols on his uniform. He wondered whether his recent actions devalued the virtues he swore to uphold. He thought of Pendonov’s questions from the night before and pondered whether there may have been some truth in Pendonov’s words. Kelden shook his head and sighed at the man in the mirror.
 
   “You have to trust that you did the right thing,” Karmt said quietly. Kelden turned a questioning gaze to him. “I can see the questions in your eyes,” Karmt explained with a shrug. “You question whether the lives you took were worth it; whether the end truly justifies the means.”
 
   Kelden shook his head. “I have killed men before,” he countered. “It is never pleasant, but it has not been a problem.
 
   “Bah,” Karmt groused. “Killing an enemy on the battlefield is different. You and I both know that what you did to save the queen was much more personal. You risked not only your life, but pieces of your soul.”
 
   Kelden stood silently. “I did what I had to do,” he said flatly.
 
   “Aye, that you did,” Karmt replied. “And I suspect you may have gotten along just fine had everything been over after you foiled Theodorus’ plans.” Karmt shook his head slowly and placed a hand on Kelden’s shoulder. “But, I suppose the new assignment you have been given has caused you to question things a bit more. Now that you know more is expected you wonder how far you will be asked to go for the so-called greater good of the kingdom.” Karmt pursed his lips and stroked his chin for a moment, squinting at Kelden and nodding silently to himself. “For what it’s worth, I believe the queen chose the right man for the job. You’ll recognize that in due time too, I suspect.”
 
   “It isn’t an easy question to answer,” Kelden admitted.
 
   “Nor should it be,” Karmt replied. “If it was, then you would probably not be the right man for the job.” Karmt pulled a parchment from his pocket and handed it to Kelden. “Cullen was supposed to hastily get you ready so I could give you this.”
 
   Kelden opened it. The orders were clear, he was to find and bring to justice those responsible for the murder of two city guards, the murder of one merchant, and the theft of a merchant ship known as the ‘Isabell’. The queen was authorizing the use of three naval scout ships, and their crews to aid in Kelden’s investigation. At the bottom of the parchment was the name of a fisherman, who was waiting at the docks, who had said that he had seen where the ship was headed. 
 
   He shook his head. “I have other matters that need my attention here,” he said. “Queen Dalynn should realize this.”
 
   Karmt nodded and shrugged. “What the orders don’t say is that the man murdered was a merchant by the name of Agorian, have you ever heard of him?”
 
   Kelden shook his head. “Should I have?”
 
   “Let’s just say that he is an acquaintance of the court. From time to time he offers valuable advice and… services of a unique kind.”
 
   “I don’t follow,” Kelden said.
 
   Karmt sighed and leaned in close. “Agorian was a mage. I can’t get into all the details now, but he occasionally fulfilled special missions for Queen Dalynn.”
 
   “A mage?” Kelden asked incredulously. “How is that even possible?”
 
   “That doesn’t matter now,” Karmt replied sternly. “What matters is that he has been slain and his ship has been stolen. We need to know who is responsible, and they must be dealt with.”
 
   Kelden nodded. “I understand.”
 
   “One more thing,” Karmt said. “The ship is equally important. Agorian was transporting something in the hold of his ship. Queen Dalynn is expecting this artifact to be returned along with the ship. This is of the utmost importance.”
 
   “What am I looking for?”
 
   Karmt shook his head. “It’s a cube. Don’t worry you’ll recognize it when you see it. You must hurry, track down the ship, and bring it back. The men who took the ship are sentenced to death. You know what you must do.”
 
   Kelden nodded grimly and started for the docks, grabbing his black cloak as he exited the room. He wasn’t sure how he could get a message to Yeoj, but then he saw Cullen waiting for him just outside. The night air met him with a cold, salty breeze as he stepped out onto the street. He motioned for Cullen to join him as he began walking.
 
   “Can you do me a favor?” Kelden asked.
 
   Cullen said nothing. He just looked at Kelden with a questioning gaze.
 
    “Listen, I need you to go back to the main barracks and wait for Pendonov. He should be there before first light. I need you to tell him that Queen Dalynn is sending me out after a stolen ship. Can you do that?”
 
   “Sure,” Cullen replied.
 
   “Tell him that he should take charge of all of my duties until I get back.” Kelden looked into Cullen’s eyes. “Tell him that exactly.”
 
   “Alright,” Cullen said. “I’ll tell him he takes over for you until you get back.”
 
   “He takes charge of all of my duties,” Kelden emphasized. Cullen nodded again. “Alright, now go, I have work to do.” Cullen turned in the opposite direction and left.
 
   Kelden sighed and wiggled the fingers in his left hand. They tingled and burned slightly. Maybe he should have simply introduced himself to Sebina like Yeoj had said, then he wouldn’t have been bitten by the rock-jumper. Either way, he felt the fool and his body reminded him of that fact every time he moved his fingers.
 
   The rest of the walk to the dock was uneventful, but then again that was to be expected. It was nearly three in the morning and crimes were rare in this part of the city. It had not always been so, as Kelden well knew for himself.
 
   Kelden’s early years before he was accepted into the Merchant Guard were actually spent as a city guard. He patrolled at night, when most of the crimes took place back then. As a result of this he had encountered many criminals.
 
   As he walked through the streets, occasionally cupping his wound trying to hold the pain at bay, he recalled another close encounter. That particular occasion had been a life changing event that won him recognition from the queen, and ultimately led to his ascension to the Merchant Guard.
 
   The night had been much like this one; dark, a cold breeze, and not too many people on the streets. Kelden had spied a man acting suspiciously in front of a jeweler’s shop. He walked by the man pretending not to notice. Then he snuck around the back of the store to investigate closer. Once at the rear entrance he had found the door was open, but it had not been forced open. The lock had been opened with its key. Kelden had slipped inside and found two hulking men with swords coercing a small wiry fellow to open a large safe. He presumed that the small man was the shopkeeper, and had been held against his will and forced to open the store.
 
   Kelden smiled as he recalled how garishly he had faced those men. He simply walked in with his sword drawn and ordered them to drop to their knees. That was his way of handling things back then, bold, daring, and loud. The two men had turned on their heels expecting to see a large number of city guards, but their courage bolstered when they saw only Kelden. They both rushed him as the small shop keeper cowered in the fetal position on the floor. That was their last mistake. Kelden had disposed of them easily enough, but he had also made a mistake. He had forgotten about the third man that he had seen outside. As Kelden sheathed his sword and walked towards the shopkeeper, he heard the twang of a crossbow firing. He’d caught that bolt in his shoulder. Kelden had spun around and attempted to draw his sword, but the third man was already upon him. The two rolled on the floor and exchanged blows for a few seconds. Then a knife blade sliced across his stomach.
 
   Kelden reached his hand over the old scar as he recalled the events. It had been one of his few mistakes, but luckily he had been able to correct the situation. After he grabbed the assailant’s hand, he forced the blade into the man’s chest, killing the criminal with his own knife.
 
   As luck would have it, the wiry shop keeper turned out to be Queen Dalynn’s nephew. After the news got out about the brave guard who had saved the queen’s nephew, a royal escort was sent to invite Kelden to dinner with the queen. That night changed the course of his life. The queen conversed with him for several hours, beginning by expressing her gratitude for her nephew’s rescue. Gradually, the conversation progressed and the two of them learned quite a lot about each other. The queen asked Kelden many questions, and asked to hear of his home and family. Afterward, she spoke of her late husband, the king, and of her son.
 
   Kelden made such a good impression upon the queen that she offered to make him an officer in the Merchant Guard. He, of course, had accepted. Through the years Kelden had seen many things, yet he always felt happy with his service. The Merchant Guard was not like serving in the army on some border patrol. The Merchant Guard was more personal, with interesting clients in need of protection to ensure their services and goods could reach the customers. Within a few months he rose through the ranks and was given investigations. They started out as basic burglary investigations, but over the years they grew more complex as his skills expanded. He had always felt satisfied upon closing his investigations, especially the more complicated they were. All of that changed with Theodorus’ execution.
 
   Kelden had felt happy that the queen was safe, and knew he should feel fulfilled at its conclusion, but he didn’t. He had dealt with corruption before, it’s unavoidable for officers in the Merchant Guard, but this was far beyond anything he could have prepared for. It demoralized him, and made a mockery of the values he had struggled so hard to serve and protect. He was disillusioned with all of it. He was tired of the politics, the greed, and the betrayal. Yet, something propelled him forward, even as he was in the beginning stages of a new investigation that could very well cost him pieces of his soul, as Karmt had said earlier. He didn’t know what it was, but he could feel that something dark loomed over the horizon, and it was coming soon.
 
   Kelden cast his thoughts aside as he neared the dock. He saw a man standing, speaking with two city guards. This was probably the fisherman. Kelden strode over to him and extended his hand in greeting.
 
   “I presume you are Jacs?” Kelden asked.
 
   “Yes sir, I am,” Jacs replied.
 
   “Good. My name is Captain Kelden Ferryl. I have been assigned to this case. Could you please tell me what you saw tonight?”
 
   “Yes sir, of course. I was out in the bay with my boat, I was fishing, and I saw a ship sail past me. At the time I didn’t think anything of it. I could tell from their course that they were headed to Bluewater.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Kelden interrupted.
 
   “Well, yes sir, where else would they be intending to get to by that type of heading? There isn’t anything else out that way. South by south-east gets you to Bluewater. I sailed the route myself as part of a merchant crew in my younger years.” The fisherman paused as he looked back toward the waters by the dock and rubbed his balding head. “Well, about an hour or so later I came in, I was getting chilled and weary, and I had already pulled a good haul of crabs. On my way in I saw a body floating in the waters. I pulled him into the boat to see if I could help him, but when I got him in I saw he didn’t have a head. So, I rowed to this dock hoping to find some guards… but what I found was these two dead guards. I ran around looking for help immediately.”
 
   “You don’t seem to be overly excited about it,” Kelden pointed out.
 
   The fisherman shrugged. “Before sailing with merchants, I fought along the borderlands. I’ve seen my share of blood.”
 
   “He is right,” interjected one of the guards on the scene, “I heard him yelling for help and that is when my partner and I came running and found him, we put in a dispatch for help about an hour ago. Afraid that is all we know so far captain.”
 
   “I see. So, an hour ago you put in a dispatch, and two hours before that is when you saw the boat leave, so now they have just over a three hour head start on us. Alright, well I will sail to Bluewater and see what I come up with. You two escort this man to his home.” Kelden turned to face Jacs. “Thank you sir, you are a fine citizen. Upon successful arrest of these culprits you shall be rewarded.” With that Kelden walked away briskly, heading towards the ships. He was anxious to make up for lost time and hurry off to Bluewater.
 
   “Thank you kindly sir!” the fisherman called out as Kelden disappeared from view.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The Rangers had barely settled in to their dining hall when a pair of senior city guardsmen stood in the doorway. Ranger Diggs could see them fidgeting with their hands and nervously shifting their weight on their feet; something was terribly wrong.
 
   “Well, don’t just stand there men, tell us what’s on your minds,” Diggs instructed them.
 
   “Ranger Diggs, I have some bad news,” one of the men started.
 
   “Where is Captain Lador, does he need to be here for this as well?” Ranger Jimik asked.
 
   The two guards glanced at each other and shrugged.
 
   “Out with it,” Diggs ordered. The other Rangers sat in silence around the table.
 
   “After you left there were several attacks. The governor was assassinated, Lador was murdered, along with all of the dungeon inmates, and several patrolmen have been injured as well.”
 
   “Have you any leads?” Diggs asked.
 
   “You need to ask?” Ranger Gainer growled.
 
   “This was clearly Kai’s doing!” Jimik put in.
 
   “Let them finish!” Diggs yelled as he pounded a fist on the table. “They said all of the inmates were killed.”
 
   “The governor’s servant gave us a description of the man who killed the governor, but I don’t think you will like it,” the second guardsman said.
 
   Diggs folded his arms and arched his left brow.
 
   “The servant said he saw a man matching Kai’s description standing over Governor Gandle’s body in the library at Governor Gandle’s manor,” the first guardsman said.
 
   The second guardsman spoke up, directing his gaze at Jimik and Gainer. “Several patrolmen were attacked by Kai at the dungeon as well, shortly after Gandle’s body was discovered.”
 
   The first guard nodded and wrung his hands. “After the fight in the dungeon, the patrolmen found Captain Lador’s body near the cells.”
 
   “Khefir take that dog, I will eat his heart!” Jimik cursed.
 
   “We have to find him,” Gainer hissed. “He must pay for this!”
 
   Diggs brought his hands up to his face and pressed his fingertips into his forehead. “He will pay,” Diggs promised.
 
   “You are in charge now, sir,” Redjak said from behind. “The rules are clear.” Redjak stepped forward and presented Diggs with the Ranger’s Charter, a small book with all rules governing the unit. “You are the senior-most Ranger, and you must now fill Captain Lador’s position.”
 
   “Hail, Captain Diggs,” Jimik shouted quickly. The other Rangers followed suit.
 
   “Who is acting governor?” Diggs asked.
 
   Redjak shook his head. “Counselor Bhan is acting governor. He was Gandle’s senior counselor.”
 
   Diggs nodded.
 
   “This is a dark day,” another Ranger whispered. A hush fell over the dining hall.
 
   Diggs thought for a few minutes before issuing any command. He looked over at the two guardsmen. “Alright, listen carefully. Send a patrol of ten men straight to Hart’s Bridge. I want them to get into the kingdom of Shausmat and make an inquiry after Kai. These men are licensed to kill Kai if necessary, but I would prefer him to be brought back alive.”
 
   “There is something else you should know,” the first guard said.
 
   Diggs arched a brow. “What else?”
 
   “There have been attacks at Hart’s Bridge. After we sealed it, our men were slaughtered. They were brought back by a single survivor.”
 
   “Kai,” Gainer spat.
 
   “No,” the second guardsman was quick to put in. “This happened before Governor Gandle was slain, and before the attacks at the prison.”
 
   “Then perhaps he has help,” Gainer said.
 
   Diggs held up a stern hand, calling for silence. “What is the status of the bridge now?” he asked.
 
   “Governor Gandle sent a unit of men out to reclaim it. We hold it now.”
 
   “Very well, then send the additional patrol I have requested.”
 
   “Yes sir,” the patrolman replied with a quick salute before he exited the hall.
 
   “As for the rest of us, I want three Rangers to go to Kobhir to search for Kai there. Since we just escorted his sister to Kobhir, he may decide to go there. I want to make it clear that we will not harm or harass his sister. We are only going to look for Kai. Another three Rangers will go to Khatthun, and three more to Blundfish. I will remain here to assist Acting Governor Bhan in Rasselin until Queen Dalynn appoints a replacement. The remaining Ranger will search all of the small settlements and villages throughout Zinferth. We will not rest until Kai is brought back to this city, dead or alive.” Digg’s face grew cold. “Kai will pay.”
 
   Jimik and Gainer stepped close to Diggs. Jimik spoke first. “I ask that we be allowed to hunt for Kai in Blundfish,” he said.
 
   Diggs cocked his head to the side. “Why?”
 
   Gainer poked the air with his finger. “If I was Kai, I would head south, for the sea.”
 
   “He would reach the sea faster by going north,” Diggs countered.
 
   “True, but then that makes going south to Blundfish the smart move,” Jimik deduced. “There are plenty of villages and forests to hide in along the mountains as he travels south. Then, he charters a ship to one of the Elven Isles and it would be hard to find him again.”
 
   “What about Kobhir, to see his sister?” Diggs asked.
 
   “Nah, he’s too smart for that,” Gainer said quickly. “He’d know that we would search there for sure.”
 
   Diggs nodded. “Very well, you have my leave to go to Blundfish. Pick another Ranger to go with you.” Diggs then turned away from them and briskly walked out of the hall.
 
   “When we find him, I aim to kill him,” Jimik told Gainer.
 
   Gainer nodded. “It’s time to put the dog down.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Pendonov glanced around. Satisfied that no one had seen him duck into the alley, he slipped into the house across from Sebina and Jenedina’s home. He could hear muffled voices coming from upstairs. Pendonov moved lightly through the hall, careful not to make any noise as he slid a dagger out with his left hand and let his right hand hover over his sword. Cullen had just informed him about Kelden, so who was Yeoj talking with? A few ideas ran through Pendonov’s mind, none of them good.
 
   As he reached the bottom of the stairs a strange odor wafted down to him from above. Pendonov raised an arm over his nose to filter the pungent aroma out of the air, but it did little to mask the scent. He pushed onward, not sure what to expect. Pendonov reached the top of the stairs, sticking to the wall where the floorboards were less creaky, and made his way down the upstairs hall to the room. He could hear the voices clearer now. There were two men. One was clearly Yeoj, but the second was unfamiliar.
 
   “Thanks for your cooperation,” Yeoj said.
 
   “This is a dangerous game you’re playing,” replied the stranger.
 
   “You let me worry about that,” Yeoj scoffed.
 
   The floor squeaked beneath Pendonov’s feet with a creeeak that would wake the dead.
 
   “What was that?” the stranger asked. Pendonov noted the apprehensive tone.
 
   Yeoj emerged from the room, crossbow leveled at Pendonov’s chest. Pendonov froze, searching Yeoj’s face to discern his motives. Yeoj held the crossbow for a moment, then winked and lowered the weapon.
 
   “Didn’t expect to see you,” Yeoj said with that devilish grin. “Haven’t heard from Kelden either.”
 
   “Kelden has been temporarily assigned to something else,” Pendonov replied pensively.
 
   Yeoj glanced at Pendonov’s dagger and winked again as he slung the crossbow back over his shoulder. “You can put that away,” he said pointing to the dagger. “I caught one of the little worms and I have him in here. Been grilling him for a couple hours.”
 
   “What?” Pendonov asked incredulously. “How did you?” Pendonov replaced his dagger into the sheath and followed Yeoj into the room. A man sat naked on the floor with his hands bound at the wrists behind his back, and his ankles bound in front of him.
 
   “This is Frey,” Yeoj said as he motioned to the captive.
 
   Pendonov said nothing as he took in the scene. Frey sat silently, with narrow set eyes shifting quickly between Yeoj and Pendonov. He had a few scars across his body, but no apparently recent injuries other than a few welts and bruises. Frey’s face, on the other hand, had probably seen better days. Pendonov realized what he smelled as soon as he noted melted patches in Frey’s beard and hair.
 
   “You burned him?” Pendonov asked.
 
   “Nah, just singed his hair a bit,” Yeoj replied with a shrug. “Wanted him to know who was boss.”
 
   Pendonov turned on Yeoj and got right in his face. “We do not torture prisoners! Give this man his clothes at once. We are going to get him to a physician.”
 
   “Who died and put you in charge?” Yeoj mocked. “He stays right where he is until we have the information we need.”
 
   “No, Kelden said I was in charge until his return. You follow my orders,” Pendonov gruffed.
 
   Yeoj shook his head. “No.” Yeoj walked over to Frey and knelt in front of the bound prisoner. Frey reflexively pulled his head back and tried to distance himself from Yeoj.
 
   “I am ordering you to stand down,” Pendonov commanded.
 
   Yeoj shook his head and pulled a knife from his boot. “The queen personally assigned me to this group,” Yeoj explained. “As far as I know, she doesn’t even know that Kelden asked you to be a part of it.” Yeoj looked back to Pendonov. “She assigned me personally,” he repeated. “Because I can get things done that people like you can’t.”
 
   “Don’t do this,” Frey begged. “Please!”
 
   Yeoj raised the knife up and lightly pressed its tip into the soft flesh just under Frey’s left eye. “You can look away if you like, Pendonov,” Yeoj offered. “But I am under the queen’s orders to eradicate this threat by any means necessary.”
 
   “Kelden said I was in charge,” Pendonov said, though his voice was softer and less confident.
 
   “No,” Yeoj replied smugly. “I tried your way. Kelden couldn’t even keep track of a woman, and you have been sitting on your arse while I have done the real work. I caught this man sneaking to the house across the street. I captured him before he could get the women, and I am the one who has been working with him for hours digging up the information we need. Since I am the only one producing results, then I will be in charge. Take it up with the queen if you like, though I doubt she will support you considering you are not an official member of this unit yet.” Yeoj twisted the knife and opened a small hole in Frey’s skin.
 
   “Gah!” Frey yelled as he jerked his body back and flopped onto the floor, his skin slapping against the wood. “Stop, please!”
 
   Pendonov moved forward, his hand reaching for his sword. Yeoj stood up, placing the heel of his boot in Frey’s spine, just below the man’s neck, and mashing the prisoner’s face into the floor. Then, Yeoj winked and smiled at Pendonov.
 
   “Get out,” Yeoj growled. Pendonov stopped in his tracks and looked from Frey to Yeoj, and back to Frey. “Get out,” Yeoj repeated. “You don’t want to see what I have to do now.”
 
   “No, please, stop him!” Frey mumbled into the floorboards.
 
   Yeoj patted the air with his left hand, and gently tossed his knife up and over to Pendonov. Pendonov caught the blade and looked back to Yeoj perplexed by what was happening.
 
   “Go now, Pendonov,” Yeoj commanded. “I am going to get the information we need, by any means necessary.” Yeoj winked again and twisted the heel of his boot.
 
   “No, pleeef, dundo dis!” Frey begged with his mouth smushed into the floor.
 
   Pendonov nodded slowly and started for the hallway. “Do what you must,” he said, hoping that this spark of trust wasn’t misplaced.
 
   Yeoj cocked his head and gave a slight nod to Pendonov. “Oh I will cut the truth out of him if I have to.” Yeoj pulled a spoon from his pocket and placed a finger over his mouth before motioning for Pendonov to leave.
 
   Pendonov grinned and let his boots thump loudly as he walked to the hall and then pretended to leave. Once in the doorway, Pendonov marched in place, letting his footsteps grow quieter to give the illusion he was abandoning Frey to his fate. He then turned and watched as Yeoj flipped the spoon over, holding it by the bowl of the spoon and then knelt down.
 
   “All you had to do was tell me when the others were coming,” Yeoj said softly. Frey tried to squirm. Yeoj placed a hand on Frey’s back. “Now I am a bit rusty, so I apologize if this hurts more than usual. I haven’t done this for a while.”
 
   Frey wrestled his face free from the floor and tried to wriggle away, but Yeoj had a firm hold on him. “Please, I don’t know anything,” Frey said. “I told you, I was just supposed to drug the two women and leave. I’m not involved any more than that, I swear!”
 
   “Pity,” Yeoj said. “That isn’t good enough to save you.” Yeoj lowered the spoon handle down to Frey’s spine, just above the lumbar region and started to press in.
 
   “Wait! I’ll talk!” Frey shouted. “Vermut and Galion, that’s who you’re looking for. They hired me to drug the women then Vermut was going to come with three of his men at sundown and pick up the women.”
 
   “Who are the other men Vermut was going to bring?” Yeoj pressed.
 
   “I don’t know their names,” Frey squealed. “I only spoke with Vermut and Galion. I never met the others. That’s how they operate, they keep us separate.”
 
   Yeoj glanced up to Pendonov. Pendonov raised a brow and nodded his head respectfully before coming back into the room. “Where are they taking the women?” Pendonov asked.
 
   Frey’s eyes went wide as Yeoj flipped him around and roughly sat him up. “You heard the man, where are they going?” Yeoj inquired.
 
   “You… you tricked me,” Frey stammered as his eyes zeroed in on the spoon in Yeoj’s hand.
 
   “Make no mistake,” Yeoj continued grimly, “your life depends on your cooperation. Tell us where they are going, or I will slit your throat right here.”
 
   Pendonov stiffened. He could tell that Yeoj meant what he said. “I would prefer to keep this man alive,” Pendonov said.
 
   Yeoj shrugged.
 
   “No, I’ve told you too much already, you aren’t going to trick me again,” Frey said. 
 
   Yeoj whipped out his sword in a flash and drove the point straight through the floor boards between Frey’s naked, pale thighs.
 
   For a moment none of them moved. Yeoj glared at Frey, while Frey sat wide-eyed and blanched, afraid to look below his waist and assess the damage. Pendonov sucked in a breath and held it.
 
   “Where?” Yeoj snarled.
 
   “Vermut was going to take them to Balder’s Arms, the blacksmith shop near the western gate. They are going to ship the women to Blundfish. That’s all I know.”
 
   Yeoj relaxed. “Thank you.”
 
   “If they keep everyone separate, then how does he know where they are taking the women?” Pendonov pointed out.
 
   Frey looked up to Pendonov with pleading eyes. “Because I make the potions, the drugs that will knock them out, and I have to know how long the trips will be in order to mix them right,” Frey replied. “If I knock them out for a few hours then there might be trouble as they leave the city if the women wake up near the gates and shout for help. For this, since they are going to Blundfish, I mixed two doses of drugs. The first I was to give them today would have knocked them out for eighteen hours, which is enough to smuggle them out of Kobhir and be on the road for several hours before they would have woken up. Then, the transporters would give the women the second dose a few hours outside of Blundfish to get them through the gates there.”
 
   “Why not one dose to keep them unconscious the whole time?” Yeoj asked.
 
   Frey shook his head. “No, you can’t travel that far without giving the women food and water. You have to allow them to wake up for the long haul trips, otherwise the merchandise is no good.”
 
   Yeoj ripped the sword free of the floor and stood up. Frey’s mouth fell agape, but he soon sighed when he realized he was still intact. “They aren’t merchandise,” Yeoj hissed. He kicked Frey hard in the temple. Frey went down with a thud and moaned as he writhed on the floor. Yeoj bent over and pulled a dark, glass bottle from a leather sack on the floor. “Give this to Frey, make him drink all of it,” Yeoj said as he tossed the bottle to Pendonov.
 
   “What is it?” Pendonov asked sharply.
 
   “The drug he was going to give them,” Yeoj responded. “We can’t carry him out of here without being seen, and we don’t want to spook anyone who might be watching the house. This will just make sure he stays quiet until everything is over.”
 
   Pendonov held Frey’s head up and poured the liquid down the half conscious man’s throat. Within moments his eyes rolled back in his head and his breathing slowed and became deeper.
 
   “So what’s the plan?” Pendonov asked.
 
   “Ambush Vermut and his men. We kill them, dress in their clothes, take two of their bodies to Galion at Baldur’s Arms and then take Galion down, and anyone else who is with him.”
 
   “That’s a lot of bodies to drop,” Pendonov said.
 
   Yeoj laid a hand on Pendonov’s shoulder. “We have one chance to cut off the snake’s head. If we miss this, we may not get another opportunity.”
 
   Pendonov nodded slowly and crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, I suppose Frey’s information confirms what Blacktooth Pete was saying.”
 
   Yeoj nodded. He bent down and tied a gag in Frey’s mouth. Then he took Frey’s clothes, which had been heaped next to the leather bag and stuffed them inside. “When it’s over we can have the city guard pick Frey up.”
 
   “No,” Pendonov put in. “I will have the Merchant Guard pick him up. “It gives us better cover for my involvement.”
 
   “As you wish,” Yeoj replied. Then he motioned for the doorway. “Let’s go, we only have a little while to set up before sundown.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A cool, salty breeze swept away the remaining heat from the day as the sun dipped below the horizon. Purple, orange, and pink clouds gave way to the dark of night, seemingly reaching out to the first few stars with long tendrils as the sky turned black. Yeoj sat atop a roof next to Sebina’s house, exactly where Pendonov had been the night before.
 
   Pendonov was inside the house, as they had agreed beforehand it should be simple enough for him to gain the women’s’ trust as a Merchant Guard. Yeoj assumed that they had accepted Pendonov, since he hadn’t heard any sign of a struggle, and Pendonov hadn’t come running out of the house with a viper attached to his neck.
 
   Yeoj chuckled a bit as he thought of Kelden –the man who had taken down Theodorus— getting his rump handed to him by a six-inch long viper. His smile faded when he saw a pair of men emerging from an alley about fifty yards away. A bottle clinked in the alley below. Yeoj carefully slid his face along the brick chimney until he could just barely see around it and down to the alley. Another pair of men stalked along the shadows. Yeoj slid back and kept low to the roof line, keeping an eye on the men approaching from afar.
 
   “Good luck, Pendonov,” Yeoj whispered to himself. He could hear the men below fumbling with the lock on the door. It wasn’t a very loud noise, but he knew a lock pick set when he heard it. He hoped that Pendonov also heard it.
 
   The other two men reached the front door. One of them coughed three times. Yeoj then heard a bird’s call from the alleyway. That was the sign. The men at the front door opened it as casually as if they had been customers and then went inside.
 
   Yeoj sprang into action. He leaned over, seeing that the two in the alley were slowly opening the side door. Yeoj somersaulted and vaulted himself down to land on the men. His feet struck one man solidly in the back and he rolled into the other as the three of them crashed down. The door flew open, bathing the alley in light from the lanterns inside.
 
   Yeoj drove his knife through one man’s throat and then slammed his fist into the second man’s jaw. The jaw cracked, and then gave way as Yeoj’s fist drove into the man’s face. The man writhed free and clumsily went for a sword, but Yeoj was up first. He pulled his sword and ran it through the man’s chest.
 
   Then he turned to go inside the building. He saw another man wriggling on the floor, a pair of crossbow bolts protruding from his chest and stomach. The other had his sword out and was engaged with Pendonov. Pendonov deflected an overhead chop, and then countered with a short feint before slashing at the man’s thigh, but he missed. Yeoj ran inside and stopped short just before a woman with dark hair wheeled on him with a crossbow. “Wait, I’m a friend!” Yeoj yelled as he ducked back with his arms up in the air.
 
   Pendonov turned to the woman, “He’s with me!” he shouted, but the move cost him dearly. His enemy seized on the moment and thrust his sword into Pendonov’s right arm. Pendonov stumbled back, dropping his sword and reflexively grabbing the gaping hole in his arm. The woman screamed and fired her crossbow at the last intruder, but the shot went wide.
 
   Yeoj sprang forward, launching his sword before him at the man to take his focus off of Pendonov. The ploy worked. The intruder was forced to back pedal to avoid Yeoj’s flying sword, rescuing Pendonov from certain death.
 
   The intruder turned on Yeoj and launched a flurry of deft, powerful slices that would have cut Yeoj in two had he not dexterously dodged each one. Yeoj ducked, then stepped to the side, and finally somersaulted forward, grabbing Pendonov’s sword from the floor as he rolled and spun to put himself between Pendonov and the last remaining enemy.
 
   “You will die for this!” the man hissed.
 
   Yeoj smiled and lunged forward. Their blades clanged together. Yeoj lead with a downward chop, but it was deflected by a counter swing. Yeoj quickly pulled his stomach back and then lurched to the left to avoid being run through. Then he dropped to his knees and lashed out with a savage swing that severed the man’s right leg, just above the knee.
 
   “Argh!” the man shrieked as he toppled over onto his face. Yeoj quickly took advantage of the moment and removed his enemy’s head with one final chop. It was done.
 
   The dark haired woman screamed and dropped the crossbow onto the counter in front of her. Pendonov sat there blankly staring at the dismembered man and weakly mouthed “Thank you,” to Yeoj.
 
   “We need bandages,” Yeoj ordered. Within moments a pair of women emerged from behind the counter. One was short and wrinkled with gray hair and the other was a young, vibrant red-haired lady. The older woman had a blue bottle in her left hand and some gauze in her other hand. Yeoj shot her a puzzled look.
 
   “This is an alchemical shop,” the older woman said in a creaky, yet spunky voice. She then turned to the young redhead. “Jenedina, make the lad drink this.” She handed the bottle to Jenedina.
 
   Jenedina knelt down, tucked her feet under her and pulled Pendonov up to rest his head and shoulders in her lap. “Drink this,” she coaxed. Pendonov shakily tilted his head to the bottle and took a couple of clumsy gulps.
 
   “You’re pretty, Jenedina,” Pendonov said with a sheepish grin.
 
   “What is it with you Merchant Guards?” Yeoj grumbled.
 
   The old woman motioned for Yeoj to join her at Pendonov’s side. “Help me with these,” she said. Yeoj stepped forward and took the bandages from her. “Lay his head down and keep his arm elevated,” she instructed Jenedina.
 
   Jenedina did as she was told and comforted Pendonov by stroking his hair with one hand.
 
   “Here, lass, give me the bottle and I will administer it to him,” the old woman said.
 
   “What is that?” Yeoj asked.
 
   “It helps with pain,” she explained.
 
   “Fine,” Yeoj commented has he held Pendonov’s wrist and straightened the arm out above him. Pendonov cried out and tried to squirm away, but Jenedina and Yeoj held him still. Yeoj turned to the dark haired lady. “Sebina, I presume?” he said.
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
   Yeoj jerked his head in a ‘come hither’ motion. “Someone has to hold his arm up while I bandage it, honey. Let’s go.”
 
   Sebina promptly came over and took Pendonov’s hand in hers. Yeoj then went to work applying pressure to stop the bleeding. The first couple wads of gauze were soaked and useless in seconds, but the third did the trick. “Alright, now hold this here with one hand, but keep it tight.” Sebina did as she was told while Jenedina tried to keep Pendonov calm, and Agnes kept offering the bottle to Pendonov. Yeoj undid his belt and wrapped it around the bandaged wound as tightly as he could. Pendonov struggled, but he was much weaker now.
 
   “I have to go,” Yeoj said suddenly. “If I don’t get there soon, he’ll get away.” He leaned over and slapped Pendonov’s cheeks. “Do you hear me?” he shouted.
 
   Jenedina gently pushed him back. “He can’t hear you, he’s out now.”
 
   Yeoj shot her a confused look. There was a lot of blood, but not that much. Then he looked to the bottle and grinned. “To help with pain eh?”
 
   The old woman smiled and nodded. “I usually sell it to expecting mothers in their ninth month,” she replied coyly.
 
   “Clever girl,” Yeoj said. “Keep an eye on him,” Yeoj instructed. He looked to the intruders and considered changing into their clothes, but decided against it. His plan would not work now. His only hope was to get to Baldur’s Arms before Galion got suspicious and left.
 
   “We’ll be alright,” Jenedina said. “Words cannot express how grateful we are,” she added.
 
   “Pendonov told us everything over the last hour.” Sebina looked at Yeoj with a tear in her eyes. “My brother trusted Diggs,” she said quietly. “I trusted him.”
 
   Yeoj nodded. “I can’t stay,” he replied. “You are safe now. I will end this.” Sebina nodded, but said nothing else. Yeoj lightly patted her shoulder, picked up his sword, and ran out the door.
 
   The streets were dark now, except for the night lamps that dotted the city. Few people were out, and those that were failed to pay much attention to Yeoj as he sprinted through the streets, darting across alleys and cutting as short a path as he could to Baldur’s Arms. As his feet propelled him forward his heart pounded and his lungs burned. The buildings he ran past blurred by, as if he were the wind itself. When he turned the last corner a couple of minutes later he stopped and doubled over, clutching his side. He fought the urge to vomit and propped himself against a wooden barrel filled with recent rain water that had come from a gutter pipe.
 
   His chest heaved as he sucked in air. He stood up straight and put his hands on his head for a moment while he stared out at the blacksmith shop across the street. A horse drawn wagon sat in front of the awning that extended above a workbench and smelter. Yeoj strained his eyes against the darkness, looking for sign of activity. He couldn’t see anyone outside. The horses were standing in place without a driver. The cart itself had several crates already piled in the back. Presumably weapons meant for the garrison in Blundfish since it is closer to the borders and the soldiers there needed equipment.
 
   Yeoj looked up the rain gutter and gave it a testing tug. He reached back for his crossbow and then remembered he had given it to Pendonov, who had let Sebina use it. Yeoj cursed himself for leaving it there. That left him with a knife and a sword against Galion and possibly several others. He knew they would spot him as soon as he stepped out of the alleyway.
 
   He stepped back into the alley and thought. His breath was almost back now, and the stitch in his side had lessened considerably. Still, he couldn’t just rush the front door. He jogged back to the next block and then cut across a dimly lit side street. He figured if he could circle around to the back of the blacksmith shop, he might have a decent chance to surprise them.
 
   When Yeoj circled back to the street that Baldur’s Arms was on he could see that he was a few hundred yards away from the shop. He crossed the street casually, deciding that if he was spotted from this distance it would be better for him to act naturally than to be seen sprinting across the street.
 
   After he made it across he cut into the first alley on his right and picked his way through the shadows, getting closer and closer to Baldur’s Arms. He kept glancing upward, looking for any sign that a watcher might be above him.
 
   A door opened up ahead of him and out stepped a short, old woman holding a plate of fish bones. Yeoj froze, and backed up slowly to crouch next to a pile of rubble. The old lady set the plate down in the alleyway, mumbling something about cats, and then went back inside.
 
   As the door closed and the light disappeared from the alley, Yeoj caught a glimpse of something on a nearby roof. He remained still, watching. Nothing reappeared. Was he paranoid, or was someone watching him? Yeoj glanced around, but couldn’t see any easy way up to the roof. He would have to double back again if he wanted to check the roof, but that would cost him time he may not have.
 
   He got up and maneuvered to the plate of fish bones just as a whole group of stray cats came running in from all directions. He managed to get the plate without losing any fingers as the cats clawed and hissed at him. He glanced upward again and tossed the plate up. It spun through the air and clattered on the roof, making more than a little noise.
 
   A figure stepped into view, peering over the edge of the roof, his face hidden by a large hood. Yeoj broke into a run. An arrow sunk into a wall nearby, but he didn’t stop. He didn’t have time to engage this foe and risk alerting Galion.
 
   The man on the roof let out a sharp whistle. A second whistle answered from a roof on the left, followed by a third. Yeoj ran on, drawing his sword as a pair of men jumped down from the rooftops in front of him. He was too close to his goal to let them stand in his way.
 
   They each drew swords and came at Yeoj fast. Yeoj turned abruptly, kicked in a door to a different building and rushed inside. A pair of old women stood staring at him blankly as he ran past, followed by the two swordsmen hot on his heels. Yeoj grabbed a wooden chair and flung it wildly as he turned around to face his pursuers. He caught one of the men in the shoulder, sending him crashing into the other. Yeoj lashed out and stabbed one of them in the throat, then he pulled back and ended the second with the wooden chair, crushing the man’s skull against the hard, stone floor.
 
   “Pardon me, ladies,” Yeoj offered as he rushed back out into the alley. The two old women remained silent, staring at Yeoj behind spectacles that reflected the candlelight in the room.
 
   Yeoj caught a glimpse of someone out of the corner of his eye and ducked just in time to miss an axe careening for his neck. The axe bit deep into the doorjamb and the would-be assassin struggled to free it. Yeoj turned back and stabbed the man with several quick strikes of the knife in the belly. Then he slammed the man’s head into the back of the axe head and ran on to the blacksmith shop.
 
   He arrived just as the shop’s back door opened. A large man stood there, holding a wickedly curved scimitar. Yeoj plunged his sword into the man’s chest and yanked the scimitar free. He pushed the man to the floor and scanned inside. He was in a small room used for storing coal, probably for the furnace in the shop. Beyond that was a narrow hallway that opened into a larger room. Yeoj could only see part of the room from where he stood as the rest was beyond his field of vision. A couple of kerosene lamps hung from hooks in the ceiling. They swung as someone moved around upstairs.
 
   Yeoj then focused on the large, brown skinned man sitting on a wooden stool near the front wall of the shop, holding a middle aged man in front of him by the hair, with a knife to his throat.
 
   “I think we can come to some agreement,” the large man said.
 
   Yeoj stepped in cautiously, pulling his sword free from the man he had just slain. He kicked the door closed behind him and used his wrist to throw the bolt to lock it. “I am not here to make deals,” Yeoj said solemnly. “I am here to kill you, Galion.”
 
   Galion chuckled and rose to his feet, nearly lifting the middle-aged man off the floor by his hair as he did so. Yeoj knew that Kuscans were big, but this man was well over seven feet tall. His head was clean shaven, with a tribal tattoo covering half of his face and the left side of his torso. “That’s too bad,” he said. “If you kill me, then you kill this man too.” Galion nodded.
 
   A man jumped around the corner with a crossbow in hand. Yeoj leapt to the side, landing atop the pile of coal as the bolt sunk deep into the door behind him. Yeoj peeked around the corner and clumsily threw the scimitar down the hall, but it caught onto the wall and fell short of its mark. The crossbowman reloaded quickly.
 
   Something crashed into the back door.
 
   “My men have you surrounded,” Galion yelled from the front of the shop. “There is nowhere for you to go.”
 
   Yeoj looked around for something he could use. Men were pounding on the back door. The lock strained against them to hold the wooden door in place. The kerosene lamp hanging from the ceiling swung wildly.
 
   Yeoj quickly grabbed a coal shovel and whacked the kerosene lamp with all of his might. The glass shattered, spewing the pungent liquid through the whole hall, but only the bottom half of the lamp broke. The top half with the burning wick swung back and forth on the hook, but did not fall.
 
   “Stop him,” Galion roared. “He’ll kill us all!”
 
   The crossbowman advanced, but Yeoj chucked the shovel at the lamp in the hallway. The shovel unhooked the lamp and it came crashing down on the wooden floor. The lamp shattered and this time the flame found the kerosene and ignited the whole back half of the building in a single whoosh! The crossbowman screamed in pain, dropping his weapon and running toward the front of the house. Yeoj was two steps behind him. The flames licked at his body and caught on his pants and tunic, but Yeoj was not daunted. He charged Galion madly.
 
   Galion slit the middle-aged man’s throat and dropped his body to the floor before drawing a sword and beheading the burning crossbowman. “I will kill you for this,” Galion swore. The pounding on the door started to crack and break the wood as Yeoj pushed forward.
 
   Yeoj ran in, jumping to the left when he reached the room, just under Galion’s first swing. Yeoj then ran to the far side of the room, taking another lamp from the ceiling and throwing it against the front door of the shop. As the flames exploded over the front of the shop, devouring the walls and floor, two club-wielders entered the room from the burning hallway. Their clothes and hair smoldered from the fire as they patted out a couple of flames and then searched the room for him.
 
   Another man appeared at the top of the stairs and ran down toward Yeoj. Yeoj rushed him and hacked at the man’s ankles. The man easily jumped over the swing, but had miscalculated his trajectory. He landed wrong and stumbled down the stairs. Yeoj sliced open his back and kicked him forward at the other three.
 
   The flames rushed up the walls, encircling all of the men and filling the top of the room with smoke. Galion was forced to crouch to keep his head below the smoke. Yeoj grinned and gave him a wink.
 
   Galion and the men rushed forward. Yeoj lashed out with a savage kick, catching one of the clubmen in the stomach and doubling him over. Then he swung left with his sword and caught the other clubman across the chest, opening a gash and spewing blood across Galion’s face.
 
   Galion sidestepped and wiped his face clear of blood before resuming his assault. Yeoj ran up the stairs, with Galion just a few steps behind. Yeoj looked around frantically, trying to see through the smoke that was funneling up the stairway. Some flames had found their way to the back of the second story. The building wouldn’t last much longer before collapsing in on itself, Yeoj knew. He caught a glimpse of one lantern hanging in the center of the upstairs chamber. He dashed for it, and took it down just as Galion reached the top of the stairs.
 
   “You have caused me a lot of trouble,” Galion growled.
 
   Yeoj wound up and threw the last kerosene lamp to the stairwell. It exploded on the stairs and the men below all started shrieking and yelling in pain. Galion turned to the stairs, now fully ablaze, and then back to Yeoj.
 
   “No way out,” Yeoj sneered.
 
   “I welcome death,” Galion sniggered. “For me it is only the beginning of new birth. I will come back to this plane stronger than before.”
 
   “Feel the heat, Kuscan?” Yeoj taunted. “There is no such thing as reincarnation. The only things waiting for you are the fires of Hammenfein. You best get used to this.”
 
   Yeoj stepped forward, gripping his sword with both hands. The smoke swirled around them as they each took turns striking and parrying. The flames grew larger, closing in on them as they danced amidst their swords’ songs of death. Wood creaked and cackled as the structure lost its strength.
 
   The two of them panted furiously against the decreasing oxygen in the room. The smoke grew thicker, slowing both fighters down the harder they breathed. Yeoj could feel his strength leaving him as the heat filled his lungs with each breath. His vision was starting to blur, and not just from the smoke. He could barely see Galion’s face, but he kept swinging his sword. Sweat poured down his face and neck. His pants spurted into flame occasionally, but never fully caught fire. A quick shake of the threatened limb would put the fire off of him again. Galion seemed to be slowing as well, and becoming less coordinated.
 
   The screaming below had ceased, and the flames were coming up now through cracks and spaces between the floorboards. Still, Yeoj pressed on. He kept swinging and thrusting, but Galion always managed to deflect.
 
   Then, all at once Yeoj was on his back. He wasn’t sure how it had happened. Galion stood over him with a wide, toothy grin. Yeoj felt the heat from below ripping at his back. Then, a resounding crack tore through the shop. Yeoj felt weightless as the floor below him fell from under him and the walls twisted and warped inward. Galion yelled in defiance as the flames rose up around them both. Yeoj barely felt the impact on the ground floor before it too gave way and sent them both to the large basement beneath.
 
   Yeoj’s senses rushed back to him in an instant as cool water encompassed his body. His back and head hit a solid surface, forcing the air from his lungs and compelling him to lurch upward. He gasped for breath and wiped his face. He quickly scanned his surroundings and realized that he was sitting in a large, iron basin filled with water. To his left was a huge, empty furnace and in front of him were racks with newly minted swords, shields, and spears. He turned to his right and saw a heavy workbench with several hammers and tongs strewn across it. Floorboards and other beams blanketed the entire room with red hot embers and billowing smoke.
 
   Then there was the heat. The water had temporarily given him a reprieve, but now it blasted him as though he were in Hell’s Gate itself. He quickly dunked his body under the water again and came up, searching for Galion.
 
   He saw the large Kuscan on the floor, with several gashes along his back and a pile of burning wood across his waist and legs. Yeoj jump over the side of the basin, and grabbed a hammer from the workbench. He brought it down on the Kuscan’s skull, ensuring the job was done. Then he looked around for a way out.
 
   Another section of the floor above collapsed inward, burying the ladder that led up from the basement. The commotion parted the thick, black smoke enough for him to see the area above. Yeoj turned, scanning the area, but found no easy way out. The roof had collapsed and was propped precariously by the few sections of wall that remained strong against the fire. There didn’t appear to be any hand holds that weren’t already ablaze either. Then he looked back to the furnace. He ran over to it and started clearing old, dead ash from it. A few large beams crashed down into the water basin he had landed in, sending water everywhere, mixing steam with the smoke and ash as the flames hissed in protest.
 
   Yeoj crawled inside the large kiln and looked up. He couldn’t clearly see the night sky through the chimney, but it did look big enough for him to try to escape through. Yeoj mouthed a silent prayer, placed his back against one side with his feet pressed into the stone in front of him. Then he placed his hands to the side and started to shimmy upward. The stone around him was hot, searing his fingers and stinging his back, but he knew it was either this or certain death in an imploding oven.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “LAND!” someone shouted from the deck. Talon rose to his feet and set the mysterious cube down on the table. He still hadn’t figured out what it was for. Dorder had found it rifling through the other goods and gave it to Talon. Both of them understood it was likely a magical object, but nothing in the ship gave any clue to where it came from, or what it was for. It didn’t open, had no markings along its smooth, black surface, and seemed little more valuable than a paperweight.
 
   The door at the top of the stairs flung open and Dorder sauntered down. “We will be arriving shortly.” Dorder smiled wide as he surveyed the goods in the hold one more time. “Sure is nice doing business with you Mr. Silver.”
 
   “Likewise,” Talon commented noncommittally.
 
   Dorder walked over and reached out for the cube, glancing to Talon to make sure it was alright to do so before picking it up. “Figured out what it’s for yet?”
 
   Talon sniggered. Why did Dorder expect him to know the answer? “No idea,” Talon replied.
 
   Dorder turned it over in his hand. “Ever notice how it doesn’t get smudged by finger prints?” He set it down and pulled a mirror out of a nearby box. “See, if I touch the mirror, it leaves a smudge, but not on the cube.”
 
   Talon shook his head. “Well, either way, it’s of no use to me. You can keep it.”
 
   Dorder grinned ear to ear. “I could probably sell this for quite a bit of gold,” Dorder commented.
 
   “You still have to figure out what it is,” Talon reminded him.
 
   Dorder nodded and stroked his chin. “True, but I bet I can find someone who knows about it. Maybe I’ll poke around after we dock and see if I can’t drum up someone who can tell me about it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t do that around here,” Talon said. “If it is magical, the elves will likely take it from you. Remember they are the only ones in this part of the world who still have any magical ability.”
 
   “There was the mage we took this ship from,” Dorder put in.
 
   Talon nodded. “A rarity, to be sure.” Talon crossed the hold and started up the stairs. “Either way, I would keep that cube and take it back to Kobhir with you. Look up a scholar there who specializes in artifacts.”
 
   “I suppose,” Dorder said as he placed the cube back on the table.
 
   Talon walked up the stairs and out into the soft, sea air. The sun was high overhead, but the heat was nothing like what it had been in Kobhir or Rasselin for that matter. Gulls flew quietly through the sky as clouds blew gently by, floating lazily above them.
 
   A few of the men had been tying rigging off when he emerged, they all moved aside when he walked by. Talon grinned at their jumpiness. He could see most of the men were preparing the ship to dock. Others were either asleep or eating in the cabins.
 
   A feeling of excitement washed over him as he saw Bluewater. The white stone buildings dotting the lush, green hillside surrounded by vibrant emerald forests almost took his breath away. He had spent all of his life on the larger, dryer continent. To see such vivid colors was something he never would have thought possible had he not stood there in that moment to witness it for himself.
 
   “Quite a sight,” Dorder commented, closing the door to the hold behind him.
 
   Talon regarded him and nodded with approval.  Dorder had changed from his normal clothes into fine silks that had been in the hold. “You change quickly,” Talon said.
 
   “Well, I can’t very well pretend to be a merchant without looking the part,” Dorder responded. He brushed off his sleeve and inspected himself in the sunlight. “This feels a lot nicer than what I am used too.”
 
   Talon walked toward the front of the ship and motioned for Dorder to follow him. “How long will you stay?” he asked.
 
   Dorder shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know. I heard that lately there haven’t been as many traders willing to sail out here. We’ll see what kind of reception we get, and take our cues from the locals.”
 
   “I could still use the rowboat to go ashore, if you think that would be wiser.”
 
   “I’m not worried about it. Only Shausmat and Zinferth require official charters to trade. No one cares much who comes and goes to the Elven Isles.”
 
   “For now,” Talon commented wryly.
 
   “You know something I don’t?” Dorder asked cautiously.
 
   Talon shook his head and put a hand on Dorder’s shoulder. “No, Captain Dorder, never mind. If you are confident that you will be well received, then let’s dock. I’ll even help with some of the boxes if you like.”
 
   “Really?” Dorder asked surprised.
 
   “No,” Talon said with a smirk.
 
   Dorder and Talon shared a laugh and then Dorder went back to the rear of the ship, shouting at his men as he went. As soon as Dorder reminded them what waited for them on shore the men hustled about the ship with a new found zeal.
 
   Talon turned back to watch Bluewater edge closer to him. The three days had been long. His thoughts, as they had for most of the voyage, centered again on Jahre, the old Nizhni’Tai sage. Talon expected the old elf must be well over six hundred years old. He wasn’t sure exactly how old Jahre was, but he knew that the elf was old enough to remember the days of magic. More importantly, Jahre had been alive when the Tomni’Tai Scroll had been made. Governor Gandle’s own research had confirmed that Jahre was the single elf with the most knowledge of the scroll, and the other relics Talon would need. To Talon, the fact that his current quest for the scroll would also allow him to exact revenge on Jahre for an old, life-altering, offense was beyond serendipitous. It was delectable.
 
   It would not be as easy as finding the sage, Talon knew. According to Governor Gandle there was an elite order of elf soldiers, the Svetli’Tai Kruks, guarding Jahre and others who had knowledge of the Tomni’Tai Scroll to prevent it from ever falling into the wrong hands. Talon was not one to fear others, but he knew he would have to tread lightly.
 
   The ship slowed and a couple of crewmen leapt down with ropes to dock the ship. Talon lurched forward slightly when the ship halted suddenly. A couple of men tied up the sails while another pair dropped the dual anchors into the crystal clear water below. Talon grabbed his coin purse, adjusted his sword belt and made for the gangplank before it was even secured.
 
   Captain Dorder approached Talon with a large grin on his face. “Well, Mr. Silver, should ye ever be in need of a charter service again I would be honored if ye would call on us. Anywhere yer heart may desire, all I would require would be a nominal fee of say five pieces of silver.”
 
   “Thank you captain, I will be sure to keep you in mind,” Talon replied. “However, I think for the amount of loot in the hold, plus the cube, any future trips I require will be for free.”
 
   Dorder’s belly bounced as he chuckled. “Fair enough,” he replied. “Well, I will go have a chat with the dock manager. Wait here ‘til my men have everything off the ship.”
 
   Talon watched Dorder saunter up to the tall, slender elf at the bottom of the gangplank. The elf wore a green cloak with brown buttons and black trousers, tucked into highly polished knee high leather boots. His long, silver hair was pulled tightly into a pony tail and a pair of delicate spectacles rested on his nose. Talon had never thought of an elf needing spectacles before since elves were renowned for impeccable eye sight.
 
   The elf was eyeing the crew warily and holding a leather-backed ledger in his left hand. “I need the ship’s name, its captain’s name, and the boss’ name,” the elf instructed Dorder.
 
   Dorder nodded and pulled a few gold pieces from his pocket and placed them on the ledger. “The boss and captain are one and the same. My name is Marmont, Levin Marmont. The ship is called Starlight,” Dorder lied.
 
   The elf peered around Dorder and narrowed his eyes. “You have an interesting way to spell Starlight it seems,” the elf replied.
 
   Talon leaned over the side and looked at the word “Isabell” painted plainly on the hull. He would have found a way to silence the dock manager, but Dorder beat him to it. Another five gold pieces landed on the ledger.
 
   “The ship’s name is Starlight, I assure you,” Dorder said.
 
   The elf held one of the gold coins up in the light, smiled, and then pocketed the money. “Well, sir, on behalf of the city of Bluewater I welcome you. You may instruct your crew to set up your wares in stall seven.” The elf turned and pointed to a tan building just beyond the docks. “They may enter through the back there. Each day you wish to remain docked and sell goods is going to cost an additional three gold pieces.”
 
   “Three gold per day?” Dorder grumbled.
 
   “One for docking, one for the stall rental, and one for the ‘name’ issue,” the elf replied smugly. “And don’t even think about causing any trouble around here. We may not have a garrison force like the larger cities on the main continent, but we have sufficient soldiers to handle anyone who comes here looking to stir things up.”
 
   Dorder bristled. “Understood.” He then turned to his men along the ship. “Ye heard him men, stall seven is ours. Get this load up and displayed nicely, ya hear?”
 
   The dock manager closed the ledger and walked back to his small desk at the end of the dock.
 
   Talon walked down the planking carrying a long wooden box filled with tobacco leaves.
 
   “Thought ya weren’t going to help?” Dorder spat.
 
   “Just this one box,” Talon replied. “Don’t want that dock manager shaking me down for my name.”
 
   Dorder touched his finger to his nose and smiled. “Good luck to ya, mate,” he offered.
 
   “Same to you,” Talon responded.
 
   Dorder watched Talon walk up the hill to the tan building. He disappeared through the back door and never reappeared. “Interestin’ feller,” Dorder commented to himself. He walked back up the gangplank and started directing his crew, deciding which boxes of goods would have the best likelihood to sell well.
 
   Dorder then watched his men scurry back and forth like an army of oversized ants carrying crates and boxes of all sizes down the gangplank, across the docks, and then up into the tan building. He had to stop one of his men when he realized that his little black cube had been set on top of an open box of silk cloth. He snatched the cube back and then sent the man on his way with everything else.
 
   Dorder turned the cube over in his hands, marveling at its simplicity and beauty. He pondered what it might be for, or who may have used it in times past. He thought again about hunting for an expert here on the Elven Isles that might be able to identify it, but Talon’s warning came to his mind. Dorder tucked the cube away in his pocket and then leaned against the railing while his men finished their work.
 
   After about half an hour the crew finished unloading the crates and had returned to the ship for Dorder’s instructions. Once all of them were assembled Dorder smiled. “Well, this is one of those easy trips we always talk about,” he said with a laugh. His men cheered and laughed in response. “Hardly any fightin', no chases at sea, and we still get a king’s ransom!” The men cheered again. “So, ye dogs go and get some rest. Have fun while yer here, but keep yer noses clean. The elf folk ain’t as tolerant as the people in Kobhir are. Be back here by tomorrow at noon, and then we’ll discuss how to split up the proceeds from selling this junk off and how long we’ll be staying.”
 
   “Captain,” one of the men interrupted.
 
   “What is it?” Dorder grumbled.
 
   “I see a ship, heading right for us.”
 
   “Can’t be,” Dorder said. “No one knows we’re here.” He pushed through the men and took a spy glass from one of them. He extended the spyglass and looked through. “Zinferth flags,” Dorder mumbled.
 
   “The navy is after us!” one of the men shouted.
 
   “Pipe down,” Dorder yelled. “No one knows we’re here. They can’t be here for us!” Another crewman walked up and held out his hand for the spyglass. “Knock yerself out,” Dorder said as he plunked the spyglass into his open hand.
 
   “I count thirty men along the deck,” he said. “Two ballista launchers near the bow, another one on the stern.” He swept the spyglass from side to side and then froze. “I now see two smaller ships flanking the first.”
 
   “Impossible!” Dorder shouted. He grabbed the spyglass back and took a second look.
 
   “Well, what is it?” one of the men asked.
 
    “That was fast,” Dorder muttered to himself. He tossed the spyglass back to the other crewman and turned to face the rest of his men. “Cast off men, get us out of here!” The crew scrambled to launch the ship. Dorder ran to the wenches with a pair of men and began drawing the anchors in while others simply hacked the rigging connecting the ship to the dock to expedite the process. 
 
   “What about the goods?” one of the crewmen shouted.
 
   “Forget it dogs, get those sails up!” Dorder shouted.
 
   The Isabell lurched away from the dock and started to rock gently with the waves coming in. Dorder rushed to the ship’s wheel and directed a pair of men to swing the sails out to catch the westerly wind. The ship started to turn, but Dorder knew that they would never make it. The Isabell had barely gone more than half a boat length away from the docks and the Zinferth ships were already most of the way to them.
 
   “Captain, we have to turn the ship more if we want our ballista launchers to be of use,” one of the men shouted as he loaded a large missile into the port side launcher.
 
   Dorder watched in amazement as a large ballista missile ran through a couple crew members and nailed them to the center mast. “How did the navy know exactly where we sailed?” Dorder wondered aloud.
 
   “Abandon ship!” one of the men yelled as he launched himself overboard. Dorder gave up the wheel and let the Isabell drift. Even now he could see a group of armed elves heading straight for them, with the dock manager leading them.
 
   “Blasted elf,” Dorder grumbled.
 
   Another ballista missile ripped through the air and sunk deep into the center mast. This time the missile was connected by a heavy rope to the lead Zinferth naval ship. There was no chance for escape now. Dorder watched and shook his head as his own crew deserted him, jumping from the ship in a futile attempt to escape the impending arrests. All the while Dorder could hear his captors coming closer. The sound of their ships cruising through the shallow waters, the shouts of their crewmen, and then, finally, the sound of footsteps as men boarded his ship. He knew his fate was sealed. He would most likely be executed for piracy. There was no chance of winning in a battle against all of these sailors. However, death by blade sounded a little more enticing than death on the gallows.
 
   Dorder turned in his final moment of courage and charged the boarders. Two sailors fell by Dorder’s blade, another three were badly wounded, but that was all the damage that captain Dorder could inflict before he was cut down. As his body hit the deck, a black cube rolled out from his pocket.
 
   The rest of the pirate crew met a similar fate. As they started to reach the sands of the shore and attempt to run, a few warning arrows landed in the ground in front of them. The Bluewater city guard had been fast in responding.
 
   “On your knees pirates,” the dock manager yelled.
 
   “He said we could dock here,” one of the crewmen yelled in protest.
 
   “Kill that elf,” another said.
 
   Emboldened by their captain’s gallantry the small band of pirates collectively let out a yell and charged the elves. However, they never got a chance to use their swords. Elven arrows rained a fury of death upon them and none escaped.
 
   Meanwhile, Kelden walked across the deck of the Isabell and found a pair of soldiers marveling at the black cube that had fallen out of Dorder’s pocket. “Put that below, in the hold,” Kelden instructed them. “I’ll go and speak with the elves. We need to recover everything the ship was carrying,” Kelden shouted to the Zinferth captain.
 
   “I understand,” he replied with a nod. “Get to work men, we need to take this ship back to Kobhir.”
 
   Kelden waited as the elves rowed out in a long boat and invited him to come down to them. Kelden immediately recognized the ranking officer from the Bluewater patrol, a young elf lieutenant, by the eagle wing symbol over his breast on his bronze armor.
 
   “Thank you for your assistance,” Kelden offered.
 
   “You’re welcome,” the elf replied as he bowed his head. “While the men were unloading the ship, the dock manager here came to inform me they had attempted to bribe him in order to dock.”
 
   Kelden turned to regard an elf in a green cloak. “I played along of course, and slipped away when they were too busy hauling their merchandise into the warehouse over there.” The dock manager directed Kelden’s gaze to the tan building on shore.
 
   “After we were informed, we decided to assemble and lay in wait, just in case you or Shausmat would send a recovery crew. Once I saw your flags, we blocked off their escape.”
 
   “I apologize for the disturbance, I did not mean for this to be a day of blood for your people,” Kelden offered. “Thank you again for your support.”
 
   “Of course,” the elf said. “Will you need any accommodations before your return journey?” the elf asked.
 
   “No, we must be heading back immediately. We ask only for permission to dock and recover the goods that were in this ship’s hold.”
 
   “Permission granted,” the elf replied.
 
   “May I have the pleasure of your name, that I may tell Queen Dalynn who has helped her this day?” Kelden inquired.
 
   “My name is Seldaric. I am head of the patrol division here in Bluewater.”
 
   “I will be sure to pass your name along. The queen will be impressed by your service.”
 
   “My thanks,” Seldaric offered.
 
   “In addition to the merchandise, I would ask you allow me to take the bodies back as well, so I may account for the pirates who stole this ship.”
 
   Seldaric raised an eyebrow. “I suppose that is alright. Were these particular men of interest to Queen Dalynn?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Kelden said with a shake of his head. “But, they did kill a couple Kobhir city guards, and a friend of the royal court.”
 
   “Agorian,” the dock manager said.
 
   Kelden shot him a puzzled look.
 
   Seldaric turned to regard the dock manager. “This is Lindeer,” Seldaric said. “He has managed the docks for the last two hundred years, and knows almost every merchant that trades by sea.”
 
   “I see,” Kelden said. “Was Agorian here recently?”
 
   Lindeer nodded and produced his ledger. “He was here just a week ago. He was here for a few days trading goods in the warehouse of course, but he was here for something else too.”
 
   “What is that?” Kelden pressed.
 
   Lindeer shrugged his bony shoulders up to his jaw and held them there for a moment. “I don’t rightly know what it was. He was happy and excited to leave though. Said he had gotten what he had come for. All he showed me was a black metal cube though. It didn’t seem all that extraordinary to me.”
 
   Kelden recalled the cube that the sailors had been inspecting when he boarded the Isabell. “Thanks Lindeer, that is good to know.”
 
   “Take us in,” Seldaric instructed his men. They silently obeyed, rowing them all to shore. Kelden signaled for the Zinferth captain to dock the Zinferth ships.
 
   Loading the goods back into the Isabell went very quickly with over thirty men scurrying back and forth with the crates. A short while later The Isabell was being crewed by Zinferth sailors and en route back to Kobhir. Kelden kept the bodies of the deceased pirates in the hold of his ship. He knew that the queen would want to have the body count confirmed. Kelden presumed that she would want to see the bodies personally.
 
   Kelden was pleased. The ship was recovered, along with the goods. The villains had been brought to justice, although Kelden would have preferred to see them go through the court systems of Kobhir. He also had the cube. He held the cool metal in his hands, turning it this way and that as he inspected it. He wasn’t sure what it was, but after hearing Lindeer speak about how happy Agorian was to have it, he knew this was the item he had been sent to retrieve.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
    
 
   Clouds covered the night sky, blocking the moonlight in Bluewater. Talon kept his hood drawn over his face as he pushed through the throng of elves in the streets. He had not before imagined the elves as night owls. He had always pictured them as stoic and reserved –a product of their extremely long lives. Instead he was walking amongst a jovial, loud, and boisterous crowd.
 
   Drums, flutes, and harps filled the streets with music. Jugglers and stilt-walkers dotted the crowd, calling out as they performed their various tricks. Some of the elves danced, arm in arm in circles around him as he pushed through. Others danced by themselves, clapping with the drums and singing along in their ancient tongue. What surprised Talon more was the fact that had this celebration been in Kobhir, the streets would have literally been flowing with ale and mead, but that was not the case here. Several elves held goblets of wine, but no one appeared drunk.
 
   Talon paused off to the side, next to a large, stone building and watched. It struck him as odd that none of the elves seemed to notice him. Sure, there were other humans in the crowd so his presence shouldn’t have been novel for his race, but it was the fact that no one bothered so much as to glance in his direction that unnerved him. He folded his arms and leaned back against the building as a trio of dancers whirled by. Their slender, toned bodies writhed to the rhythm of the drums as their delicate hands weaved patterns through the air with silken streamers. Their bellies and lower backs were visible below their golden half shirts. Their hips gyrated back and forth, creating waves and ripples through their sheer, baggy red pants. A set of small bells bounced and dangled, adding their own notes to the music as the dancers made their way up the street.
 
   Talon watched the display with more than a little interest. One of the elf dancers turned and locked eyes with him for a moment. Her face appeared young, comparable to a woman in her late teens or early twenties, though Talon knew she was likely several decades older than him, centuries even. Her eyes were neither jade nor azure, but a mix of both with golden flecks sprinkled through. She smiled wide, accentuating the angles of her cheek bones and then she whirled onward. Her long, golden hair flared out behind her as it whipped through the air, revealing her slim, pointed ears. She swung her hips quickly and then extended her leg up into the air above her head, finishing two turns on her right foot before bringing her left leg gracefully back down to the ground, knee bent and foot arched so that only the toes touched. Then she arched backward, with blue silken streamers trailing her wrists and she brought her hands high above her. Just before her head touched the ground, she looked back to Talon again. This time she winked.
 
   Then she straightened and disappeared into the crowd.
 
   Talon smiled faintly. He envied her. He envied all of them. In that moment it seemed that life for an elf was nothing more than a continuation of this celebration. One long dance without caring for the woes of the next day. He marveled that they could have centuries allotted to them in life and yet still devour little moments as though each passing second were a lifetime.
 
   They were not all like the dancer, Talon knew. Some elves were just as devious and power hungry as any human ever was. Talon narrowed his eyes as he thought of the elf sage. Jahre had sins enough to pay for. He also had something that Talon needed. Talon pushed away from the stone building and slipped around it, away from the festivities. It was time to find Jahre.
 
   Talon picked his way through the streets, wandering between houses and other buildings until finally arriving at a less populated area of Bluewater. He could still hear the drums behind him, echoing off the larger buildings in the center of town, but now he was finally free of the crowds and able to operate without creating witnesses.
 
   Talon knew that Jahre was well renowned throughout the realm. He figured anybody in Bluewater could probably tell him where the sage lived. Talon looked around him and smiled as he realized his search was over. A small, elderly lady-elf stood just outside of a small cottage feeding an alley cat. She was stooped over with age, her white hair dangled from her head and her clothes bore witness to the fact that she was poor, and probably alone. The fact that she was skipping the festival, confirmed to the assassin that no one would ask questions if she were to turn up missing for a day or two. Talon approached her with a smile on his face. The old elf turned her head to look up at him. Her orange cat purred loudly as it took the last piece food from her hand.
 
   “Hello miss,” Talon greeted as he threw his arm out in a wide gesture and bowed.
 
   “I am too old to be called miss,” the elf replied.
 
   “I see,” Talon said with a smile. He looked at her face and agreed with her. She was certainly too old to be called ‘miss’ even in a playful tone. Her wrinkles were deep enough that some of them had become discolored. She was ancient, even by elf standards. “Well, let me not waste your time, I am searching for the sage,” Talon explained.
 
   “Aren’t we all,” replied the elf sarcastically.
 
   Talon shot her a puzzled look, which put a smile on the old lady’s face. She let out a small halfhearted laugh as she hobbled back into her cottage. Talon stood there on the street for a few moments. He didn’t know what to make of the encounter.
 
   Talon looked up at the door of the cottage and shook his head. He walked forward and pushed the door open. Its hinges creaked and squeaked, but there was no lock, or even a latch for that matter, to keep it closed. The old elf lady shuffled her feet under herself while she backed her large posterior over a bed of straw and eased downward. Talon slipped inside and pushed the door closed behind him. Since there was no latch it fell open about an inch after he let go. That’s when she looked up at him.
 
   “There is evil in your heart,” she said flatly.
 
   Talon stepped toward her, eyeing the dismal, empty shack with disdain. “Are you not frightened?” Talon asked.
 
   The old elf shook her head. “The evil I sense in you, is not directed at me,” she replied. “I would caution you to turn from your ways, but I doubt you will listen.”
 
   Talon shook his head and sat on the bed next to her. He watched her carefully. Her courage unsettled him somewhat. “I need to know where the sage lives.”
 
   “You intend to kill him?” she asked. The old elf sighed and closed her eyes. “You will not succeed. He is very well guarded.”
 
   “Then, tell me where he is. If you are so sure that he will be safe,” Talon coaxed.
 
   The old elf shook her head. “Life is sacred, my boy. You cannot take it from another without consequence.” 
 
   Talon smirked. 
 
   The old elf slapped him across the face before he could even so much as blink.
 
   Talon rose from the bed and backed away. “I have killed men for less,” he stated dryly as a hand slipped to his dagger.
 
   “They say the eyes are the windows into the soul,” the lady replied, ignoring Talon’s threat. “Your eyes carry shadows in them.”
 
   “Enough,” Talon said sharply. “Tell me where he is.”
 
   “You are a monster,” the old elf hissed. “You care only for power, I can see it.”
 
   “You are wrong,” Talon bellowed.
 
   “If I were but a century younger I would send you to the abyss,” she cackled.
 
   “Like your kind did to the Sierri’Tai?” Talon quipped. The old elf cringed. “Don’t lecture me about the sanctity of life,” Talon growled. “Your kind banished an entire race into the Netherworld. You, the high and mighty Svetli’Tai condemned your own cousins, elves like you, to a never-ending hell. You had no regard for life then.”
 
   “No,” the old elf replied. “There was no other way to save ourselves,” she countered.
 
   Talon bent low and put his face close enough to feel her hot, torrid breath. “That may be so, but the Sierri’Tai had reason to war with you, did they not?”
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about,” the old elf replied through teary eyes.
 
   “Yes,” Talon said coolly, “you do. You are old enough to know the truth.” He stood up and reached for a small vial in a pouch on his pocket. “Tell me where the sage lives. His sins and the sins of his family are coming due now.”
 
   “You don’t know what you are doing,” she cried. “You must turn from this path of vengeance. Nothing good will come of it.”
 
   Talon opened the small vial and grabbed the old elf’s hair with his other hand. He jerked her head back and as soon as she opened her mouth to cry out he poured the vial down her gullet. “Now, tell me everything I want to know,” Talon instructed.
 
   The old elf’s eyes went distant and her shoulders slumped. Her head drooped slightly, and she would have fallen over had Talon not been holding her hair. “Jahre lives in a tower, called Scholar’s Keep, three hours from here. Travel by the main road toward Medlas, and then take the unmarked road travelling west. Scholar’s Keep was once a guard tower, but after the banishment of the Sierri’Tai it was turned into a library.”
 
   “How will I know the road if it is unmarked?” Talon asked.
 
   “The road will be the first road after the white obelisk. If you come to the wooden bridge that crosses a babbling brook, then you have gone too far.”
 
   “How many guards are at the sage’s tower?” Talon pressed.
 
   The old elf thought for a moment. “No one knows for sure, but he is guarded by the Svetli’Tai Kruks. They are the best spellswords.
 
   “Spellswords?” Talon repeated. “But I thought the elves agreed to not use magic in order to avoid war with the humans during the Mage Wars?”
 
   The old elf nodded knowingly. “It is a little known fact that while the treaty signed required most elves to cease practicing magic, it allows for select groups to continue. The Svetli’Tai Kruks are one of those groups. They are trained since early childhood. They know no fear, and will not stop until all threats are eradicated.”
 
   He had heard enough. Talon pulled another vial from his belt and opened it. “Open your mouth and drink this,” he instructed. The old elf opened her mouth and tilted up to the vial. “When you wake, you will not remember me, or that anyone was here looking for Jahre. You will remember feeding the cat in the street and then going to sleep. That is all.” The old elf drank from the vial and then her eyes rolled back in her head. Talon laid her back on the bed and returned the empty vials to his belt.
 
   A few moments later Talon exited the little cottage. He now knew where to find Jahre. He made his way south until he came to the main road. He was somewhat surprised to see a tavern just off the main road. A large wooden cutout of a pirate stood at the road, pointing to the tavern with a mischievous grin painted on its face.
 
   Talon could hear the laughter from within. This was not the same type of joviality that he had witnessed in the center of town. This was the drunken, raucous laughter that reminded him of days from his youth when the comfort of drink and drunken strangers seemed to be all he craved from life. Despite the fact that the drink had almost ruled over him as a young man, his craving for the strong liquid tempted him, even now, to go inside. Talon shook his head and fought off the craving for ale. He knew that there was no room for error on this mission. He reasoned with himself that even if he could afford to break his sober streak, there was no wisdom in being seen by others at this crucial juncture. It would be better to stay among the shadows. So Talon decided to walk directly to Scholar’s Keep.
 
   A light rain descended as Talon walked along the main road to Medlas. He didn’t see anyone outside of town, but there were a few houses along the road. He saw that most houses had a light inside, either from a fireplace or some lantern which illuminated their evening activities. Talon had often wondered in his younger years what it would be like to have a family, a home, a regular job, and normal things to do. But those things had been taken from him.
 
   “I will have the scroll, and these elves will pay for their sins,” Talon swore under his breath.
 
   The farther along the road he went, the darker the night became. No light from above penetrated the lush canopy of leaves over him. Even the rain drops could not find their way through to him. He walked for hours, listening to the sounds of the night. He could distinguish most of the noises as non-threatening, such as owls, bats, frogs, and crickets. There was the occasional snap of a twig somewhere in the forest that would put him on edge though. With it being so dark he had no way of knowing if it was simply a deer that he startled as he walked by, or if perhaps something was stalking him from inside the tree line.
 
   Against his better judgment, he decided he needed to make a torch for light. He stepped over to a nearby tree and began kicking around in the dirt. As soon as his toes snagged on a sizeable branch, he stooped over to pick it up. He felt that it was sturdy, dense wood. He smacked it against the tree to test its durability. It clacked against the wood, blasting some of the tree bark onto Talon’s arm, but the branch did not break. Satisfied, he placed the branch against the tree, with the thick end down on the ground. Then he groped around looking for some dry moss. He slid his hands over the tree trunk and around some of the lower hanging branches, but he found nothing.
 
   Talon then went to a small pouch on his belt and pulled his tinder kit out. He wrapped a cloth around the branch’s thick end and then sprinkled a bit of oil on it. No sooner had he grabbed the flint stone than he heard another twig snap. He froze, straining his eyes against the darkness. He dropped the torch back to the ground and his left hand went for the mini crossbow at his belt, but he was not fast enough.
 
   Bushes and leaves rustled and crackled as something emerged toward him. Something large and hairy gripped his shoulder and pummeled him to the ground. The beast growled and gnashed its teeth as Talon struggled with his right forearm pressed into the animal’s throat. A hind leg stepped on Talon’s left shin, pinning his leg to the ground. Talon couldn’t see anything, but judging from the weight he knew the beast must have been massive. Talon wriggled his left arm around, holding the mini crossbow to the beast’s side and fired.
 
   The beast arched back and flung Talon into the tree trunk with its massive paw. Talon absorbed the impact and rolled away. He drew his sword in a flash and held it at the ready.
 
   He could hear it growling and pacing around him. From what he could tell, the crossbow had simply annoyed the thing. It scraped the ground with its paws as it moved around to Talon’s left.
 
   “Come on, demon,” Talon whispered. “Let’s dance.”
 
   The beast responded with a deep, throaty yowl that pierced Talon’s ears. Then, Talon caught a glimpse of two yellow orbs in the darkness. The beast growled again and then scratched the ground in front of it with one paw.
 
   He heard it run toward him. Each footstep dropped to the ground with a thump as it closed in. Then, there were no footsteps. Talon realized it had lunged again. He wheeled around the back of a tree just as the beast slammed into its trunk. It howled out in frustration and swiped at Talon with a massive paw. One of the claws caught his cloak and nearly dragged him to the ground before he wrestled free. Talon countered with a strike of his own and caught flesh with his sword.
 
   The beast hissed and stumbled backward. The two yellow orbs became visible again as the beast growled. Talon knew he wouldn’t be able to finish the fight unless he could see, so he carefully made his way for the torch. He had his flint in his hand and only had to land a spark on the oil to increase his odds.
 
   The footsteps stopped again. Talon rushed for the torch and struck the side of his blade with the flint. A shower of sparks hissed and cackled against the night, but none of them found their mark. A massive blow sent Talon careening end over end down a small hill, and into a thicket of briars that ripped and jabbed at his arms and shoulders. The beast was not far away. It stalked him slowly through the brush.
 
   Talon, tangled in the briars, let go of his sword and reached for the oil in his tinder kit. He opened it quickly and held it in his left hand. Then he used his left pinky finger to hold the flint in his left hand, just under the bottle of oil.
 
   The beast closed in. Bushes and twigs snapped and cracked in its wake. Talon quickly pulled a dagger with his right hand and lashed out just as the beast lunged forward with its maw gaping wide. Talon’s dagger went into the soft tissue in the beast’s mouth, just behind its upper row of fangs. A few teeth poked through his wrist bracer from the bottom, but Talon held fast. The beast writhed and jerked, trying to free itself from Talon’s dagger, but Talon would not let go.
 
   The briars ripped and pierced through Talon’s shoulders and back as he was jolted this way and that by the beast in its attempt to shake loose. The assassin quickly threw his other hand in the beast’s mouth, pouring the oil as far in as he could. Then, he released the bottle and struck his flint against the dagger. The first time failed, as the beast twisted its head and nearly knocked the flint out of Talon’s hand. The second strike spewed a couple of weak sparks that momentarily illuminated the pink and black maw just above Talon’s face. The sparks died amidst the saliva streaming from the beast’s fangs. The third strike hit home.
 
   A shower of sparks hit the oil and took flame instantly. Talon quickly released his hold on the dagger and pulled both of his hands free. The beast roared in agony as it fought against the burning oil. It swatted its face with its paws, and tried several times to bite down, despite the dagger stuck in its pallet. As it squirmed and jolted around, Talon grabbed his sword and cut himself free of the briars. He was not going to let this beast get another chance at him.
 
   The fire fully engulfed the beast’s catlike face now. It slammed its head against the ground and trees in a vain attempt to beat the fire into submission. Talon sneered and walked up along the beast’s side. He raised his sword high over his right shoulder and came down with all of his might. As his sword connected with the back of the beast’s neck, Talon pulled the blade back, adding a deft slicing motion to his chop. The flaming head came free of the beast and the body twitched backward, flames puffing out from the neck hole where some of the oil had gone down its throat.
 
   Talon then replaced his sword and kicked the burning head toward the road. He spent the next little while gathering some firewood and building a fire in the road off of the beast’s flaming head. To his surprise, the fire did not have an unpleasant odor at all. As the hair and head burned it smelled only of grilled meat, not that he intended to take a bite of course, but at least he wouldn’t have to endure the usual smell of burning flesh.
 
   Talon piled a few more branches on the fire and also set the torch he had made behind him. He would use it once he was finished. After the fire was built up and he had better light to see with, he went to work removing the thorns and briars that had lodged themselves in his clothing and skin. It was a painful, slow process, but it would have to be done before he arrived at the Scholar’s Keep.
 
   More than a couple times he heard rustling in the bushes, but whether it was the light of the fire, or perhaps the already dead carcass in the forest, something prevented anything else from coming near Talon. Still, he kept his sword at the ready just in case.
 
   Judging by the dying fire, Talon surmised that a couple of hours had passed by the time he pulled the last of the thorns free. He noticed that one of the beast’s fangs had fallen loose and sat in the dying embers. Talon used his dagger to flip it out of the fire. “A foe like this is to be remembered,” Talon commented as he flipped the fang into his coin purse.
 
   Then he stood up and grabbed the torch. He put the end into the fire and began walking down the road again after it was lit.
 
   Talon smiled when his torchlight illuminated a white, stone obelisk on the side of the road. It was only a few feet tall, and hardly bigger around than a sapling spruce tree, but it still filled him with excitement.
 
   He looked along the left hand side of the road, searching for an unmarked path. Soon he found a foot trail, much narrower than the road, but he decided to take it all the same. He extinguished his torch, not wanting to signal his presence to the guards before he was ready to make his move. He silently hoped that he wasn’t inviting another night prowler to attack him as soon as the flame died.
 
   His luck held up, and nothing followed or attacked him from then on. He stalked along the trail until he spied light through the trees. As he closed in he left the trail and picked his way through the trees to get a closer look. He smiled when he saw the Scholar’s Keep. Talon studied the building eagerly. It was a single tower with one door at its base and a window about thirty feet above the ground. A pair of guards stood in front of the door. Flanking the portal were large horns hanging on the wall as sconces lighting up the immediate area around the entrance. Talon couldn’t see them very clearly, as they were some fifty yards away, but he could tell they were Svetli’Tai Kruks. The guards wore long, flowing scarlet robes and had long curved scimitars hanging from their sides. Their silver hair was pleated in a single braid down their backs and they each held a great spear as they stood watch.
 
   Talon moved his eyes back to the tower. It was centuries old. Ivy clung to the cracks between the stones where the mortar had decayed away. Some of the ivy had grown so thick that instead of vines it looked as if a tree’s roots ran up the entire tower. Even still, Talon doubted he would be able to climb to the window. There was a balcony at the top of the tower, with another guard standing watch there. There were some tall, sturdy trees he could climb, but the limbs had been trimmed away around the tower. There was no way for him to go up, unless he went inside.
 
   Talon sat still in the brush, thinking of all possible options. As he sat, he listened to the night sounds and caught the hint of a babbling stream. He remembered that the elf lady had mentioned a brook that went over the main road. Talon mused that if the tower had been used as a guard tower previously, then perhaps they would have built a drain for it. He quietly backed away and slipped to the south. He only had to go about twenty yards before he found the stream. It was a bit larger than he had anticipated. It spanned twenty feet across and looked like it was about five feet deep in some places.
 
   He smiled to himself and then turned upstream. He carefully scanned the rocks and ground until he came to an old, rusted grate. He might have missed it had the heel of his boot not broken through a thin crust of dirt to slip between the gaps. He bent down and began clearing away the overgrowth. After a few minutes he found a crude, rusted lock. He gave it a tug with his hand and found it was still strong. However, the grate itself moved slightly. Talon felt with his left hand along the edges and then realized that the old, iron casing the grate was built into had rusted through part way.
 
   Talon pulled a long, thick rock from the stream and wedged it into the opening in the iron pipe. He stomped on it a few times with his boot, sneering in delight as the grate loosened farther and farther. From what he could tell, if he could get it open, the pipe was large enough to allow him to pass. He searched for a long branch and lodged it in the grate next to the stone. He leaned back on the top end of the lever and tugged with all of his might. The grate popped and creaked before finally snapping loose. The metal grate flopped all the way into the stream, making a mild splash. Talon then bent low to inspect the pipe.
 
   As he neared it he could smell the rotten, mildewy odor associated with such pipes, but he couldn’t let that stop him. He quietly put his feet into the water and felt around for the bottom of the pipe. To his delight, he found the pipe itself was about three feet in diameter. He quickly removed his tinder kit and mini crossbow and placed them on the bank in front of him. Then, he felt with his hands along the inside of the pipe. There were only a few inches of air above the water level, from what he could tell, and there was no way for him to know what he might encounter further on. There was also no guarantee it would open up to the inside at all. For all he knew it could just be a small hole or drain on the inside. Talon sighed. He was already wet, he figured he may as well see where it went and hope for the best.
 
   He placed a dagger in his mouth, took a breath and submerged himself, using his hands to pull himself forward in the dark tunnel. The water was slightly warmer than the rest of the stream, though Talon didn’t dwell on the possible reasons for that. He simply kept moving along, feeling and groping with his hands and fighting the current. He almost lost his grip once when he recoiled from a mushy, fuzzy mass that his fingers had latched onto. He kept his place by driving his feet into the sides and holding on with his other hand while he pressed his nose and mouth above the water for a breath.
 
   The air was hot, humid, and sour. After two quick breaths he pushed on. The pipe curved to his right and got a little smaller. He could still fit, but his elbows and knees knocked the sides if he wasn’t careful. He moved faster now, swimming and pulling himself upward as the pipe sloped up.
 
   Suddenly the pipe twisted straight up and grew smaller. Talon placed the palms of his hands against each side and used his feet to propel upward as his hands held him from losing ground. His lungs started to beg for air as he forced his body up. He could see light from above. He knew there had to be air soon. His chest began to burn and he had to shift holding air between his mouth and lungs to trick his body into believing he was breathing.
 
   Up he went. The pipe opened up into a smooth, rock bowl about as deep as he was tall, but at least was able to move his arms freely. He launched his arms into wide strokes, focusing on the yellow light above the surface. When he was finally out of the drain pipe he kicked his feet rhythmically, adding momentum with each stroke.
 
   It may have only been another fifteen seconds from that point that he reached the surface, but it was all he could do to keep from gasping. He exhaled and sucked in a breath of fresh air as he fanned his arms out around him.
 
   He looked around and grinned. Water was coming from a natural underground stream to his left, and above him was a large wooden bucket attached to a rope. The bucket was separated from him by a covering of iron, but the door for the bucket was left open. Talon was in a well.
 
   The iron grate was about three and a half feet above the water, and he couldn’t reach it. He would have to gain leverage another way. He swam toward the mouth of the underground stream and groped along the wall for a handhold. He didn’t need much, just a foot or two above the water level would be enough.
 
   Finally he found a crack in the stone wall and pulled himself up. It took a couple of tries to get his feet under him without having them slip out from beneath him, but he eventually managed to find a support. Then he slowly arched backward and reached back with his right arm while clinging to the handhold with his left.
 
   His fingertips squished against the inside of the crevice and his arm flexed solid, holding him precariously above the water. His right hand inched ever nearer the iron grate. His fingertips just managed to slide and curl around one of the crossbars. Talon smiled and launched himself backward, thrusting his left hand at the grate and tucking his legs up under him, trying not to make a very loud splash through the water.
 
   He found a hold and was able to pull himself up and out through the hole. His waist snagged a bit, but after a quick twist he was able to wriggle the rest of the way through. He quickly checked the room and saw he was alone in what looked like a prep area for food. A few racks hung from the ceiling with drying herbs and braided cloves of garlic. Pots and dishes were stacked along a sturdy, yet plain wooden table and next to that was an oven with an iron grill inside, filled with old ashes and dead embers.
 
   Talon rolled off of the grate and put his feet on the stone floor. Water coursed out from his boots and streamed from his clothes. Talon bent down and pulled his boots free. It took a bit of doing, as the leather clung to his skin and fought against him. When he finally yanked them free, a cup’s worth of water slopped across the floor. Talon stripped his socks and wriggled his toes to give them air. He hung the socks over the grate and turned his boots upside down, letting the tops drip over the side of the well.
 
   Then he laid his sword across the grate while he pulled his tunic up over his head and draped it next to his boots. Finally he undid his belt and untied the laces at his crotch. He pulled his pants free, tugging them off of his wet, thickly muscled legs. He then tossed the pants up over the bar where the bucket hung and grabbed his sword and dagger again.
 
   The air inside the tower was cold against his damp, bare skin, but he preferred the nip in the air to the chaffing of wet clothes as he snuck toward the door and began to assess his surroundings.
 
   He pressed up to the side next to the open doorway and peered through to the next room. It appeared to be a bunk area, filled with seven crude beds made of old oak beams and mattresses stuffed with straw. Heavy, fur blankets covered each bed. Three of the beds were empty. The others had sleeping elves in them.
 
   Talon went to the balls of his feet and gently padded through the room to the first elf. He deftly opened the elf’s throat without any noise, his dagger sliding easily through the flesh. With the first down, Talon moved swiftly to take care of the other three.
 
   After murdering the fourth, Talon picked up the red robes slung over a chair nearby and hastily put them on. The fabric was a bit snug as it struggled to fit over his muscled body, but it was no matter to Talon. He merely needed the disguise. He drew the hood up over his head and moved onward.
 
   When he emerged from the sleeping area he found himself behind an old, silver-haired elf standing near a fireplace, pitching a small log onto the fire.
 
   Talon quickly tip-toed up behind the elf and ran his sword through the elf’s lower back while driving his dagger deep into the left side of the guard’s neck. The elf twitched and stiffened, but barely let out more than a whispered moan before his strength left him and his body went limp. Talon skillfully guided the dead elf down quietly to the floor while glancing around.
 
   A tightly winding spiral staircase led up from this floor, and a large wooden door stood to Talon’s left. Talon knew it was the main door that led outside. The ground floor of the tower had three rooms, and Talon had cleared each of them. Now was the time to decide whether to deal with the two door guards outside, or to first press his way up the tower.
 
   Either choice came with a danger. If he went upstairs and the guards came in for any reason, they would discover his work and start searching for him. However, if he went outside to take on two guards, undoubtedly one of them would be able to raise the alarm, and if anyone was upstairs then Talon would lose the element of surprise.
 
   He had counted seven beds and there were now five dead elven guards. It was possible that these were the last two guards. He didn’t discount the notion that there may very well be more guards on the second floor, but he decided to deal with that when the time came. He flipped his dagger into an upside down grip in his left hand and set his sword on the ground near the door.
 
   He slowly reached down for the latch with his right hand and pressed his ear to the door. He heard nothing. He closed his eyes, visualizing his strike in his head. Then, he threw the latch and stepped out into the night.
 
   He plunged his dagger deep into the elf on his left, just behind the elf’s collar bone. He spun around the elf, twisting the guard’s body to create a shield between himself and the second guard while he reached for the elf’s sword with his right hand. He yanked the sword free and then rushed the surprised elf with the sword extended under the first elf’s armpit. Talon only stopped when the sword had pierced the second elf through the heart and pinged off the stone wall of the tower’s exterior.
 
   The first guard was now coming back out of shock and started to wrestle against Talon. Talon absorbed a mild punch to the body with a grimace and tugged down on his dagger, scraping the blade through the gap between the elf’s clavicle and scapula.
 
   The elf cried out in agony and his knees buckled. Talon pulled harder on the dagger until the elf’s collar bone snapped and the blade came free with a rush of blood. The elf fell to the ground and Talon rained down with a savage punch to the elf’s left temple. The elf’s head snapped back exposing his neck for Talon’s final, deadly dagger strike.
 
   Talon looked up to the other elf, who was still breathing faintly and holding the sword in his chest with his right hand. The elf lifted his right hand and started to mouth something as his fingers weakly wove the beginning of an incantation in the air. Talon threw his dagger to stop the elf, but it fell short of its mark, as if an invisible wall stood a few inches in front of the mortally wounded elf. Talon’s eyes went wide as he watched a spark spontaneously erupt into flame in the elf’s hand. He bent down and snatched the dead elf’s body, hefting it up in front of him just in time to stop a massive fireball from burrowing into him. The force of the attack knocked Talon to the ground. The dead elf’s body twitched and sizzled atop him. The smell of charred flesh and blood was almost overpowering, but Talon knew he had to move before the elf could strike again.
 
   He shoved the body aside, glancing at the sizeable black hole in its back and sprang up to his feet. He was more than a little relieved when he saw the other elf’s body slumping down along the wall. The second fireball was never more than a spark before it extinguished in the dying elf’s hand. Talon exhaled and went back inside, hoping there were only seven elves in the tower.
 
   Once inside he retrieved his sword and closed the door behind him. He listened carefully for any sign of movement. After a few moments of hearing nothing more than his own throbbing heart, he made his way for the stairs and ascended to the second floor.
 
   The stairs were made of iron, and were very small and narrow. They were hard for his human feet to navigate, but he made it to the top without making any additional noise. Once on the next floor he waited a moment to let his eyes adjust. A single candle was the only light in the chamber. It stood in the center of an empty, wooden table that was surrounded by large, semi-circular bookshelves encasing the room about and creating shadows that danced away from the candle’s flame.
 
   He carefully scanned the area, looking for any hint of another guard, but he found none. The staircase ended on this floor, and the stairs leading from this floor to the third were barely visible behind a bookshelf at the far end of the library.
 
   Talon silently walked toward the stairs, his eyes darting to each flinching shadow. As he ascended the old, iron stairs he looked up, searching for any sign of movement. Judging from how tall the tower appeared from the outside, Talon guessed this would be the final floor. Therefore it should be the sage’s bedchamber. He knew that meant there were likely one or two more guards on the floor.
 
   If there were any guards, they did not make a sound as Talon emerged at the top of the stairs and stepped forward onto newly polished wooden flooring. Immediately before him was a dining chamber, roughly fifteen feet wide and another fifteen feet across. He saw a long, rectangular table in the center with a red, silk table runner on the table, accenting the silver and gold candlesticks.
 
   The dining chamber’s walls were also lined with bookshelves, though they were not as large as the shelves on the floor below. On the opposite side from where he stood was a wooden door. Runes were carved into the door frame, and the handle itself was a claw of iron wrapped around a crystal. Talon approached carefully, inspecting the curious door before opening it. He scrutinized the knob, assessing whether the crystal was for decoration, or perhaps was an ancient ward of some kind.
 
   Talon’s eyes moved up to the center of the door and settled upon a peculiar knocker made of bronze and inlaid with jade. The knocker’s ring attached to a bronze man’s head, each side of the ring going into one of the man’s ears. Atop the forehead was a bronze bird pecking into the man’s skull. Talon could only guess what the symbolism could be for such a statuette. The bronze had long ago faded and a green patina had taken it over, so there was no way for him to no whether the knocker was a recent addition, or a remnant left over from the time the tower served during the wars with the Sierri’Tai. Before Talon could finish searching the door for traps the crystal knob creaked and squeaked as it turned counter clockwise. Talon recoiled into a defensive posture and then the door was opened from inside.
 
   Long, silver hair flowed effortlessly over a thin, shapely face. Blue eyes went wide as they caught sight of Talon dressed in the tight red robes, but only for a moment before narrowing as the elf reflexively backed away. A long, silken gown draped across the elf’s body, hugging every curve. Talon’s mouth slacked when he realized this elf was female. Then he noticed the rim of her right sleeve had the same golden lettering as the other guards’ robes.
 
   The elf said something that Talon did not understand. Her gown rippled with her every movement. Her left hand opened in front of her and a swirling blue mist formed in her palm. Talon ducked back behind the wall as the elf’s spell blasted through the doorway, sending the dining table crashing against the stone wall beyond.
 
   A moment later the elf emerged from the room, holding a long scimitar in her hands. Talon quickly deflected two strikes and lashed out with his leg. The elf leapt back, hair and gown flowing before her as she did so. Her left hand opened again, palm facing Talon.
 
   Talon dove to the stairwell just in time to avoid another spell. He tucked his head and used his legs and elbows to control his descent as he rolled down the tight staircase. Once at the bottom he jumped up and ran behind one of the bookshelves as he plotted his attack.
 
   The elf glided down the stairs after him. Her bare, golden feet and legs were barely visible before another mist spell extinguished the candle in the center of the library, casting the floor into total darkness.
 
   “Can you see, human?” the elf mocked. Talon said nothing. Wood cracked apart and pages of paper ripped through the air, some slapping against other bookshelves or the wall as the air whooshed through the floor. Talon held fast, not wanting to give away his position by panicking.
 
   “I will find you,” the elf promised. Another bookshelf was ripped apart. A few large shards of wood landed near Talon and paper flitted around him. Silently, he rolled to his left, trying to circle back to the stair case in an effort to get to the elf’s back. Another bookshelf exploded somewhere across the room. Then wood scraped across the floor until the table skidded into the stairs and broke apart. The iron staircase rang out in protest, sending splintered wood in every direction. One of the table legs blasted Talon in the ribs, almost knocking the wind from his lungs.
 
   Talon gripped the table leg in his left hand and his dagger in his right. He waited until another bookshelf exploded across the room, then he chucked the table leg through the air, letting it crash into the wall. A moment later a fireball erupted through the room and crashed into the wall exactly where the table leg had hit. Talon wasted no time, he threw his dagger straight and true, lodging it deep in the elf’s leg.
 
   She cried out in pain and turned to launch another spell, but Talon had already rolled around to flank her by this time. He was only a few yards away when she sent another fireball to the place he had launched the dagger from. He rushed forward, scooping up a large fragment of wood as he somersaulted across to her. The elf spun around but her aim was too high. The third fireball sailed harmlessly over Talon as he stopped just before her and lashed out with a savage kick to her stomach.
 
   The delicate elf stumbled backward, but managed to keep her feet beneath her instead of falling to her back. She sliced in front of her with her scimitar, forcing Talon to avert his direction. Then she sent him sailing into a bookshelf with one of her mist spells.
 
   His ears rang and his head throbbed. He shook his head and realized he had been knocked through a bookshelf. A large plank of wood lay over his leg and several hunks of wood were mixed with torn parchment beneath him. His sword was no longer with him. One of the fireball spells had managed to latch onto some of the wrecked shelves, spreading orange light through the floor, the fire cackling as it consumed books and wood alike. The two locked eyes on each other again.
 
   “One of us dies here,” the elf swore.
 
   Talon shook his head. “I don’t kill women,” he said dryly. He rose to his feet, sweeping splinters from his arm and pulling a long plank of wood up with him.
 
   The elf regarded him for a moment, and then began to speak in Taish, the elven language. Talon rushed forward again. He stepped left, avoiding a fireball, then dodged right as another fireball sailed by. He lifted his wooden weapon and let out a shout as he and the elf lunged for each other.
 
   Talon swung low, then jerked the wooden plank upward to slam into the elf’s hand. Her fingers released her scimitar, but not before the blade sliced shallowly through Talon’s right shoulder. The elf lifted her left palm, but Talon dropped to his back as a column of fire leapt out from her hand to where he had been standing a fraction of a second before. Talon then spun and kicked the handle of his dagger. The elf recoiled and cried out in agony as the dagger tore out from her leg. Blood coursed down her fair, golden skin and she stumbled backward, falling on her rump. Talon rolled close, flipped up to his feet and ended the fight with a quick, decisive blow to the elf’s temple.
 
   Talon bent down and placed two fingers on the elf’s neck. Her pulse was still strong. He quickly moved to open the elf’s eyelid. The eye did not react or move. She was out cold.
 
   Talon whispered a curse and looked around for something to tie her with. The fire was spreading to nearby piles of paper and wood, but it wasn’t an overwhelming fire. The fuel was spread thin enough that none of the hotspots were much more than a small campfire. Seeing nothing in the firelight, Talon decided to carry her upstairs. He slumped her body across his shoulders and stood up.
 
   She was not very heavy, probably only a little more than a hundred pounds, but it was still a bit of a challenge to position her evenly across his shoulders. Her silk gown slid up a bit, revealing the side of her upper thigh as Talon pushed her body to one side for better balance before ascending the stairs. When he reached the third floor again he walked through the doorway and laid her on the floor. He glanced around quickly. He saw two beds, one was empty, but made up; the other was empty and was obviously where the elf had come from before meeting Talon. He went over to the bed and started ripping the sheet into long strips. When he had enough, he walked back and tied the elf’s wrists together behind her back. Then he tied her ankles together. He then turned her onto her side and brought the ankles up to meet the wrists. He tied the two bands together and then rolled her to her other side so he could dress the wound in her leg.
 
   He didn’t have his field kit with him, he realized. He had left it at the brook. He scanned the room for anything that would help. He spotted a green jacket slung over a chair near the far wall in front of a desk. On the jacket was a small brooch. He went to it and broke it apart, taking the needle-like pin from it. He rolled it between his fingers, realizing it was too large in diameter to be of any real use. Besides, he had nothing to use for sutures, not even any regular thread. He abandoned the idea and went back to the elf. He packed a wad of the strips from the sheet and pressed them tightly against the wound. Then he took two more strips and tied them tight, but not so constrictive as to make a tourniquet. He was unable to give her the proper medical attention she required, but at least he had not broken his rule. He had not killed her. He had to hope that the famous elf constitution would help her fight off any infection and allow the wound to heal.
 
   A part of him questioned why he was bothering to waste so much time on an elf. She had tried to kill him, after all. For a moment he questioned whether his rule should have any room for flexibility in such circumstances. He looked down at her face. Her mouth opened and she groaned. Immediately Talon was taken back to a similar scene.
 
   He remembered his mother, lying on the ground mumbling incoherently. Her hair was matted to her face with blood. Smoke hung low in the air, carrying with it the stench of death and blood. People screamed in the distance. Then, his mother turned to lock eyes with him. She groaned with her last breath and then her eyes went dull.
 
   Talon shook his head and forced the memory out of his mind. His heart thumped so strongly in his chest it almost made it hard for him to swallow. He looked back to the elf woman. A tear slid down his cheek, but he did not linger. He pushed up to his feet and went to work rummaging through the room. It was obvious that Jahre was not here. This was the last chamber in the tower, and the hatch leading to the roof was sealed from the inside with iron plates riveted through the ceiling.
 
   Talon went back to the desk and looked through the drawer one more time before slamming it back into place. Just then, a paper flitted out from under the drawer and floated back and forth until it came to rest on the floor. He bent down to pick it up and saw that it was a letter. However, it was written in Taish runes, so he couldn’t read it.
 
   Talon sighed and slumped into the chair and stuck his feet up on the desk. He let his arms droop beside him as he contemplated his next move. It was possible that Jahre had gone back to Bluewater for the festival, but Talon dismissed that idea. Surely if the sage was going to attend the festival the old elf lady in Bluewater would have known that and mentioned it. There had to be something else.
 
   Talon put the letter in front of his face touching one edge lightly to his forehead as if he would somehow magically understand the runes written thereon. He pulled it back and scanned through the markings, and was about to lose interest when he saw one character that did, in fact, seem familiar. The runes in one of the words matched one of the signs he had seen on the road.
 
   “Medlas,” Talon whispered as he recalled the old elf lady with the cat. “Take the road to Medlas,” he repeated. A grin stretched his lips. He looked at the word once more. He was certain the runes matched the sign on the road, and since the road led to Medlas, he deduced that the word was Medlas. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was something. Talon folded the letter and exited the room.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “You had better not be aiming to put that into your pocket,” Kelden said sternly as he caught one of the Zinferth sailors holding some gold coins from the Isabell.
 
   The sailor stuttered and shifted in his boots for a moment before shaking his head vigorously and placing the coins back in the chest. “I just wanted to hold them for a bit, sir. That’s more than I make in a whole year.”
 
   Kelden nodded and motioned for the sailor to leave. The sailor nodded and climbed up the stairs to the top deck, leaving the door open. Kelden then walked over and closed the top of the chest. He glanced around and then pulled the shiny, silvery black cube out of his pocket. It was cool to the touch, but he could not see a use for it. He turned it over a few times in his hand, marveling at the fact that the cube remained unsmudged by his fingerprints. He even breathed on it, but the cube remained pristine.
 
   “It is marvelous, isn’t it?” a familiar voice called from above.
 
   Kelden looked up and saw the bottom of Queen Dalynn’s robes before dropping to a knee. “My queen,” Kelden said respectfully as he bowed his head.
 
   “Rise, Kelden,” Queen Dalynn commanded. “You have done well.”
 
   “I trust this is the item you sought?” Kelden asked.
 
   Queen Dalynn nodded with a smile and she descended the last stair and approached with her hands outstretched. Kelden noticed Karmt close the door and shuffle down the steps after her. Queen Dalynn turned and showed it to Karmt. “He found it,” she said.
 
   Karmt smiled wide, stretching his thin cheeks to the point that Kelden wondered if his skin would tear. “Praise the Gods,” Karmt said. Then he turned to Kelden. “Do you know what this is?” Karmt asked.
 
   Kelden shook his head. “No,” he said.
 
   “This box holds the way to peace for our kingdom,” Queen Dalynn said.
 
   Kelden narrowed his eyes skeptically. “I don’t follow,” he said.
 
   “When King Dailex fell in battle, he was in the Elven Isles,” Karmt began. “The elves encapsulated his pendant in a magical box.” Karmt pointed to the cube and smiled. “This is that box.”
 
   “Why would they do that?” Kelden asked.
 
   “Because the elves knew that our nobles were squabbling over the throne,” Queen Dalynn said. “King Dailex’s son was not yet old enough to rule, so the nobles competed for the right to control the empire.”
 
   Karmt cut in excitedly. “This led to the Mage War,” Karmt said.
 
   Kelden nodded. “The nobles waged war against all magic users in the empire, blaming them for King Dailex’s death and then they set against each other and fractured the empire, but I still don’t see what this box will do to create peace today.”
 
   Queen Dalynn stepped forward. “This box contains King Dailex’s pendant, the symbol of his right to rule. It will open for the rightful heir to the throne.”
 
   “And the bearer of the pendant will have the right to unite our empire once more.” Karmt beamed like a small child who had just been given a life’s supply of sweet rolls.
 
   Kelden shook his head. “But King Dailex’s family was murdered by a rogue mage during the Mage War. There is no heir.”
 
   “That is where you are wrong, Kelden,” Queen Dalynn said. She smiled and held the cube up in her hands. “King Dailex actually had twins, one son and one daughter. While King Dailex’s son was killed, his daughter had been secreted away at birth to avoid squabbles over the throne between the twins. I am her descendant and rightful heir to the throne.”
 
   Kelden held his breath for a moment, looking from Karmt to Queen Dalynn and back to Karmt.
 
   Karmt nodded. “It’s true. I researched the lines myself. She is the rightful Queen to the entire empire.”
 
   “Even if the box opens, why would that create peace?” Kelden asked pointedly. “The empire no longer exists, and hasn’t for five hundred years.”
 
   Queen Dalynn held up her hand and Kelden immediately closed his mouth. “Because the people are tired of fighting. I’m not saying it will be easy, or even an immediate remedy. I am saying that I believe the people will rally under King Dailex’s symbol once more in the hope of creating something better than what they have now. A united empire would take away the nobles’ power to cause mischief, and it would remove King Sarito from power without the need for total war.”
 
   Kelden shook his head, unconvinced. “With respect, I don’t think King Sarito will voluntarily relinquish his throne and kingdom.”
 
   Queen Dalynn turned cold. “King Sarito has murdered my cousin, and shed my peoples’ blood along the borders in the south. Whether he gives his throne or not is irrelevant. I will give him one chance to surrender to me, the rightful heir and ruler. If he agrees, then I will allow him to retain his title and land as a governor. If he refuses, then I will wage complete and total war against him.” She took in a deep breath and then stepped forward. “There are many groups of people within Shausmat who would rally to King Dailex’s banner, if a true heir were revealed. This will weaken King Sarito’s army and populace by attrition, making the war nearly impossible for him to win.”
 
   “Refusing King Dailex’s symbol would be a death sentence for King Sarito, and anyone else stubborn enough not to take the chance for peace,” Karmt said.
 
   Kelden nodded slowly. He didn’t like the idea, but he wanted the conversation to be over, so he kept his thoughts to himself.
 
   “We have the cube, but we still have many things to prepare in order to open it,” Queen Dalynn said. “In a ten-day, I will hold the ceremony. I will open the box in front of all of my advisors, so that all may see. Karmt has assembled the necessary genealogical records that prove my lineage, and he will finish the rest of the preparations.”
 
   Karmt nodded enthusiastically. “I am almost ready now,” he said. “However, we have to wait for the moon to be full. Its light is required to release the first magical lock on the cube. Only then can we proceed with the rest of the ceremony.”
 
   Kelden nodded his understanding. “What would you have me do now?”
 
   Queen Dalynn smiled again, albeit faintly. “I would have you go back to your previous assignment. Just because I have the pendant does not mean that others won’t plan to take power for themselves. Return to your unit, they have much to discuss with you. I expect to see you in ten days.”
 
   Kelden bowed his head. “As you wish.”
 
   Karmt’s excitement vanished from his face and he pulled Kelden aside. “A lot has happened in your absence,” he said grimly. “Yeoj sent us a message that you should meet them in the Alchemical shop as soon as you returned.”
 
   “Is everyone alright?” Kelden asked.
 
   “More or less,” Karmt replied with a frown. “Go.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Hinges squeaked in protest as Kelden pushed the door open. Inside the shop he saw an elderly lady behind the counter, mixing liquids into a glass bottle. Another woman was on her knees on the floor vainly scrubbing bloodstains in the wooden planks.
 
   “I am Kelden,” he announced to the old lady. She nodded her head.
 
   “I am Agnes, but you already know that I presume,” she replied. Agnes turned her attention back to a blue bottle as she delicately tipped it, allowing its contents to flow into the other bottle on the counter. A faint tendril of smoke rose from the bottle, dissipating as Agnes exhaled. “Your friends are upstairs,” she said as she set the blue bottle back on the counter. “Be a dear and take this bottle to Sebina.”
 
   Kelden closed the door and walked to the counter. He took the bottle in hand and held it up to the light. “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “Ointment for burns,” Agnes replied. She turned abruptly and set the blue bottle back on a low shelf. “Go on up, the bottle isn’t going to walk itself up the stairs.”
 
   The woman on the floor chuckled a bit, but tucked her lower lip to hide her grin when Kelden shot her a sidelong glance.
 
   Kelden nodded and made for the stairs. When he reached the top he was greeted by an empty hallway with only a couple of doors on either side.
 
   “Second door on the left,” Agnes called out from below.
 
   Kelden arched a brow and glanced back down the stairs, but he said nothing. He shrugged and moved on. He opened the door as instructed and stepped inside. He saw Sebina first. Her long, black hair hung in loose waves down to the middle of her back as she sat on the edge of the bed with her left shoulder against the wall and her head slightly forward. Her right hand rested on Yeoj’s arm just below his elbow on one of the few areas not covered with bandages.
 
   Sebina slowly opened her eyes and straightened up when Kelden knocked on the doorway. Kelden raised the bottle in front of him and she motioned for him to bring it to her.
 
   “How is he?” Kelden asked.
 
   “He has burns across his back, hands, and legs, but he will make it. Just needs some rest,” Sebina said. She took the bottle and set it on the bedside table in front of her. “I will need to get more bandages. I’ll be back in a moment.”
 
   Kelden watched her rise from the bed and walk past him. He continued to look out the doorway after she had already departed. Something inside him yearned to go with her.
 
   “I told you to introduce yourself,” Yeoj whispered hoarsely.
 
   Kelden turned around. “I suppose you have made good use of the time I have been away,” he said.
 
   Yeoj grinned that half-sly grin of his and grimaced when he tried to shrug. “She’s a beautiful woman, and someone had to keep her company and comfort her.”
 
   Kelden stepped forward and folded his arms across his chest as he surveyed the extensive bandages. “It looks like you are the one in need of comfort.”
 
   “Bah, I’ve been through worse than this,” Yeoj retorted.
 
   “Really?” Kelden asked skeptically. “When was that?”
 
   Yeoj sat silently for a moment. “Well, at least I have beautiful women to keep me company.”
 
   Kelden gave up with a sigh. “Yeah, I suppose that accounts for something. Where is Pendonov?” Kelden asked, changing the subject.
 
   “He left about an hour ago. He took a sword to the arm, so he isn’t very useful at the moment, but he is ambulatory, so he has been coming and going fairly regularly.”
 
   “Any idea where he went?”
 
   “Not really,” Yeoj said. “But, I am sure he will be back by lunch time.”
 
   “Why is that?” Kelden asked.
 
   Yeoj grinned again. “He and the redhead are sort of hitting it off.”
 
   “I see,” Kelden said with a slight frown.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Yeoj said with a wink. “We didn’t forget about you, Agnes is single.” Kelden opened his mouth to say something just as Sebina walked in from behind.
 
   “Good, you’re awake,” she said to Yeoj. “I need to change your bandages.”
 
   Yeoj looked up and gave Kelden another wink. Kelden shook his head and stepped aside to allow Sebina enough room to work. Yeoj’s grin faded instantly as she started pulling the bandage on his arm. Bits of skin and hair clung to the gauze, but Yeoj said nothing. His body tensed and stiffened. He sucked in his breaths and his eyes focused on a distant point no one else could see.
 
   Under the bandages were patches of pink, black, and white skin. Blisters filled with clear fluid added to the rigid texture. Kelden closed his eyes and silently mouthed a prayer to the Old Gods on Yeoj’s behalf.
 
   “You should have been there with him,” Sebina said.
 
   Kelden ceased his prayer and regarded her curiously. “I was called away on business,” he replied evenly. “But, yes, I should have been there with him.”
 
   Yeoj made no attempt to enter the conversation. He continued to focus on that distant point with his eyes while he drew in large, loud breaths. A tear slid down from his left eye as Sebina applied a measure of the ointment to his arm and began wrapping it with new bandages.
 
   “I suppose I should thank you too,” Sebina said after a few moments. “The three of you saved us.” She paused and looked up to Kelden with her dark, brown eyes. “I am just happy it is over.”
 
   Kelden stood silently for a moment. He looked back to Yeoj. She began unwrapping his shoulder and chest. Yeoj couldn’t help but allow a few grunts and whimpers to escape as she rolled him to his side so she could access the back of his shoulder. Kelden gasped when she uncovered several sizeable holes over his shoulder blade.
 
   “He needs a physician,” Kelden growled. “Why haven’t you sent for someone?”
 
   Sebina shook her head, “We tried, but…”
 
   “No!” Yeoj hissed. “No one can know.” He forced himself to sit up and look at Kelden. “If I am discovered, then our secret will be uncovered. No one can know. Pendonov’s report was clear that the battle here was a simple burglary gone wrong. We also falsified a report to claim that Baldur’s Arms was burned to the ground by arms dealers.”
 
   “If it is over, and the traffickers are all dead, then why the need for pretext?” Kelden asked.
 
   Yeoj sighed, grunting heavily against the agony of sitting upright. “It isn’t over.”
 
   Sebina shot up straight, backpedaling with her mouth agape. “You said no one survived.”
 
   Yeoj nodded. “No one here survived,” he explained. “But, they were going to send you both to Blundfish.”
 
   “So, there are others there,” Kelden understood. “Do we have their names?”
 
   “No,” Yeoj grunted and relaxed as best he could back down to his side. Kelden looked to Sebina and pointed for her to go back to addressing Yeoj’s wounds.
 
   “Would Blacktooth Pete know?” Kelden asked.
 
   “Maybe,” Yeoj through gritted teeth.
 
   Sebina stepped forward and slowly went back to work. “What are we going to do?”
 
   “We will do nothing,” Kelden said coldly. “You will stay here and tend to Yeoj. I will send over a physician.”
 
   “No!” Yeoj grumbled.
 
   “It’s someone I trust, Yeoj, and you are in no position to argue with me. You need more than an alchemist and her apprentice.”
 
   “What will you do about the others in Blundfish?” Sebina asked.
 
   “I will handle them,” Kelden said.
 
   “That won’t work,” Yeoj interjected. “Pendonov is maimed, and I am pretty much bed-ridden for a while. You won’t be able to arrest them on your own.”
 
   Kelden looked over the holes in Yeoj’s shoulder one more time. “I am not going to arrest them,” he said. “I am going to end them.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “We are out of ale,” Pinhead whined. “How about we go out to the local pub and…”
 
   Kai thumped the table with his thumb a few times. “I have another good lead,” he said. “It shouldn’t be much longer now.”
 
   “Is it in a pub?” Pinhead asked. Redbeard threw his stubby arms up in the air and grumbled incoherently as he walked away from them. “I’m just sayin’ it would be convenient, that’s all,” Pinhead shouted at his brother’s back.
 
   Kai shook his head. “You will have to stay here, Pinhead.”
 
   “I thought the reason for coming here with you was to help you wrap this up?”
 
   “He has a point, as much as it pains me to agree with him,” Redbeard said. “We walked all the way from Rasselin, dodging patrols along the way. We snuck into the city, and now we are hiding in this abandoned spider-hole with nothing to do. We should be scouring the city with you.”
 
   “Sometimes it takes a little while for an investigation to move along,” Kai said. “We didn’t have much to go on.”
 
   “All the more reason we should be out there.” Redbeard pointed to the dark, broken window emphatically. “We won’t catch anything but spiders and rats in this old shack. We need to be outside.”
 
   Kai sighed. “If you are spotted, it could alert them to our presence. Furthermore, the guards have likely heard that a pair of dwarves and a former Ranger escaped from Rasselin after slaying several people.” Kai rose from his seat quick enough that his rump toppled it over backwards. “I don’t like it either.” He took a few steps toward Redbeard and pointed at the diminutive, yet stocky dwarf. “You think I like hiding in the shadows while men connected with the group that kidnapped my sister run free somewhere in this city? You think I like being blamed for murdering Governor Gandle? You think I like the idea of running for the rest of my life from men who were as close to me as brothers only a couple of weeks ago?”
 
   Redbeard looked down to the floor and waved Kai off. “I get it,” he gruffed. “We just don’t like being cooped up. That’s one of the reasons we left our home to begin with. We like open air, and most of all we like action. We just aren’t much for waiting.”
 
   Kai nodded understandingly. “I don’t like waiting either. I have run down these leads the best I know how. Nothing has turned up so far.” He pulled a small piece of paper from his pocket. “But I have one more that should prove helpful.” He held the paper up. “I have the name of an enforcer for the group we are after. I also have the name of the tavern he is going to be at tonight.”
 
   “Finally, we can get some more ale!” Pinhead exclaimed with a fist slamming on the table.
 
   Kai shook his head. “Not tonight, my friend.” Pinhead scowled and folded his arms. “Let me make my move. Soon there will be plenty of action, I promise.”
 
   “And ale?” Pinhead asked.
 
   Kai nodded with a slight smile. “More than you can carry,” Kai assured him.
 
   “We’ll see about that,” Pinhead pledged.
 
   “You best get to it, then,” Redbeard put in.
 
   Kai nodded. “I will return shortly after nightfall.” He took his cloak from a hook near the dilapidated door and exited the run down shack.
 
   Redbeard walked back to Pinhead, brushing a cobweb from his beard and crushing a large, brown spider in his fist. “I hate this place,” he grumbled.
 
   Kai took in a deep breath of the salty air. It had been over a week, but he still wasn’t used to the smell, especially when it was low tide. The gulls squawked loudly overhead as they circled the rooftops of the port city. He tolerated the gulls little better than the smell of the ocean. He drew his hood up over his head and scanned the area around him. He knew the Rangers would probably be hunting him by now. After what had happened at the dungeon, there was no one alive who knew of Kai’s secret mission from Lador. Nor were any of the Rangers likely to believe him if he tried to explain it. They would check all of the nearby villages and settlements, they would likely look for him in Kobhir and even in Khatthun. The Rangers would also probably try to gain entrance into Shausmat to look for him. Sooner or later they would make their way to Blundfish. It was only a matter of time. He understood that they would eventually find him and that once they did, they would do everything in their power to put him down like a rabid dog.
 
   Kai knew that he needed to get off of the mainland and escape to one of the islands. That would be his best chance to plan his strategy, but he couldn’t leave without finishing what he had started in Rasselin. The men that had taken his sister had to pay. Even if the Rangers caught up with him in Blundfish, Kai would consider it a fair trade so long as he put the rest of the traffickers into the ground first.
 
   Kai set his feet to the dirt road and walked through the poor district. He spotted a few fishermen coming in with their morning haul. Some of the nets were decently full while others had only a fish or two in them. None of them seemed to pay him any mind. An old man stepped out onto a creaking, sun-bleached porch holding a ragged rug over his left arm. He fanned it out over the porch railing and beat it a few times with a stick. Gray dust puffed out with each strike, lighting on the wind and drifting away from the porch.
 
   The old man looked up at Kai. One of his eyes was missing, and a long scar ran from the old man’s jaw to the top of his scalp on the right side of his face. The old man stopped beating the carpet and leaned forward, placing his knuckles against the railing and watching Kai keenly with his one good eye. Kai held the man’s gaze for a moment and then turned away, picking up the pace just a bit.
 
   Within a few moments the buildings around him became newer as he crossed out of the poor district. A few taverns stood out, with large hand-painted wooden signs over their doors. Houses rose up two or three stories, clumped closely together on blocks with narrow alleys between them. The alleys ran with water and muck, adding an altogether unpleasant odor to the sea air. Kai marveled that people would willingly live in such filth. Even in Rasselin, in the middle of a desert without ample water, the alleys never reeked the way Blundfish did. Kai had grown accustomed to broken bottles, wood scraps, and bits of food strewn through the alleys, but this was the first time he had ever seen people emptying chamber pots directly onto the ground outside their homes. He pulled his hood tighter, trying to cover his mouth and nose with a corner of it as he walked by a particularly large heap of waste in an alley nearby.
 
   After a few more minutes of walking he saw a large sign protruding out above a double door. “Honan’s Tavern,” Kai read aloud to himself. A couple of men sat around a wooden crate they had overturned to create a table for their booze. One of the men jeered and smacked another on the shoulder as he gestured to something across the road. Kai followed the man’s gaze to see a shapely young woman exiting a bakery across the street.  The men whistled and howled at her, but she paid them no mind. She spat on the ground in their direction and continued on down a different road.
 
   “Nice piece of meat, eh?” one of the men shouted out. Kai then realized the man was addressing him. He didn’t bother to respond. Instead he looked back up to the sign and made for the double-doors. This was where he expected the enforcer to arrive.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Night’s blanket of darkness spawned a boisterous increase in activity at Honan’s Tavern. Kai patiently sat in the corner of the large dining hall, next to the fireplace. The stew in the bowl before him had long since grown cold and the single mug of ale had hardly been touched. Occasionally he would take a sip, or perhaps mill the stew around with his spoon or sample a tiny bit of the thick, over-starched mush, but mostly he just sat and waited. He examined each person who entered, searching for the tell-tale sign of a golden-handled sword. He was about to give up hope and start looking for a different tavern when in walked the man he had been waiting for.
 
   As the man entered the tavern, he made a great wave of his arm as if he was some sort of nobleman. He wore a large, flowing blue silk tunic, trimmed with golden embroidered oak leaves that hung over his black trousers, which in turn were tucked into a pair of hand-tooled leather boots. His sword was definitely an expensive piece. The handle appeared to be made of gold, and not simply decorated with gold leaf overlay. A single ruby broke the yellow monotony near the base of the pommel, appearing to be an eye set into an intricately etched pattern of a large serpent. The hand guard flared out dramatically like a pair of claws.
 
   Kai watched him stride directly to the bar and address the barkeep. It was obvious that this was the enforcer. The barkeep didn’t bother to call for the bouncer, whom Kai had already seen in action earlier when a pair of drunks became overly friendly with the barmaid. Instead when the enforcer reached over the bar and pulled a leather sack from a shelf the barkeep just shook his head and waved resignedly before walking away to serve another customer. Kai thought it most interesting that none of the other patrons seemed to notice the exchange. However, it also didn’t seem as though anyone else was particularly allied with the enforcer. It simply appeared as though they accepted the enforcer’s presence as a matter of fact, and did their best to conduct their dealings in spite of his intrusion.
 
   “You’re a louse!” Kai yelled across the tavern. A few of the nearby patrons set their mugs down and stared at Kai incredulously.
 
   The enforcer cocked his head to the side and slowly turned around. He leaned back on the bar with his elbows atop the surface, holding him up as he bounced the sack of money in his left hand. “Are you speaking to me?” he asked cynically.
 
   Kai nodded his head and reached for his mug of ale. He took a deliberately long sip before responding. The others in the tavern grew quieter with each passing second. “I despise you, and your kind,” Kai added as he set his mug back on the table.
 
   “Why is that?” the enforcer asked with a chuckle.
 
   Kai pointed an accusing hand at him and gestured toward his clothing. “You come in here with your silk clothes and your gold sword and take the barkeep’s money. What service do you provide any of us?”
 
   “I maintain order in an otherwise chaotic part of town,” the enforcer replied. “You would do well to shut your mouth before someone cuts out your insolent tongue.” The enforcer slowly reached down and gave his sword a slight tug, showing he could draw it free from the scabbard at any moment.
 
   Kai scoffed. “The bouncer can provide security. You are redundant.”
 
   The enforcer set the sack of coins down and pushed them back toward the barkeep. “My patience is growing thin, stranger,” he said. “I am Calhoun, one of the finest swordsmen in Blundfish. I provide a kind of security that the bouncer cannot. I also dabble in gutting annoying guttersnipes when they make the mistake of pestering me beyond my tolerance.”
 
   A few patrons laughed and raised mugs into the air. “Aye, slice him up, Calhoun!” a trio of drunks toasted.
 
   Calhoun nodded and sneered. “Perhaps I should.”
 
   Kai sat quietly and tucked a large spoonful of stew into his mouth.
 
   Calhoun laughed again and shook his head. “No, I think the snipe has learned to keep his mouth shut. I am in a generous mood tonight, so I will let you live as long as you leave through that door, right now.” Calhoun pointed to the door and grinned slyly.
 
   Kai smiled and started to speak through his full mouth. “Nope,” he sputtered through bits of flying food. Kai shook his head, and wiped his mouth on his sleeve before washing the food down with his ale and rising from the table. “Sorry, how rude of me to speak with a full mouth,” he offered. The barmaid sniggered and put her hand to her mouth.
 
   “You should leave, stranger,” the barkeep put in.
 
   “Listen to him, mate, or you will end up sleeping with the worms tonight,” Calhoun swore.
 
   Kai smiled back. “I will tell you what,” he began as he drew his cloak back to reveal his own sword. Out of his peripheral he saw the bouncer tense up. “As we both can’t occupy this tavern, let’s settle our differences outside, like men.”
 
   “You want to duel with me?” Calhoun mocked.
 
   Kai shook his head. “No, I am afraid I would put you to shame if we drew swords against each other.” Kai pointed to the door. “I thought it might give you a sporting chance if we had an old-fashioned fist fight. No swords, no knives, just two men finishing an argument.”
 
   Calhoun nodded. “Alright, but let’s up the ante,” he said. “One hundred gold pieces, if you have the coin. Winner gets the gold, and the right to stay.”
 
   Kai thought for a moment.
 
   “What’s the matter, snipe? Haven’t you got the coin?” Calhoun mocked.
 
   Kai reached for his coin purse and set it on the table next to him. “I am a bit short, but I am willing to wager all I have.”
 
   Calhoun shook his head. “You aren’t worth my time for anything less than one hundred gold.” Calhoun turned to look at the bouncer. “Get that snipe out of here, and take those coins from him as an ‘annoyance tax’ for the trouble he has caused here tonight,” Calhoun instructed.
 
   Kai nodded and held his arms up. “Who here wants to keep giving their money to that louse?” Kai turned and pointed to the pair of men sitting at the table closest to him. “Surely you would spare a few coins to see a good fight tonight, am I right?” The men shifted in their chairs, glancing nervously to each other and then to Calhoun. “Come on,” Kai continued. “If I win, this man will not return to this establishment ever again. If I lose, well then I can at least promise you a few minutes’ worth of entertainment. What do you all say? Can I get a few coins to meet this rat’s wager?”
 
   “They don’t want you around,” Calhoun groused.
 
   “When I win, those who help me will have their money doubled,” Kai offered.
 
   “I have five gold that says the stranger whoops Calhoun into the ground,” an old man with an eye-patch said from across the tavern. The man dug into his pocket and tossed his coins in front of him onto the table.
 
   “What are you doing? Put that away!” Calhoun instructed.
 
   “Alright, his five plus my twenty makes twenty five. Who else will pool with us? If I win, I will split Calhoun’s hundred gold with you. Every creditor will receive one gold for every coin he throws in!” Kai promised. He then removed his cloak and drew his black tunic up over his head. His hard, bulging muscles clinched the deal.
 
   “I’m in for three,” someone shouted.
 
   “We’re in for ten,” the pair of men nearest to Kai pledged.
 
   “I’m in for twelve!” an old woman said.
 
   “Half way there!” Kai announced.
 
   “Three here,” another person shouted.
 
   A drunk stood up and emptied his pockets onto the table in front of him. “Put me down for two! If I win, that’s four bottles of the good stuff now,” he said pointing to the barkeep.
 
   “We’re in for seven,” shouted a young woman at a table with several men.
 
   “We have eight,” a group of merchants announced as they set a bag on the counter.
 
   Calhoun fumed. A vein in his forehead throbbed visibly as he spun around looking at all of the people betting against him. “Louts, the lot of you!” he shouted. The tavern grew quiet again. He wheeled back on Kai. “You are still short!” he exclaimed.
 
   “No,” the barkeep said in a wobbly voice. “I am in for thirty.” The barkeep pulled a wooden box up from behind the bar and plunked it down in front of him.
 
   “You said this was everything!” Calhoun growled as he thumbed the bag of coins he had taken already.
 
   “Let’s go,” Kai said. “My entry fee has been paid, and now it is time to take out the rubbish.”
 
   Calhoun turned and drew his sword.
 
   “NO!” the bouncer yelled in a thunderous voice. “You agreed to his challenge, no swords. Now, take it outside and finish it.” The large man readied his mace and glowered at Calhoun.
 
   “You dare speak to me like that?” Calhoun hissed. “When I am finished with him, I am coming for you next, and we will settle this with steel.”
 
   All of the patrons sat motionless. They kept looking back and forth between Calhoun, Kai, and the bouncer.
 
   Kai removed his sword belt and made a show of thumping it on his table. “I am ready when you are.”
 
   Calhoun seethed and drew in heavy, heated breaths. “Very well then, let us settle this in the street. There I will lay you in the gutter like the rat you are!”
 
   Kai was the first to exit. Calhoun walked several yards behind him, and set his sword belt on a wooden barrel outside in the street. Then as if there had been a fire inside the tavern, all of the patrons exited quickly behind them to see the fight. Calhoun stood in the center of the street. He glared at Kai through angry eyes as the crowd encircled them. Kai strolled confidently to the center of the street and stopped only three yards away from Calhoun. Kai could hear side bets being wagered as the crowd sized up the two fighters.
 
   “First man to fall loses,” Kai said.
 
   Calhoun shook his head. “Pit rules,” Calhoun countered.
 
   The crowd grew quiet for a moment and waited for Kai’s response.
 
   “As you wish,” Kai said with a shrug. The crowd cheered and betting rose to a frenzy. Someone procured a length of cord and approached the two fighters.
 
   “You both understand the rules?” he asked as he held the cord out in his hands. Kai and Calhoun nodded somberly. “Alright, then I will tie you and announce the start of the fight.”
 
   Kai waited and rolled his shoulders and neck while the man tied the cord to the front of Calhoun’s belt first, and then attached the other end to the front of Kai’s belt. Kai stepped back and drew the cord taught, checking to see whether Calhoun would resist. Calhoun responded by jerking his hips back and tugging Kai forward a step.
 
   “Mind your balance,” Calhoun taunted.
 
   Kai smiled and gave a mock salute with his middle finger.
 
   The man in the middle stepped back and raised his right hand. “Calhoun, are you ready?”
 
   Calhoun nodded and smiled.
 
   The man turned to address Kai. “Are you ready, stranger?”
 
   Kai responded with a short, quick nod.
 
   The man stretched up as tall as his limbs could reach. He glanced to each fighter and held his hand up for a moment. The crowd hushed.
 
   Calhoun lunged forward with a sucker punch before the fight started. Kai took it in the jaw and then quickly threw a blocking side-arm out before Calhoun landed a kick to his side. The self-appointed referee tried to step in and restart the fight as the crowd booed and heckled Calhoun, but Calhoun knocked him back with a quick back-fist to the nose.
 
   The man scrambled back to the crowd, holding his bloodied face. There was no stopping the fight now.
 
   Calhoun drew his right fist back and launched a savage punch. Kai easily ducked under it, stepping back to take up the slack in the cord and then he made his counter attack by pulling the cord with his left hand and slamming Calhoun in the jaw with a savage elbow strike.
 
   “You shouldn’t give away your strikes. Take your time,” Kai coached.
 
   Calhoun hissed and rushed forward, grappling with Kai and trying to take him to the ground. Kai responded with a series of knee strikes that battered Calhoun’s forward leaning torso before dropping several elbow strikes on the back of Calhoun’s neck and spine from above.
 
   Calhoun jerked and twitched as his body absorbed each of the blows. Finally he turned his head and bit Kai’s bare side, just above the hip. Kai thrust both of his arms down, ripping Calhoun away from him. Calhoun fell downward, catching on the length of the cord and dragging Kai down to his knees. Calhoun groped around the ground until his fingers closed around a rock and he immediately swung up, aiming for Kai’s head. Kai reflexively grabbed Calhoun’s wrist with his left hand, pulled Calhoun’s arm straight and then slammed into the meaty portion of Calhoun’s forearm with a knuckle strike. This sent Calhoun’s arm into a spasm and Kai was able to shake the stone free from Calhoun’s grasp.
 
   Kai reached out and grabbed Calhoun’s neck with his right hand and pushed up with his legs, yanking Calhoun to his feet and exposing his body again. Calhoun tried to close up, but Kai still held his wrist and pummeled his abdomen with his right fist, snaking around Calhoun’s free arm as he frantically tried to block. Four strikes and Calhoun’s knees started to give out. Two more put him down on the ground. The cord again snapped taught, but this time Kai stood firm and was unmoved. The crowd cheered wildly. Calhoun coughed and wheezed as he rocked back to his haunches.
 
   “It’s over,” Kai announced. “You lose.”
 
   Calhoun looked up and locked eyes with Kai. Much of the strength was gone from him, but the fire still burned in his gaze. Calhoun shook his head and held up his left hand. “No,” he muttered. His right hand slid alongside his boot and grasped the short brass handle of a push-blade. He pulled it free and lunged at Kai.
 
   Kai stepped to his right, peddling back and to the side for every forward step Calhoun took. Calhoun swung out with the push-blade just as Kai dropped to his back and shot his foot up into Calhoun’s groin. Calhoun was lifted into the air several inches before doubling over. The crowd collectively gasped as men winced and looked away for just a moment. Kai’s left hand went out again to catch Calhoun’s wrist, but this time he turned it backward and brought his right hand in to force Calhoun’s fist over the locked joint until it snapped and both bone and ligament broke free from their correct holdings.
 
   Calhoun screamed in pain and fell over to the side. The push-blade fell out of his hand. Kai rolled over for leverage and bolted back upright, roughly pulling Calhoun from the ground again. Kai finished the duel with a savage right cross that shattered Calhoun’s jaw and forced him back until the cord was completely taught, and then Kai sent a devastating front kick to Calhoun’s chest that snapped the binding cord and launched Calhoun several feet into the air before he crashed on the street.
 
   “I said, you lost,” Kai repeated.
 
   The crowd erupted into cheers and curses as the bets came due. The fight was over. Kai smiled and turned for the tavern. He gave the push-blade a slight kick with his right foot and shook his head. “Momma always said that cheaters never prosper,” he quoted with a wink at the barmaid. Kai looked for the barkeep and pointed at him. The crowd parted a bit so there could be an uninterrupted line of sight. “I trust you and your bouncer can handle divvying up the spoils from the bet?”
 
   “Aye, we can manage that,” the barkeep replied. “What about you?” The barkeep pointed to Calhoun. “He has friends.”
 
   Kai nodded. “I’m counting on it,” he said. “I’ll just collect my coins and clothes and then I will take this louse here and we’ll be on our way.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “He is starting to wake up,” Redbeard said.
 
   Kai rubbed a tired hand over his face and yawned. “Good, let’s see whether he is willing to cooperate.”
 
   Redbeard scoffed. “He ain’t gonna be talkin’ with a broken jaw.”
 
   Kai stood from the cot he had been laying on and stretched his arms. “You should just be happy he is still breathing,” Kai shot back. “He came at me with a push-blade, what was I supposed to do?”
 
   Redbeard shrugged. “Doesn’t help that you snapped his wrist either,” the dwarf added. “I don’t know how well he will be able to scribble with his left hand.”
 
   Kai sighed. “Alright, next time you get to be in charge of kidnapping the target.”
 
   Redbeard shook his head so quickly that his beard waggled beneath his chain. “Not gonna happen.”
 
   Pinhead strolled up and slapped Redbeard on the back. “Don’t let him give you a hard time,” he said. “Ol’ Redbeard here would have caved the man’s skull in had he been in yer shoes.”
 
   “Shut yer hole,” Redbeard spat.
 
   Kai shook his head and walked by them both. “Let’s go,” Kai said quietly. Kai surveyed Calhoun as he opened the door to the dilapidated room they had him in. His arms were tied to a low hanging beam from an exposed joist. Calhoun’s broken wrist hung limply, swollen and purple. His face was no better. The left side was red and blue, with the jaw line puffy and crooked. Calhoun’s left eye was swollen shut, and a bit of drool and blood had pooled at the right corner of his mouth.
 
   “You have certainly had better days,” Kai said.
 
   Calhoun grunted and slowly angled his good eye to watch Kai.
 
   “Here,” Redbeard said from behind. Kai turned and took the proffered pencil and paper. Then he motioned for the dwarf to exit the room and closed the door after he left.
 
   “I am willing to give you a deal,” Kai began as he dragged a chair over to the middle of the room. He sat down backwards in the chair and crossed his massive forearms over the back so Calhoun could see the paper and pencil. “I am going to ask you for the name of your employer, and his location. You will write that information down on this paper and I will let you live.”
 
   Calhoun extended his middle finger on his good hand.
 
   Kai sniggered and waved the gesture off. “Let me make this clear, so you understand exactly what I am willing to do. My sister was kidnapped by a group of thugs in Rasselin. I killed a score of them by my own sword in rescuing her. I will not hesitate to gut you like a pig right here in this hovel. Refuse to cooperate and there will be no trial for you. I am the judge and executioner today. Do you understand?”
 
   Calhoun stiffly moved his head up and down.
 
   Kai held a finger up in the air and looked off to the side as he rose from the chair and took a couple steps toward Calhoun. “I found a letter addressed to a man named Boots. The letter stated that my sister was being transferred here, to him, for him to use as he saw fit.” Kai circled around Calhoun’s back and moved in close to his ear. “So, here I am. I have come to deal with Boots, and anyone who is working with him.”
 
   Calhoun whimpered softly and tried to mumble something.
 
   Kai moved around to face Calhoun. “Quick question before we begin.” Kai fixed his gaze on Calhoun’s good eye. “Have you ever been involved in kidnapping women?”
 
   Calhoun struggled to move his head, but his neck was too stiff. He tried to speak, but the words never made it past his throat.
 
   “Just wink your good eye once for ‘yes’ and twice for ‘no’ to answer the question,” Kai instructed.
 
   Calhoun winked twice.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Calhoun winked twice again, emphatically exaggerating each movement.
 
   Kai nodded and stroked his chin. He could hear Calhoun’s breath quickening. It was obvious the enforcer knew he was trapped. Kai placed a strong hand on Calhoun’s shoulder and squeezed tight. “I believe you, but you must listen very carefully and do as I ask, or I will kill you all the same for trying to protect Boots. Do I make myself clear?”
 
   Calhoun winked once.
 
   “I have been here for a few days, tracking down leads. When I discovered your connection with Boots I targeted you because you were close enough to know where I could find him, but rumor was that you were only an enforcer, working a protection racket within Blundfish. This made you a good target because if you go missing Boots will not suspect that it has anything to do with the operation in Rasselin. He will think that a merchant or barkeep finally put a knife in your back. You see, you are expendable to him.” Kai released Calhoun’s shoulder and stepped back. He took a breath and folded his arms across his chest. “I am explaining this to you so you understand that Boots will not come looking for you, regardless of what happens here today. If I kill you, he will replace you with another low level enforcer ambitious and eager enough to jump at the opportunity to fill your position.” Kai cocked his head to the side and almost gave Calhoun a smile. He wanted his prisoner to feel desperate, but he also wanted to show him the way out.
 
   “If, on the other hand, you help me and I have my associates smuggle you out of the city, Boots will be none the wiser and will still have your position filled. The mere fact that you are expendable, will guarantee your freedom and safety so long as you meet my demands. Now do you fully understand?”
 
   Calhoun winked once and managed a slight bob of his head.
 
   “Good. I am going to loose your arms and you are going to give me Boots’ address. You will also tell me everything you know about his security and any routine or habits you are aware of. Afterward, your injuries will be tended to and if the information checks out you will be set free.”
 
   Kai plucked the chair from behind him and plunked it down in front of Calhoun. He placed the paper and pencil on the seat and then he set about releasing Calhoun’s arms. He had already searched his prisoner for other concealed weapons, so he wasn’t concerned with an attempted escape or attack. Nevertheless, he made sure to keep a firm arm-bar hold on Calhoun until he was kneeling in front of the chair.
 
   Calhoun clumsily gripped the pencil with his left hand and started to scrawl out a few words on the paper. Kai watched for a few minutes until Calhoun set the pencil down and leaned back on his legs.
 
   “Are you finished?” Kai asked.
 
   Calhoun nodded once and sat still. Kai walked by and grabbed the chair as he moved toward the door. The pencil rolled off and skittered across the wooden floor, but the paper remained on the seat until Kai retrieved it and held it up in front of his face.
 
   The scribbled sentences quickened his heart. “Are you sure?” he asked as he turned to look over his left shoulder at Calhoun.
 
   The ex-enforcer still sat on the floor, silent as a statue. He looked up with his good eye and winked once.
 
   “Wait here. I will have my associates bring you some food and drink.” Kai exited the room and locked the door behind him. Redbeard and Pinhead were waiting for him in the hallway.
 
   “Well, did he cooperate?”
 
   Kai handed the paper to Redbeard. “See for yourself.”
 
   Redbeard mumbled the words aloud to himself as he read the paper. When he finished he furrowed his brow and let the paper flop backwards over his stubby fingers. “This can’t be true,” he said.
 
   Kai shrugged. “I don’t see why he would write it if it weren’t true,” Kai countered. “It wouldn’t help Boots in any way.”
 
   “But if it is true…” Redbeard let his words trail off.
 
   “I know,” Kai said.
 
   “What is it?” Pinhead asked. Redbeard handed him the paper and shook his head.
 
   “It would seem that I need to make friends with Boots,” Kai responded.
 
   Pinhead scrunched his face and pointed at the locked door behind Kai. “He has to know more than this, this doesn’t tell us anything!”
 
   “Actually, it does,” Kai rebutted.
 
   “Aye,” Redbeard agreed. “It tells us that Boots is a middle-man. If we want to take down the real snake behind this kidnapping business, then Kai is going to have to get close to Boots.”
 
   Kai nodded. “I had better be on my way,” he said firmly. He thumbed the door behind him and smiled. “I hear a position for an enforcer just opened up.”
 
   Redbeard grinned. “Am I looking at Boots’ new enforcer?”
 
   Kai smiled back.
 
   Pinhead shook his head. “I don’t like it,” he said. “He’ll see through it.”
 
   Kai shrugged. “It’s been long enough now that the Rangers will have returned to Rasselin. That means they are going to be out hunting for me.”
 
   “And for us,” Redbeard added quickly.
 
   “We don’t have time for me to watch Boots and hope to uncover this other man,” Kai explained. “The fastest way for me to uncover who Boots answers to is to infiltrate the group and work for Boots directly.”
 
   Pinhead pointed to the stick-bow hanging from Kai’s belt. “You better make sure to keep that with you then!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kai turned down the last street, just outside the old trading quarter of Blundfish. The buildings here were all dilapidated and run down. Many of them were missing walls, pieces of their roof, or were altogether flattened by age and weather. That is, all but the last building on the street. It rose three stories above the ground. A green door sat invitingly on the main floor, flanked by a pair of windows shuttered tight. The second floor had three windows visible, and the third floor was larger than the two stories below. Several beams extended out from the wall to accommodate and support the third floor’s mass over the small base. An exquisitely crafted balcony reached out beyond what Kai would have thought possible for a building like this. The balcony itself was supported by iron corbels and enclosed by an intricately designed wooden balustrade.
 
   Kai approached the building slowly. He made sure to keep his cloak open in the front with his hands clearly visible. A mountain of a man stood next to the door. A poorly wrapped cigar hung from his clamped mouth as smoke puffed from the man’s nose. His large, furry shoulders bulged from the sleeveless shirt to give way to the massive arm muscles pushing the skin tight as if they were overstuffed sausages. Kai had seen large men before, but this verged on the grotesque. As if the bare arms weren’t enough, the man’s chest heaved up and down with each draw on the cigar. Each pectoral appeared to be a small sack of flour that had been plumped and tied to the man’s upper body. Every time the man breathed in, his chest rose significantly, pulling the bottom of the shirt up just enough to reveal the man’s belt buckle.
 
   Kai removed his cloak and set it on a nearby barrel. He then unfastened his sword belt and laid it over the top. He would have to rely on is charm, what little he had, to make this work.
 
   The man reached behind him and pulled a massive war hammer from its harness on his back as he took two steps forward. Kai couldn’t help but stare at the man’s massive tree-trunk legs as he moved. Each step threatened to tear the breeches at the seams, but somehow everything remained intact.
 
   “I’m Horkin,” the man said while keeping his cigar tucked into the corner of his mouth. “You have business here?”
 
   Kai nodded and held his hands out slightly. “I have come to talk with Boots,” he said.
 
   Horkin slowly whirled his war hammer up to slap the top into his left hand and shook his head. “You have the wrong house.”
 
   Kai scanned the windows above and saw shadowy figures in two of them. He knew that any attempt to force his way in would result in an arrow through his heart. “I just want to speak with him, about working for him.”
 
   Horkin let out a belly laugh, his cigar bouncing up and down as he spewed smoke from his face. “We ain’t hirin’ today. Now move along before I sweep you out like a cockroach.”
 
   “That’s interesting,” Kai began. “You see, after Calhoun left I thought for sure there would be an opening within the group.” Kai smiled slyly as Horkin closed his mouth and took a long draw on the cigar.
 
   Horkin set the business-end of the war hammer on the ground and reached up to remove his cigar. Horkin exhaled fully, appearing to be more of a volcano with arms and legs than a man. “Alright, little man. I will see if the boss is in. If he agrees, I will let you see him. If not…” Horkin extinguished his cigar between his palms and crumbled it to pieces so small they fell to the ground as he rubbed his hands together.
 
   Kai nodded. “I’ll wait here.”
 
   “If you try to leave,” Horkin began with a finger pointing to the windows behind him. “My associates will put an arrow through your spine before you can so much as scream for help.”
 
   “Yeah, well I don’t suppose any help would come out here anyway,” Kai said with a quick glance around.
 
   Horkin grinned. “No, it wouldn’t.” Horkin left his hammer sitting upside down on the ground and disappeared through the green door.
 
   Kai stood in the street silently. He occasionally glanced up to the windows for a moment or two while he contemplated the wisdom in coming here. “Maybe Pinhead was right,” he mumbled to himself. The green door opened and Horkin stooped through the doorway with a smile on his face.
 
   “Boots says you can live, for now,” Horkin announced. “Pick up my hammer and bring it to me.”
 
   Kai reached down and hefted the weapon up. Kai was strong, but he still had to use both hands to carry it efficiently. “It’s quite the weapon,” Kai said when he offered it back to Horkin. Horkin responded with a toothy grin.
 
   “Keep holding it right there.” Horkin reached forward with his massive palms and started patting Kai down. Kai had expected this, but it unsettled him to be knocked side to side as Horkin’s bear-paws swatted his sides, thighs, calves, and torso. “Alright, you can enter.” Horkin took the war hammer with his right hand and set it beside the door. “Follow me.”
 
   Horkin turned and led the way, stooping back through the doorway. Kai followed, trying to peer around Horkin’s broad shoulders as they walked through the plain entryway into a hallway on the left. The hall was simple, with brown wainscoting reaching half way up the wall to meet red plaster cluttered with poorly drawn lilies and oak leaves. Horkin pushed a door open on the right and motioned for Kai to enter.
 
   This room was no better than the hallway. The same general design with the addition of a couple bronze busts of people Kai didn’t recognize and a couple of sparsely filled bookshelves. A large, plain oak desk sat in the middle of the room. A large, slightly pot-bellied man sat behind the desk with superbly shined knee-length black boots up on the desk in front of him. A trail of smoke wafted from the cigar in the man’s hand to join with a thickening smoke cloud above him. A small, glass snifter rested in his left hand between curled chubby fingers. A reddish liquid swirled inside as the man gently gyrated his wrist.
 
   “Would you care for a brandy?” the man asked as Kai stepped inside.
 
   “No, I am fine,” Kai replied. Horkin reached in and pulled the door closed.
 
   “Suit yerself,” the man said. “Have a seat.” He gestured to a wooden chair across from him. “I hear you are looking for a job,” he said.
 
   “You heard correctly,” Kai said as he stepped forward and took the proffered chair. He coughed a bit against the haze and cleared his throat. “I understand you have an opening within your organization.”
 
   The man smiled and finished his brandy in a single gulp before pulling his feet down and sliding the glass to the far side of the desk. “Let’s dispense with the horse-apples,” he said. “I know what happened at Honan’s Tavern. You didn’t hear there was an opening. You created the opening by assaulting and subsequently kidnapping one of my men.” The man grinned evilly behind his salt and pepper beard and smoothed his black hair back against his scalp as he pulled another drag of his cigar. His eyes were cold and aside from his mocking grin he showed little emotion at all.
 
   “You have heard correctly,” Kai replied as he nodded his head slightly.
 
   “What I haven’t heard is whether you are intelligent.” The man eyed Kai coldly, as if trying to pierce into his very thoughts. “Tell me, where is Calhoun now?”
 
   “That isn’t important,” Kai countered. “He is gone, and your organization is the better for it.”
 
   “You must have a set of brass ones on you, boy,” the man said. He set his cigar down into a brass cigar holder and blew a ring of smoke at Kai’s face to taunt him. “You assaulted my man while he was on the job, resulting in a lost employee and lost revenue, then you have the audacity to come openly to me and ask me to reward you for it. What exactly can you hope to gain from this?”
 
   Kai nodded his head. “Let me lay it out on the table for you,” he began. “Calhoun was stealing from you, and killing your clients by putting too much pressure on them.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I saw the exchange at Honan’s tavern. I’m not sure what your price is for providing protection, but Calhoun was bleeding them for every gold piece they had. The barkeep was willing to pay me thirty gold pieces to take care of Calhoun.”
 
   The man reached forward for his cigar and took a quick pull before pointing at Kai with the cigar clenched between his forefinger and middle finger. “You say he was willing to pay you thirty coins?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   The man shook his head and frowned. “I only charge Honan’s tavern twenty pieces of gold a month. Calhoun must have been demanding a lot more.” He took another drag on the cigar. The embers blazed brighter for a moment, then he exhaled a copious amount of thick smoke. Kai’s eyes burned and felt dry. He fought the urge to cough against the assault on his lungs.
 
   “There is more,” Kai added.
 
   “I’m listening,” the man said.
 
   “I was looking for a weak link to exploit. If I hadn’t found Calhoun, I would have found another.”
 
   “I don’t follow,” the man said.
 
   “Allow me to finish,” Kai said with a hand raised up. “I hail from Rasselin, and my operations there were cut short when an over-zealous Ranger closed down a certain group of criminals that were smuggling women.” Boots tensed and his eyes narrowed a bit. Kai could see that he had to finish quickly, yet carefully if he wanted to live through the interview. “A contact of mine told me where I could find you,” Kai lied. “You see, Boots,” Kai paused after he spoke the man’s name and continued only after the slightest of smiles curled upon Boot’s mouth. “I realized after that night that I needed to become part of a bigger organization if I hoped to stay in business. So, naturally, with the losses your group suffered in Rasselin, and the weak link I found here, I figured we could come to an arrangement.”
 
   “Who gave you my name?” Boots asked.
 
   “I won’t tell you my contact’s name, that isn’t how I work,” Kai bluffed.
 
   “Well, you better tell me something, or I will have Horkin flay you alive,” Boots replied coolly.
 
   Kai sniggered. “I will say that my contact worked in Governor Gandle’s manor.”
 
   Boots chuckled. “You want me to believe that a contact at the governor’s house told you that I live and operate in Blundfish, and that I am affiliated with a group of smugglers in Rasselin? Boy, I have heard some whoppers in my time, but this one…” Boots shook his head and wrapped on the desk three times with his fist. Horkin stormed in, bending low under the door. Kai remained in the chair and patted the air with a hand.
 
   “Two minutes, that’s all I need. Then you do as seems best to you,” Kai said.
 
   “Very well,” Boots said as he waved Horkin off. Horkin stood close by, a menacing scowl on his face and a pair of machetes in hand.
 
   “I wouldn’t expect you to believe that, if that were the only bit of information I had,” Kai explained. “However, let’s dispense with the ‘horse-apples’ as you called it. We both know that Governor Gandle was working with Gildar in that particular venture. My contact led me to you for a job, because we figured that after I proved myself worthy we could reopen Rasselin for trafficking women again.” Kai cleared his throat of the smoke and leaned forward in his chair. “Now, obviously you don’t run the trafficking operations here in Blundfish, but Gildar’s brother does and you work with him. I figure I prove myself to you by rooting out a weak link and working jobs for you for a while and then you make the introduction so I can make my pitch.”
 
   Boots was silent for a long while. He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms, staring into Kai’s eyes and hunting for anything that would reveal the holes in Kai’s story. Kai pressed the big toe of his right foot into the sole of his boot and then released. It was an old trick he learned to control his nerves. So long as he kept pressing his toe and releasing it, he could maintain a straight face and keep from fidgeting nervously. With each press he mentally prayed that his guess was right and the man with the “G” initial really was Gildar’s brother. He figured his odds were pretty good, since he knew that Kuscans almost always operate in a clan-like system, preferring familial partners. To a Kuscan, blood ties were sacred. Therefore, whether a Kuscan was an honorable general or a crime-lord, odds were high that his most trusted associates would be his own siblings.
 
   Kai’s confidence began to waver as the seconds dragged on. Boots had been silent an awfully long time. Perhaps Kai had guessed incorrectly, or could it be that Calhoun had lied about Boots being an underling? Kai pressed his toe hard into his boot until he lost feeling in the tip of the toe and then he released.
 
   “Well,” Boots said finally. “I said before you have a brass set on ya, and it looks like I was spot on.”
 
   Horkin sighed audibly and sheathed his machetes. “So does this mean I don’t get to kill him?”
 
   Boots chuckled again and waved Horkin off. Horkin stomped out of the room and shut the door hard behind him. “He likes to make a certain type of impression,” Boots said with a nod to the door.
 
   Kai nodded. “He succeeded,” Kai admitted. “If ever there was a man I would not want to take in a fair fight…” Kai let his sentence trail off.
 
   Boots took a final drag on his cigar before extinguishing it into the brass tray. “Indeed,” he said through a mouth of smoke. “So, I know you can fight, and you are fairly good at uncovering information. What other skills do you have?”
 
   “When you put it that way, my skillset may seem rather limited,” Kai said. “Mostly I am a protector and a bounty hunter, though I am quite good at uprooting information if the situation calls for it.”
 
   “I see. So you are an enforcer then?” Boots asked.
 
   “No.” Kai shook his head adamantly. “Calhoun was an enforcer. An enforcer isn’t qualified to lick my boot.”
 
   “So, then what would you call yourself?” Boots asked.
 
   Kai knew that Boots was trying to dig for a more detailed background. However, Kai didn’t want to spin any lies tonight. It was hard enough for him to bluff his way through the last five minutes. He had to keep this honest, which meant he would have to keep it very close. “You may call me a spy, or even an assassin, but I am no enforcer,” Kai shot back quickly.
 
   “I see little difference,” Boots replied.
 
   “The difference, my friend, is that an enforcer extorts merchants in an effort to promote his quality of life and advance himself financially by bringing a bit of coin into the organization. I, on the other hand, deliver information and death with such an effect as to shake the very pillars of society from their base without being detected. I don’t try to advance my standing in the world. I try to shape the world to fit my needs. Even you must see that this is much different. It would require a high level of intelligence to assassinate a nobleman and turn it to your advantage without being discovered.” Kai stopped there and let the words sink into his prospective partner.
 
   “If you are so intelligent, why not stay in Rasselin and shape the city there?” Boots countered.
 
   Kai scoffed. “An entire organization was brought down in a single night, and the governor was murdered shortly thereafter. I told you before I worked alone. I may return there, but it will need to be with a network supporting me. Things are too heated at the moment for even the lowliest of thieves in Rasselin.”
 
   Boots grunted his agreement. “Still I question your intelligence.” Boots leaned forward and laid his arms onto the desk speaking in a low voice. “I might say that it would require a high level of insanity and desperation to behave as you have in the last couple of days.”
 
   Kai leaned forward and met the Boot's gaze. “That is true,” he agreed, “but if I am not mistaken it is said that genius is often nothing more than a celebrated case of insanity.” Kai smiled confidently.
 
   Boots returned the smile and released a throaty laugh that filled the room. “I like you,” Boots admitted. “I think I might take to calling you ‘Brass’ from now on.”
 
   Kai grinned. “So, what is my first job?” he asked.
 
   “Well, you will have to work with me for a while. My trust is not easily earned, nor should you mistake this as a sign that you have it. You only have a trial offer on the table now. Screw up or backstab me in any way, and I will let Horkin work his magic on you.”
 
   Kai nodded solemnly, his smile gone from his face. “Understood.”
 
   “Since you are just starting with me, I will put you into an entry level position, just long enough for me to test your abilities and your work ethic.”
 
   “I can respect that,” Kai said.
 
   “I run a small outfit. I have only nine other men under my control.” Boots cocked his head to the side and threw his right hand out to the side. “Well, eight now that Calhoun has been retired from service.” Boots reached out for his glass and pulled a bottle of brandy from a drawer behind the desk. He poured half a glass, took a sip, and then continued to fill the glass. “While I do have a couple of protection rackets, I mostly deal in personal protective services. As such, I am sure I could use your talents efficiently.”
 
   Kai leaned back in his chair and waited for the full proposition to be offered to him.
 
   “You see, merchants come through quite often, some of them require protection from thieves and other rogues.”
 
   “So it’s basically temporary protection rackets?” Kai concluded.
 
   Boots shook his head and took another sip of his brandy. “Not exactly,” he said. “While it is true we control the area where Honan’s tavern is and the other businesses that pay us protection money, the merchants that hire us generally do need protection. There are other factions in this city that control various districts. The problem is the city guard doesn’t have a good enough hold on the city to protect our customers’ interests, so they turn to us. Whether it’s a rogue thief, a group of thugs, or a rival faction it falls to us to protect our clients to the full extent possible. Sometimes this involves slitting a few throats or other means of ‘convincing’ the others to leave our clients alone.”
 
   Kai nodded. “Sounds straight forward enough. Protect the client and their goods by any means necessary, and make sure to avoid a run-in with the blundering city guard while dodging rival factions.”
 
   Boots grinned. “Shouldn’t be a problem for a guy like you, right?”
 
   Kai smiled. “Just let me know when you have a job for me. I’ll handle the rest.” Kai clasped his hands and leaned forward on the desk. “What’s my take?”
 
   Boots shrugged. “If you manage to keep our clients happy and elude the city guard I will cut you in for fifteen percent of our profit. You can also use Calhoun’s old bed upstairs for free if you should choose to room with us.”
 
   “Sounds fair,” Kai agreed.
 
   “One thing,” Boots said with a finger raised to the air as he drained the brandy. “I expect you to fix the misunderstanding at Honan’s tavern. You see, if word gets out that we can’t keep one tavern under our control, we won’t be able to keep the others paying protection money. Twenty gold pieces a month may not sound like a large sum to an organization, but when there are nearly one hundred payments made to us for protection each month by various clients….” Boots trailed off and set his glass down with a shrug and an innocent, helpless expression on his face.
 
   Kai nodded. “I’ll fix it,” he promised.
 
   “See that you do,” Boots said. “I’ll throw in ten percent of the protection contracts you collect.”
 
   “Contracts?” Kai repeated.
 
   Boots scoffed. “I assumed you would be taking Calhoun’s old route as part of your regular duties now that you have replaced him.”
 
   Kai sighed, but was quick to respond. “Whatever it takes,” he said. “I just want to move up the chain.”
 
   “That’s a good boy, Brass,” Boots said in a condescending tone. “Also, if you happen to dabble in a bit of thievery on the side, I will not inquire as to the details of your personal dealings so long as you pay a tribute tax to me of ten percent and keep your side business out of my districts. This ten percent will keep you in good standing with my group and will buy you the services of my guild should you run into trouble.”
 
   “I appreciate that,” Kai said. “But, I think I will stick with the jobs you give me for now, at least until I get a better feel for the city.” Kai extended his right hand across the table to seal the deal with a handshake. Boots smiled wide, revealing a mouth full of yellowed teeth.
 
   “Well then, fix Honan’s tavern and then I will give you your first assignment. I have a client arriving in a couple days who has prepaid for our services. Do this right, and you’ll be on your way to meeting Gurn soon enough. Then you can pitch your idea.”
 
   Kai grinned. “I’m looking forward to it,” he said.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Talon stopped for a moment to drink from the waterskin he had taken from the Scholar’s Tower. Despite having walked in the muggy, humid forest for the better part of the day, the water still felt like freshly melted snow as it ran down his throat and into his stomach. He replaced the stopper and tightened the cap.
 
   He looked around and found a sturdy, tall tree to his left that he could use as a vantage point. He scaled up like a squirrel, jumping from limb to limb quickly and accurately. Once at the top he balanced his weight on a branch while his left hand held firmly around the top of the tree. From this height he could easily see the towering walls and structures ahead. Medlas, the golden city as some called it back on the mainland, glinted and sparkled in the sun. Talon judged it was only another couple of hours away if he maintained a steady walking pace.
 
   He descended from his perch and walked off the road for about fifty yards until he found a sizeable, yet movable, boulder. He grabbed the stone and started to roll it toward a fallen tree. He used a long knife to pry and poke until he found an area of the tree that had rotted away enough for him to carve a hole out of its side. The tree was not hollow, like many other fallen trees, but the wood at this spot was soft enough that once he removed the husky bark he could almost dig out the underlying decayed wood with his hands. After a few minutes of work he wiped his brow and dusted himself free of the orange wood particles. He removed his sword and all other weapons except for his long knife and placed them inside the tree.
 
   Medlas had been declared a weapon-free city after Lemork had been defeated centuries before. Even with his skills, Talon knew that this particular city was locked down tight from the outside. If he had any hope of gaining access to it, or to Jahre, he would have to forfeit all of his weapons. The only reason he carried his long knife was just in case he encountered any trouble on the road, but he knew that once he arrived at Medlas’ gate he would be required to surrender it as well.
 
   After he stuffed his weapons inside he set the bark back in place as best he could and then rolled the boulder to fit snug against it. “That will have to do,” Talon said.
 
   He jogged back out to the road and decided to keep up the quickened pace to Medlas. He was close now. The anticipation coursed through his veins, quickening his feet and sharpening his focus. Jahre was not much longer for the world of the living. In some ways, Talon almost felt as though he owed the elf thanks for shaping him into what he was. Almost. Jahre’s sins definitely outweighed anything else in Talon’s judgment.
 
   As he ran through the woods, his thoughts drifted back to his home. Before his mother had been murdered, and before the village had been razed to the ground, Jahre had come. Talon had been seven then, old enough to remember most of the details. Talon’s father had been angry that Jahre was there. Jahre had been banned from setting foot on the mainland after the Mage Wars. The two of them had argued.
 
   “You shouldn’t be here,” Talon’s father had said.
 
   The old elf had looked Talon right in the eye with those golden, eerie orbs and had the audacity to smile warmly to him, as if they were friends. Even then, Talon knew something was amiss. His father and Jahre argued for almost an hour, though Talon could only recall the tones and volume instead of the actual words the two of them shouted at each other. Talon’s father gave in after a while and agreed to go somewhere with Jahre. Talon’s mother rushed in and sat with Talon on the bed, stroking his hair and telling him everything would be alright. Talon didn’t understand why his mother was so upset. His mother started to cry and when Talon looked up to her that is when he saw his father’s sword still hanging on the hook on the wall.
 
   Talon wriggled free from his mother and yanked the sword down from its hook and ran for the door.
 
   “Where are you going?” his mother shouted.
 
   “Papa needs his sword!” Talon shouted.
 
   “No, Talon come back!” his mother screamed.
 
   “No, he is the captain. He can’t go outside without his sword! If the orcs come again he will need it!”
 
   Talon was out the door and chasing his father down the path leading toward the meadow near their house. He could only faintly make out his father’s outline as the sun was beginning to drop below the horizon.
 
   “Talon!” his mother called from behind.
 
   Talon shook his head. “Orcs attack at night,” Talon said, repeating his father’s oft-given warning. Talon sprinted as fast as he could, but it was not fast enough.
 
   Talon’s father stopped suddenly and dropped to his knees. Jahre pulled a wicked, curved knife from his belt and plunged the blade deep into Talon’s father’s back. Then the elf pulled his hair back in one hand and raised his knife to Talon’s father’s throat.
 
   “NO!” Talon had screamed. He pushed harder and faster, but his feet could not close the distance in time. His father arched back to look at him and held a hand out for him. Then Jahre opened his throat with the knife.
 
   A vine appeared out of the ground and wrapped around Talon’s ankle, thrusting him to the ground. Talon fumbled his father’s sword and struggled against the vine as it coiled multiple times around his leg like a massive, wooden snake. He could only watch in horror as Jahre plunged the knife into his father’s heart. Jahre chanted an incantation, summoning forth a god from the underworld.
 
   Talon watched in horror as a black hole ripped through the air above his father. Through the hole stepped an immensely large figure. His feet were shawed with burning coals. Ash fell from his feet as he walked, but the being felt no pain. His legs were massive, muscular limbs that were each larger than Jahre’s entire body. Next the being grabbed onto the edge of the hole with a decaying left hand with skin that hung loosely from the exposed finger bones. The arm itself was still encased in skin, though it appeared pale and dead. A hooded vest covered the being’s torso and head.
 
   “Khefir,” Jahre said respectfully. “I herewith present my offering, as we agreed.”
 
   Talon opened his mouth to scream, but a vine wrapped over it like a gag and silenced him. He wrestled against it, but several more green vines enveloped him before he could escape.
 
   Khefir reached up with his rotting hand and pulled back his hood. Talon froze instantly when he saw Khefir’s yellow skull. Black orbs looked down to Jahre and then to Talon’s father. Long, coarse white hair rustled in the evening wind behind Khefir’s skull. Khefir’s jaw bone freely moved and clicked as he spoke. “I accept your offering,” Khefir declared. He stretched forth his hand and pointed to Jahre’s knife. A black spark leapt from Khefir’s exposed index finger bone to the knife and the blood thereon began to glow. “See that you do not disturb me again, wicked elf,” Khefir threatened.
 
   A group of massive, black tendrils burst through the ground, heaving dirt and grass through the air as they reached up and wrapped around Talon’s father. Then, they pulled him into the dirt as easily as if he had been made of water. Afterward, Khefir returned through his portal and the black hole resealed.
 
   Jahre looked to the ground where Talon’s father had been and then he turned to face Talon. “Go home, boy,” Jahre said. The elf stretched his hand out and the green vines released their hold. Talon remained on the ground, petrified. Jahre approached and picked up the sword Talon had dropped. He pulled the blade from its sheath and examined it for a moment.
 
   Talon felt numb, as though he were in a terrible dream. He couldn’t bring his body to move, nor his mouth to scream. All he could do was stare up at the wicked, wrinkled elf examining his father’s sword. “I once told my son something, and now I will tell you the same thing,” Jahre hissed. He looked down and locked eyes with Talon, but this time there was no pretense, no warm smile. There was only bitterness and hatred. “If you want to protect those you love, you will need to be faster, stronger, and smarter than your enemy.”
 
   Jahre flipped the sword over and plunged the point into the dirt next to Talon’s face. The blade sliced over Talon’s cheekbone. The pain ignited Talon’s instinct and he recoiled away quickly. He leapt to his feet and charged forward, hands outstretched for his father’s sword.
 
   “Faster, stronger, and smarter,” Jahre hissed again. Then he was gone.
 
   Talon ripped the sword free and hacked away at the air. He had swung furiously until he had exhausted himself. His heart had pounded so hard that his vision started to blur. His lungs had burned badly before he had finally stopped, much like they were burning now.
 
   As Talon’s thoughts returned to the present he realized that he was sprinting at full capacity. His feet pounded the road below. His chest heaved as he sucked in each breath and it burned as he forced the air out quickly only to pull in another. He slowed his pace back to a moderate jog and held his head up straighter, aligning his neck and spine to allow for maximum air flow.
 
   Several yards later he slowed again to a brisk walk and turned to look behind him. He silently berated himself for allowing his emotions to take over. He couldn’t remember anything about the road from the point he had started jogging. He wasn’t aware of when he had started sprinting, let alone how long he had been doing it or what animals may have been in the forests. Even looking back at the road he had already travelled over was not enough to jog his memory. It was as if he had completely relived his memory, and the only running he had done was to that forsaken meadow.
 
   He reached for his waterskin and took another drink. The icy water cooled his body and calmed his spirit. He knew he had to maintain complete focus until after he succeeded. He replaced the stopper and managed to slow his breathing to normal, and within a few moments he was able to suppress the memories again and control his focus. “It’s bigger than that now,” Talon reminded himself. “There is a prize bigger than the elf.” Talon centered his thoughts on the Tomni’Tai Scroll. Fulfilling his oath to his father was going to be satisfying, there was no denying it, but the scroll offered something even greater. Immortality and power beyond measure.
 
   Simply because the goal was so marvelous, Talon knew he had to make sure he was in control. He had a special exercise for just this kind of occasion.
 
   Talon pulled his long knife from its sheath and looked around. He spotted a birch tree about thirty yards away. Its bark peeled away from the trunk in patches, and there were several knots from branches that had sprouted but either fallen away or had been pulled from the tree by wildlife. Talon spied a small knot in the tree about six feet above the ground. The knot was roughly three inches in diameter. Talon flipped the knife over to grip it by the blade and let it fly. He watched as the blade twirled effortlessly through the air to sink dead center into the knot. Pleased with the result, he nodded to himself and walked to retrieve his blade.
 
   After pulling the blade from the tree he walked back to where he had thrown from. This time, however, he walked another ten paces farther from the tree. Then, keeping his back to the tree he centered his breathing and half closed his eyes for just a moment. In his mind he called forth a foe. He pictured a man clothed in black garb approaching him from behind through the trees. The man was readying a bow. He pulled back on the string and stepped into position, raising his bow to take aim at Talon’s back.
 
   Talon whirled and hurled his knife at his shadow foe. The blade whistled briefly and then thunked into the tree. “Center again,” Talon remarked. His eyes saw the knife’s handle protruding from the knot in the tree, but his mind’s eye pictured the blade in his shadow foe’s skull.
 
   When he retrieved the blade this time he sheathed it and continued on his journey. The exercise was brief, but it had fulfilled its purpose. He kept his senses alert throughout the rest of the walk to Medlas, but aside from two rabbits, an osprey, and the occasional snail climbing a tree trunk there were no other signs of life along the road. It gave him plenty of time to rehearse his plans in his head.
 
   He didn’t know where Jahre would be, so he devised many strategies and methods to hunt him down. In the end he settled on none of them, preferring to decide only after arriving in the city and discovering the lay of the land. However, creating multiple strategies was another type of exercise he performed often to keep his mind sharp. There were two things he had learned in his life to be absolutely true. The first was there is no such thing as a perfect plan, so there was always a need for a contingency plan. The second truth was that most plans do not survive the heat of action. Victory goes to the strategist who executes the best plan, with two great plans in reserve, and is still able to think on his feet during battle when all plans prove fatally flawed.
 
   Talon was probably on his three-hundredth scenario by the time he arrived at Medlas. The pink granite wall sparkled in the diminishing sunlight as the golden orb sunk below the forest behind him. Two rounded towers protruded from the wall, each topped with freshly polished brass and copper shingles. A couple of Svetli’Tai Kruks walked along the wall behind the parapets with their long bows slung across their backs. Another pair of Svetli’Tai Kruks stood at the base of the great, golden gate. The door itself was rectangular, reaching well above thirty feet in the gatehouse. An iron portcullis was secured into the ceiling in front of the golden entryway. Talon knew that there was an identical portcullis behind the gate as well, though he could not see it.
 
   One of the elf guards approached. “We are going to close the gate soon. Do you wish to come in for the night?” he asked.
 
   Talon nodded. “I would,” he responded.
 
   “What is your name?” the elf inquired as he eyed Talon lazily. It was obvious to Talon that this was not an interrogation so much as a formality. He could see that this particular Svetli’Tai Kruk’s red tunic strained to contain an exceedingly round belly. He even had a slight double chin. Talon masterfully aborted the mocking smile that tried to force its way onto his face. Still, an overweight elf was almost unheard of. Talon guessed he was likely related to some sort of official and had used his connection to become a Svetli’Tai Kruk.
 
   “My name is Jonathan Geer,” Talon lied.
 
   The elf struggled to pull a parchment from the back of his belt. When he finally managed to wrangle it free a piece from the corner fell to the ground. Talon heard a series of quick tears and rips as the elf hastily pulled the parchment open with his clumsy fingers. “Alright, Jonathan, I will mark your name here in the log. How long will you stay in Medlas?”
 
   Talon had to bite the tip of his tongue to keep from laughing. Surely this had to be a joke. Even most of the drunkards he had worked with in Raimus’ outfit would have put this elf to shame. “I’ll stick around for a day or two,” Talon said tersely.
 
   “Alright, you may proceed,” the elf said after he scribbled on the parchment quickly. Talon started to walk forward but the other Svetli’Tai Kruk jogged up to the two of them, motioning for Talon to remain in place.
 
   Talon sized up the newcomer and recognized immediately that this was a trained, disciplined professional, unlike the blundering, potbellied idiot. He was lean, yet his frame filled his tunic at the shoulders and was loose in the waist. The sleeves covered, but Talon could see the muscles bulge slightly under the fabric as the elf moved. However, it was the elf’s eyes that marked the elf as an experienced professional. There was a hardness in them that only comes with the experience of battle. A couple of minor scars on the elf’s left cheek suggested that perhaps at least one of those battles had been close enough for this elf to know the smell of death.
 
   “Is there a problem?” Talon asked when the elf stopped next to them.
 
   The elf bowed his head slightly to acknowledge Talon and then turned to address the potbellied elf. “You did not ask him his profession,” he said.
 
   The potbellied elf bristled and his face flushed pink. “I know what I am doing,” he shot back. “If you don’t like the way I handle the gate, then perhaps you should take it up with my uncle, Councilman Lolgerion.”
 
   Talon felt himself taking offense for the other Svetli’Tai Kruk, but he remained silent as he watched the exchange. The senior Svetli’Tai Kruk maintained composure, but did not give any ground. “Additionally, you did not check this man for weapons.”
 
   The potbellied elf slapped the other in the chest with the parchment. “I was just about to do that,” he huffed. Then he turned to Talon with a scowl on his face. “Hold your arms out and spread your legs.”
 
   Talon shook his head and untied his long knife from his belt. “This is all I have on me,” he said as he offered it to the potbellied elf.
 
   The elf took the knife and jammed it between his lower back and his belt. “There, happy now?” he said. The lean elf closed his eyes for a moment. Talon admired his resolve and composure, but his fear of the other’s uncle repulsed Talon and ultimately eroded the respect he had for the experienced Svetli’Tai Kruk.
 
   “I will still need to make sure you aren’t concealing any other weapons,” the experienced Svetli’Tai Kruk said.
 
   Talon nodded his approval, untucked his tunic and held his arms out from his body while he stepped to the side with his right leg.
 
   The potbellied guard growled. “My uncle put me in charge of the gatehouse. How dare you presume to embarrass me? Return to the gate.”
 
   Talon was baffled. Had he known his fortune would be this sublime he would not have hidden his other weapons so far away in the forest. He mentally added several scenarios that involved exploiting this arrogant aristocrat for his escape after he was done with Jahre.
 
   The experienced elf stiffened and pursed his mouth, staring at the ground near Talon’s feet with an arched brow.
 
   “I said return to the gate,” the potbellied elf said. “That’s an order.”
 
   “With respect,” the other elf started.
 
   “Shut your mouth,” the potbellied guard said. “You may have more experience than me, but you were put under my command because you decided to roll around in the hay with someone else’s wife.” The experienced elf’s face tightened and the muscles in his jaw flexed while the veins in his neck started to bulge ever so slightly from his thin neck. The potbellied elf continued, “Obviously your judgment is not as keen as you think it is, else you would not have erred and been demoted. Now, return to your post at the gate or I will report your insubordination to the council.”
 
   “As you wish,” the experienced elf replied through clenched teeth. Talon watched him turn on his heels and walk stiffly back to stand against the wall near the gatehouse.
 
   The potbellied guard turned to Talon and shook his head. “Insolent pest,” he said as he rolled the parchment and stuffed it back into his belt. “Sorry you had to see that,” he said. “Enjoy your time in Medlas, Jonathan Geer.”
 
   “I will,” Talon said. “Where do I pick up my knife when I leave?”
 
   The elf bunched his eyebrows together for half a second before a smile crossed his face and he raised a finger in the air. “You can pick it up on your way out, it will be waiting for you inside the gate, in the interior gatehouse. The guard on duty at that time will be able to give it back. Keep in mind we close the gates at sundown.”
 
   Talon nodded and walked by the half-wit. “Thanks,” Talon offered with a forced smile and nod. The idiot guard waved and then went straight for the other guard. Talon couldn’t hear everything as he crossed through the gate, but he heard enough to know that the half-wit was giving the other an ear-chewing that would not soon be forgotten.
 
   Once inside the walls, Talon was overwhelmed by how tall everything was. Many of the buildings rose sixty or seventy feet into the air. Some of them were boxy, square buildings with crisscrossed wooden beams and simple, rectangular windows. Others were grand towers that shot up like great arrows, complete with pointed, conical roofs. There were, of course, shorter buildings as well but even they seemed to dwarf anything he had known before. Arches of inlaid gold, bronze, or precious gems graced each doorway and green and red ivies snaked up the delicately woven lattices stretched over many of the alabaster walls. Flowerpots with pink and blue irises hung from window sills. Never had Talon imagined a place where so much work would go into a city’s appearance, then again he was human, and had not the time to spend with such hobbies as an elf had. Not yet anyway.
 
   The elves on the street were dressed in great, flowing robes that granted them an ethereal quality as they walked around him. Most of them held their heads high, pretending not to notice him as he filtered through the throngs in the main streets. It was just as well, he figured. He didn’t need anyone taking especial notice of him.
 
   He veered off to find an alleyway, but was surprised to find none. At least, nothing that looked like an alley he was used too. The roads between the houses and other buildings were just as neatly kept as the main roads through Medlas. There was no sign of filth or garbage. Every road was paved with tight fitting cobblestones. The only difference he noticed was that the roads he would have expected to be alleyways were about half as wide as the main streets.
 
   He wasn’t sure if the city’s immaculate condition was a product of wealth or out of the elves of Medlas’ famed constant pursuit of perfection, but either way it was so pristine that Talon started to feel uncomfortable. He gave his boots a quick once-over shine on the back of his trousers and pushed on.
 
   Without anything more to go on than a hunch that Jahre was here based on that letter he had found at the Scholars Tower, he decided to find an inn. The first one he came too was obviously out of his budget for the time he was here. The elves coming and going through the entrance looked as though they would put most of Shausmat’s nobility to shame if they compared wardrobes. The second inn was the same as the first, as was the next. As he moved through the city he kept one eye to the streets, watching the people as they milled about. 
 
   The shops and storefronts were closing down for the night as the last of the sunlight winked out beyond Medlas’ walls. The sun’s dying rays glinted off the rooftops as the people below quickened their pace to get home for the night. Talon sighed and leaned against a post for a few moments as he considered which direction to go.
 
   A strange click-clack, click-clack came from his left. He turned his head to see a young elf walking upon stilts, carrying a rod that ended in a “U” shape in one hand and a curious bronze device in his other hand. The stilt-walker made his way to a pole much like the one Talon was leaning against and used his rod to slide a metal panel out from the glass lamp. Then the elf did something with the bronze device that Talon couldn’t quite see. He heard a faint click and a flame emerged from the narrow end of the bronze device. The elf slid the long arm of the device into the open panel and then used his rod like a key in some part of the base of the lamp that Talon couldn’t see. A moment later a bright yellow flame appeared and the elf closed the panel.
 
   The stilt-walker then made his way toward the lamp Talon leaned against. Talon pushed off of the lamp and watched as the elf repeated the process. This time he could see much clearer. The bronze device had a round belly which the elf held in his hand. A push-button on top struck something inside the device that caused the flame to shoot out the end of the arm. When the elf inserted the rod into the base of the lamp Talon heard a faint hiss rising through the pole itself.
 
   “First time seeing a gas lamp?” the elf asked.
 
   Talon nodded. He had only ever seen kerosene lamps before that were lit and then hung upon metal hooks. “It’s marvelous,” Talon said. The elf smiled knowingly and started on his way for the next pole. “Tell me,” Talon called out. “How does the gas come into the pole?”
 
   “Ah,” the elf smiled and pointed his rod at the street. “I can’t go into the details, as it is a science that takes years to master,” he began. “But, suffice it to say that the dwarves taught us how to harness this gas from beneath the ground. We have a great central station which sends gas to all of the lamps in Medlas. There are even smaller gas lamps in some of the houses.”
 
   “Really?” Talon asked. “So the gas runs under the streets, in the sewers?”
 
   The elf nodded. “The gas is contained in copper pipes. The house lamps are much smaller, of course and they run on a separate network of smaller pipes, for safety reasons.”
 
   “Fascinating,” Talon remarked. “Is it dangerous to operate that kind of network?”
 
   “We have some safety measures, of course. After all, we have been using gas lamps for our streets for almost two centuries now. We have only had one minor accident when someone broke the safety valve for a house lamp. An apprentice had used the wrong fitting for the pipe and then the owner of the house struck the valve with something that knocked it loose and it created a leak. It made him awfully sick, breathing in the gas, but there was no fire and since then no major accidents have occurred.” The elf nodded and turned away. “The system is very complex with all sorts of valves and failsafe measures. I don’t expect you to understand, of course, but it is part of what makes Medlas great. We have many things in our city that humans have never seen.” The elf went on and on as he stilted away, but Talon was no longer listening. He flicked the side of the metal lamp post with his middle finger and grinned. The flame above danced ever so slightly in response.
 
   “This is going to be fun,” he said to himself.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Kai entered Honan’s tavern and walked up to the barkeep, nodding to the bouncer he saw in the far corner. The bouncer, standing with his arms folded across his chest only slightly returned the greeting, while keeping his attention focused on a table on his side of the tavern with a single man sitting at a table. Kai glanced at the man and continued to the barkeep.
 
   “Hello Raife,” Kai said.
 
   The barkeep smiled and finished wiping down a mug before filling it from the tap. “Thanks for coming so quickly,” Raife said.
 
   Kai smiled back. “Thank you for alerting me. Has he given you his name?”
 
   Raife shook his head. “No.” He slid the mug over to Kai. “On the house,” Raife said with a nod to the mug.
 
   “Much appreciated,” Kai replied.
 
   “You are going to end this, right?” Raife asked in a whisper.
 
   Kai took a sip from the mug and smacked his lips. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep my word.”
 
   “That’s good enough for me,” Raife said. Then he slung a towel over his shoulder and ambled over to other customers at the bar to refill their mugs. Kai waited and took a few more sips while Raife tended to the others. When Raife returned, Kai pushed the empty mug forward.
 
   “Anything I should know?” Kai asked.
 
   “He wouldn’t tell me much,” Raife said with a shrug. “Just that he had some merchandise from Kobhir that he desperately needed to get to the right people here in Blundfish. Said they had some trouble in Kobhir with the law and that their group took a beating in getting this particular shipment.”
 
   “He didn’t say what the shipment was?”
 
   Raife shook his head. “I assume he was talking about what you had asked me to look out for. That’s why I sent for you and had him wait here. Haven’t seen anyone else with him, but I have a couple of guys ready in case things get out of hand.”
 
   “No need for that,” Kai replied. “I am sure I can handle it.”
 
   “Indeed,” Raife said with a chuckle.
 
   “Thanks again,” Kai said, pointing to the empty mug. “I suppose it’s time to go see what the snake knows.” Kai sauntered over to the stranger’s table. The man had his back to the corner, and was watching Kai warily with icy, blue eyes set under a head of short, dark hair. Wide shoulders supported the man’s brown tunic and large, muscular arms protruded from the short sleeves. Kai also spotted the end of a sword scabbard sticking out from under the table and realized the man had his sword laying across his lap for easy access.
 
   Kai pulled out a chair opposite from the stranger, turned it around and sat down resting his arms over the back of the chair. This way he wouldn’t unsettle the stranger by keeping a hand near his own sword, yet he could easily turn the chair into a club if he needed a weapon in quick order.
 
   “I hear you have merchandise that may we may be interested in, is that correct?” Kai asked.
 
   The stranger nodded slowly. “I have the latest shipment from Kobhir.”
 
   “You will have to be more specific,” Kai urged.
 
   The stranger leaned forward. “Forgive me, but our group took a major hit in Kobhir getting this shipment for you. In order to verify that you are the right contact, I will need you to tell me what you were expecting.”
 
   Kai forced a chuckle. “Why, we were expecting women, of course.”
 
   The stranger relaxed a bit and nodded. “We have two. I understand this particular shipment was taken away from our associates in Rasselin, but we recovered it.”
 
   Kai tensed up. His heart accelerated and his blood grew hot. He pressed his big toe into the ground, trying to maintain his composure. “A red-head and a sable-haired woman?”
 
   The stranger nodded. “I need you to take me to your boss,” the stranger said.
 
   “Where are the women?” Kai asked.
 
   “They are safe,” the stranger said quickly. “However, I have news about Galion. I must deliver this news to your boss in person.”
 
   Kai tapped his heel on the ground now. A good portion of him wanted to rip the stranger’s head from his neck and be done with it, but the rational part of him knew that he needed the man alive. If Kai’s guess was true and the stranger had managed to recapture his sister and Jenedina, then he would have to control himself, for now. “I need to know where the shipment is,” Kai said sternly.
 
   The stranger shook his head. “Many of our men died for this order, I need to see your boss and tell him about Galion, or else my men will dispose of the merchandise and we will cut off our working relationship.”
 
   Kai stood and tossed the chair out of his way as his right hand went down for his sword. “I could kill you here and now,” he threatened.
 
   “If you do, you will never find the women. My men are under strict orders to kill them and ditch the bodies if I do not return by sundown.” The stranger stood and set his sword upon the table. His eyes glanced around the room. Kai knew the stranger was sizing up the bouncer and checking for others in the tavern that would align against him. “However, I would prefer to complete our business. Take me to your boss and we can end this.”
 
   Kai’s fingers tightened around his sword handle for a moment, then he released his grip and nodded. “Very well,” Kai relented. “You come with me right now, and we will settle this.”
 
   The stranger nodded.
 
   Kai turned to lead the way and then paused, turning his head over his shoulder. “You should know that my employer will not pay for damaged merchandise, nor will he tolerate your existence should he find you tampered with the shipment.”
 
   The stranger bristled. “I know how it works,” he said. “The merchandise is unspoiled, and will stay that way as long as I deliver my message.”
 
   Kai nodded and led the way to the door.
 
   The two of them walked in silence through the streets. It was all Kai could do to keep his thoughts focused on the larger goal and not slit the man’s throat and ditch his body. Half of him thought he could find his sister before sundown, but the rational half knew better. There was no way for him to know where they might be holding them. It could be any house within the city, or a small camp without the walls in the greater plains near the desert. Even with Pinhead and Redbeard he would not be able to find his sister in time. However, he was sure the three of them could tease the location out of this scoundrel once he led him back to his hideout.
 
   “Is your operation still as large as it used to be?” the stranger inquired.
 
   Kai glanced toward the man but said nothing.
 
   The stranger shrugged. “I just want to know whether you have faced any trouble lately. I heard the group in Rasselin was wiped out by the Rangers, and we only barely escaped by the skin of our teeth in Kobhir.”
 
   Again, Kai remained silent.
 
   “Perhaps these two women are cursed,” the stranger commented.
 
   Kai bit his tongue and looked away to conceal the rage in his heart. After a few moments he decided he could use this moment to ask about this group in Kobhir. Perhaps he would have to go there after he was finished in Blundfish. “How did you run into trouble in Kobhir?” he asked.
 
   The stranger clammed up.
 
   “Were you seen by the guards?” Kai pressed.
 
   The stranger shook his head. “I am only supposed to tell your boss,” he said.
 
   “Sounds like it must have been bad,” Kai said.
 
   The stranger nodded. “We were hit by a group of merchant guards. Not sure how they found us exactly, but we suffered heavy casualties.”
 
   “Is the group still operational?” Kai inquired.
 
   The stranger stopped abruptly and turned on Kai. “Where are we going?” he asked.
 
   Kai pointed to his shack, still about fifty yards away. “There,” he said.
 
   The stranger took a half pace backward. “Who are you?” he asked.
 
   “What do you mean?” Kai asked, his hand inching toward his sword.
 
   “Tell me your boss’s name,” the stranger commanded.
 
   “Gurn,” Kai said quickly, not wanting to lose his lead. “He and Gildar are Galion’s brothers,” Kai added.
 
   The stranger seemed unconvinced. He glanced from Kai to the shack and back to Kai. “No,” he said finally. “You are an imposter.” His hand hovered over his sword. “Who are you?”
 
   Kai snapped. His sword came out and he sliced down, aiming for the man’s leg. The stranger reacted just as quickly, bringing his sword out and blocking Kai’s blow while lashing out with a kick to Kai’s ribs. Kai winced and sidestepped to put the man’s back to the shack. Kai feinted a thrust and then pulled back to launch a downward slice at the man’s sword arm. The stranger moved to block the thrust and then jumped back instead of getting pulled into the trap before Kai’s sword could reach him. He countered with a series of short swings and chops at Kai’s midsection. Kai blocked and parried with his own counterattack, but the man dodged to the left. Kai grinned when he saw the shack door open. Pinhead and Redbeard were rushing toward them as fast as their stubby legs could carry them.
 
   The stranger lunged forward with a thrust aimed for Kai’s left hip. Kai sucked in his stomach and pivoted on his back foot, allowing the sword to slide by harmlessly. He came in hard with an elbow to the stranger’s face and flipped his sword upside down for a quick stab to the man’s leg, but the stranger countered by releasing his own sword and grabbing Kai’s sword arm at the wrist. A quick knee slammed into Kai’s gut, doubling him over and allowing the stranger to extend Kai’s sword arm and keep Kai’s sword out of the way. A savage fist landed hard on Kai’s head, but Kai responded with a shot to the stranger’s groin. Then he wrapped his arm under the man’s groin and hoisted him from the ground. Kai released his sword and took several blows to the face as he staggered backwards with the stranger struggling to stay upright as Kai arched his back to suplex the stranger over his left shoulder.
 
   They went down hard, each man recoiling from the ground and rolling away from the other. They barely managed to get back to their feet when Pinhead and Redbeard slammed into Kai, each one pinning one of Kai’s arms to the ground.
 
   “What in Hammenfein’s name are you idiots doing?” Kai screamed. “Get him, he has my sister!”
 
   “Hush now!” Pinhead yelled back. “You want the whole world to see us and blow our cover?”
 
   Kai kicked ferociously, but the stranger just stood there with his brows scrunched and mouth agape. “Redbeard?” the stranger said incredulously. “You know this guy?”
 
   Redbeard nodded and wrapped his vice-like grip around Kai’s arm until Kai stopped squirming. “Kai, meet Kelden. Kelden, meet Kai.”
 
   Pinhead was quick to chime in. “Kelden is a merchant guard, from Kobhir. He can help us.”
 
   Kai growled and shook the dwarves loose. “You said you have my sister, where is she?” Redbeard and Pinhead shot each other perplexed looks and then looked up to Kelden.
 
   “Your sister?” Kelden repeated.
 
   Redbeard stepped in, separating the two humans with his stout arms. “It’s a long story, but his sister was kidnapped by a group of thugs in Rasselin and we helped him get her back.”
 
   “Where is she you bloody louse?” Kai growled.
 
   “You are Sebina’s brother,” Kelden said as he put it together. He quickly put his hands up in a non-threatening gesture. “She is in Kobhir, safe with a lady named Agnes. She and Jenedina are both fine.”
 
   The anger left Kai and he relaxed visibly. “Then why did you say you had her?”
 
   Kelden shook his head. “I came to finish off the others that were working with the group.”
 
   Kai nodded and took it all in. “You came by yourself, with just a sword?”
 
   Kelden smirked and lifted his tunic. Tucked into his trousers were a series of daggers. “Not just a sword.”
 
   Redbeard put his arms down and pointed to the shack. “How about we finish getting acquainted inside, before someone sees us?”
 
   “Good idea,” Kai said. Then he looked back to Kelden. “You swear she is safe?”
 
   “I swear. A couple of my men are a little worse for the wear, but both of the women are fine and the organization in Kobhir is destroyed.”
 
   Pinhead retrieved the two swords from the ground and started for the shack. Redbeard followed suit and motioned for the others to join. “Come on, let’s move.”
 
   The four of them hustled into the shack and quickly joined around a small, wobbly table. Pinhead set a small carafe of slightly opaque water on the table. “Sorry, the well out back has a bit of clay leeching into it.”
 
   “What, no ale?” Kelden remarked. “Are you sure you are the real Pinhead and Redbeard?” he jested.
 
   Pinhead frowned and jabbed a thumb at Kai. “He won’t let us go out for ale.”
 
   Kelden laughed. “Ah, so that’s why you were smiling when you tackled him.”
 
   Pinhead smirked, but Kai was not amused, he remained stone-faced and arched an eye brow at Pinhead. Redbeard came up beside Kai and ribbed Kai with his elbow. “Lighten up already, we’re all friends here,” he said in a fatherly tone. “Besides,” Redbeard said addressing Kelden. “We tackled him because we knew you would see us and back off until things were explained. If we had tackled you, this raging bull would have taken your life before we could say a word.”
 
   “Well,” Kelden started to respond as he took a bit of murky water straight from the carafe. “I’ll drink to that.”
 
   Pinhead grinned wide and slapped Kai on the shoulder. “Don’t worry Kai. You see, Redbeard here almost killed Kelden’s grandfather a few decades ago, and Kelden and Redbeard get along fine.”
 
   “I want to know what happened to my sister,” Kai said coldly as he shook Pinhead off of him. Kelden set the carafe down and the smile disappeared as he swallowed.
 
   “You’re a Ranger, so I don’t need to go into all of the details. Suffice it to say that an informant tipped us off that a group was going to recapture Sebina and Jenedina. The man who ran the organization in Kobhir was named Galion. His lieutenant, Vermut, was bent on taking your sister and her friend back and completing the order that originated here. My men put all of them down before they could take the women.”
 
   “Sebina and Jenedina were unharmed?”
 
   Kelden nodded. “They are a bit shaken up about it, as you can imagine, but they are entirely safe.” Kelden shifted his gaze to the table and his focus drifted to a distant point. “However, we were unable to get any solid leads about the identities of Galion’s contacts in Blundfish. We only knew that the women were to be transported here and sold. With my men convalescing I decided the best tactic would be to come here pretending to have the women, and kill whoever offered to buy them.”
 
   “So, you had no idea who you were looking for?” Kai surmised.
 
   Kelden shook his head. “Honestly, I got lucky. I hit Honan’s tavern first. It was in the right part of town, had the right kind of crowd inside, and just felt like a good place to start. So, I asked the barkeep if he knew of anyone who was expecting a special shipment from Kobhir. I slid him enough gold to make him gush, of course, and then he offered you up.”
 
   Kai nodded. “I was paying him to inform me if anyone came in that might have any ‘special’ merchandise.”
 
   “So you don’t have any leads either?”
 
   “Oh we have leads,” Pinhead put in quickly. Kai shot him a deadly look and Pinhead was quick to find an excuse to retie his boots.
 
   “I have some leads, but I don’t know where Gurn hides. I am undercover working for one of his underlings. I paid Raife just in case someone came in who could lead me to the top faster so I could cut off the dragon’s head, as it were.”
 
   Kelden folded his arms. “Well, I see we are on the same page then.”
 
   Kai narrowed his eyes. “You don’t want to arrest him?” he asked.
 
   “No, but I assume that won’t be a problem for you?”
 
   Kai shook his head.
 
   “So, you said the man’s name was Gurn, is that right?” Kelden asked.
 
   “That’s what my source says,” Kai responded.
 
   “By source I assume you are talking about the underling you have embedded yourself with?”
 
   Kai nodded and poured a bit of water into a small clay goblet. “Exactly. He says if I do a few jobs for him he will eventually introduce me to him.”
 
   “That could take a while.”
 
   “What if you poke around Boots’ place while Kai works his angle?” Redbeard put in.
 
   “Who is Boots?” Kelden asked.
 
   “The underling,” Kai replied. “I don’t know if this is a good idea though.” He turned to Redbeard. “What if he gets caught?”
 
   Redbeard shrugged. “Then it is someone with ties to Kobhir and the merchant guard, and you can still work your angle so long as you maintain your cover. Besides, we could go with him to make sure he doesn’t get caught.”
 
   Kai shook his head. “I have Rangers that will be coming after me. If we spook Gurn now, I may not get another chance at him.”
 
   “Why are Rangers coming after you?” Kelden asked.
 
   “They think he killed Governor Gandle,” Redbeard blurted.
 
   Kelden nodded his head. “Well sitting here is not getting anything done. I suggest you let me shadow you. How many men does Boots control?”
 
   “No, if you are seen following me it will raise suspicion.” Kai stood from the table and drained his goblet. “Perhaps it’s best if you just go back to Kobhir and let me handle this.”
 
   Kelden scoffed and stood up and jabbed his index finger into the table. “You can lick the bottom of my boot,” he said sharply. “My men bled for your sister, and this organization presents a threat to Queen Dalynn. If you stand in my way I will remove you as well.”
 
   Redbeard and Pinhead stiffened in their chairs and shot quick glances to each other.
 
   “Sebina is my sister,” Kai replied. “I will handle this.”
 
   “Then what?” Kelden asked. “You will stay on the run for the rest of your life while the Rangers hunt you down for Gandle’s murder?” Kelden pointed a finger at Redbeard. “Did this man kill Governor Gandle?”
 
   Redbeard stammered a bit before shaking his head. “No, I don’t believe he did.”
 
   “Of course I didn’t,” Kai shouted. “I was on my way to uncover leads at Gandle’s manor when the assassin escaped moments before I arrived.”
 
   “Can anyone confirm this?” Kelden asked.
 
   Kai looked to the floor. “Captain Lador could, except he was also killed.”
 
   Kelden folded his arms. “The Rangers will not stop hunting you,” Kelden said.
 
   “I know that, that’s why I don’t want to miss this opportunity to kill Gurn,” Kai shot back.
 
   Kelden nodded. “Listen to me,” Kelden started. “Redbeard’s word is good enough for me, and I can get you a pardon.”
 
   “How can you do that?” Kai asked.
 
   “I am more than a merchant guard,” Kelden replied. “I have been assigned by Queen Dalynn to head a secret unit that investigates and terminates threats that pose an especial danger to the queen or to the kingdom. Join me, and I will ask her to clear your name. The Rangers will then be required to drop their vendetta against you.”
 
   “Rangers are not so easily swayed,” Kai replied somberly. “They will find a way to strike.”
 
   “Then, perhaps I can send you somewhere they wouldn’t think to look,” Kelden said with a shrug. Kai regarded him curiously. “I have something I need checked out in the Elven Isles. A certain artifact came to light recently, and I want to do some research into its origins.”
 
   “Does joining the unit come with any sort of guaranteed salary?” Kai asked.
 
   “Does that mean you’re in?”
 
   Pinhead raised his hand. “Just out of curiosity, let’s say Kai is in –does that mean we have a plan for Boots?”
 
   Kelden smiled. “I do. When is the next time you are going to meet with him?”
 
   “I need to meet him today for lunch, at noon. He said he had a protection job he wants me to do.”
 
   “Alright, so go and do this job, but give me Boots’ location. Redbeard, Pinhead and I will attack Boots later this afternoon, say around five o’clock. While you are out on your job, we’ll take down Boots’ men and then interrogate Boots for Gurn’s location. You plan on ditching your client and rejoin us at Boots’ place around six or six thirty. Then, we all march on Gurn and finish it tonight.”
 
   “What about the city guard?” Kai asked. “I don’t suppose they will recognize your authority as part of a secret group?”
 
   “No, they won’t,” Kelden admitted. “But they will honor this.” He reached down into his boot and removed a tightly rolled parchment. “It’s a warrant from Queen Dalynn, authorizing me to conduct an investigation into recent kidnappings and murders. It mentions the two organizations in Rasselin and Kobhir as well. But, honestly I would prefer not to speak with the guards at all.”
 
   “Why not?” Kai asked.
 
   Kelden hesitated.
 
   “Spit it out, lad,” Redbeard urged.
 
   “My information leads me to believe that one or more Rangers may possibly have been involved with Gildar and Galion,” Kelden stated.
 
   Kai was silent for a long while. He clenched his jaw and turned away to slam his fist into the wall.
 
   “It isn’t conclusive,” Kelden offered.
 
   “But it makes sense,” Kai growled. “How else would anyone have targeted my sister so quickly after she was transferred to Kobhir?”
 
   “Do you know anyone in particular we could investigate?” Kelden asked.
 
   Kai shook his head and punched the wall again. “No. The whole Ranger unit went with her. It could have been any one of them.” Kelden stepped forward and got close to Kai. Kai turned around and looked him in the eye. “Will you help me find out which one it was?”
 
   Kelden nodded. “First, we take down Gurn. Then, you go to the Elven Isles for me and I will root out the crooked Ranger.” Kelden extended his hand to seal the deal.
 
   “Alright,” Kai said. “I’m in.” He reached out and shook Kelden’s hand.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Ah, Brass, just the man I was waiting to see,” Boots said with a warm smile. He slicked his greasy hair back and lit a cigar as he pointed to a soft, red leather chair for Kai. “I already told you that a long time client desires a bodyguard as he goes through his business deals later today. I myself was going to take this job, but I feel comfortable that you can handle it. You have proven yourself to be every bit as capable as you claimed.” Boots clinched his cigar between two fingers and pointed at Kai with a wink. “You are going to move up to better places, I can see that for sure.” Boots put the cigar back in his mouth and inhaled deeply. He puffed the smoke out in a series of gray circles that ascended to the wood-paneled ceiling. “As a precaution however, Horkin will shadow you to ensure that this client is not lost.”
 
   Kai almost started to argue with Boots about Horkin, but then he realized that would mean that Horkin would not be with Boots when Kelden and the others arrived later. “If you feel it necessary to baby sit me this time, feel free. Maybe Horkin will learn a thing or two from me.”
 
   Boots chuckled, making his round belly bounce up and down with each laugh. “That’s why I like you, Brass,” he said with a nod. Then he handed Kai a small piece of paper with an address and time on it. “You will meet Daren,” Boots continued. “He is a merchant from Shausmat. He will be dealing with a local shop owner named Jinkis. Jinkis is a retired engineer and now owns the Black Saber armory shop. That’s where Daren and Jinkis will meet. It should be a dull assignment, but Daren feels it necessary that we ensure his safety at all times.”
 
   “A merchant, huh?” Kai mocked.
 
   “There are all kinds of merchants,” Boots said with a wink. “I never said he was an upstanding trader, but he pays well enough so we are going to follow through.” Boots took another drag on his cigar and relaxed his head back into his chair as he exhaled. “Oh, I almost forgot,” Boots started. “Daren has, on occasion, purchased a couple of girls from Gurn for him to take back to various brothels in Shausmat. So, do this right, and you will be getting your foot a little father in the door with Gurn.”
 
   Kai felt his stomach flip and his blood broiled up in his chest, but he managed to keep himself in check. He forced a smile across his lips and nodded his thanks. “I will make sure I do not waste the opportunity to impress,” Kai pledged.
 
   “Keep in mind that Daren doesn’t help with any of the finding or ordering, he just happens to purchase when the fancy strikes him. So, it isn’t a big step, but it is still a step in the direction you want to go,” Boots said. “You have about an hour before Daren is to meet you. I suggest you go now and make sure the meeting area is secure and then circle back to the tavern at that address.” Boots pointed to the paper he had handed Kai.
 
   Kai nodded and looked at the address. “And Horkin will come with me?”
 
   Boots shook his head. “No, he will shadow you. You do this as though he isn’t around. You likely won’t see him anyway. He’s a mountain of a man, but you’d be surprised how well he can stick to the shadows.” Boots slicked his hair back again and pulled another long pull on his cigar.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Waiting inside the tavern proved uneventful and boring. Kai sat at table thirteen, as the small paper instructed, and waited. The patrons went on their daily business and hardly even noticed Kai. A short, stout man approached and smiled grumpily at him.
 
   “What will you be havin' sir?” the man asked.
 
   “I will take a small baguette and a glass of water,” Kai replied.
 
   “What? This is a tavern! Who comes to a tavern to eat bread and drink water?! If you want that sort of fine dining why don’t you try the local dungeon?” the man retorted.
 
   Kai leaned forward and slid his cloak back to reveal the hilt of his sword. “Perhaps I will,” Kai said coldly.
 
   “Aye sir, bread and water it is,” the man answered nervously. He quickly hopped into the back and retrieved Kai’s order.
 
   At the appointed time Daren strolled in. He looked just as Boots had described him. He was a tall, slender man wearing a red, long sleeved tunic under a black vest. His black hat easily shaded his face beneath its wide brim. A slender, but deadly, rapier hung from the man’s belt on his left hip. Daren looked around cautiously, inspecting the tavern before coming around to see Kai. When his eyes met Kai’s gaze the ex-Ranger nodded and rose to his feet. Daren walked over to Kai with an almost ethereal gait.
 
   The ex-Ranger studied Daren’s movements. Kai’s instincts told him that this man was much more than just a merchant. Kai was experienced enough to recognize the tell-tales of a good warrior. Daren’s awareness of his surroundings, the way his rapier was fastened to his sword belt, and even Daren’s walk showed Kai that he likely dealt in death as much as goods and supplies. This made Kai wonder why such a man would feel the need to hire a bodyguard.
 
   Kai would keep a sharp eye on this fellow.
 
   No words were exchanged as the two shook hands. They silently nodded at each other and then Kai left a few copper coins on the table and followed Daren out the door.
 
   They kept the silence as they hastily made their way to the Black Saber. Kai eyed the crowds and the buildings as they walked. He had served as a bodyguard many times and he was well accustomed to the procedure. In his mind he quickly replayed some of his former escort duties, taking note of the contrasts and similarities that each assignment had with his current duty. Then he thought of his sister.
 
   If he had followed her for a few minutes more, he would not be in his current situation. He would have protected her, he would have saved her, and he would still be able to walk openly in the city of Rasselin. Furthermore, the Ranger unit would not have been sent away, and perhaps they could have protected Captain Lador from being slain, and maybe he would have been able to catch the governor’s assassin. His heart throbbed with pangs of guilt. A sudden wash of emotion overcame him. The sorrow, guilt, and regret threatened to crush him to oblivion. His eyes started to well up, but he shook his head and focused on Daren. Kai brought back his rage, and projected it onto Daren. A fire started within his chest and welled until it replaced his sorrow and guilt. He felt as if he would erupt and take Daren down in a flash of lava-hot anger. This brought him back to his assignment, to his goal. He refocused on what he had to do. Soon, it would be over.
 
   The two of them reached the Black Saber. Daren paused at the door and turned to speak to Kai. “You may wait here. My business is private.” Daren's voice held a stone cold tone, and his eyes confirmed the presence of a definite threat.
 
   Kai knew that whatever this business was, Daren wanted no intruders and would kill any person who would attempt to eavesdrop. Kai didn’t fear the threat, but he wasn’t ready to strike either.
 
   Boots had been correct about Horkin’s ability to tail someone from the shadows. Kai had not seen a hint of the gargantuan man all day. Plus, Kai figured it would be best to strike Daren after his business with Jinkis was concluded, that way he could follow up on any interesting leads afterwards. So he waited patiently outside while Daren disappeared through the door to the Black Saber.
 
   Kai crossed his arms and leaned back against the doorway. He scanned the crowd. People filled the street in this part of Blundfish. The hurried back and forth, some carrying baskets of fish, others pushed wheelbarrows of rocks or dirt, but most just hustled through the street, going about their daily lives. Kai watched a mother as she nearly dragged her young son by the hand through the throng of people. The boy seemed oblivious to everything, holding a toy sword in his hand and mouthing something as he tried to swing at imaginary foes while his mother keenly steered him far enough away from passers-by so as not to hit anyone. Kai almost smiled at the sight. He went back to scanning the crowd and his heart nearly skipped when he saw a familiar figure across the street. He couldn’t see the man’s face but the way he moved reminded him of someone. The man walked with strength, yet with stealth, the crowd barely noticed him at all, but Kai knew at a glance who it was. It was a Ranger.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Jinkis hello,” Daren greeted with an insincere smile.
 
   “Hello my friend,” Jinkis returned, bowing his balding head nervously. “What can I do for you today? I have many swords made with the finest of Zinferth steel, I have shields made from oak and plated with bronze, or I even have a few shields of steel in stock. Or would you prefer bows this trip? I have many…”
 
   “No, that will not be necessary this time Jinkis.” Daren raised his hand, palm out, to silence the old shopkeeper. “This time I come for something else.” Daren leaned onto the counter and looked at Jinkis.
 
   “I see,” Jinkis sighed. “I had hoped you would forget about that,” Jinkis admitted.
 
   “No, old friend,” Daren responded. “I do not forget debts.”
 
   Jinkis pulled his spectacles from his face and wiped the lenses with the bottom of his shirt. “Perhaps I could whet your appetite with a free shipment of arms?” Jinkis pointed to the door to his storeroom. “I have sufficient weapons and armor to equip enough men to…”
 
   Daren shook his head and slapped the counter with his hand. “Don’t waste my time, Jinkis. You didn’t have a problem with the price before, remember?”
 
   Jinkis replaced his glasses and nodded weakly. His eyes stared out the window. “My daughter won’t even speak to me now,” he remarked. “Ironic, isn’t it?”
 
   “What your daughter does now is of little concern to me,” Daren said flatly. “I brought you the medicine she required, and I risked a lot in smuggling it to you from Shausmat. In return, you promised me the—”
 
   “I know,” Jinkis said, cutting Daren off. “I know what I promised. I just didn’t realize how much I would come to regret it.”
 
   “You aren’t trying to back out on me are you?” Daren pressed. “Because if you are, I can still find your daughter and finish what her illness started so long ago.”
 
   Jinkis shook his head. “No, old friend, I am not trying to do anything.”
 
   “Good,” Daren replied. “And let’s not forget that without my patronage your shop would have failed long ago. It is because of me that you make enough to keep your doors open and put bread on the table.”
 
   Jinkis sighed and turned to walk into the back room and search through his inventory. He passed by several racks with spears and halberds standing in them neatly, as if already in formation and just waiting for soldiers to pick them up and wield them. Large, wooden crates held the plates, fittings, and leather strips and padding used for suits of armor. He walked around a row of crates to a small desk, cluttered with bolts and iron fittings. Jinkis pulled the side drawer out and reach his hand into the back of the drawer. His fingers found the brass ring and he gave it a pull. A secret door in the wall next to the desk slid open and he walked through.
 
   The old man placed his hand on a smaller wooden crate and sighed. The box was marked as containing horseshoes, but in fact there were only a few of those inside. Underneath a false bottom in the small crate was a shipment of daggers that Daren had ordered only two months before. Jinkis looked to a larger crate next to it that was marked “Textiles” and he cursed himself, for he knew it was really filled with swords that Daren would sell to rebels along the borderlands to fuel the continuing border disputes and raids between the two countries.
 
   “How did it come to this?” Jinkis asked himself. He knew the answer though. His daughter had been near to death, and his wife had long since passed on. He had no money, being dismissed from the engineer corps. He had almost made a good life with his armory before his daughter had fallen ill. That is when Daren had stepped into his life with a promise to change everything.
 
   Jinkis learned how to be a successful smuggler very quickly under Daren’s direction. He developed a knack for making things appear as if they were something else. He could conceal almost any kind of weapon and he never had problems getting the right paperwork and documentation necessary to ship his disguised goods. His most reliable clientele was the kingdom of Shausmat. Their ore had been almost entirely used up many years before, and they could not produce weapons of half the quality as the Kiblan mines of Zinferth could make. Daren worked closely with high ranking officials in the Shausmatian kingdom to fashion an agreement to buy large quantities of weapons from Jinkis to help his business prosper. At first, Jinkis had no regrets about the deal. The money allowed him to provide for his daughter, and he was ultimately able to convince Daren to acquire the medicine his daughter needed. Medicine that was made from a special herb found only in Shausmat. Jinkis hadn’t thought twice about Daren’s price for the medicine then, but now he began to lament his involvement.
 
   Jinkis weighed the future of his homeland against his daughter’s life. She no longer lived with him, but Jinkis knew that wouldn’t stop Daren from finding her if he were to back out of the deal now. He dropped his head as he approached the wall and pulled a loose brick from its place. He knew what he should do. Simple logic dictated that destroying the items Daren sought would save far more lives than it would cost, but he could not betray his daughter. Jinkis pulled a set of rolled parchments from the large hollowed-out space and stared at them for a moment. Then he took the parchments back to Daren and set them on the counter.
 
   “Here you are Daren,” Jinkis whispered. His hands rested on the counter helplessly as he watched Daren unroll it.
 
   “These are accurate?” Daren inquired.
 
   “Yes sir, down to the last line,” Jinkis assured. “They are complete with sewer maps, scaled details of each building and street, and they even have a mark of where the most vital buildings are in the cities of Rasselin, Blundfish, Khatthun, and Kobhir. All of the military buildings are drawn in green, the residential and general commerce buildings are drawn in blue, and the government buildings are drawn in red. It would be easy enough for a child to plan an effective attack using these maps, especially if it was a surprise attack.”
 
   “Good. Well Jinkis, neither I nor the kingdom of Shausmat shall need your services any longer.” Daren slowly moved his right hand towards his left hip.
 
   Jinkis’ eyes grew wide with fear as he realized his life was no longer an asset to Daren. Instead, he was a liability. Jinkis started to open his mouth in protest but he quickly shut it and replaced his expression of fear with one of puzzlement as a small bag of gold coins was thrown onto the counter. Daren smiled at Jinkis and gave him a wink.
 
   “That was not funny,” Jinkis said with his face still blanched.
 
   “Oh? I thought it was rather amusing at the least,” Daren remarked. “Consider this a bonus, for old times’ sake.”
 
   Jinkis let out a breath of air and the color returned to his cheeks. Daren turned to leave, took a few steps away and then in a flash of movement Daren spun around and Jinkis felt a sharp pain running over his chest. Jinkis looked down to see a shallow gash starting at his right shoulder and ending just above his left nipple. Blood seeped out onto his shirt.
 
   “Now that,” Daren started as he inched closer to Jinkis, “was simply hilarious.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Jinkis replied as he put his hand on the stinging wound.
 
   Daren smiled wryly. “To see you turn pale white, then to regain your sense of security, only to have it stolen from you again in a flash.” Daren breathed it in. “Mmm, that was most entertaining.” Daren set the tip of his rapier against Jinkis’ throat for mere pleasure as he teased his prey. “One thing before your die,” Daren said. “It was I who made your daughter ill.” A wicked smile pulled at the corners of the man’s mouth. “Did you not think it more than coincidence that your daughter would contract bone-rack, a disease normally found in the hinterlands of Shausmat?”
 
   “How?” Jinkis asked in a whisper.
 
   Daren winked. “I placed a few drops of tainted blood into one of her drinks,” he admitted. “Actually, I tried going for your wife first, but her constitution was so weak that she died before you even knew what had happened. Fortunately, your daughter proved to be a bit tougher.”
 
   Jinkis’ chin quavered and tears fell from his eyes.
 
   “Good bye Jinkis.” The words barely escaped Daren's mouth before the blade bit through Jinkis' throat. “All traitors die, for no one can trust them,” Daren announced over Jinkis’ body.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Kai watched intently as the Ranger weaved in and out of the crowd. He knew he was being hunted. He also knew that there was probably another Ranger that he didn’t see. Usually sending one Ranger after a fugitive was enough, but Kai was not the usual fugitive. He knew that soon it would be too late if he did not find a way to get out of sight. He figured his best bet would be to intrude upon Daren’s business. It would be better to face the wrath of an unknown stranger than to tangle with a Ranger. Kai turned and pushed the door open forcefully. As he entered the Black Saber, he caught an unsuspecting Daren square in the face with the door. Daren let out a yell of pain and anger as he landed hard on his rump.
 
   Kai turned to close the door just as an arrow struck the doorjamb. He looked into the crowd and saw the first Ranger was sprinting full speed in his direction. The second Ranger was on a nearby rooftop stringing another arrow to his bow. Kai kicked the door shut and bolted the lock.
 
   Daren rose to his feet and drew his rapier with such speed that even Kai was surprised. Daren glared down at him, but the ex-Ranger quickly thought of an excuse, and a way to ally Daren with him against the Rangers.
 
   “You are being attacked!” Kai yelled as he grabbed Daren’s arm. “Come we must run!” Kai urged Daren toward the back of the shop just as the front door burst open. In came the first Ranger. Kai threw Daren to the floor and dove behind a rack of shields as three throwing knives went sailing through the air in their direction. It was then that Kai noticed the dead body on the floor of the shop. Kai guessed that this was Jinkis. It angered Kai to see an unarmed old man lying cold on the floor. The ex-Ranger mentally vowed that if he lived through this, he would pay Darren back for his merciless cruelty.
 
   To his credit, Daren was not afraid. He crouched at the ready and waited for the Ranger to approach. Kai then noticed that the parchments Daren had been holding were unrolling. Even from a distance, Kai recognized the map of his home city. Boots had mentioned that Daren had purchased women in the past, what else might he be planning that he would need detailed maps of the major cities? Perhaps Daren was more involved than Boots had let on.
 
   Kai made Daren his first priority.
 
   “Ranger!” Kai yelled from behind the shield. “I am not your enemy!”
 
   “What are you doing?” Daren grunted from his position.
 
   “I’m tracking others connected with my sister’s kidnapping and I think this man may have been involved,” Kai explained.
 
   “How dare you!” Daren roared.
 
   “I don’t care, Kai,” the Ranger yelled back. Kai recognized the Ranger’s voice. It was Jimik.
 
   “Jimik, listen to me!”
 
   Daren jumped up and rushed Kai with his rapier. Kai sprang to his feet, sword at the ready. Kai could see Jimik readying a crossbow and taking aim, so he ducked behind a rack filled with shields to provide some cover as Daren charged him.
 
   “You will pay for your betrayal!” Daren hissed. Daren was quick with his weapon and scored three minor cuts on Kai’s left shoulder. Kai came in hard with his sword and split the rapier in two as though it were made of wood. Daren stepped inward and attacked with a long dagger in his left hand, but Kai adeptly dodged the blow and made a slashing cut across Daren’s left thigh. Daren winced but did not slow his advance.
 
   At that moment the back door burst open and Kai caught a glimpse of a hooded figure. He thought at first that it might be Horkin, but he quickly realized that it was in fact Gainer. Gainer took aim with his bow and let fly. Kai somersaulted forward, lashing out at Daren as he rolled past, but Daren jumped over the sword and countered by throwing his broken rapier at Kai. The sword struck Kai handle-first in the back, effectively doing little more than annoying Kai as he whipped around, putting his back to the shop’s corner so he could see all three enemies.
 
   Kai knew he would have to end it quickly or his strength would be too sapped to tangle with the Rangers. Daren lunged in again with his long knife. Kai circled his sword left and swept away Daren’s weapon. Then he came in hard with a left cross that split Daren’s face just above the cheekbone. Kai then came back around with his sword and dealt the cold bite of death, sending his sword through the middle of Daren’s heart. Kai let go of his sword as Daren fell to the floor. With Daren dead, Kai lifted his hands high in the air and knelt on the ground. He wanted to appear harmless to the rangers.
 
   “Jimik, Gainer, you have to listen to me!” he pleaded.
 
   “You murdered Governor Gandle,” Jimik roared.
 
   “And Captain Lador,” Gainer spat.
 
   “No, I didn’t,” Kai shouted. He doubted they would listen to him. Even now Jimik had bolted the front door and was circling around to flank him while Gainer stepped closer and readied another arrow. They would be formidable opponents, but Kai was depending on his reputation, and the element of surprise to help him. He shifted his hip to the right a bit to feel the hilt of his secondary sword nestled in its sheath.
 
   “Kai, you are hereby under arrest for the murders of Governor Gandle, Captain Lador, and the assault of several Rasselin city guardsmen,” Jimik said.
 
   Gainer lifted his bow and aimed it at Kai.
 
   “Wait, I didn’t kill them,” Kai yelled. “You have to believe me!”
 
   Jimik pulled his sword with his left hand, while keeping the crossbow trained on Kai as he rounded the aisle of weapon racks. “Kai, we have witnesses placing you at both murder scenes,” Jimik said.
 
   “And, we are here to sentence you to death for your crimes,” Gainer sneered.
 
   “No trial?” Kai shot back. “How does that make you any better than me?”
 
   “Shut up, Kai,” Jimik countered. “You betrayed us! We would have bled for you, but instead you stuck a knife in our backs!”
 
   “This is for Lador,” Gainer added.
 
   “What about him?” Kai asked motioning with his head to Daren’s body. Then, as the Rangers turned their heads to look at the body, Kai rolled forward, closing the distance between him and Gainer. Gainer fired his bow, catching Kai in the right forearm. Kai winced, but he forced himself to fight through the pain. Kai leapt to his feet and slashed Gainer’s throat with his secondary sword.
 
   “Gainer!” Jimik yelled. He raised the crossbow up and fired, but Kai jumped down behind a set of shields. The bolt clanged off of a metal plate harmlessly. Kai popped up and tossed a shield at Jimik. Jimik ducked under the flying disc and charged for Kai, sword at the ready.
 
   Kai’s arm started to go numb, so he tossed his sword to his left hand. Kai knew he had to finish the fight quickly. The numbness was spreading from the arrow throughout his arm now. The arrow had been tipped with some kind of poison. Kai stepped out from behind the other shields to meet Jimik’s assault.
 
   Jimik attacked Kai with such force and speed that Kai’s arm shook each time their swords crashed together. Jimik was skilled, but Kai could tell that he was scared. Undoubtedly Gainer’s death had shaken his fortitude. The two battled for almost a minute trading swings, blocks, and counterattacks as their swords filled the shop with the metallic song of death. Both fighters executed masterful blows and parries as they circled each other in the shop. As the fight continued Kai began to feel tingling in his right shoulder. He could tell the poison was seeping deeper into his flesh. Kai blinked his eyes in an effort to mentally shake off the effects of the poison.
 
   “Now you will die, even if you kill me,” Jimik smirked. “You should have expected the poison attack.”
 
   “You are already dead,” Kai spat out. He deflected a clumsy thrust from Jimik and then kicked Jimik’s arm so it went out wide and then Kai ran forward and slammed his left shoulder into Jimik’s chest. Jimik stumbled backward to crash into a rack of Bo staffs. Kai kept charging in, head-butting and elbowing Jimik in the face and ribs. Jimik countered by bringing the pommel of his sword down to smash into Kai’s right shoulder and side. The staffs clacked and clicked around them as they tumbled through the rack and hit the floor. They both let go of their swords now and resorted to grappling with each other. They threw ferocious elbow and knee strikes but neither fighter’s resolve seemed to weaken. Ribs took massive blows and internal organs shook from the sheer force of each punch. The two opponents were desperate to destroy the other. Kai heard a loud crack as his fist broke through one of Jimik’s ribs. Kai punched again in the same place and drove his fist farther into his target.
 
   Jimik wriggled away, but Kai was all over him. He tried to move his arms down to shield himself, but Kai snaked his arm around and over Jimik’s blocks and pounded every exposed area he could. Then, finally Jimik yelled and gurgled blood as Kai pounded the broken rib deeper into the young man’s lungs. Jimik momentarily lost the strength to fight. He looked up at Kai with hateful, fiery eyes and spat blood at him. Kai rained down a series of blows, pounding relentlessly on the young Ranger’s windpipe until it gave way and all life left the young Ranger.
 
   Kai rolled off of his defeated opponent and grabbed at the shaft sticking out of his right arm. Once he had a good grasp on it he yanked with a quick jerk, removing it from his sinews. He then crawled to Gainer’s body and started searching for the rest of the poison so Kai could identify it. Within seconds he found a small vile inside Gainer’s pocket. Kai held it up in the light. The liquid was green. Kai sighed with relief as he recognized the color coding of the poison. The Rangers used a system for identifying their poisons. Red meant it was a deadly poison without remedy, blue meant that it was fatal if not treated with the proper antidote, and green was the color for poisons which would paralyze the victim for a few hours. Kai needed only to find a safe shelter and sleep it off.
 
   He started to rise again, but fell back to his knees. Kai’s head started to go fuzzy. He was having a hard time concentrating and his vision was starting to blur at farther distances. He looked up to the back door, which was still open, and fell the rest of the way to the floor, staring at the opening. He could see his freedom, but there was no way for him to get to it. It was too late. The poison was already too far into his system. He was losing motor control in his upper body, and his mind was turning into a haze. This poison, although coded green, was more dangerous than Kai had thought. Just as his eyes started to close and darkness swept over him, he felt hands take hold of him and start to lift him. Kai figured it was probably the city guard. Who else could it be? They had come to take him to jail, and eventually, to his death.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “You gave me quite a scare there, Brass,” said a familiar voice.
 
   Kai concentrated for a moment until he identified the voice. It was Boots. Kai struggled to open his eyes and focus. He could only make out a few fuzzy, dark figures in the bright room with him. He moved his mouth and tried to shift his head to see better.
 
   “Do not try to get up,” Boots said. “We had a hoot of a time trying to get the right antidote for you. Lucky for you that one of my associates happens to deal in poisons, he was able to find the correct formula and administer it to you quickly enough that no real harm was done to you. He said your mobility should be back fully in just a few hours, but until then try not to move too much. That was some show you put on back there.”
 
   Kai watched as the few figures merged until only two men stood before him. His eyes were clearing up now so he could recognize Boots’ face. The other man, he did not recognize. It was a large, brown-skinned man with jet-black hair and a menacing scowl on his face.
 
   “Wha…” Kai tried to speak. “Wha…”
 
   “Don’t try to speak just yet,” Boots said. He walked closer and bent down over Kai. Boots paused for a minute and looked closely at Kai. Then he drew his dagger and set it to the ex-Ranger’s throat. “Now, tell me exactly who you are,” Boots demanded. “It isn’t your everyday criminal that gets the special attention of a Ranger, let alone two of them at the same time. Furthermore I ain’t never heard of anyone killing a Ranger.”
 
   “I…” Kai started. “I’m…” his words trailed off weakly.
 
   “Give him another dose,” the other man instructed. Boots shrugged and put a small, cold vial to Kai’s lips and poured a sour, viscous concoction into his mouth. Kai choked it down and sucked in a few breaths as the liquid burned its way down his throat and into his stomach.
 
   “Let’s try this again,” Boots said. “Who are you?” Boots put the dagger back against Kai’s throat. “Horkin said he pulled you out of the armory, but that both our client, his contact, and two Rasselin Rangers were dead inside when he found you. Answer me, who are you?!”
 
   Kai forced the air out of his lungs with great effort to reply, “Did you save me just to have the pleasure of killing me for yourself?” he asked.
 
   “Horkin brought you back so we could figure out who you are,” Boots replied. “Perhaps there is a nice reward being offered for your head,” Boots pointed out. “And if there isn’t one yet, there certainly will be after word gets around about what you did at the armory.”
 
   Kai coughed profusely and jerked with pain. Then once he had settled down he started to speak again. “As you know, my name is Kai. What you don’t know is that I too was once a Ranger.”
 
   Boots removed the dagger and stood back from Kai a bit.
 
   “I was ranked second in the unit.”
 
   “Now it makes sense. That is why they sent two.” Boots sheathed his dagger and shook his head. “And you are the one who killed Gildar,” Boots reasoned. He turned and walked to the other man in the room and whispered something.
 
   The other man grimaced sourly and shook his head. “Cut his head off,” the man said. “Send his head to Rasselin, and dump the rest of his body in the sea.”
 
   Kai squinted, trying to get a good glimpse of the other man. “You are Gurn, aren’t you,” Kai guessed.
 
   The man snorted and motioned for Boots to get on with it. “I’m going to go and think through our next move,” Gurn said.
 
   Boots nodded his head. “I’ll do it now.”
 
   Gurn turned and exited the room, slamming the door behind him. Boots walked to the wall and took Kai’s sword out from its scabbard and turned the blade over in his hands. “You almost had me convinced,” Boots said. “It’s too bad, Brass, it really is. I could have used a man like you.”
 
   Kai could see clearly now. He looked down and realized that he was still wearing his trousers and belt. His sword had obviously been taken, along with his dagger, but the stick-bow that Pinhead had given him still hung from its leather thong on his belt. He just had to get his fingers to it.
 
   Boots slowly moved closer, giving the sword a good practice swing. “It’s a fine blade,” he commented. He gripped the handle in both hands and performed one more practice swing. “I’ll try to make this a clean death for you,” he offered.
 
   Kai’s left hand quivered, but it didn’t move. It was only a few inches away from the stick-bow, but it may as well have been on the other side of the room for how quickly he was regaining control. A couple of fingers twitched.
 
   Boots was three steps away.
 
   Kai willed his hand to move, focused all of his strength, but nothing happened. He barely managed to flex his wrist, but his arm would not move. The stick-bow shivered slightly as Kai took in a breath.
 
   Boots was one step away.
 
   Kai tried a new tactic. He took in a deep breath, trying to pull air in with his stomach to shift his belt and, by extension, push the stick-bow. The top end swiveled to point over his waist, but it did not fall.
 
   Boots stood beside him. He put the razor edge against Kai’s neck. “Goodbye, Brass,” Boots said. He raised the sword up over his head with both hands.
 
   Kai sucked in a huge breath and fought with all of his strength to flip his body. He managed to move his hips up enough that the stick-bow fell into his waiting hand. He flexed his wrist upward and used his thumb to depress the button.
 
   Ku-klack! The end of the stick-bow erupted as a steel bolt ejected through the bottom and blasted into Boots’ throat and disappeared into his skull. Boots barely made a sound before he fell back and slammed onto the floor, twitching furiously.
 
   Kai sighed with relief and his hips fell back down. His body was exhausted, and it ached fiercely. There was no way for him to do any more than he already had. He panted heavily, fighting the burning in his lungs and the spasm in his spine. He knew he would have to regain his strength if he wanted to survive. He forced his head to turn and peer down at Boots. He scanned for any sign of that vial Boots had been giving him to drink from, but he couldn’t see anything.
 
   The door burst open and in came Horkin, stooping low so as not to bash his head against the top of the doorjamb. “Boots!” he shouted. “We have to…” the giant’s mouth fell ajar. “What in the…” Horkin looked from Boots to Kai and his face flushed red. A hand drew a wickedly curved machete from its sheath and Horkin stepped menacingly toward Kai.
 
   “I’m going to end you, maggot,” Horkin swore.
 
   Kai saw something move behind Horkin and then Horkin’s face distorted in pain. A red, wet object protruded through Horkin’s abdomen for a moment, then it went back inside only to erupt through Horkin’s skin a moment later a little higher up. Horkin fell to a knee and the object disappeared again. A man whirled around Horkin’s massively wide shoulders and thrust a blade through Horkin’s heart. The mountainous thug gasped like a fish stranded on the beach before slumping to the floor.
 
   “You’re early,” Kelden said with a grin. “I told you to come here at six.”
 
   Kai sighed. “Is it over?” he asked.
 
   Kelden nodded. “Gurn no longer walks among the living,” he replied. “It is finished. You can rest easy now, and once you have your strength back I’ll get you on a ship for Bluewater.” Redbeard and Pinhead bounded into the room, each excited to see Kai.
 
   “We got ‘em all,” Redbeard said. Blood covered the dwarf’s beard and bits of red and pink streaked across his axe.
 
   “And he broke his nose again,” Pinhead laughed, slapping Redbeard on the back.
 
   Kai would have smiled but he didn’t have the strength. He barely heard Redbeard yell something about “sleeping on the job,” before his eyes rolled back in his head and fatigue overcame him.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “With respect,” Karmt began. “I believe a more tempered response is in order.”
 
   “Bah,” General Tehrigg scoffed with a wave of his massive hand. “You can’t tip-toe around like some little girl,” he bellowed.
 
   “That is quite enough, General Tehrigg,” Queen Dalynn said.
 
   The general bowed his head in deference, but shot Karmt a menacing glare of ice. “With respect, we must answer this with force. We cannot show any weakness or apathy.”
 
   Queen Dalynn rose from her throne and clasped her hands behind her back. “What would you do, General?”
 
   “I would march on Valiv with ten thousand men,” Tehrigg stated.
 
   “That is over eighty percent of our regular army,” Karmt pointed out. “That would leave Kobhir vulnerable for a counter attack. It would leave all of our major cities vulnerable to attack!”
 
   “King Sarito would be too busy shielding himself like a coward in his castle to plan a counter offensive,” Tehrigg rebutted.
 
   Queen Dalynn held her hand up to silence them and then turned to Karmt. “What would you do?” she asked.
 
   “I would let the acting governor handle it. Have him use the Rangers to ascertain the size of the force at Hart’s Bridge, or perhaps send an emissary to them.”
 
   “We are beyond diplomacy,” Tehrigg spat. “And the Rangers are for enforcing the law, they are not equipped for warfare, nor are they trained for it.”
 
   “But, they make excellent scouts and spies,” Karmt countered.
 
   “No,” Queen Dalynn said calmly. “We are beyond diplomacy, about that Tehrigg is correct.” She shook her head and moved to a small table and poured over the map of the two kingdoms. “Sarito’s men sent a dismembered corpse to Rasselin. That is more than just a misunderstanding.”
 
   “It is a declaration of war,” Tehrigg stated.
 
   “Perhaps,” Dalynn allowed. “But, it is possible that it is simply soldiers behaving poorly. You and I have read the annals of wars past, general.” Queen Dalynn looked up from the map and made sure she had his attention. “Such deeds, while dishonorable and horrid, are not uncommon on the battlefield, and they reflect more upon the group of men who perform them than they do upon the ruler of their nation.”
 
   “Perhaps this time is different,” Tehrigg argued.
 
   Dalynn shrugged. “If I send ten thousand men to assault Valiv, we will have no chance of resolving this conflict in the near term. We would be talking about a long term struggle, fighting for every inch beyond Hart’s Bridge and then laying siege to Valiv. Meanwhile, Sarito would be free to send a counter offensive by sea to our ports here in Kobhir.”
 
   “We could position our navy in Blundfish,” Tehrigg said.
 
   Karmt shook his head. “No, Blundfish does not have the capacity to harbor our navy. It can accommodate trading vessels in its port, but it is not equipped to moor our larger naval vessels. Besides, Sarito would send his navy around the north shores through Khatthun first before sailing here.”
 
   “How can you be sure?” Tehrigg asked.
 
   “Because,” Queen Dalynn started, “Sarito’s navy is based in Valiv, which is on the north side of his kingdom. It would be faster for them to navigate the northern seas, sacking Khatthun en route.”
 
   Karmt nodded. “Additionally, the southern seas are rougher, and prone to storms. Sarito’s navy would risk losing a good portion of their ships if they encountered a single storm.”
 
   Tehrigg nodded. “I’m no admiral, but it seems to me a chance on a storm would be smarter than purposefully going through our naval stronghold in Khatthun.”
 
   “No admiral would risk his men in a storm that could be avoided,” Karmt said. “Storms could sink all of the ships involved much faster than a battle ever could, and there is nothing to fight back against. It is an extremely one-sided battle to foolishly tempt the goddess of the seas.”
 
   “Also, King Sarito has enough men in the south that he could send an army overland through the south to engage Blundfish if he wanted,” Queen Dalynn stated dryly. “We have better weapons and armor, but they have more men. If we were left with only twenty percent of our regulars, it would be a hard fight.”
 
   “Not an impossible one though,” Tehrigg pointed out. “Our officers would have the men prepare the fields with pits and traps. Plus, the enemy would have to lay siege to each of our cities. I am confident we could get to Valiv before any army could overtake Blundfish.”
 
   Queen Dalynn nodded. “That may be true, but that is a very large gamble.”
 
   “And it is one we don’t have to take,” Karmt reminded her.
 
   “What does that mean?” General Tehrigg asked.
 
   Queen Dalynn tapped her finger on the map and called their attention to where she was pointing. “General, I have decided how we shall handle this matter.” The two men closed their mouths for the first time in hours and stepped up to the table. “I will send three thousand men with you to Rasselin. Your orders are to secure the city and to make sure that no Shausmatian force crosses Hart’s Bridge into Zinferth territory. You are not to attack the bridge, is that clear?”
 
   Tehrigg nodded slowly. “Yes, milady, it is clear.”
 
   “This will present the necessary show of force while still allowing for an alternative solution,” she said.
 
   “May I ask what this ‘alternative solution’ is, milady?”
 
   Queen Dalynn shot a glance to Karmt before saying, “No, you may not. I will inform you when the time is right, but that time has not yet come.”
 
   Tehrigg bristled, but said nothing.
 
   “One more thing general,” Dalynn said. “Be sure to give the acting governor any support he requires, but do not overtake his authority. The people will need to see a stable, capable leader at this time after my cousin’s murder. If you were to dismiss him and institute martial law it would only create panic, and I will not allow that.”
 
   “I would not think of it, milady,” Tehrigg said with a deep bow. “Besides, he has the Rangers to assist him with internal city matters. I am sure he can manage with the resources at hand, but we will of course be at his disposal should he need anything from us.”
 
   Queen Dalynn nodded. “That will be all for now. Go and see to it that you and your chosen three thousand men are on your way as soon as possible.”
 
   “We shall depart before the sunset,” Tehrigg promised.
 
   “Thank you, General Tehrigg,” Queen Dalynn offered.
 
   Tehrigg saluted her, bowed, and then exited the throne room. His heavy steps echoed through the chamber as his steel-plated boots clanked atop the marble floor.
 
   “I believe you have made the right decision,” Karmt commented. “Hopefully this will buy us the time we need to open the cube and claim the reunification of the empire.”
 
   Queen Dalynn sighed and moved toward one of the great, arched windows. “I worry that it is already too late for that.”
 
   “Even if it is, which I don’t think is the case, you have still made the wiser choice.” Karmt moved up to stand alongside her. “If we allow the enemy to come to us, then we will conserve our strength and provide better protection for your citizens. The desert will create hardship for the enemy as they march toward us, and our superior weapons and armor will enable our armies to defeat them.”
 
   Queen Dalynn looked out over the grand city of Kobhir. She lowered her head as the reality of war sank in. “I want you to send for Sir Alexander,” she said after a moment. Karmt didn’t respond. She turned to regard her advisor. “Did you hear me?”
 
   “I heard you, milady,” Karmt said. His tone let her know that he disapproved.
 
   “He knows the land better than General Tehrigg,” Queen Dalynn stated. “And, his knights are the best we have ever produced. If we are to fight a war, then I want him to lead the rest of the army.”
 
   “What of General Tehrigg?” Karmt asked.
 
   Queen Dalynn sighed and shook her head. Her long, graying hair waved gently across her back. “I don’t know,” she said. “But there is just something about him the last few weeks that bothers me. I can’t put my finger on it, but I can’t help but feel that something is amiss.”
 
   Karmt stroked his chin and shrugged. “I will do as you ask, you know that,” he said. “But, the others will not approve. Now may not be the best time to invite him back into your court.”
 
   “We’ll deal with the others when that time comes,” Queen Dalynn said. “For now, I need my most capable officers, and my most trusted allies, to help me guide my kingdom through this time of conflict. I want you to send for Sir Alexander.”
 
   Karmt bowed low. “As you command, milady.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Talon straightened the red tunic around the pillow he had stuffed under it and checked that the scimitar was free enough in its scabbard to be drawn quickly. Then he stepped toward the great building in front of him. The large, jaggedly sharp spires pointed to the heavens with gold tipped points over the pinkish hew of the tufa stone from which the building was erected. The great, green granite cupola, ribbed with golden cross beams sat perfectly nestled among the spires, five floors above the street. The large building before him bore the engraven image of an oak tree flanked by two blue roses, the seal of the Svetli’Tai council of Svatal Island, above its doorway. The famed council hall was rumored to be nearly impregnable, with only one route in and out. The walls were said to be three feet thick to protect from bombardment from either catapult or battering rams.
 
   But none of that mattered to Talon.
 
   He straightened the wig of golden hair he had made and let a bit of it fall over his face. The lone Svetli’Tai Kruk saw him approaching from a long way off and made sure to take several steps away from the door as Talon entered the building.
 
   Once inside the building, another elf guard stood from a stool and requested Talon’s sword. Talon said nothing as he removed his scimitar and gave it to the elf.
 
   The elf took the proffered weapon and then stopped and looked at Talon closely. “Wait, you’re not L’gorech,” he said. Talon sent a knife-hand strike to the elf’s windpipe and then shoved him up against the wall, using the scimitar as a bar to hold him until he strangled to death. Talon slid the elf back down the wall until his body was sitting on the stool again, propped against the wall. Talon drew the hood up and over the elf’s head and then put the scimitar in a rack that was hanging from the wall. He knew he would have to move quickly, but he trusted that his plan would work.
 
   Talon dashed up the closest set of stairs and didn’t stop until he reached the top. Red, velvet carpets covered the pink stone stairs, held down with golden rods neatly bolted in place against the base of each step. Thick, dark wooden bannisters ascended up with the stairs, terminating at each floor with a large, carved egg with inlaid gold and silver crisscrossing it. Stained glass windows altered the sunlight that poured in from outside. The whole building smelled of cinnamon and vanilla, though he saw no sign of incense or candles as he flew up the stairs.
 
   Finally Talon reached the top floor and walked through a pair of massive, oval shaped doors to find himself inside the large council hall where the Vishi’Tai elders meet for their council meetings. The room was a large, circle shaped hall with a long rectangular table situated in the middle. He looked up and realized that the chamber was capped with the cupola he had seen from outside. The underside of the cupola was held up with great brass ribs and covered in mosaics that depicted the genesis stories of Terramyr. Talon glanced briefly at a couple of the scenes of the Old Gods, and then he brought his gaze down to inspect the rest of the chamber. Ornate scimitars hung above the entrance and the walls were painted with scenes of forests and magical beasts. Talon saw that there were a couple of elders seated at the table. They were discussing fishing and the conditions of the sea over the past few days.
 
   When they caught sight of him Talon heard one of them mumble something about how nepotism disgusted him. The other elder was quick to quiet the first down and they exited the chamber through a side door without so much as a single word to him. Talon sneered and reveled at how well his disguise was working.
 
   Talon quickly crossed the chamber and opened a small, rectangular door at the opposite end. He walked inside and saw two elves in the room. This room was much smaller, with an old, hunch-backed elf seated at a round table, and another setting a tray of food down in front. A large, pillow-filled bed sat in the back of the room and a great fireplace was built into the other wall. A couple of dressers filled the rest of the space.
 
   The old, wrinkled elf sat in a straight-backed, uncomfortably hard looking wooden chair and looked up expectantly at the other elf. Neither had noticed Talon enter the room yet. The old elf kept his eyes on the other as the younger, albeit gray haired elf tested the wine in the golden, gem-encrusted goblet before setting it down on the table.
 
   “Thank you Uloren,” the old elf said to the other. “It is always a relief to have you around. The servant nodded and took a step back to remain behind the seated elf. The old elf took the goblet in his right hand and held it up to the seal above the fireplace on the opposite side of the room from him. “To the Council,” he cackled sarcastically. Then he put the goblet to his mouth and drained its contents entirely before setting it down.
 
   Talon smiled wickedly and then entered the room and shut the door behind him.
 
   The old elf startled and turned to regard Talon curiously. “L’gorech, what are you doing here?”
 
   Talon said nothing as he slid the bolt into the lock.
 
   “If you are looking for your uncle, he isn’t here. I prefer not to have my lunch with half-wits.” He dabbed the corner of his mouth with a napkin and then offered, “Though I do thank him for sending this bottle of wine. It is exquisitely delicious.”
 
   “I am looking for you, Jahre,” Talon replied sourly. He walked to the old elf and delighted as he watched Jahre’s confused face. The elf’s golden eyes darted up and down, trying to discern who Talon was. Then, as it dawned on him, Jahre’s mouth fell open and he sucked in a breath.
 
   “So, you have finally come,” Jahre said. Jahre started to move his left hand, and then stopped. He knitted his brow and looked down to his hand.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Talon asked. “Can’t move your hand?”
 
   “So,” Jahre said, his voice softer and weaker now. “You have become faster, stronger, and smarter.”
 
   Talon nodded and stopped directly in front of Jahre. He reached up and pulled his wig off and set it on the table next to Jahre’s plate of venison and potatoes. “You are paralyzed from the neck down.”
 
   “How?” Jahre asked.
 
   “Forgive me,” Uloren pleaded from behind. “I had no choice.”
 
   Jahre sucked in his quivering lower lip before daring to ask. “How did he coerce you?”
 
   “He has my son,” the servant said. “He told me he would kill him unless I helped put the potion into your drink. He told me to say that it was from L’gorech and his uncle.”
 
   “It’s a special brew,” Talon said proudly. “It comes from a wickedly wild flower that grows near my home village.”
 
   “The hist rose,” Jahre said.
 
   Talon nodded. “It’s a wondrous plant. It looks like a blue rose. However, if you go to pick it, the thorns contain a toxin that paralyzes most anything smaller than a bear. Then, the flower reveals its true form and the buds open and latch onto the paralyzed victim’s body, sucking his blood like a spider.”
 
   “But you gave Uloren the antidote before so he could test it without becoming paralyzed,” Jahre said. “Clever.”
 
   “No,” Talon replied. “That is why your servant stands very still next to you. He is just as paralyzed as you are.”
 
   “You said if I helped you, you would release my son,” Uloren said. “I put the serum in the wine like you said.”
 
   Talon nodded. “He is safe. You will find him in L’gorech’s basement. He is bound to a pole, but otherwise unharmed.” Talon sneered. “You ought to have taught him to pick better friends than a lazy, arrogant do-nothing like L’gorech,” Talon chided.
 
   “You killed L’gorech?” Jahre asked.
 
   “The city will be better off without him. Consider it a favor,” Talon replied.
 
   “Let me go,” the servant begged.
 
   Talon shook his head and pulled out a small vial of clear fluid. “The hist rose toxin will not release its hold on your muscles for several days, but here is the antidote. I am sure you will be found sometime later today, at which point whoever finds you can administer the antidote. However, I will be long gone by then.”
 
   Uloren opened his mouth and tried to scream for help, but only a hoarse whisper emerged from his throat.
 
   “Oh, the toxin restrains all of your muscles, so while you can speak in hushed tones you won’t be able to yell for help. Since you drank the toxin you will just have to wait until your rescue comes, but that is the risk you take as a wine-tester right?” Talon smirked.
 
   “You were not supposed to see what happened that day,” Jahre said.
 
   Talon’s face grew tight and flushed. “Is that supposed to make it better?” he hissed. “You killed my father, over nothing!”
 
   “You don’t understand. I had to do it.”
 
   “I watched you summon Khefir and feed him my father’s soul. You did more than murder, you condemned his soul to Hammenfein.”
 
   “It was the price Khefir demanded,” Jahre countered.
 
   “For what?” Talon growled. He grabbed Jahre’s fork and reached across the table to yank the old, wrinkled elf out from his chair and pressed the sliver-plated tines into Jahre’s cheek. “It was his price for what?”
 
   “I had to give Khefir a life, in order to protect a life,” Jahre said.
 
   “Your own, I presume?” Talon growled.
 
   Jahre’s eyes filled with tears. “No,” he said. “I killed your father and gave him to Khefir in order to purchase redemption for your soul,” he said defiantly. “I know you will kill me, but you must listen to me first.”
 
   Talon shoved him back into his chair and fumed at him. “What are you talking about? Saving my soul? I wasn’t in any danger, until you came along!”
 
   “Let me explain,” Jahre said.
 
   Talon shook his head. “No, I have had enough. You will spin any lie if you think it will save your skin. You deal with demons, and devils, there is no way for me to trust you. Tell me where the scroll is.”
 
   “The scroll?” Jahre repeated.
 
   “The Tomni’Tai Scroll, where is it?”
 
   A tear slid down Jahre’s cheek. “You were not supposed to see it,” he repeated. “You were not supposed to become so spiteful and full of hate.”
 
   Talon came in hard and fast again and grabbed Jahre by the shoulders. “Tell me where it is, or I will kill your servant right now.”
 
   “Just, tell me what you intend to do with the scroll,” Jahre begged.
 
   “I intend to kill Basei,” Talon replied coldly.
 
   “You think you can slay a demigod?” Uloren asked incredulously.
 
   “Then,” Jahre began, “there may still be a chance for all of us, and for you.”
 
   Talon reached over and grabbed the meat knife from the table. “Tell me now or I will kill your servant.”
 
   “The scroll is not the only relic you will need to open the Netherworld Gate,” Jahre said.
 
   “I know that already. Let me worry about the other items. All I need from you is the scroll.”
 
   “No, don’t help him,” the servant said with a sudden burst of courage. “He will kill us all if he opens the gate.”
 
   “We are dead anyway if he doesn’t,” Jahre countered.
 
   Talon paused and eased Jahre back into the chair a bit. “What do you mean?” he asked.
 
   “As a sage, I have the ability to see the future, in a limited fashion. Centuries ago I foresaw that Lemork, the ancient king of the dark elves, would unite his clans to slay Basei and take his power. That is why we waged war against the dark elves, to stop this from happening. I had seen that if Lemork succeeded in killing Basei, our world would end. I had many visions of something I call the End War, a great battle in which the entire world is threatened by a battle between gods. In order for us to survive this war, we would need the balance of power to be in our favor. I saw that if Lemork killed Basei, and himself became a demigod, he would align himself with the gods that sought to destroy Terramyr, and we would lose the End War. The entire world would be destroyed, and the souls in both heaven and hell would be torn asunder and turned into ash. There would be only death everlasting.”
 
   “So you banished the Sierri’Tai to the Netherworld to prevent this?” Talon guessed.
 
   “Precisely, but it was not long before I knew we were not safe. I soon had visions of Basei aligning himself with the same powers in the End War and we still lost. All of our sacrifices made during the war with the dark elves, and the sins upon my head for banishing their entire race through the Netherworld Gate appeared to be for naught, until I had a vision of a hero, one who could save us from our horrid fate.”
 
   “Get to the part about why you thought it was necessary to kill my father,” Talon snarled.
 
   “I had a vision, only once, but it was the most vivid vision I ever had. A soul sat on a razor’s edge. Half of him in shadow, half in the light. He was torn between good and evil. I watched Khefir come and claim the soul and take him to Hammenfein. This soul asked me for help, and once I freed him he became strong and slew Basei. Then, when the End War came, he stood tall against Terramyr’s enemies and he slew them with a mighty sword hewn from a dragon’s spine.”
 
   Talon shook his head. “I have heard enough,” he said. “You are mad.” Talon stood up, towering over Jahre and took the elf’s hair in his left hand as he put the knife to the elf’s neck. “Two weeks after you killed my father, half of the other families left my village. They took with them many of our best warriors. They left because without my father, they felt vulnerable. Three days after they left, the orcs came to slaughter us. My mother prayed to Basei for help, pleaded with him to come to our aid and smite our enemies.” A tear formed and hung from the corner of Talon’s left eye for a moment before jumping off and hitting the floor. “Basei came down in a cloud of fire and destroyed the orcs. I shouted and cheered as I watched fire falling from the sky and Basei wiped the orcs from our lands.” Talon bent down, putting his nose against Jahre’s so he could watch the elf’s golden eyes.
 
   “Then, when the orcs turned and ran, Basei turned on us and slaughtered everyone. I survived by hiding in the well, but when I emerged everyone else was dead. I found my mother near our smoldering house. The god she had prayed to for help killed her with his own hand. So you can go on about your End War if you want to, but I do not care. The Tomni’Tai Scroll will allow me to control the dark elves that you wrongfully banished. I will free them, and then they will help me dethrone the murdering demigod who betrayed my mother.”
 
   “There is still hope for you,” Jahre whispered. “You are destined for greatness, but you must give up your hate.”
 
   Talon shook Jahre roughly. “Tell me where the scroll is!”
 
   “Don’t tell him,” the servant said.
 
   “Talon released Jahre and went for the servant. He put him down with a quick thrust of the knife and watched as the lifeless body fell to the floor.
 
   “Talon, your father would be ashamed of you, and what you have become,” Jahre said. Tears streamed down his face now.
 
   “Don’t you talk of my father,” Talon growled. “You know nothing of him!”
 
   “Yes I do,” Jahre said defiantly. “He was my son.”
 
   Talon stood silently for a moment before shaking his head vigorously. “No, you’re lying, you’re trying to fool me. Just give me the scroll!”
 
   “Think back, Talon,” Jahre coaxed. “Your mother didn’t run after us that day. Why do you think that was?”
 
   Talon slammed his fist on the table. “Stop!”
 
   “It was your father’s idea. He offered to sacrifice himself to Khefir so that you might become something more than he or I could. He saw the greatness in you.”
 
   “No,” Talon yelled. He put the bloody knife to Jahre’s throat.
 
   “You must remember, he and I were arguing that day, before we left the house. Surely you remember something. He summoned me from my home to perform the sacrifice.”
 
   Talon kept shaking his head. “My father would never have left my mother to die,” Talon argued.
 
   “No,” Jahre admitted. “He wouldn’t have. But he didn’t know that would happen, neither did I. That wasn’t supposed to happen.”
 
   “But it did happen,” Talon shot back. “You took my father, and because of you I also lost my mother. I was left alone in a burnt village filled with my dead friends. You did that to me.” Talon pressed the knife into Jahre’s neck just enough so Jahre winced. “Where is the scroll?”
 
   Jahre blinked away the tears. “It is in my left boot.”
 
   Talon reached a hand down and pulled a wooden cylinder from the boot and set it on the table. There were no markings on the wood, and no obvious way to open it. “How does it open?” Talon asked.
 
   “Only with the other relics,” Jahre replied. The walls and floor shook violently and a deafening, thunderous rumbling rolled through the chamber. Jahre’s eyes went wide with surprise.
 
   Talon smirked. “Our time is up.” 
 
   “What was that?” Jahre asked.
 
   “I made a surprise with one of the underground gas lines,” Talon replied. “It should keep everyone busy enough for me to escape.”
 
   “You sabotaged L’gorech’s house,” Jahre surmised.
 
   “I did,” Talon admitted. “I opened a gas leak and set a few candles in strategic places.”
 
   “So my servant’s son is also dead then, I suppose, since you said he was tied up in the basement.”
 
   Talon shrugged. “He should have picked a better friend.” Talon bent down and pulled his pant leg up to reveal a small glass jar tied to his calf, just above the ankle. He untied the jar and set it in front of Jahre.
 
   Jahre eyed the blue flower inside and closed his eyes. “I still believe you can make this right,” Jahre said. “There is still some good in you.”
 
   “No,” Talon whispered as he opened the lid. “You killed everything good in me. You sucked it out, like a spider.” Talon placed the open jar on Jahre’s lap. “Soon it will recognize its toxin in your blood and it will extend its stem to attach to you.” Talon stood and took the scroll, tucking it into the back of his waistband.
 
   “I will fight for you,” Jahre promised. “I refuse to believe that your father’s sacrifice was in vain.”
 
   Talon regarded the old elf once more. The hist rose slowly snaked out of the jar and latched onto Jahre’s exposed hand. Jahre’s eyes went wide as it attached and began to pull against his skin. Talon smiled. “That particular flower grew on my mother’s grave.” Talon turned and started for the door. “If you’ll excuse me, I have an army to liberate and a demigod to kill.”
 
   “The flower isn’t big enough to kill me before someone finds me,” Jahre said.
 
   Talon stopped abruptly and hefted a washbasin out of its stand. He dumped the water on the floor and took the brass bowl in hand and approached a gold plated gas lamp protruding from the wall near the door. Talon cocked his head sideways to inspect the pipe that ran from the wall to the base of the lamp. One heavy swing shattered the lamp and ripped the fixture clean off the pipe. One more bent the pipe downward. A third, and final blow, bent the pipe back against itself with such force that the metal split and hissed gas into the room. Talon turned back to face the old elf. “I’m betting that all of Medlas’ available guards are already occupied at L’gorech’s house. No one will find you before the gas can reach the fire in the hearth over there.” Talon flipped the dented wash basin onto the table. “The hist rose will keep you in place until the fire consumes you. It’s better than you deserve, but it will do.” Talon walked to the door and pulled it open. “Say hello to my father for me, you evil cur,” Talon hissed.
 
   Then he pulled the door shut behind him.
 
   Talon sighed and leaned back against the door. He let his eyes close, but only for a moment. He would allow himself to enjoy his revenge later, for now he had to escape before this building exploded. He made for the opposite end of the council hall, retracing his steps from when he arrived. He jumped down three and four stairs at a time as he used his hand to steady himself.
 
   Two flights down he saw an elf carrying an armload of books coming up the stairs from one of the other floors. Talon jumped up, leading with his left foot and catching the elf by surprise. The two went flying down the stairs, Talon landing atop the elf and books crashing down around them. The elf never stood a chance, his leg twisted and broke as they tumbled and then Talon slammed the elf’s head onto the edge of a stair before somersaulting away without so much as glancing back.
 
   Once he reached the second floor landing he went to the window in the stairwell and peered down. He hoisted the window up and clambered onto the window sill for a better look to the side street below. It was empty. He gauged the distance to the building across the side street at about nine feet. However, there was a balcony that extended out from the other building’s second floor just a couple of feet. Talon rocked onto his haunches and then launched across, grabbing the edge of the balcony and pulling himself up quickly.
 
   He reached for the door and discovered it was unlocked. He smiled and slipped inside. He found himself in a long, narrow hallway. He tried the first door. It was locked. He tried the next and discovered it was also locked. Rather than waste time looking for an open door he pulled a lock pick set from under his wrist bracer and went to work. He had the tumblers clicking into place before he took more than four breaths, then he eased the door open and checked the room.
 
   An empty, neatly made bed stood at the center of the room. A small, wooden chair sat off to one side, and a coat rack was hung on the wall. Talon went in and shut the door behind him. He quickly pulled the red, Svetli’Tai Kruk tunic up over his head and threw it to the floor. Then he unbound the twine that held the pillow to his stomach and let those fall on top of the tunic. He untucked his earth-brown shirt, slipped off his boots, and undid his belt. He stripped the black trousers off to reveal dark green pants of cotton. Then, he grabbed the pillow and opened the stitching on its back to retrieve a pair of leather moccasins he had hidden inside. He stuffed his feet into the moccasins and then gathered his disguise into a bundle and shoved it under the bed.
 
   Talon straightened his shirt and then left the room. He looked down the hall, but decided it might be better to exit from the balcony before someone caught him in this building. He jogged silently to the end of the hall and flung himself over the balcony after checking to make sure the side street was still empty. He lowered himself slowly until his arms were fully extended and then he dropped to the cobblestones below.
 
   He quickly made his way to the south end of the city, being careful to keep his distance from any area that might have extra guards. He hoped the majority of them would still be dealing with the fallout from L’gorech’s house. There were not as many people in the streets as there had been the day before. The elves he saw now all talked amongst themselves in whispers and hushed tones. Three elves ahead of him huddled so close they were almost shoulder to shoulder on the side of the street.
 
   “I heard it was a malfunction with the lamp,” one of them said.
 
   “No, I bet L’gorech simply left the valve open. Everyone knows he was a blundering idiot,” the second said.
 
   “Have either of you seen it?” the third asked. “There is debris everywhere. Several nearby buildings were scorched and fires are still being put out. All of the Kruks have been ordered there to help with their magic.”
 
   “Horrible,” the first commented.
 
   Talon contained his smile and walked by the trio. He ignored others in the street, concentrating on escaping Medlas as quickly as he could. He paused only when a pair of Svetli’Tai Kruks ran across the road in front of him. He didn’t stop altogether, or turn away, but he slowed his pace and kept his head down a bit. The pair of guards were shouting and hollering before disappearing into a large building on the opposite end of the street. Talon decided it was best to turn down the nearest side street before any more of them came out of the building. He turned left and stopped abruptly when he almost walked directly into a Svetli’Tai Kruk headed the opposite direction.
 
   “My apologies,” Talon offered and he moved aside to let him pass.
 
   “I know you,” the elf said. Talon recognized the elf as the other guard from the gate. “I had an uneasy feeling about you when L’gorech let you in.”
 
   Talon raised his hands and smiled. “I don’t know what you are insinuating, but…”
 
   “You need to come with me,” the elf said. “L’gorech is dead.”
 
   “I don’t know anything about that,” Talon insisted. “I haven’t seen him since I arrived at the gate.”
 
   “Right, you expect me to believe that there just happened to be a gas explosion in L’gorech’s house? I don’t know what you are up to, but I am going to put a stop to it.”
 
   Talon shook his head. “No, you aren’t.” He struck out with a hard jab to the elf’s nose, followed by a forceful left cross to his temple. The elf took the blows and responded with a strong kick to Talon’s left knee. Talon buckled only slightly before catching his balance and stepping back to dodge a second kick.
 
   The elf jumped back and unleashed a magical blast that knocked Talon into the wall of the building behind him. Talon gasped for breath and rolled to his side. He was defenseless. He had nothing on him, not even the dinner knife from Jahre’s room. He knew there was no way for him to fight against a magic wielding warrior with his bare hands. He held his arms up and nodded.
 
   “Alright,” he coughed. “”You caught me, I surrender.”
 
   The elf held his scimitar at the ready and kept his left palm facing Talon. “Try to escape and the next blast will rip you in half.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it,” Talon agreed. “But let me ask you one question before you take me in.”
 
   “Why should I?” the elf spat back. “Turn around, keep your knees on the ground and place your hands on the back of your head. I will be asking you the questions.”
 
   Talon shrugged and slowly turned with his knees firmly on the cobblestone. He noticed a group of passersby had stopped and were pointing at him. He winked at them as he placed his hands on his head.
 
   “How many gas pipes run through the Council Hall?” Talon asked.
 
   “Keep your mouth closed you…” the elf stopped midsentence. “Wait, what did you say?”
 
   Talon turned to look over his shoulder. “How many gas pipes run through the Council Hall?” He grinned wryly as the elf took a half step back and glanced behind him in the direction of the Council Hall. “Did you tamper with the Council Hall?”
 
   Talon shrugged and turned around.
 
   “Answer me!” The elf rushed forward and slammed his fist into the back of Talon’s skull. Talon went down hard, face first, onto the street. “What have you done?” the elf roared.
 
   Talon thrust his heel up to connect with the elf’s groin. Then he flipped over and lashed out with another kick that caught the elf’s sword arm and flipped it in front of his body. Talon jumped to his feet and barreled into the elf, taking him down to the ground. He bit the elf’s pointy ear and tore a hunk of flesh off.
 
   “Gah!” the elf howled. He punched Talon in the side and then rolled out from under him, clutching his ear. They both jumped up to their feet. Talon sent the elf flying with a powerful kick to his sternum. The elf crumpled against the stone wall and fumbled his scimitar.
 
   Talon glanced over his shoulder to see a few male elves rushing toward him. He ran for the Kruk’s scimitar and scooped it up. He held the tip to the elf’s throat and warned the would-be do-gooders off with a wave. “No closer, or he dies!” Talon promised.
 
   The elves stopped for a moment and glanced at each other.
 
   “He’ll kill me anyway,” the guard huffed. “Take him down.”
 
   The others started advancing again. A loud thunderous boom shook the ground and thrust everyone to the ground. Talon rolled as he collided with the wall and pushed off with his feet to launch into a somersault. The elves all shouted amongst themselves trying to understand what was happening, but Talon was fully aware of what it was.
 
   Jahre’s life had finally come to an end.
 
   Another explosion ripped through the air, followed a couple of seconds later by another. The ground itself heaved and rolled as a series of deafening blasts tore through Medlas. Talon dropped the scimitar and ran as quickly and as steadily as he could for the main gate.
 
   A flare of fire and smoke caught his eye when he emerged from the side street. The great, green cupola was sliding from its perch on the Council Hall as the building crumbled amidst multiple explosions. Stone and debris fell from the sky with a vengeance, pelting onlookers and dropping them to the ground. Talon could hear their shrieking cries between explosions as fireballs continued to burst through other sections of the once grand building.
 
   “So much for safety measures,” Talon grumbled. A nearby lamppost erupted in flame and the metal pole launched into the air trailing fire and smoke beneath as though it were a fiery arrow from the ground itself. Talon sprinted faster now, jumping over several elves who stumbled on the quaking ground.
 
   Throngs of elves and humans poured out from buildings everywhere. They each fought the crowds, clawing and kicking to get ahead of the person next to them as they all ran for the main gate. Talon knew it would be hard to avoid being trampled in the press, but at least the guards at the gate would likely keep the gates open. Another street lamp erupted in flame, catching a nearby elf and lighting his cloak aflame. He shrieked and wheeled out of his burning clothes only to be knocked to the ground by the people coming after him.
 
   The ground buckled in front of Talon and sent a score of people to their bellies as the road split and ripped apart. Talon managed to vault the widening gap as the cobblestone fell away and pulled several people into the sewer beneath the street. A street lamp off to his left glowed red and started to bend at the base. The top of the lamp swayed down, and then rotated around to point toward the street. Talon stopped running and dove to his right an instant before the lamp’s base erupted and sent the metal pole whirling end over end through the panicked crowd.
 
   Miraculously, the nimble elves all managed to avoid the flaming lamp until it blasted into a stone wall on the opposite side of the street. Talon jumped up and fought off a few people that were already stepping on him as the mass exodus pushed on toward the gate. No more street lamps exploded, but flames continued to puff through the sewer grates in the street as he ran on.
 
   “That worked a little too well,” Talon mumbled to himself as he took an elbow to the ribs from a tall, slender female elf who was frantically clawing her way to the front of the crowd. Talon wondered if perhaps the main gas distribution center had been underneath the Council Hall. He supposed that might make it easier if it was administered by the city’s government. He had asked L’gorech about it, but the dolt had absolutely nothing to offer him. It had been a miracle that L’gorech had known where Jahre was staying.
 
   It made no difference now, though. His plan may not have accounted for every detail, but it worked, and he was still breathing. In a foreign land filled with magic wielding warriors, he would take every win he could, even if it meant destroying an ancient elvish city.
 
   The road rounded and turned east. The crowd followed it like a river running through a canyon river bed. Talon saw the gates were indeed open. It appeared that several guards were actually trying to close them, but they were vastly outnumbered by hordes of people fleeing the city. There must have been close to two hundred people already at the gates, fighting to keep them open and escape. Talon smiled wide. At this rate, he could run half way back to Bluewater and no one would think twice of it.
 
   Now that he had the scroll, it was time to go after the next item on his list. It was called simply “The King’s Ring,” and it was being kept by the last remaining Tomni’Tai elf in the realm. Talon would have to sail from Bluewater to Selemet Isle, but he felt confident his good fortune would continue to hold up.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER EIGHTTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “Alright, we are within sight of Bluewater,” announced the ship’s captain.
 
   “Thank you,” Kai replied.
 
   “Anytime,” the captain said. “I’m always happy to help Kelden with anything he needs.”
 
   “Yes, you told me how he saved you once from a band of pirates,” Kai said.
 
   “I am forever in his debt!” the captain said with a finger pointing to the sky. “Without him and his men, I would not be counted among the living today, that is for sure.” The captain turned and walked away, barking orders at his men to prepare the ship for arrival.
 
   Kai was happy to be finished with the human traffickers, yet his victory felt hollow. Perhaps it was because he didn’t personally have the pleasure of killing Gurn. Maybe he just missed Pinhead and Redbeard. Or, possibly he simply felt the nagging emptiness caused within his soul when he killed Jimik and Gainer.
 
   He shook his thoughts out of his head and put his new mission at the forefront of his mind. He rose to his feet, his body still sore from the previous battle. His arm was strong enough to hold a sword now, but he wasn’t sure he could fight with it. The poison’s effects still lingered in his hand and he had to concentrate more than usual to open and close his fingers. Keeping his hand steady was a chore as well, but he grew stronger with each passing day. Hopefully Kelden was right and this new investigation would offer Kai a much needed break from fighting and action. Something in the back of his mind whispered that the danger was far from over. Kai’s hand instinctively slipped down to feel the reassurance of his sword hanging from his belt.
 
   He walked up the stairs to the main deck of the small ship. He could see the city easily enough. They were only about three hundred yards away from the docks. Fishing nets and small boats were strewn about the eastern side of the docks while many larger ships, mostly merchant vessels, were moored on the western side. At the end of the dock there was a large building where the harbor master conducted his business. Beyond the docks there were a few smaller, cottage-like houses on the small slope leading up to the main city. Some of these houses had ivy, bougainvillea, or jasmine crawling over them, creating an almost surreal welcome for any visitor willing to take the time and look.
 
   Near the top of the hill the houses became larger, more rectangular, with pitched roofs. Even from the sea Kai could see the large, brown timbers at the corners of these houses. They contrasted sharply against the white stone of the exterior walls, and were occasionally highlighted by more creeping vines with blossoms of red, blue, yellow, and orange. Further into the city were other, larger buildings. Kai could see the chimneys atop the buildings releasing thin lines of smoke into the air above. Bluewater was far more developed than Rasselin, or even Blundfish.
 
   Kai closed his eyes as the cool summer sea breeze flew past him.
 
   His mood seemed to lighten considerably then as he felt he was free from all his cares. And he knew that he likely was. No Ranger would not venture out this far away from Rasselin. That desert city had enough rats of its own to catch. Even with Jimik and Gainer’s deaths, Kai doubted that any of the Rangers would consider coming to a foreign land to look for him. They would likely search all of the major cities in Zinferth, but they would have no authority here. Yet, he still did not completely dismiss the notion.
 
   That thought made him shudder.
 
   “Beautiful city, this Bluewater,” the captain said as he admired the view of the city. “I have come here on many trips for trade, and am always impressed with its beauty. The lush, green trees, the well-dressed citizens in their fine linens and silken outfits, the crystal clear blue waters of their port, and the serenity of the city itself are just heaven to an old salty sea-dog like myself.” The captain stretched his arms out as if to hug the entire city. “Is there such a place anywhere else on Terramyr?” he asked with a very content smile.
 
   Kai nodded his agreement. The city was far superior to anything he had ever seen. The captain patted Kai on the shoulder then and walked away to oversee the crew as they secured the ship to the dock.
 
   Within a few minutes Kai was back on land. His legs felt a little insecure on the dry, unmoving earth as they had become accustomed to the rocking motions of the sea, but soon they regained their regular walking abilities and he ambled onward to meet with the dock manager.
 
   “Who might you be?” the old, hawk-nosed elf said from behind a pair of round spectacles.
 
   Kai pulled his backpack around and reached inside to retrieve his orders from Kelden. "I was told to show these to you and ask for Seldaric,” Kai replied.
 
   The old elf wrinkled his nose and arched a brow. “You were told to ask for Seldaric?” he repeated.
 
   Kai nodded. “Is that a problem?”
 
   The elf raised both of his brows and sighed. “I am afraid that Seldaric was recently notified that his grandfather was murdered in Medlas. I don’t think he will be much use to you.”
 
   Kai frowned. “Perhaps, then, I could offer my assistance to him.”
 
   The dock manager nodded and handed the orders back to Kai. “I remember Kelden, and I have no problem with your orders. I hereby grant you access to Bluewater. If you seek Seldaric, however, you will need to tread lightly. I heard that he and one of the Svetli’Tai Kruks from Medlas have been tracking the murderer somewhere here in the town. So far he has evaded or killed other patrolmen that have come across him. I would watch my back, if I were you. If you must seek him out, then go to the magistrate’s offices tomorrow morning. They can send for him. Until then, perhaps wet your pipe in a tavern and enjoy the sea air.”
 
   Kai nodded his thanks and slung his pack over his shoulder which held a change of clothes, a bit of food the captain had given him, and forty gold pieces as an advance from Kelden. His sword hung from his belt and swung just a little as he walked. Even for a Ranger he was traveling light.
 
   As he pressed further up the hill toward the small cottages he noticed that even the smell was different. Although the air had a salty quality to it he almost felt as if the city smelled cleaner than Blundfish somehow. The aroma of flowers certainly helped. He stopped to admire the buildings close-up. He noticed that the houses and buildings were more rectangular, most of them only one story, but some of them being as tall as three stories. As he had thought, they were built with white stone, with wooden, pitched roofs. Kai definitely liked the brighter appearance that this type of building gave to the city as opposed to the darker brick or wood that was used back in Rasselin.
 
   He looked up one of the side streets and saw a sign for a tavern. He ambled his way over to it intending to enter but then he stopped as he heard a threatening voice.
 
   “Stop right there!” the voice demanded. Kai slowly turned to see an elf dressed in bronze armor, sword drawn and at the ready. To Kai’s surprise, the elf wasn’t looking at him, but beyond him. Kai turned to see another human just beyond the tavern. Kai’s mouth dropped open. He couldn’t be sure, but the man looked like the person Kai had seen outside Governor Gandle’s manor.
 
   Four more elves emerged from hiding spots along the side street and cornered the fugitive. Kai instinctively backed up to the tavern wall, staying clear of the kill zone. As desperately as he wanted answers about Governor Gandle, he couldn’t be sure that this was the same man yet. Besides, elves were allowed to use magic in the Elven Isles, so logically Kai assumed that the villain was as good as caught.
 
   Kai noted the scimitar hanging from the man’s belt. The way the man stood cued the ex-Ranger in to the fact that he was preparing for a fight. Kai knew if he interfered now, the elves would consider him a threat. He would have to let this play out, even if that meant losing the chance to question the man.
 
   “You are under arrest for four counts of murder, including Jahre, Sage of Bluewater, Jahre’s servant, Uloren, Uloren’s son Lelrin, and Watch Captain L’gorech. You are also charged with the destruction of the Council Hall in Medlas. We are authorized to neutralize you by any means necessary,” another elf said as he stepped out from behind a large rose bush. Kai was astonished that he had not noticed the elf hiding a mere twenty feet away from him dressed in a bright red hooded tunic. The elf pulled back the hood to reveal a mangled ear.
 
   “How’s the ear?” the human taunted. The man slowly slid the scimitar from its sheath.
 
   The elf in the red tunic raised his left hand, palm facing out. Kai could hear the breathing rhythms of each of the fighters. The man seemed calm but the elves were breathing at a quickened pace, revealing their nervousness. It seemed as if they all stood there for hours on end. No one moved. Weapons were at the ready, but hardly an eyelid blinked. Then suddenly the human burst into action.
 
   He fired a crossbow at the elf in the red tunic, who managed to dodge the missile by casting a ward spell in front of him that stopped the bolt in mid-air about six inches away from his throat.
 
   The man whirled to his left and took off the nearest elf’s sword arm with a single, deft stroke. Then he pierced the elf’s chest with his scimitar and pulled on the scimitar’s handle to force the elf to turn and stand directly between the fugitive and another elf. A fireball leapt from a third elf’s hand but was blocked by his skewered comrade’s back.
 
   The man jerked his scimitar free and threw a dagger at the third elf. The blade sunk into his neck and the elf twirled to the ground clutching at his throat. The fugitive was amazingly fast, faster than Kai had ever seen a man move. He dodged a spell thrown by the elf in red and managed to close the distance on the fourth elf. A quick set of parries and then the human cut the fourth elf down with a deep slash through the elf’s torso.
 
   Only the elf in red and the armored elf remained. The elf in red charged on the human’s left and the armored elf charged on the man’s right.
 
   Who is this man? Kai wondered. He felt his hand slide down to his sword. Something inside him urged him to help. The human crossed blades with both elves. He moved so quickly that he was able to block with his scimitar, strike with his boot, and even draw a dagger with his left hand without either elf being able to score a single hit.
 
   The human ducked down as both elves thrust from either side. Then the human flicked the dagger. The elf in red shouted in protest as the dagger bit into his thigh. The armored elf moved in furiously working his blade. The human deflected each strike and retaliated with a series of powerful blows that if not for the elf’s armor surely would have cut the elf into pieces. Luckily for the elf the scimitar bounced off the bronze plating.
 
   The elf in red raised his left hand again and conjured another spell. Kai watched in amazement as the very air around the elf’s hand seemed to gather and condense into a ball of opaque energy. The armored elf saw it too, and took a couple steps back from the human. Somehow, the human anticipated what was coming. He dove to the side and the magic blast pummeled the armored elf with punishing force. The bronze plates yielded inward under the pressure and the elf flew head over heels backward through the air until he slammed into the tavern’s exterior wall and slid down, head first, to hit the ground.
 
   Kai couldn’t watch anymore. He dropped his backpack and sprinted for the elf in red and tackled him to the ground just as a crossbow bolt sailed overhead and glanced off the stone wall of the building behind them. Kai sprang to his feet and drew his sword, but the human was already gone down the alleyway from which he had appeared between the tavern and a stone cottage.
 
   “What are you doing?” the elf in red shouted.
 
   “I saved your life!” Kai replied.
 
   “Bah!” the elf huffed, “I could have dodged the crossbow.”
 
   Kai shook his head. “No, he was too fast that time, you wouldn’t have raised your ward in time. You barely shielded yourself from his first shot.”
 
   The elf slowly pushed himself to his feet and glared at Kai. “What is your name, human?”
 
   Kai recognized the elf’s tone. He let his sword fall to the ground and he held his hands out to his side. “I am Kai, I have come from Zinferth on official business.”
 
   The elf cocked his head and stared hard into Kai’s eyes. “Then why were you headed straight for the tavern?”
 
   “I have business with Seldaric, but the dock manager told me I should wait until the morning to seek him out, so I was going to have a drink and inquire about a room.” Kai motioned to the alleyway. “I assume that is the fugitive the dock manager spoke of?”
 
   The elf stood silently.
 
   Kai pointed to his backpack. “My official orders are in my bag. They will confirm my claims.”
 
   The elf nodded. “Well, no reason to wait until tomorrow to talk with Seldaric,” he said.
 
   “Are you Seldaric?” Kai asked.
 
   The elf shook his head. “I am Ulthgaron.” He pointed to the crumpled form in bronze armor. “He is Seldaric.”
 
   Kai turned around to see the armored elf slowly turning around to sit upright and struggling to pull his helmet off. “He got away?” he asked as he spat a mouthful of blood on the ground.
 
   Ulthgaron nodded. “I assume responsibility for it. It was foolish to throw that spell with you so close to him.”
 
   Seldaric stood on shaky legs and tossed his helmet to the ground. “No matter. We have time. He can’t go back to Medlas, and Bluewater is the only port city on this side of the island.”
 
   “What do we do now,” Ulthgaron asked. “Shall we pursue?”
 
   Seldaric shook his head. “You are injured and I can barely stand. I am lucky my armor stopped your spell from crushing my bones. As it is I can barely breathe.”
 
   “I can help you,” Kai offered. Seldaric looked Kai over and shrugged.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “I believe you may know the man who sent me, his name is Kelden,” Kai said.
 
   Seldaric frowned for a moment and then he nodded. “Yes, he was sent to recover a ship that pirates had stolen. I remember him.”
 
   “Well,” Kai began. “Now he has sent me for the same man you are chasing,” Kai lied.
 
   “Why would he do that?” Ulthgaron asked. “You can’t possibly know about the attack in Medlas.”
 
   “No,” Kai said quickly, “but a couple of weeks ago that man killed the governor of my home city. If possible I am to take him alive to acquire information from him about his motives.”
 
   Seldaric nodded. “I can’t promise that we will take him alive, but if Kelden sent you to take him, you are welcome to help us track him down.”
 
   “I would prefer to see him dead,” Ulthgaron stated bluntly.
 
   “Alive is better, but dead will work as well,” Kai said. He knew he was stretching the boundaries of the authority Kelden had charged him with, but he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to catch the assassin. “Shall I grab my orders for you?” Kai asked Seldaric.
 
   A group of elves approached from the main road to survey the scene. Many of them murmured amongst themselves in hushed tones that Kai couldn’t discern. Then, a female elf pushed through and placed her hands to her mouth.
 
   “My husband!” she cried out. She ran to one of the dead elves on the street and dropped to her knees beside him. Her sobs ceased only as she uttered prayers over his body.
 
   Soon the street was filled with elves mourning the loss of their fellow friends and family.
 
   Seldaric and Ulthgaron came close to Kai as the crowd closed in.
 
   “If you want to help, Kai,” Seldaric began, “then help me get out of this plate armor so I can bury my men.” The crowd wailed and cried, some cursing the murderer, some even cursing Seldaric.
 
   “If we waste time now, the assassin will only get farther away,” Kai reasoned.
 
   Ulthgaron put a hand on Kai’s shoulder. “He can only go into the forest to hide. Sooner or later he will have to return here if he wishes to take a ship back to the main lands.”
 
   Seldaric looked into Kai’s eyes. “My city is very closely knit together. The loss of one affects us all. We have already lost several men in the past few days trying to block the fugitive from reaching the port. We will need to regroup, but we can only do that after I see to the fallen.”
 
   Kai nodded. “Alright Seldaric,” Kai said. “I will help you bury your men tonight. Then, you and I shall hunt this murderer.”
 
   Kai and Ulthgaron pried the bent armor free from Seldaric and then they turned to take care of the slain elves. Seldaric bent down low to pick up one of the bodies. Kai was there, picking the body up from the feet while Seldaric held the elf’s torso. With Ulthgaron’s help and that of several other elves, they spent the next several hours burying the fallen, and giving them their last rights.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes had passed since the encounter with the elves, and Talon grew weary of running. Guessing that he was far enough away he slowed his pace as he continued further into the dense forest. He massaged the stitch in his left side with his knuckles and slowed to a stop and leaned up against a large tree, placing his hand high on the tree above his head and then planting his forehead right against the bark of the tree. Although he was not caught he could not help but feel defeated. He had the Tomni’Tai Scroll, but no way to get off of the island and pursue the next relic. His only option was to take refuge in the forest and try to circle back around to get to the port.
 
   He cursed himself. He should have stayed in the city. How could he hope to survive in the forest with elves hunting him? This was their territory, not his. He should have hidden himself in a cottage somewhere in Bluewater.
 
   Talon pushed himself away from the tree and shook his head. He knew staying in Bluewater would have been suicide. He had already battled with a group of Kruks on his way from Medlas to Bluewater, and another three patrolmen inside of Bluewater. That wasn’t even counting this latest battle with the armored elf and Talon’s old friend from Medlas.
 
   “I hate elves,” Talon mumbled to the tree.
 
   A few birds sang overhead up in the high branches of the trees. He turned and looked up in the direction of the sound. Even if Talon had not been running for his life he probably would not have enjoyed the bird’s song, he was not fond of such things and found them to be rather annoying.
 
   “But not as annoying as that cursed elf!” Talon spoke to the tree. “He will prove to be a thorn in my side for sure. I should have killed him in Medlas when I had the chance!” Then Talon recalled the human who had helped the Svetli’Tai Kruk. The image of the man diving to save the elf was engrained into Talon’s mind. Who was he, and where had he come from? Talon could have ended the Kruk if not for the human’s interference.
 
   Talon yelled and slammed the tree with the bottom part of his fist. He knew that he would have to shift his game to that of stealth. His blades would have to be used sparingly if he was going to live long enough to find a way off the island without drawing too much attention to himself. Talon laughed then as he realized that it was already too late. As it was he knew that the citizens of Bluewater and Medlas would be willing to use whatever means necessary to bring him down. The thought of his infamy put a twisted smile on his face. Talon chuckled and continued walking due east looking for a shelter to rest in while he waited for the night to approach. He recalled the great beast that had attacked him the first night he was in the forest on this island. He had no desire to have another such encounter. Things would be more than difficult enough with the elves searching for him.
 
   He soon found shelter as he walked around a large hillock to see that the backside was a rigid rock face extending fifteen feet in height and over twenty feet in width. Talon smiled when he spied the tiny entrance to an old, abandoned mine shaft. On the off chance the old mine was inhabited, he drew his scimitar and then went inside.
 
   To his satisfaction he found no creatures of any kind dwelling in the shaft. In fact he found hardly anything at all. There was one small torch on the floor near the entrance which he lit to brighten his path, but other than that the shaft was empty. Talon could tell the place had not been used for many decades, the wooden support beams were aged and looked the worse for wear. The dust he stirred up while walking assaulted his nostrils until he sneezed. The loud sound thundered down the shaft as the echoes bounced from wall to wall. Talon walked a long way down the tunnel to see where it led. To his surprise he found no sign of mining, no tools, no marks in the wall, not even so much as a small hole anywhere.
 
   He was curious as to what the tunnel had been used for, so he continued walking through the tunnel, descending deeper below the surface. He could not be sure, but he felt as though the tunnels were winding back in the direction of Bluewater.
 
   Ten minutes later Talon stopped as he came to a large chamber. His torch just barely provided enough light for him to expel the darkness from the area. The ceiling was well over thirty feet above him, the width of the chamber was maybe thirty yards, and it continued straight forward for another fifty yards from where Talon stood. He entered slowly, cautiously, still holding his scimitar in his right hand. 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, but he did notice a few pictures which he did recognize.
 
   One was a mural of a black dragon flying with a short rider on his back, holding a long spear. This was a drawing of Lemork. Talon knew of the story, although admittedly he did not know it well. He knew that 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. If he was to believe Jahre, then King Lemork ultimately intended to slay Basei.
 
   Talon was sorry that Lemork had not succeeded. Maybe if he had Talon’s life would have gone down a very different path.
 
   Talon had read once of how the Elf War had been of an almost unimaginable scale. The losses on both sides were high, but Lemork’s forces were winning. Lemork would have completed his conquest and eradicated the elves, securing the entire lower islands for the exclusive use of the Sierri’Tai, except a human king had come down from Raia, the continent now divided into the kingdoms of Shausmat and Zinferth. Dailex, as the human king was called, 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.
 
   Talon knew that 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.
 
   A picture next to this mural showed a smaller, but equally important historical scene. A group of elves stood around an altar. They fashioned the relics necessary to banish the rest of the Sierri’Tai. With King Dailex dead, there was no one willing to oppose this final solution to the Sierri’Tai problem. The Svetli’Tai elders worked with a pair of Tomni’Tai elves to banish every Sierri’Tai to the Netherworld. That was the part that Talon found disgusting.
 
   For him, it was enough to destroy the enemy. He also understood, and accepted the real possibility of collateral damage during war—Talon certainly didn’t lose sleep over any elf he may have inadvertently killed in the fiery explosions in Medlas—but to purposefully and willfully kill women and children was repulsive, even to him.  The fact that the elders banished all of the Sierri’Tai to the Netherworld, and essentially damned them all to either a horrid death or a nightmarish existence running from creatures and demons that made dragons seem like house cats was unfathomable to Talon. He understood vengeance more than most, and was willing to do a lot of damage to enact his justice, but even he had his limits.
 
   Talon sighed as he came to the end of the mural. He continued to scan the walls for more runes or paintings as he walked across the floor, then he heard a slight movement coming from behind him. He turned quickly to see a small, ancient being coming into the view of torchlight.
 
   “So, you have finally come,” the figure said. The figure reached up and slowly drew back his tattered hood to reveal his wrinkled face and stringy, long silver hair. Talon noted that the humanoid resembled an elf, but something was amiss. The skin was too dark, although it did hold a sort of milky quality mixed in with almost black undertones of flesh it was obviously very different from the elves in Bluewater or Medlas. Talon watched as the dark elf moved slowly, holding its left arm up to shield its eyes from the torchlight. “You have the scroll with you, yes?” the dark elf asked.
 
   “Who are you?” Talon inquired, still holding his scimitar at the ready.
 
   The dark elf smiled eerily. “You haven’t heard of me?” he asked sarcastically. “I am the troll who eats little elf children that wander too close to my cave.” He cackled maniacally and bent to sit upon a stone bench. “The better question is who are you, and why have you come to the final resting chamber of the great and dreadful King Lemork?”
 
   “You are not King Lemork,” Talon said quickly. He studied the drow carefully, trying to assess whether this elf was a threat.
 
   The drow shook his head and folded his hands in his lap. “No, I am not Lemork. But this is where his bones are laid to rest.” The drow pointed to the small pouch hanging from Talon’s belt. “I see you have the gorlung’s fang in your satchel. Tell me, how did you defeat the beast?”
 
   Talon looked down to his belt and knit his brow together. “What is a gorlung?” he asked.
 
   The drow waved a dismissive hand and shook his head while he mumbled something that Talon couldn’t understand. “How is it you have the beast’s fang in your satchel and yet you ask me what a gorlung is? It is the giant, sable colored cat that you obviously killed.” The drow fussed with his tattered cloak, trying to stretch it enough to cover the front of his legs while he sat. “That’s how I knew it was you, I could sense the fang’s presence.”
 
   Talon nodded his head as if he understood, but he was still trying to decide whether the old drow was crazy. “You are a Sierri’Tai?” Talon asked.
 
   “Of course I am,” the drow quipped. “What else would I be if I wasn’t a Sierri’Tai?”
 
   Talon let out a small chuckle. “You still haven’t explained how you know about the fang.”
 
   The old drow smiled and nodded slowly. “You still haven’t answered whether you have the scroll,” the drow said.
 
   Talon nodded slowly and relaxed his stance somewhat. “I have slain Jahre and taken the Tomni’Tai Scroll.”
 
   The drow’s lips drew tight as a wide grin stretched across his wrinkled, ashen face. “Truly?” the Drow asked wryly. “That is wonderful.” A few moments later the small Drow motioned for Talon to follow him. “I mean you no harm, human,” the drow promised. “I have long seen you in my dreams and waited for you to come and release my people. Come with me.”
 
   “In your dreams?” Talon asked skeptically.
 
   “Yes,” the drow responded. “In my dream you arrived here riding the magnificent gorlung like a horse. It was symbolic, of course, meant as a way for me to recognize you when you finally arrived. It helped me understand that I was looking for someone who could conquer the gorlung.”
 
   “How could you know I have conquered it?”
 
   The drow pointed to the small pouch hanging from Talon’s belt. “The gorlung is a beast from the Netherworld. Its magic is unlike anything on this plane of Terramyr. I can sense the fang’s presence within your bag there. I don’t know everything about it, of course, but I know enough to know that a gorlung can live nearly forever, and it is almost impossible to kill. Scores of Svetli’Tai men have tried to hunt it over the centuries. It ate most of them.” The drow sneered at the thought. “As you can imagine, I am happy to see you, but also a bit saddened by the gorlung’s death. I rather enjoyed watching it scourge the elves here.”
 
   Talon opened the pouch and removed the tooth. “It was a mighty foe,” he admitted. “I won by lighting a fire in its mouth and removing its head.”
 
   The drow sniggered. “Incredible,” he commented. Then he waved again and started to walk away. “Come, follow me.”
 
   Talon sheathed his scimitar and then followed the drow. Of course Talon needed to adjust his pace to a painfully slow shuffle to accommodate the old drow, but that did not matter too much. Talon was interested to hear this creature’s tale.
 
   As they neared the back of the cavern Talon 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, a source of water and fish. “So that is how you have survived this long?” Talon observed as he pointed in the direction of the stream.
 
   “Yes. The stream goes all the way to the sea. The fish are small, but I also eat of the roots coming in through the wall. It has been a long time that I have been down here.”
 
   Talon let his gaze wander to the right where he noticed an incredibly large skeleton. Before he even saw the whole thing and knew what it was the drow turned to him and lifted his hand up to stop Talon.
 
   “This is the final resting place of the black dragon,” the drow grew very solemn as he spoke. “After the last battle the mighty dragon entered into this cave with King Lemork’s remains to hide and recover, but then the Svetli’Tai arrived with their earth magic.” The drow spit on the ground then in disgust. “They shrank the passageway down so that only a humanoid could fit through, leaving only this chamber big enough for the dragon to move in. He tried for days to break through the tunnel, but the magic made it so that even his mighty claws could not tear through the rock. He was trapped.”
 
   “How did you get here?” Talon asked.
 
   “I was injured in the battle and had crawled into this cave myself, hoping to recover, or to at least die without the agony of an elf blade running through my gut. I had found this cave before the great dragon. I was just over there,” the drow pointed toward the far end of the chamber, “when the dragon came into the cave and then I watched helplessly as the tunnel shrank. The dragon and I tried different methods to escape. Of course, I could walk out of here freely, but I would die quickly unless I had the dragon with me. So our plan was to escape and then free our brethren and attack the Svetli’Tai and Nizhni’Tai for our revenge.” The drow extended a hand to the rock wall and leaned his weight against it and gazed downward into the floor of the stone chamber for a few moments.
 
   “After several days, we knew there was nothing we could do. I buried my king in a small antechamber off of this chamber and began to look for ways to sustain myself and the dragon while we tried to think of ways to escape. Every so often we would try to break through the spell that binds the rocks of this cave together, but the spell never weakened. After a year I had my first vision of you, coming into the cave with the scroll and riding the gorlung. So, we conserved our strength and waited for you to come. I have waited even to this day, but the dragon died long ago. There just was not enough food to keep him alive for long, and the Svetli’Tai magic prevented him from hibernating. He died an agonizing death. It is not easy to watch a dragon starve.”
 
   “What did you do after he perished?” Talon asked.
 
   “I then did what I could to survive. I ate his flesh until his carcass was consumed. I continued to scout around, trying to find a way to release my brothers from their banishment. I would steal into the nearby city and search for clues, but nothing ever turned up. As the years passed, the elves forgot about the cave and the patrols stopped coming around.”
 
   “They just forgot about you?” Talon questioned. “I find that hard to believe.”
 
   The drow smiled. “I am a powerful wizard,” he said. “That is how I managed to survive the great final battle in the first place. After the great dragon passed on, I knew the elves would venture inside to ensure it was dead. Instead of fighting them, I chose to hide, trusting in my visions that you would eventually come.”
 
   “An elf is nothing if not patient,” Talon commented with a nod.
 
   “Precisely,” the drow replied. “When they arrived, I cast a spell over the cave so they could see the dead dragon, and they saw an illusion of my skeleton as well. They reported that the cave was clear, but the council decreed it off limits to elves, just to be safe.”
 
   “And they never patrolled the area after that?”
 
   “Oh no, of course they did. They came around a couple times a week for the next twenty years, but I maintained my spells until the patrols finally ceased.” The drow chuckled to himself and stared at the floor, seemingly remembering something. He looked up again and winked. “Occasionally a young elf or two would venture into the cave with the dream of removing the dragon’s skull. I was not strong enough to attack the city, of course, but I was more than able to take care of a couple of daring elves. After a few elves failed to return the rumors of a ‘legendary elf-eating cave troll’ began.” The drow stopped and turned a keen eye on Talon. “I didn’t eat them, mind you, but I did kill intruders of course, as a matter of self-preservation.” The drow shrugged.
 
   “But you never thought of leaving?” Talon asked.
 
   The drow sighed and closed his eyes. “Now I am too old to fight. So, instead I have done only as much as was necessary to conceal my existence until you arrived. You see, I have had dreams, so many dreams which gave me hope.” The old drow narrowed his beady eyes on Talon and looked the assassin up and down. “I dreamt of a man who would bring about a mighty change and right all of the wrongs which were done to us. That man is you.” The drow pointed at Talon with a feeble finger as he finished his speech. Talon felt a shiver run down his spine as he surveyed the skeleton of the once mighty dragon again. “The power of the Tomni’Tai Scroll must be used to set my brothers free.”
 
   “I have a question,” Talon interjected. “I never understood why the scroll was named after the Tomni’Tai if the Sierri’Tai were the ones who were banished?”
 
   “That is a long story in itself. Simply put, both the Tomni’Tai and Sierri’Tai are drow races. The Sierri’Tai had several falling outs with the Tomni’Tai and when it came time to banish my brethren, the Tomni’Tai were all too eager to help. They are the ones who fashioned the spells that banished my brothers to the Netherworld. Hence, it is called the Tomni’Tai Scroll.”
 
   “I see,” Talon replied.
 
   Both fell silent for a while.
 
   “I can help you,” the drow stated at long last.
 
   “How can you help me?” Talon asked.
 
   “Imagine the stir that would wriggle through the city of Bluewater if I walked back through the streets openly.” The drow smiled wryly.
 
   “What purpose would that serve? I see no benefit, and you just said you are too old to fight.”
 
   “You see no benefit?” the drow asked in a mocking tone. “You have the scroll, but you lack the other relics. In order to find the other relics you will have to travel to Selemet. That is where they are.”
 
   “I have already figured as much,” Talon grunted.
 
   “Well, have you come up with a plan to get from here to there?” the drow taunted.
 
   Talon folded his arms impatiently.
 
   “I didn’t think so,” the drow commented. “I may not have the strength to fight on a continuing basis, but I have enough strength for one last battle.”
 
   “You would sacrifice yourself just to create a diversion?” Talon asked.
 
   The drow nodded. “And, perhaps I can take a few of those cursed Svetli’Tai down before I die. I do not believe they have been practicing their magic as widely since the end of the Mage Wars, therefore it will take them a while to counteract my spells.”
 
   Talon nodded. “That is true. I have only seen the Svetli’Tai Kruks execute spells. An old elf lady told me that most of the elves were required to give up using magic a long time ago.”
 
   “That is because the humans demanded that all magic be discontinued after the Mage Wars. The Svetli’Tai Kruks were allowed to continue practicing with the understanding that they served as the buffer to the Netherworld Gate.” The drow puffed up his chest and smiled. “I may die, but at least I will die to aid my fellow drow escape from the hell they were put into. You just make sure you open the gate.”
 
   “Alright,” Talon agreed. “Let’s do it.”
 
   “I have one more gift that will help you,” the old drow announced.
 
   “What is that?” Talon asked.
 
   The drow reached into the folds of his dark robes and produced a katana. Talon was amazed that the weapon had been concealed so well that even he had not noticed it. His bewilderment turned to admiration quickly as he studied the weapon. The scabbard was made of black, lacquered wood. The scabbard had two rings, one just below the hand-guard, and the other in the middle of the scabbard. The first ring was made of blue steel and had a demon face etched into the ring. The second ring was also made of blue steel, but it was the graven image of a dragon’s head. The scabbard end also had a blue steel cap with a winged demon face.
 
   The hand guard on the katana was the shape of a great, serpentine dragon wrapped around the sword, providing excellent protection as well as a great visual component. Talon admired the black silk binding crisscrossed over the handle with another ring of blue steel at the middle of the handle holding yet another graven image of a dragon. The pommel was capped with a final blue steel piece forged into the shape of a dragon’s head.
 
   “It is exquisite,” Talon whispered.
 
   “You should see the blade,” the drow offered.
 
   Talon handed his torch to the drow and took the sword from the drow and slowly, gently slid the katana from its scabbard. The torchlight glinted off of the clean, pure steel and illuminated the design on the blade. Talon marveled at the workmanship. The image of a long dragon swirling through clouds was carved into the very blade itself on both sides of the mune, the flat back of the katana blade. Talon took a few mock-swings with the blade and delighted in its perfect balance and weight.
 
   “This is the most incredible weapon I have ever seen,” Talon complimented.
 
   “That is because you hold the sword of King Lemork,” the drow replied. “I have kept it here since that day when the black dragon brought it in with him after Lemork’s death. I once thought that I would wield it to avenge my brethren, but I am too old for such things now.”
 
   “I have no words to express what I feel at this moment,” Talon whispered reverently.
 
   “This sword was made by the Sierri’Tai, centuries ago. Only the king of our kind has ever wielded it in battle. I think it would be fitting that our savior should wield it now.”
 
   “What is the sword’s name?” Talon asked.
 
   “It is called Drekk’hul in Taish. If it is translated literally into the common tongue it is rendered as ‘of the black dragon’s spine’ I believe.”
 
   Talon paused, recalling the words Jahre had spoken. “The sword is made from a dragon’s spine?” Talon asked.
 
   The drow shook his head. “A better translation would be ‘Son of the Black Dragon’ as the great sword was made with the aid of a dragon.”
 
   “I see,” Talon said, relieved that this sword didn’t exactly match the description Jahre had foretold of in Medlas.
 
   The drow tapped the blade with a long fingernail and continued. “Originally there were four such blades in existence on Terramyr. One was created for each of the four great dragons, but now the others are lost and this is the only one that remains.”
 
   “I will wield it well on my quest to recover the Sierri’Tai,” Talon promised.
 
   “Drekk’hul will also help you in your quest.”
 
   Talon shot the Drow a puzzled look.
 
   “It is imbued with magical properties. The great dragon who helped my ancestors make this blade blessed it to grant the wielder additional strength and agility. In addition, as long as you possess this blade, the Sierri’Tai are bound to protect and defend you. They will view you as their rightful ruler.”
 
   “Well then,” Talon cut in, “when do we go?”
 
   A smile, larger than any the drow had worn in centuries, crossed his lips and he let out a loud cackle. “Patience, my young friend, we have much to discuss.” The drow rose to his feet and beckoned for Talon to follow him again. “Come, I have some food, and then I will show you where you can rest without worrying about the elves finding you.”
 
   “Can you tell me more about the other relics?”
 
   The drow nodded. “That and much more, I assure you.”
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   Sam Ferguson has a sword collection so large that Wolverine has blade-envy.
 
   He once fought a bull with nothing but a fencing panel and won.
 
   He has enough sons to create his own 3 on 3 football game and still be all-time QB.
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   (Yes, "awesomer" is a word. The toddler says so!)
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
The Netherworld Gate, Book one:

THE

TOMNITAISCROLI

SAM FERGUSON





