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Chapter 1 Dagger In The Night

 

Moonlight cast a thin shadow across the floor as a cold night wind rustled Sviska’s cape. He had been silent since ascending the stairwell of the keep, sneaking past numerous men patrolling the halls. The highest level had proved the least guarded, but getting past the last two men without them seeing him was impossible. 

Sviska would take only a few seconds, emerging from the shadows moving under bleak torchlight, to be within range. The hour was late and the guards were tired. Within only a few strides from his targets, he went from a sneaking pace to a sprint before leaping into the larger one, driving his dagger into his neck. Turning to the second man, he was surprised when he dropped his spear and cowered, putting his hands out in a motion begging for mercy. A poor guard for his charge in the keep. Sviska slashed his neck causing a bubbling red stream to run down the collapsing body. He glanced back down the hall as he caught and laid the man next to the first one. His killings had not gotten the attention of anyone else in the keep. He glanced at an image on the door before passing into the room, leaving their bodies outside. He would not tarry.

 Through an open window across the room, he could hear the dogs barking and their frantic but pointless search. 

One of the other bodies must have been found. 

He was not surprised given he had to take the main road in and the city was already on high alert due to their rebellious state. He was sent to curb the lord of Tar Mena’s obedience to his masters. The lord had ignored other attempts at peace, and a lesson tonight would teach him to behave appropriately.

Sviska tiptoed forward. His boots made little noise as he passed across the darkened room. An image of a tree and two stars, as well as mention of a medallion worn by his target, accompanied the message that had ordered him from the desert of the south to this far northern wooded town.  Upon the door of this very room, he saw the identical image. 

A sleeping form awaited their death.

Stepping around a rocking chair and then onto a rug that ran before the canopied bed, he could see in the gleam of the moon a sheen metal upon the chest of the person. In the blankets, the person moved and something fell out of the bed, rolling into Sviska’s path. He stepped on it, looked down, and found a doll wearing a blue dress under his dark boots. 

What is this?

He moved his hand from the hilt of his dagger and reached down to pick up the doll. Its stringy hair was caked with blood from the underside of his boot. The guard near the front gates had required additional silencing, and Sviska’s foot had worked well to quiet him.

 He dropped the doll and then leaned over the bed. He had expected a woman or a man, but instead, wrapped in blankets and slightly snoring, he found a little girl sleeping. Her arm was above her head, and her hair fell down her face in braided strands.

Why a child? This cannot be.

However, the child was marked with the medallion as his task stated she would be. His masters would not take failure lightly. The Keepers, the assassins of the Order of men, were not allowed to choose to accept or not. They were to simply comply with the wishes of the Order.

His hand gripped his dagger, but his heart thudded and he shivered with chills. He could not draw blood from a child. What crime would a child be guilty of? He had no choice.

It was a moment later when the heavy thud of metal boots preceded the door to the room slamming open. A form appeared, holding a torch and a large hammer. It was a large man, taller than Sviska, and swift, much swifter than the veiled assassin expected.

Sviska went for his sword, sidestepping the arching blow from the hammer, which cracked into the floor just near the bed of the child. He tripped over the rocking chair and rolled toward the wall. 

The man shouted out, “Guards! To the room of my daughter! I have found him!” 

The child began screaming in a deafening pitch. The figure swung the war hammer again as Sviska made it back to his feet. The iron-spiked head of the hammer just missed him. He ran near the window edge, but the blow of the hammer came again, striking his sheath against the wall and forcing him around to face the man. Multiple guards entered the room, and Sviska felt behind him at the open air of the outside. He glanced down but saw nothing but the ground. He attempted again to draw his sword, but he could not. He gripped his dagger.

“I will help you out of my daughter’s room!” the man yelled before charging him. 

He stepped forward, attempting to spin around his attacker, but found himself with the wooden handle of the war hammer against his neck and jaw. The back of his legs were against the bricks of the window. He struggled to push back, but the man had him. With a shout, the angered father of his victim pushed once more, forcing him over the ledge. 

 Sviska closed his eyes, feeling the wind around his body, awaiting his end that he deserved for his many tasks. He had become tired of his own deeds. The Order had become senseless in their targets, and now, after this one, he welcomed death. But that was not his fate.

He smashed into a cart of hay and grains, the sting on his back vibrating throughout his body. The muffled sound of shouting propelled him to get up. He rolled off the cart and struggled to keep his footing. He reached for his dagger but found it missing. Struggling to compose himself, he heard a voice shouting and a loud bell ringing. 

“All guards to the keep! All guards to the keep!” 

The clamor of boots coming up the main road from behind him spurred his continued search for his dagger. He looked down and spotted it in the mud. Somehow, as his eyes were still bouncing around and his sight was narrow, he grasped the hilt. 

“Die!” he heard to his left. 

He moved his dagger in a sideways parry and caught the wooden edge of a spear by chance, sending the shaft upward over his shoulder. He swung forward, seeing the eyes of his attacker and splitting the man’s neck from one side to the next. 

He breathed deeply, and his focus returned. 

Two more were upon him, and each parried in turn before he drove his dagger into the soft spot under their arms. These foes were well armored and trained. Fighting them had already caused him a certain degree of difficulty. He saw more men coming from down the way he had come. His horse was that way, but he could not return to it. Before his intrusion, he had studied the village, and now recalled that dense woods surrounded it and a small gate lay to the east of the keep. He could escape that way.

Sviska began to run, cutting between rows of stables to an alleyway that ran behind a string of structures. He began to hear the swish of arrows, and a few he felt along his cheek as he drew closer to a low wall. He cut back north, using another building as cover as he knelt down to hide behind a stack of barrels. The guards of Tar Mena hastily ran past where he had turned. He could hear more shouting and the neighing of horses.

“Lock the gates. We have more men coming from the south to secure these walls. We will run the assassin down from atop horses.”

This is proving to be a worse night than I expected.

Sviska could see the walls from where he was. Atop them, archers with bent bows walked back and forth, awaiting a single sliver of him to appear. He felt along his chest. He had three throwing knives remaining. Standing, he hugged the wall and made his way to the edge of the building. He saw no one immediately near him but could see two guards atop the wall and a few more down the way. They pointed to where he had been moments before, and it seemed that had captured their attention. 

His path was clear. He would sprint from where he was to the stairwell leading up the wall. Dagger or throwing knife first—it would depend on who saw him. With luck, he could take the first man before the second even saw, and then perhaps take the second as he went over the wall. It would hurt falling again, but no less than a spear or sword, as was his enemy’s intention. He placed his head against the wall and looked up, closing his eyes. Sviska was ready.

He began sprinting just as he planned, but a plan rarely went as wished—this night had proved that. He made it nearly to the stairwell when the further guard of the two shouted. It was too late for the guard at the top of the step. Sviska was upon him, and instead of the dagger, his hands worked well to break the man’s neck. The twanging of the guards’ bows filled the air, and he shielded himself with the body of the guard. Two arrows whizzed near him, and another struck the guard. He shoved the guard away and reached for his throwing knives. He flung two down the wall, and each struck their target, causing them to fall to the ground gasping as his blades obstructed their ability to breathe. From behind him came another trio of men, and he threw his final knife, causing the leading man to stumble and fall backward and knock the other ones down as he tumbled. 

Sviska threw himself over the wall, rolling as he struck the ground and grimacing at the pain in his left arm. He grasped it and ran. Behind him, a guard on the wall shouted, and then he could hear the approaching thunderous hooves of horses. The road was further south, so he would head north and hope he could stay hidden the entire way. Dawn was coming, and getting as far as he could before then was his only chance.

******

He wondered if he was safe, if he had run long enough. On horseback, he would've been surer of himself, but those at Tar Mena had not given him a choice. It was morning now, and a dusky sky above gave way to sunlight. The cool winds of early winter rushed over him as he continued sprinting into the hills of northern Taria. The brush along the road was tanned, and the trees more bare. Snowflakes began to fall but only drifted through the air, not yet sticking to the ground.

Ahead he could hear a brisk river. Somewhere there was a waterfall, but he could not quite see it. He came to where the dirt turned more stony and then trudged through the swift river. Scampering up the bank, he went to run again but stumbled. His knees buckled, and he collapsed in a dripping mess of sweat, water, and mud. The clang of his dagger bouncing off the nearby rocks startled him. He glanced around, gasping to breathe as he searched for where it had fallen. Spotting it, he swallowed his spit and began to crawl.

His knees were sore, and his chest burned with each breath he took. Reaching his dagger, he grasped the hilt. The blade was caked with dried blood. He held it and slumped down sideways on the ground, closing his eyes. Brushing his hand over his face, he wiped at the tear that had slid down to his nose, and whimpered. A bird called in the distance, and his eyes sprung back open. 

Rolling over and peering across the river, he stood as uneasily as he had fallen. Sparse foliage and trees lined the opposite side.

He took a deep breath, drawing in the pine air before exhaling and looking at the dirty blade. He went to the river. Scanning the opposite bank again, he sighed in relief with the hope that he had lost his pursuers. He needed to get the blood off his dagger and keep moving.

He dipped the blade into the current that rushed past, the waters twisting and turning around rocks before passing under thick overhanging trees further downstream. The clotted blood and tissue broke free from the blade and clouded the water. He ran his fingers over both sides and then held it up to the mid-morning sun, checking it for any other residue, all while watching the woods on the opposite bank.

His mind was racing, and the night before had become cloudy. He had never had a task go as awry as that one did.

Grasping the hilt of his sword still at his waist, he forced it out. It snagged on the scabbard as he pulled. He gave it a jerk to pull it free, but instead it cracked, dropping shards into the river. In a fury, he attempted to grab them before they disappeared, but standing on the slick bank, he fell forward into the water. The water was a shock to his disheveled composure. He pushed himself back up, coughing. 

From a child to a man, he had been of service to the Order. The Grand Protectorate was the outward ruling authority, but his masters were the supposed true keepers of peace in the world, the dispelling force and bane of the cursed and sickened magic peoples of long ago.  In truth, it was more often that Sviska and others like him were the real reason for peace.

Sviska knew the Order would know of his failure of the task, but he was done. He did not wish to do this anymore. The task of killing another for little reason other than because of a command had drained him of resolve and drive to continue on such a senseless path.

His hand slid to his right side and rubbed along the leather loops in his armor, and then he shook his head, remembering that he had used all of his throwing knives. The main road before the keep had forced him to use many more knives than he was used to. 

Foolish. I was foolish to go that way.

He recounted the night in his head but saw only blurs and his ears rang with the sounds of barking dogs.

Now standing still along the river's edge, he slid his dagger back into the sheath. He dropped the hilt of his sword on the ground. It was useless now.

Turning north, he went into denser woods. There were many places he could avoid watchful eyes if he wished it, but for now, he needed to avoid any place where an errant rider could announce his description to the local villages.

Making his way to a rocky outcropping atop a hill surrounded by trees, he found a spot for camp. There was a good view of the surrounding areas from high above, and the lack of any nearby village lights or wandering hunters’ campfires assured him he was in a desolate enough place to rest. 

He lit a small fire to chase away the cool winds blowing from the north He nibbled on a piece of cured meat he had retrieved from beneath his cloak, and thought of the events from before. The memory of the little girl haunted his mind. He questioned the Order’s motive, struggling to understand.

Lying on his back, he closed his eyes. He needed rest, but this night he would not get it. The familiar call of a messenger bird above caused his spine to cringe and his eyes to jerk open. The Order had sent a message. He shook his head.

The bird swooped low, its eyes bright white in the stormy sky—a sign to Sviska that it was indeed under control of the Order. Though magic was no more in the lands, the Order had their ways of controlling those they wished. The bird came directly toward him, wings outstretched, and opened its talons. 

A bound parchment was dropped a good distance from his feet and rolled toward him. The bird screeched. The flapping of its wings brushed Sviska, and he covered his face with his arm as the bird lifted back into the sky, disappearing into the night.

He reached for the paper, broke the gray seal, and unrolled it. 

The Order has called upon you once more and in more immediate need than prior tasks. You are to head north through the towns of Tar Sol and Tar Aval, into the furthest northern reaches of the lands. 

Take with you only clothing and food for your journey. You are to take residence with the lord of a mountain city as a winemaker. We will send you what you need for the task, with shipments of supplies to follow you. 

You will use the name Turmin. All other specifics and the center point of your tasks will become evident with the shipments. In Tar Aval, we have made arrangements for you at the local tavern. Do know, the lord of the Estate does not allow such trinkets of war amongst his premises, and doing so will jeopardize our desired outcome. Go in further secret than normal and let no weapon remain in your hand after crossing the river Stalp.

You alone must be sure of your task. Do not fail us again.

He looked down to the ground, shaking his head as he bit his lip. This was not a normal task, not an assassination from the shadows. He did not wish to serve the Order with any of their doings, but in truth, he had no choice in this matter. Sviska was bound to obey them or face death. After reading it a few more times, he tossed the note into the fire and watched the parchment catch and become absorbed into the flames. He pushed dirt into the fire and extinguished it. There would be no rest for him this day.

 


Chapter 2 The Road Leads North

 

Sviska traveled to the far north with haste. It was not until crossing into the rocky, barren lands, leaving the wooded regions of Taria further south, that he would slow his pace. It was midday when he reached Tar Sol, a solemn town, hidden behind the veil of a recent snow, its buildings running alongside the river Stalp. Above him, a gray sky promised more snow was to follow. 

He trudged past two guards wearing deep red woolen coats and holding spears on his way toward the docks. The river, though fast further south, was wide and slow this far north and was much more a small lake than a river. The ferry crossing was active, and the docked boat was soon to leave with both people and supplies. Sviska stepped off the rocky shore and onto the wooden docks.

A sharp breeze and the call of the gulls reminded him of the waters of the south and his home, but the wind here was cold and harsh. A man with a book and a brown parchment bag scowled at him. 

"I do not know your face. You are new to us here. You will pay twice the amount. Ten pieces of coinage."

Sviska paid the man and nodded. Arguing would garner attention he did not want. 

Tar Sol, though he did not even stop to stare at it, would soon be behind him. Tar Aval was his next stop. From there he only could guess as to his path into the mountains. Just before the ferry, he noticed a stall selling bread and bought a half loaf. He tucked it away in his coat, tearing off a piece before he did. At least it was something warm.

The bells on the dock rang as more people gathered onto the boat to be ferried across the icy river. Sviska waited to sit until others had taken their spots. 

He tucked his tunic around his face, the bite of the cold nipping his ears and cheeks. 

Walking past the other passengers, he found a place unoccupied where he could keep to himself. The clucking of the chickens, noisily prancing and pecking around him, would be his company for the crossing.

From the shore, whistling sounds preceded a large man jumping onto the deck. The captain of the ship, by his careful glares at the masts and happenings of the crew, had arrived. 

With a coarse cough, he set the mouthpiece to a long pipe in the corner of his mouth, dropping flakes of freshly lit tobacco on Sviska's legs as he passed.

"We might need to be gettin' off now!" he yelled. "Snowstorm is coming fast from the north."

Sviska looked back down to find a wrinkled hand reaching into his coat pocket. He grasped the hand around the wrist, and with his other hand, pulled his dagger just past the brim of his coat, all while glancing up at the gray-haired pale man before him.

The old man staggered, his eyes widened, and he began to breathe shallowly. 

"I didn't mean any harm," he squealed.

"Away from my things!" Sviska replied, pushing the man's hand away. He slid his dagger back into its sheath.

Sitting back, he looked about the other passengers, hoping none had seen what had transpired. None of the others or the crew, including the captain, who looked over the water away from them, had seen anything, and if they had, they were ignoring it.

The ship lurched with the raising of the sails and began cutting across the windswept waters. The land he had always known was far from his mind now. The blue skies, the white clouds that bellowed about day after day, and the humid sea air fled from his senses. He did not like the cold and never had the Order sent him, nor anyone to his knowledge, so far north.

What purpose was he to have to take care of a winery? How could any grape grow this far in the north? It was unknown to him how this guise as he understood it would hold up. 

Sviska felt naked in preparation. Although bound in many layers with a few bags of supplies, he knew his dagger would accompany him only to the further shore. He had reread the note many times before burning it.

The lord of the Estate does not allow such trinkets of war amongst his premises.

It was like a curse, a man with no leg to have his cane taken away. What kind of trickery was it to him to be required to abide a rule like that?

He looked at his arm, loosening the bandage. His wound was healing well. Another day or two and it would scab over and be uncovered. 

The old man from before stood and tried to walk but tripped with a sway of the boat, falling over Sviska's legs.

He jerked his head up, his eyes widely scanning Sviska.

"I'm sorry. So, so sorry."

The man struggled to stand, staggering as he did and falling again. He shook his head as he tried again. His eyes looked toward Sviska's coat and the dagger he knew was under it.

Sviska reached under the man's arms and stood. The man felt as if he had been in the river by the coldness from his body. His skin was dry and leathery against Sviska’s hands. The man shivered and cowered as Sviska lifted him to his feet.

"Sit down," Sviska told him. 

Placing the man near one of the chicken coops, he took off his outer tunic and placed it over him. The man was dressed in not much more than rags and torn cloths for clothing. Sviska did not mind helping him, but it was an unusual gesture he normally wouldn’t do.

"I thought you were one of them Northern peoples," the old man said with a slight smile. "Thank you."

"Northern peoples?" Sviska asked, sitting back down. 

"That's all we call 'em. They live in the mountains across the water here, where we are going."

The man hummed and quivered. Sviska looked at his thin arms and legs, his veins curled and his skin taut with age. The man smacked his lips, pulling Sviska's coat around himself tighter.

Sviska reached into his coat and pulled out the half loaf of bread. "I am sure you are hungry," he said, offering it to him.

The man smiled, took the bread, and began chewing on the portion as if he had not had food for his entire life. Sviska noticed the man had mostly chipped, if not fully missing, front teeth. However, even without all of them intact, in a matter of moments, nothing but a few crumbs of the bread remained on his lips.

"I am dearly sorry that I went to go into your things."

Though annoyed, Sviska nodded and stared out over the waters, but the white fog that they passed through veiled his view. 

"The Northern peoples," the man began, "they are always quiet and secretive. No one trusts them, but nobody will admit it, especially to them. Some even say they have magic. But it has been many, many suns since I have seen any of them down this way."

Sviska snickered and shook his head as he stared at him. "There is no magic, not anymore. Blessed are all being rid of it, too. The disease that spread from magic was a horrible plague, and you should be wary of telling any that you have had dealings with any magic of sorts."

The man raised his finger, pointing at Sviska. Sviska stared back. The man made a circular motion with his finger before closing and opening his eyes wide. Sviska questioned what the man was doing.

The old man then reached into his tunic and pulled out a small satchel. 

"Here, sir, take my coins." The man dropped the coins onto the deck and pushed them along the wood. Seven gold coins rested just a few inches from Sviska's hand. 

"I cannot take those." He pushed the coins back toward the old man.

"Oh, please do. You are one of the blessed ones. I am sure of it." 

"Do not believe such tales," he told the old man, shaking his head. "Magic is gone because it was time for magic to be no more. It was evil. There is no more magic in this world, and it has been that way for at least two hundred years. Do not give offering to anyone, be they supposed blessed or otherwise."

"But not all magic is bad nor gone, I know. I do not offer gold to you as a banisher of magic," he whispered.

The man chewed on his lower lip and began picking his teeth when Sviska noticed the old man's left hand. A scar, blackened with what looked like a lightning pattern, went up his arm.

Sviska raised an eyebrow. "What is that? What happened to your arm?" he asked him, pointing.

"Why do you point out an old man's faults?" he said back to him.

The captain of the ferry looked over.

Sviska shook his head. "I did not mean it as that."

"I know." The old man smiled. "The way you were talking was too serious. I needed to do something about that. You ask of this old arm, do you? Well, magic. That magic that doesn't exist anymore . . . Let me tell you a tale, and you decide of what you should believe."

He turned to listen but was reluctant to hear it. Be it the man's state, Sviska was beginning to think the man was nothing but a sufferer of memory sickness, a plaque that had struck many long ago, turning them from good, wise thinkers and doers of good, to worthless, flea-ridden beggars of the alleys who babble of uncertain times and happenings. The disease was said to be severe among those of magic and led to their disappearance.

The man gave a smile and stared upward. "It seems still to me like a dream," he began. "I was a younger man then, walking the woods after a good lunch and cup of warm tea. There was this woman, garbed in a purple cloth, standing alone in a clearing. I first was somewhat scared, worried of who she was. Who would stand alone in the woods, unmoving like a statue? I had heard stories of women, creatures of sort, who would lure men by their radiant beauty, only to devour them deep in the woods. This woman was not one of them. I could feel it.

“As I crept closer, moving from tree to tree for cover, I heard singing. A sweet song, graceful, a melody unlike anything I had ever heard. I was in a trance, unmoving for hours as the sun began to set and the stars to shine. I watched until she stopped, and felt an overwhelming peace cover me. It was then that there was a sudden ruckus in the bushes. Men in hoods, holding ropes and knives in their grimy hands, attacked the woman, surprising her like a caught fish in a net."

The man shook his head and grumbled to himself before looking back to Sviska. 

"But I tell ya, she would not be taken as easy as that. They thought she would, at first. She struggled and struggled, and they tied her up. With long whips, they began lashing her fair skin, calling her a sorceress. She claimed she was not, screaming she was a simple bread maker from the nearby village. But I had never seen a bread maker to my memory there, and they did not believe her either. 

“They lit a fire beneath her bound form. The smell of burning flesh filled my nose. She began to weep first, and then scream. The winds gusted around the woods, and then came a wail like a banshee in a nightmare. 

“The woman began to glow, a soft white at first, followed by an eruption of fiery blue. Flames leaped from her fingertips, and the fire below burst outward, like a raging river, consuming her captors. The woods around me seemed aroused. The bushes and branches of the trees swayed as winds from the trees and grottoes of the woods rushed toward the woman, ripping her bindings apart. She floated gently to the ground, still aflame. 

“The men cowered in fear as she went to each of them, casting blue fire, turning them to the very stones of the mountains. She was horrible yet beautiful. 

“She began to walk my way. What drew her to me, I cannot guess, but she came. I stepped back, stumbled, and I tripped. The blue flames licked my feet. The cold fire that burned about her did not seem evil, but comforting. Her fire went out, and the young woman I had watched before was now above me.

“'Are you okay?' she asked. Her voice was like a songbird singing.

“I was too afraid to speak. She began to touch my face and smiled. Her fingertips brushed over my cheeks. I could not explain it—I felt peace but terror, both together. 

“Infatuated with her, I gasped and reached out to her. But suddenly the white of her dress ran red. At the center of the stained satin was a black-tipped bolt. Her eyes widened as the angry arrow from a marksman unseen stole her life away.

“She let out a wail and turned as another bolt struck her in the eye. The blue fire returned to her body but then flickered. She collapsed on me as the fire was fading but still very much present. I felt a feeling as if a thousand needles struck my arm. I screamed, and then all went dark. 

“I jerked awake sometime later, glancing around but finding only darkness surrounding me. Crawling a few paces, I spotted the light of a small fire. I noticed some other men, nothing like the men from before, though. They were silent, eating cooked meat and sipping their drinks until I said a hushed hello.

“They told me they had found me in the woods near a glowing tree, and that I had been unconscious for many days now. I noticed my arm had been bandaged, and when the wound healed, I was left with this scar."

He lifted his arm to Sviska's face.

"I feel it brings me good luck. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. I have not seen anything like that since. But no magic left? Nah, there is magic. I know because I saw her not thirty years ago. There must be magic still, and I have a sense about people. You are indeed blessed." 

Sviska shook his head in an uncomfortable disbelief. Perhaps the man was right about what he had seen, or maybe he was not and the many years on the man's mind had distorted his memory.

He had learned since he was able to walk that not all such things were true. Those wars of old were an essence of evil, and since magic had played a part in the cause of the wars of the past, most people believed all magic to be evil. 

Sviska looked up to see the ship pass through a massive arch in the water, the rocky gateway into the village. He peered out further, just now able to see the makings of another small seashore town. They would land at Tar Aval soon.

The captain, still smoking his pipe, stood up and began to instruct his crew to direct them into one of the closest docks. 

"Ho hum! As we get close, get those there ropes tied up quick! Don't want the ol' boat leaving without us!" he said with a laugh, puffing at his pipe and then grimacing as he noticed the tobacco was all but out. He felt about his person for a tobacco pouch, which he promptly located in his lower coat pouch, and began to fill the bowl again.

There was a distinct difference to this village from the one before. Sviska spotted small houses nestled up and down the coastline, each built three to four stories into the air, with little chimneys puffing plumes of gray smoke into the snowy sky. Their thatched roofs were heavily laden with snow and ice. He noticed the dimly lit windows and thought of how warm those within them must be. A deep chill was filling him as they reached the ferry landing. 

A haze was moving in across the water, and the tickle of fresh flakes began to fall. Sviska brushed the snow off his arm just to have more take its place. The sound of the gravel against the bowel of the boat preceded a rocking motion as the boat came to a soft landing against the dock. The men jumped from the ferry, tying the ship to the stone dock in a fury of swinging ropes and quick knots. 

The old man grabbed Sviska’s hand with both of his own, shaking them heavily.

"Thank you for the talkin'. I'm off to collect me some tobacco." He then hobbled up and off the ship before Sviska could say anything in reply. 

 Sviska looked around him and then stepped off the wooden planks, crunching into a mush of ice and snow. He shivered. It was colder here than in Tar Sol. But perhaps it was just in his mind. 

The passengers of the ferry went their own ways, some arguing over what to carry, others simply walking toward the town, smiling as they surely thought of a warm room and hot tea.

He swallowed his saliva and looked about for somewhere to dispose of his dagger. The message had been very clear in that once past the river, he could have no weapons. He climbed up a snowbank by the water and walked along the shore. 

His hands in his pockets, he glanced around, attempting to avoid attention to himself as he looked along the waters. Rocks jutted out from the surface, circled in rings of ice that the current had not broken up. He came to a narrow stretch of land that jutted out in the water a few paces. 

This will work.

He took nimble steps. The soil was soft, a mix of ice and tiny stones. He knelt down on the shore, his back to the town and the others who were around. Reaching into his robes, he drew his dagger.

Goodbye, friend.

Tossing the blade into the water, he stood and watched it reflect the sun as it descended into the water, fading from sight. He then pulled the scabbard off his broken sword and threw it in, as well. His trinkets of war were gone. 

 

 


Chapter 3 Tar Sal Tavern

 

Sviska turned from the shore .He made a hasty glance to the left and then right as he checked for any who may have seen him.

No one was looking his way. He exhaled and trudged back toward the docks before turning toward the rest of the buildings. A pathway of brown packed snow wound up through the dark buildings of the village. The town seemed to be quite boisterous regardless of the weather and fading sunlight. 

Crunching his way up the incline, he walked beside large torches lining the road as he went along the slope of the mountain. He looked around, spotting people who were busy moving goats and chickens into snow-covered stables nestled between each building. There was haste from a nearby log-cutting shack as whole trees were heaved onto a cutting blade and townspeople worked to chop wood and disperse it out. It seemed as darkness fell, people were preparing to assure they had supplies to stay warm, and very little else mattered to them. 

Two children playing together, not taking part in any preparations at all, tossed a snowball at Sviska as he passed. He stopped as it hit his back dead center with a surprising amount of sting. He turned to find the two children smiling at him. One was a girl of about seven years. Her hair, braided and blonde, fell down her back as she danced from her left foot to her right. The other child, a boy no more than four, was squatted down, readying another snowball. 

"Good evening, sir!" the little girl said, bowing down. 

He nodded to her and waved at the little boy, who rushed to complete his next icy ball before Sviska turned away. The boy then laughed, launching the snowball. Sviska ducked and it missed. He smiled and began walking again as the children continued their bout of throwing ice. He jumped as a raspy voice from a doorway to his right shouted at him.

"Unfriendly people bring unfriendly thoughts!" the voice cackled.

Sviska turned. An old woman sat in a rocking chair just inside the doorway to her house. A large fire burned in an iron pit in front of her, and she gripped a mug of steaming drink in a firm hand. 

He began to walk again when a book hit him in the arm.

"You can ignore the children, but if you continue to ignore me and act like you have no sense of kindness, I'll begin throwing larger and sharper things."

He stopped, straightened his back, and turned to her with just his head. "I did not ignore the children. I acknowledged them. What can I do for you?"

The older woman set down a small stone statue and turned back to her drink. 

"I have been alive longer than most in this village," she said. Her feeble hands gripped the mug from which she took several sips before continuing. "Many pass this road when they are new. They wander upward until they get to the tavern. Most can find what they seek there in that smoky abode. It doesn't hurt that it is one of the warmest places here."

She pointed behind him in the direction he was already going.

Sviska tapped his foot and adjusted his bags on his shoulder. "Well, it is where I should go next, then, ma'am. I thank you for your kindness."

The woman stood, her head hunched down from the ages of wear on her back. "I did not stop you to give you directions, but to warn you. I have read the stars. I have seen your coming. You are not here to do what you think. You do not yet know your task, but it is monumental."

"You do know that reading the stars is forbidden," he told her.

His words, though not in a cruel tone, caused the woman to close her mouth and her eyes. 

"I am but an old woman who enjoys the last twinkling of life I have left. You have a good day, sir. Go on to the tavern. I will trouble you no more." 

She immediately turned and went into her house, shutting the door with a slam. The snow above the doorway fell in a small pile in front of the door, dousing the fire with a sizzle and rise of steam. 

Sviska took a deep breath and looked around, not sure what to take from this encounter. He looked up and noticed the gray skies were darkening more, and behind him, the fog over the water was billowing through the lower regions of the village. Now only the glows of the torch basins lit the way back to the river, but though he desired it, he could not turn back.

It was not much further when he emerged from the rather tightly spaced buildings of the village. He found himself passing a large stable before coming to an even larger building with smoke billowing out of a stone chimney that was nestled between two large branches of a tree that overhung the roof.

 He stopped and looked above the door. Suspended by icy chains was a worn down gray wooden sign with the image of a fish holding a tankard and the writing Tar Aval Tavern and Soups. At least he had found the tavern.

Approaching the door, he could hear nothing from the outside. With a firm push, he opened it and found himself facing a set of stairs going downward. He followed them and found another door. With another push, he opened it, and a plume of tobacco smoke burned his eyes. He coughed and stepped forward. Music sounded wildly from a small band atop some barrels in the corner. Sviska looked toward the stacked bar where the barkeep was busy polishing mugs and motioned for him to come forward.

The other patrons stared, but more in curiosity than rudeness. He cared little as he approached the bar. 

The barkeep himself had a burly build. He wore a tanned shirt that while clean, was old and partly showed the man’s bare chest and a twist of gray-tinged hair. He had an untrimmed mustache but a demeanor that was inviting. A good quality to have given his profession.

"You look lost, good sir. How 'bout a drink?" he said with a smile, turning over a mug and beginning to turn toward the kegs of ale behind him. "Do you prefer it warm or cold? We drink it both here."

He looked around and then sat on the only open stool. "Warm."

The barkeep turned around, throwing his towel over his shoulder, and poured a drink from a keg that sat just above a stone oven. 

"Warm Tar Aval ale, and"—he reached under the bar—"I have a note for you."

He slid a sealed letter to him. "Strange man came in here, dropped it off, and then said I would see some lost southern soul here. Looks like you’re lost, and I know the smell of our own, so you must be from the south! Here you go!"

The barkeep quickly moved on to other guests. As Sviska took the mug in hand, he elbowed himself more room from the patrons at either side, and then he took a sip of the ale. The warm brew gave a slight tinge to the back of the tongue. The taste and feel was heavy and reminded him slightly of the smell of moldy bread. 

Looking at the plain parchment covering, he flipped it over and noticed a black unadorned wax seal. He popped the seal with his finger and took a quick glance to his sides. The others around him were almost oblivious to his presence. This was not the first time he had received a message in a tavern, but still, the Order always delivered with a bird. This was strange to him. 

The handwriting was harsh and seemed hastily scribbled.

You are to continue to the mountains, and services have been arranged to transport you up. At midnight, be at the warming barn north of town. Do not be late.

He tucked the letter away and then signaled for the barkeep. The man came over with a smile.

"Another?" he asked, gripping the mug from the top.

"No, no. I am good with the one. I thank you for the drink. How much will it cost me?" 

"For visitors such as yourself, I will cover. We do not get many here, and the many we have here are here all the time!” The man laughed between them. “Please remember us if you do return. Where do you go from here? If you do not mind me asking."

"The mountains. I need to go to a warming barn north of town," Sviska told him, standing from the stool.

"Well, normally trips into the mountains are done in the late part of night. Dusk is a dangerous time around these parts. Best to wait until later hours to travel to the warming barn. If you are leaving tonight and have the time, you may head upstairs and rest. I have a collection of books you may enjoy. Some are quite rare, especially to a visitor not accustomed to our culture here." 

He pointed toward a stairwell in the far corner of the tavern to the left of the door. "Just that way," he said. "I don't get many new visitors, but accommodation is my passion."

The music that was playing stopped, and a man shouted from the barrels. "Barkeep! We are gettin' to be thirsty! How 'bouts a drink. You know, something to revive the songs a bit?"

Another patron from a table near the back shouted, "Give him a drink quick. They’re getting sober! I don't much like sober musicians! I'll pay to keep the ale flowing!"

There was an exchange of laughs through the tavern. Sviska smiled and then looked toward the stairwell and then back to the barkeep. Already he had gone back to work, pouring a trio of ale to carry to the band. It was just after dusk now, and he would have to wait a few hours before midnight. He figured time in the warmth would be better than wandering in the cold outside.

The steps leading upward were old and dark. Compared to the other wood finishes in the tavern, it seemed aged. A few steps, a quick turn in a dark corner, four more steps, and he had reached the top. Looking around the second floor, he noticed more stone and what appeared to be an effigy of stained glass. Taking a moment to breathe in the mix of musty air with the smoky air from below, he stepped forward to look at the glass art. A single torch affixed to the stones next to the etching splashed a dim light on the nook. A mermaid lying upon surf-covered stones with green clouds above her head greeted him with a solemn smile. Below the glass, a set of three candles sat unused on a wooden table, thick with melted wax at their bases. Stone shelves built into the wall held rows of books shadowed in the darkened resting place.

The music started up again, and the laughing and shouting continued below. He took the candles and lit each of them before perusing the books, dusty and tattered, their age unknown.

As he started to browse the books, he noticed that they not only were rare, as the barkeep had mentioned, but also forsaken in the lands of the south.

Torchlight and Other Conjured Flames.

Fairies and the Whimsical.

Simple House Magic for the Commoner.

Many more, all of origin from well before he was born, lined the shelves. He glanced up to the very top of the shelf and noticed the spine of a large book hanging over the edge. He could not reach it and began jumping, trying to grab its binding.

"Those who seek knowledge and find it are wise and worthy of that wisdom." 

The voice was sudden and from behind him. Sviska felt for his dagger along his belt, and then remembered he did not have it.

 He had not seen another person when he came up the stairs. Turning in a circle, he confirmed that. He went to the ledge and looked over, finding no one looking up. Stepping quietly to the right, he went to the stairwell, but there was no one there either. Turning back now toward the nook, he noticed an area he had not spotted before a bit further past the reading area. He approached with a quieted walk. Taking the torch from the wall, he stretched it in front of him. A raised pulpit in a far corner with lines of seats was just visible behind a thin veil of cloth hanging from the rafters. From the shadows, the outline of a man emerged. 

Sviska took a step back on his right foot, holding the torch out as far as he could. However, seeing the figure in a better light, he did not fear. The man walk forward slowly with a gimp and it was clear the man was very old. Sviska lowered his torch.

"You startled me, sir," he said to him.

The man's eyes were warm, his hair long and white. As he approached, his garb of a long robe, aged and browned near the edges, still showed raiment of silver etchings along the cuffs of the arms and down the center of his chest.

"Resua, you coming here is of no accident," the man said. His voice was low but smooth.

"My name is Turmin," he said, correcting the old man.

The man passed him and went to the nook. 

"Of course. Turmin. Forgive a man of my age." He looked up at the top of the shelf where the book was just out of reach. "Do not just wonder at what you wish to learn."

From within his robes, he grasped a large staff, brown and like the trunk of a tree. He struck the bookshelf. The book fell to the ground, a plum of dust hanging in the air above it.

Sviska followed the man and reached down to pick up the book. The cover was torn, and the bindings were falling apart. He took it to the nearby table and set it down. Then he turned a few pages, finding an annotation. 

Knowledge is for the ones who seek it. 

Below the words were symbols, harsh, like carved stone. A single set of runes ran along the lower portion of the page. 

An etching just after that page showed a large town near the water. He studied the picture but did not recognize the town. In all his travels, he had never seen an image like this. Strange symbols etched in different locations around the town, with peculiar markings at the gates, baffled him. He turned the pages and found that the text was in a strange tongue, not at all the common language and not something he had seen before. 

"I am sure you do not understand the wisdom before you," the old man whispered from behind him. "But perhaps for now you should turn to the next page. The text here is not what you need." 

Sviska turned to the next page and noticed drawings of buildings. A collage of images filled the pages. Strange standing stones in the woods, more images of green clouds above the sea, and mountains with light radiating from the peaks. He looked to the next page and noticed a building somewhat like the front of the tavern, but different. It was a cathedral. The magnificent building had twin steeples and a large garden before it. He flipped the page and saw a very different image. The cathedral was on fire, and an image of a tearing eye was in the corner of the page, along with the phrase The Weeping Times.

"Was this Tar Aval?" Sviska asked. 

There was no answer from the man. Sviska turned to look at him, but the old man was gone. He stood, glancing over to the dark place the man had come from. No one. 

He walked over, torch in hand, and did not see any door or other portal of sorts. Feeling the stones for some door or passage, he found nothing. The man was gone.

Shaking his head, he rubbed his hair. Tar Aval had so far been a place of strange happenings, and he was half feeling that he was seeing and hearing things. His sleep for the past week had been nearly none, if he could even claim that much. He had been in his tunic and coats for many days, and now he was warm enough, he felt he was sweating. He took off the tunics and stretched at the lessening of his weight. He could see the barkeep coming up the top of the stairwell, and began back toward the reading area, feeling exhausted. 

"I take it you are well?" the barkeep asked.

"Um, yes. I am. You do have a rare collection of books," he said, rubbing his hair.

"That we do. They have been in my family for many years. Time has aged them down, but they do remain. Some of the few items saved from the fires." 

Sviska pointed to the image in the book. "I see there is a remembrance of that fire. Did the town burn?"

"No. Just the church. Nevertheless, all the priests were inside and were unable to escape. The rumor is that echoes of them haunt late at night after closing here. If you believe such things and have had adequate amount of drink, that is." He smiled. "The name is Rudin, just so you know."

He bowed and then brought out a bag he had in his coat. "Some Valera Root. Helps with the cold. The least I can do for someone willin' to muse at my books." 

Sviska took the bag and opened it. Finely ground leaves of a green and blue color filled the bag. 

"Just rub it in your hand and then place the herbs in your mouth. It will help soothe your breathin'."

"Thank you." 

There was a pause after that. Sviska was still dumbfounded that the old man had just disappeared. 

Had he really been there or had the journey affected him so much that he was hallucinating? He thought if he should ask the barkeep of it, but worried that it may be more of a bother and a question of his sanity to ask such a thing, so he refrained.

"If you are tired, take a rest. You have my word no one will come up here," Rudin told him. "Most are afraid of the stairs that lead up to this level. They have been here since the fire, though. One of the few things to survive, other than the room in the back over there."

"Does anything else keep them from coming up here?" he asked, half-hoping Rudin might give him some clue as to the old man’s identity.

"Well, the drinks are down there, and when you've drunk a few, you don't really want to fall up the stairwell, for one!" He laughed, but then his smile quickly faded. "To be frank, the screams at night can be heard from anywhere around the tavern, but seem to be loudest from up here. But, that is, if you believe such things to be true." 

 

 

 


Chapter 4 Into The Mountains

 

Rudin shook his head and smiled again. "If you need anything else, lemme know." He turned and went back down the stairwell. 

The sounds of the music and clamor of loud laughing and carrying on went on into the later part of the night. 

Sviska dozed off, and in a makeshift bed of two chairs with his own tunic as a blanket, he managed to get a few hours of sleep. His journey had been sleepless until now.

He awoke harshly, a cold chill in the air. Uneasy, he glanced around, wondering why he had awoken when he did. In the air was a sense of foreboding, and the darkness around was gloomy. All but one candle on the table nearby had burned out.

Rubbing his eyes, he sat up, still very dreary. The sweet smell of an herbal tea sitting on a nearby chair beckoned him further awake. He wondered if Rudin had simply just brought it and his mind had only played further tricks, hastily waking him up.

A few warm sips of the minty beverage and he began to gather his things. There was a stack of extra coats and blankets, and a note.

You will need these.

 He smiled, thankful, before binding his cloak around him. He left the nook and noticed the sounds of the tavern were quiet. He was not sure of the hour and hoped he had not overslept.

As he descended the stairwell, he thought of the book from before and of the difference of stone in the second floor and the first. Given the antiquated stonework of the passage, it seemed likely that they built the tavern on the foundation of the old cathedral.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he noticed that the tavern was empty except for Rudin, who was busy cleaning behind the bar and not particularly noticing his exit. He hastened his pace outside and then remembered he did not know exactly where the warming stables were, only that he needed to go north of town.

As he pushed open the outward door of the tavern, the rush of chilled air hit his face and took him by surprise. It was much colder now. The town was dark. A few torch basins burned with fading embers. No one was out at this hour to give him directions.

He began to follow the road, which seemed to arch up away from the town. The woods were denser and the snow deeper the further he went. Overhanging branches, weighed heavily with ice, sagged above, creaking with the wind blowing over them. The crunching of frozen leaves beneath his feet was the only other sound in the woods at this late hour.

Trudging on through a deep blanket of snow, he eventually could make out a dim light glowing down a smaller road that led off the main path he was on. A single orange glow floated in the veil of darkness.

As he drew nearer to the source, he noticed a structure outlined in the darkness and a large wooden door appropriate for a large horse cart. There was a single door off to the left, sealed from the inside with no keyhole or even a doorknob on the outside. The lamp he had seen from down the road swung off an overhang to the side of the door.

Sviska gave a firm two knocks, and a peephole slid open, with two eyes looking out. It shut as quickly as it was slapped open, and the door was unbarred with a firm thump of wood. A rush of warm air covered him. He entered, and the door slammed behind him. He turned to see a brown-haired man slide a wood lock in place.

The room was bleak and only sparsely decorated. There was a small iron stove in the far corner that was burning brightly. The smell of horse manure and hay melded with the smell of the burning wood. Sviska glanced to the right and saw into the barn through a narrow slit. He could make out a cart, but the opening was too small to see much else. 

Sitting at a wooden table, a gruff man was eating what looked like some sort of porridge. The person who had opened the door had already went back down on a nearby bed and was fast asleep before Sviska could sit down at the empty spot at the table. 

The man stopped eating and set down his spoon. 

"Are you the one who is headed north?" he grumbled, tightening his right fist.

"Yes, I am," Sviska answered, unable to make out the hooded man's face.

"I will finish eating and then we will go. Do not spook my horse or I will kill you." There was silence as the man coughed, turning his attention back to his spoon. "Did you bring coverings to stay warm?"

"Yes," Sviska replied smugly. He was thankful Rudin has provided for him. 

"If ill fortune befalls us and we begin to freeze, you will die. My horse is more important to keep alive than you. Remember that."

The reception with the man was as warm as the snow outside. Sviska stared at him. His slurping and dribble of porridge was broken up only by stern dunks of hard bread into his bowl. 

The man finished his food. Not in a hurry given Sviska's presence, but with an air of inconvenience and annoyance. The man pushed himself away from the table and walked into the barn.

Sviska followed him through a wooden door. 

"Get in the wagon," the man ordered, shouting from the other side of the cart.

The wagon was about as long as Sviska was tall. It was a good thing that he was traveling light. He climbed up into the wagon, a metal step as his footing, and found a spot near a bag of grain. With bare wood underneath him, it was as comfortable as he expected it to be. 

Looking around as the man fiddled with the wagon's ropes, he noticed a large fire at the rear of the barn. What seemed to look like an old and neglected blacksmith's workshop was in one of the corners. The walls were bare except for tiny hooks for tools that were missing. The man went toward the blacksmith area and began to pull large wool blankets from a rack near the fire. One by one, he stacked them atop the black anvil a few paces away. After stacking the blankets, he disappeared into a stall, moments later emerging with a large horse. Atop the animal, he stacked the wool blankets freshly taken from the fire, nodding in self-approval as he patted the horse on the jaw.

The man then led the horse to the front of the cart, attaching the bridle before tossing the reins up to his single seat situated above the frame of the wagon. 

He looked over to the other room, snarling. "Get out here and manage the door!" 

Another man scurried awake. Hastily sitting up, he stumbled over his feet to the gate of the barn. The driver of the wagon took his position and clicked at the horse. The horse neighed and rocked its head up and down. 

The man slid in the snow as he pushed the door open. The crackling of ice on the hinges sounded like shattering glass as snowfall blew in and over them. 

The wagon jerked forward, and the clicking of the horse's walk became a crunchy serenade as they began to pull away from the barn. Sviska turned to see the doors being shut, and his last view of the village below faded as they began the ascent. 

The path was dark, and the chill of the winds and snowflakes did not bring any further warmness to his thoughts. It was like a barren cave—dark, cold, and wet. The very air he was breathing felt like tiny daggers in his nose, burning to the center of his chest. He brought his cloak about his face and blew air into his hands to provide some warmth to his already tingling fingertips.  

Remembering the Valera Root from the barkeep, he reached into his coats. Untying the string, he blindly opened and reached into the bag, moving his fingers through the herbs. Pinching the twigs and leaves, he withdrew his hand. He cupped the herbs to shield them from the wind before placing them in his mouth.

The taste was sweet and began to warm his tongue. With a tingling sensation, the warmness spread to his throat and nose, soothing him. He felt for a moment he was back beside the southern seas, breathing in the warm air and salty breeze. But there was no sand and sunlight here. The harsh winds reminded him of that, and he began to shiver more.

Fresh snow rushed over him, and white powder was building up along the road. Twice already, the driver had abruptly stopped and, cursing something under his breath, pulled a shovel from beneath the wagon and hacked away at the growing mounds to clear the road.

Sviska offered to help, but the man just stared at him and pointed for him to stay. They then would begin again, and another lonely reach of road would pass underneath them as the journey continued. 

He could see the rising sun over the cliff side. It was just above the horizon and seemed to float there even as hours passed. There was some truth to what he had heard—in the far northern lands, the sun would not sit as it does in the rest of the world. He watched as it slowly drifted along the far away horizon, the sea below it, glistening like a field of jewels. He had nothing else to do, and no conversation was going to spark up with his driver, even with an improvement in the weather.

It was sometime after this when they came to a building just off the road. It looked like the warming barn from before, just smaller. The cart came to a careful stop just outside of it, and the man climbed off and began unhitching the horse.

"Go there," he said, pointing to a barely visible door off under two large trees. 

Sviska was happy to get out of the weather and felt warmer just at the thought of going inside, anything that would shield him from the cold. 

As he approached the door, he saw a stone chimney jutting out from the ground and smoke billowing from it.

Good. Fire.

As he opened the door, he found a few steps that went downward, much like at the tavern back in the village. A second wooden door radiated warmth with just a light touch, drawing him in as he struggled to escape the cold. 

Opening the door, he noticed a few tables and chairs. Dust was no stranger to the surroundings. A fire was just next to a single wooden bar. Aside from a loaf of bread and a few wooden cups strewn about, there was nothing else.

He immediately went to the fire and began warming his hands. His skin prickled as the numbness fled. He rubbed them and continued to warm up. Just off the side of the flames, an iron kettle sat. It seemed that some sort of stew was cooking. He tried to peer in as the smell of herbs filled his nostrils. 

From a room he had previously not seen, a young woman emerged, carrying a bag of potatoes. 

"Oh, hullo, sir!" she said. Her eyes brightened at the sight of him. "I knew a carriage was due soon with grain for the animals, but I did not know anyone else was coming."

She set the potatoes on the bar and reached out toward Sviska. "Your coats, sir. We shall warm them while you wait. It is not often we get visitors this far north at this time of year."

Sviska took off his outer tunic and coat and gave them to the woman. She wore a dress of pale green with white sleeves rolled up. She kept her hair up and tied back. From the sweat on her head, he could tell she had been working when he came in.

 "Thank you," he said.

"I can tell from just your looks you're not one of the Northern peoples. The people of Tar Aval do not come this way, and those who do are normally Northern peoples. If we do see them, they rarely do more than warm up, and then we never see them again. Where are you from, sir?"

"Near the seas to the far south, the warmer areas." Sviska again turned to the fire and continued to warm up.

"My manners, sir. Please, sit down. I will get you a bowl of stew." She went around the bar and pulled a chair up for him to sit. "The potatoes aren't in it, but it will warm you up. We don't have much, but we try to accommodate travelers when they come." 

She handed him the bowl of soup and a torn piece of bread. He dipped the bread and took a bite. The herbs were sweet, and the broth was a rich mouthful. It was good to him, or perhaps it was just warm. Either way, he quickly ate.

She stared at him. He looked up once or twice but said nothing. He wondered of how he must look to someone accustomed to next to no travelers, especially to this far northern place. His guise would need to continue from this point on.

"Do you like wine?" he asked, looking up from his bowl a third time.

"Why yes, I have had it before," she said, confused by his question. "Why do you—" 

"I will assure with the coming shipments you get a sample. I am a winemaker in service to the lord of the Northern people, as you call them."

"Oh?" she asked. "I did not know people from the outside ever went up the mountain."

Sviska smirked. "Well . . ." he said, pausing for a moment to find his response, "he has need of a winemaker and has sent envoys searching for such a person. In the coming days, there will be more business along this route, I'm sure. Give them my name, Turmin, and tell them you would like a sample. I'm sure that will suffice."

"That is very generous, sir. I did not know the lord of the city had any contact with the world off the mountain."

"It is peculiar, I agree. But I think we must get to know our neighbors of the snowy reaches. We grow the finest grapes where I am from. I will have to figure a way to do it here, but nonetheless, it will be done."

In truth, he made a promise he was unsure could be fulfilled, but he did not take it back.

"Well, Turmin, I am Gemanc, wife to the barn keeper. I have lived here for about five years now, and my husband's family has been keepin' the warming barn for as long as it has been here. If you find yourself back this way, please do not hesitate to come in."

Sviska had just finished his stew and was about to set it on the bar when the driver came in. The door swung open and closed only because Gemanc rushed over to push it as a wave of frigid wind blew in.

"Food. Now," he demanded.

Gemanc served a bowl of stew and a piece of bread as before. The driver quickly ate and began back to the door. "We leave. Now."

Sviska nodded to Gemanc. "Thank you for your service. And forgive the driver there; he isn't friendly."

"It is good. We know him," she said with a grin. "Good luck with your work."

Sviska took his coat and tunic and hastily followed the driver. Being stranded on the mountain was the last thing he needed. 

Throwing his coat back on as he headed out, he noticed the cold was harsher now. The winds had kicked up and swept down the mountains with a fierce bite. 

Before he settled himself on the cart, the horse began walking, its fresh coverings warming its blood and stirring him to continue on the trek.

Sviska shook his head at the fact Gemanc had easily believed the guise and the name Turmin. So far, the guise was working well, although little stress was it to trick a single woman in a desolate shack.

There seemed to be fewer trees along the road as they went on. Although more snowbanks meant more stopping, it was clear that not many went this way. 

An icy stream, that he wondered how it was not frozen, cut across the path and twisted down the mountainside. The cart came to a slow stop, and the driver got off. He began to splash the water on the wheels of the cart, and the built-up ice slowly melted away.

The driver took to his place again, and the wagon rocked forward. It was sometime later, the sun difficult to see as it fell below the horizon again, when Sviska began to see a massive form atop the cliffs ahead. How large it was or what it could be was difficult to discern. It was still a distance away, and the snow was blinding them, blowing across the path in gusts. 

For a time, he stay tucked away in the corner of the wagon. The driver seemed unmoved by the snow, even as more twisted around his hunched form and began to grow in piles in the cart. More time passed, and the winds began to die down. The skies above shimmered, painted with white stars and the light of a bright moon. He had no real knowledge of the time, only that it was night.

Ahead, Sviska noticed the dim lights of what appeared to be torches as lone beacons far up the road. They passed through a rocky arch that stretched above the path and continued for some time, like a small tunnel. At last, they came to another opening and a great gate that towered upward.

With the moonlight above, the gate appeared silver with the image of a star with a jewel set in its center. The driver looked up. Sviska noticed commotion from atop the gate. There was a whistling sound. The gate opened with a creak, and the cart began to go in. 

Sviska marveled at the size of the entryway. Taller than most sailing ships, from what trees they were carved, he did not know, but there were no signs of wear on them from the snowy barrages, or creaking, showing signs of age. The artisanship was unlike anything of the world to the south.

The gates closed behind them. Dark windows devoid of any signs of life lined the roadside as the seemingly abandoned buildings sagged at either side of the road. Most of them were beyond decrepit and weathered. He wondered of the rest of the city and what kind of place he had come to. 

As they slowly went further up a cobblestone road, many alleys twisted and turned through the buildings. They came to a second gate much plainer than the first. However, this time there were two men garbed in white robes holding large staves at either side. They did not move.

A large fire burned atop the wall, and two smaller torch basins lit the area around the cart. The gates opened, and a man in a white robe came directly to the cart.

"Please step out, sir. We must check yourself and your belongings," he commanded, motioning for Sviska to get up.

The driver remained seated and did not look up. The two men from the gate came to either side and began searching Sviska and his coat. They then took his bag, and after going through it, pushed it back into his possession.

The man who had spoken before shook hands with the driver. 

"We will take him from here," he said.

The guards at the gate opened a single wooden door off to the side, and Sviska entered.

The room was small and dark. The fire burning to the immediate left offered a glow that cast shadows onto the wall opposite of it. 

Sitting in a chair near the fire, a figure looked up. He was also dressed in white, but hooded in a gray undercover. As Sviska saw his face, he observed that it was stretched with wrinkles. He was much older than the others were. The man moved a staff sitting across his legs and stood. He reached down to pick up the mug sitting in front of him, and then he approached Sviska.

"Greetings, winemaker. Welcome to our city," he said, holding aloft the mug, a twisting steam rising up. "Before we continue on, have a drink that will warm the bones. The journey here is not easy."

 

 


Chapter 5 The Lord Of The Estate

 

Sviska took it and drank without speaking. It flushed his face with warmness, a bitter bite with a brisk sweetness. It was wine, or some brew very close to it, likely spiced and warmed over the open fire. It rushed down his throat, soothing his frigid body. 

The man looked on, nodding.

"I thought you might enjoy it, considering your trade. Some of the last of the spiced winter wine, I am afraid. Sadly, due to the recent passing of dear Loria." 

The man cupped his own chalice with both hands. He breathed in a deep sigh, and then the chalice was at his lips.  

"Such is life, I am afraid." He took a large gulp. "Alas! So, to better things. My name is Ustavis. What shall I call you?"

"Turmin," Sviska answered. He sat the cup on the table and laid his head back in his chair. 

"Well, Turmin, it is best not to hold you up here any longer. You will be in good hands with the captain of the guard, Captain Runa here."

Ustavis motioned to the man who had led Sviska in. Captain Runa nodded, his scraggly blondish hair covered again by his tunic as he pointed toward the door opposite from where they had come in.

"Come with me, sir. I will take you to the lord's Estate."

The chair he was sitting in was comfortable compared to the wagon. He was just beginning to feel his hands again when he stood and followed the captain. Runa opened the door and held it for him as he stepped onto a snowy stairwell and made his way down to the road. They were on the other side of the gate now.

For the first time since his journey north had begun, he inhaled deeply the air around him. The freshness of the cold night mountain breeze renewed him with a strange vigor and calmness. There was a peace he could feel deep in his stomach.

Runa picked up a torch from a basket near the door and lit it on a hanging lamp near the gateway. He began to lead Sviska through the city. Sviska followed just behind him, twisting between buildings and stalls. He noticed a smell reminiscent of herbs, but also strange scents unlike anything he had smelled before. There was no one out at this hour, but he felt as if he were still being watched. Almost as if unseen eyes peered between foliage that lined the roadway. 

He kicked a bush for his own amusement and found nothing but more snow and a rock that now caused his toe to throb in pain.

"Turmin," said the captain, "it is advised that you be wary of disturbing the bushes within the city. They do not like it."

"The bushes?" Sviska asked, now somewhat limping from the hidden rock.

"Yes. Now let us head this way." 

He motioned to the left, and they took a narrow path through the buildings to a large opening, the size of which four to five horses could stand head to rear comfortably. Above them, torch basins burned brightly beside large trees that rose high above the roofs of the buildings.

"This is Tareh Way. It is the southernmost road of the city and cuts up to the East Square from the Mirenor road, which is the most traveled but furthest trekking road. I believe you would like the fastest way to a warm bed, am I correct?"

"Yes, a warm bed will be nice." 

"Very well." 

The road opened up ahead. Through the passageway between the buildings and across a wide stone expanse, they came to a circular stone archway that was hedged with flowery bushes and sweet herbs. A rotunda of strange carts adorned with stars and moons looped around in a massive circle. Incense was burning from a bottle on the roof of one of the carts, and the sounds of chimes from the breeze broke the otherwise silence of the night. 

"That is the East Square there. The rock circle is just outside the gates of the Estate. We are almost there, just up the next stairwell."  

Past the rock circle, they came to metal gates opened by just a light push by the captain. Sviska could see a field of white lining the perimeter. The snow, a faint glow in the cloudy night, was broken up by raised hedges running up to a polished stairwell of five steps. 

Opposing stone walls, almost the height of the city's, gleamed in the moonlight, breaking through the cloud cover, making up the front side of the Estate. Intermittent windows running along the length of the walls, narrow in width and tall, were crowned in downward-pointing angular triangles. Along the edges of the structure, what looked like vines, but of stone, adorned the otherwise straight-cut stonework and contrasted well to the sharp angles. A spire of silver sat barely visible in the night sky, jutting as they ascended the stairs.

As they approached, he noticed two figures stood by the door, veiled in white. They stood the height of two men, it seemed, their arms and legs elongated. If he had not known better, he would have thought they were men, but he realized they were statues. In their left hands, each held large staves in closed grips. He looked toward their faces but found nothing but blackness, shrouded by the veils of stone over their heads.

The captain pushed open the doors. "I will take you only to here, the main foyer. The head servant will direct you to your quarters."

Sviska followed Runa into the doorway. A large room greeted him, with a center statue of a winged figure looking upward. He looked up, noticing an arched glass roof splashed from the glowing moon with beams that illuminated the stone floor.

He turned to thank Runa but found that he had already made his way back out. The large wooden doors shut with a clank that echoed through the empty halls.

"Here, sir," a voice said. "Welcome to the Estate of our lord. He will not be here to greet you but wishes an audience first thing tomorrow morning."

Holding a large candlestick with wrinkled hands, the speaker emerged from the darkness. His raiment was green, and he was shorter than Sviska. His body was thin, and he wore no adornments of any kind. He appeared frail but did not quiver or seem uneasy. A good thing given his position as a servant.

"I take it your journey was good. Am I correct, winemaker?" 

"Um, yes," he stuttered. "Cold, but good."

"I am the manor steward here, and my name is Cusis." He began to assist Sviska in removing his coat. "I am also the head servant. I have already assigned you an assistant and will introduce you tomorrow—that is, if he does not find you first."

Sviska enjoyed getting out of this heavy coat and noticed the manor was quite warm. 

"I am Turmin." 

"Turmin, well, you have been sought for a long while. I could not believe that the lord sent for you so quickly, but it is well he did, and even better that you came so quickly. We will be happy to have our wines flowing again." 

Cusis grasped his candlestick again and began walking down a corridor to their right.

"How long have you been a winemaker?" he asked.

Sviska walked just behind him and stumbled for an answer to the question. He had not thought about this prior to now. He quickly thought up a satisfactory half-truth. 

"The past five years I spent at a winery in the southern regions. Before that, my father was a grower of rare grapes, and we supplied the local winery with products when I was a boy."

"Well, well. You will find the process simpler here. The wine-making equipment was destroyed in the same fire that killed our winemaker. A horrible accident. I do understand you will be receiving shipments from your land to rebuild it?"

"Yes," he answered. "It should be here within the next few days."

Sviska looked at Cusis. He hoped that his answers were sufficient and believable. Cusis stared forward and then glanced over at Sviska.

"How do you like this cold?" he asked, the awkwardness of the situation obvious in his tone. 

"Like before, cold. I am used to a much warmer air." 

"Well, you will find the Estate is much warmer than the outside or anywhere else upon the mountain. Your room is in the east corridor, along with other rooms that are otherwise unused."

They came to a stairwell going down from the main hallway. He expected it to be cooler than the main corridor, but it was not. Opening the door, Cusis stepped to the side, making way for Sviska to enter. 

The room was a moderate size. A small desk sat in the corner, with an empty bookshelf next to it. A simple bed with the covers overturned was directly across from a fireplace that looked as if it was recently swept out and stocked with dry wood. 

"Make yourself at home," Cusis said. 

He poured oil from a small can onto the wood he had stacked in the fireplace. He lit the fire and stood back from it as orange and red flames licked the charred chimney. 

"The supply of wood here will keep you until morning. I will awake you when it is time, if you wish. The days are getting shorter, and soon will come the great time of darkness in these parts. It can be confusing to a southerner such as yourself."

Sviska nodded in understanding. "Thank you for your hospitality."

"No, sir. It is a welcome well deserved. I will see you in the morning.”

Cusis left, shutting the door behind him.

Though he found little else of interest in the room, a drawer under the bed revealed a set of dry sleeping clothes and a robe. Changing into them, he laid down and was comfortable for the first time in many days.  

He breathed a sigh of slight relief. For his masters to send him here, it had worked well in his favor thus far, and it seemed that at the time, the guise was working and to his advantage. Tomorrow would come the meeting with the lord and further pushing of his guise, but to what end, he did not know. He closed his eyes and struggled to refrain thoughts of such things anymore for the night.

*  *  *  *  *  *

The morning came quickly. Cusis opened the door and brought folded clothing to Sviska, who awoke, startled. He sat up and rubbed his eyes, looking around.

"The sun has been up for a bit, and the lord wishes your presence in the dining hall. He is interested in meeting you."

Sviska picked up his clothes and began to change. At some time as he slept, his normal tunic and things he had worn during the journey had been cleaned. He was surprised that he had not awoke with someone coming into the room. 

"I took the liberty of cleaning your bag for you. It seemed the cold and ice had ruined the remaining food you had. I will get it for you and have it delivered to your room. The Valera herbs were good too, and those I will be sure to return to you also.”

“Thank you. I didn’t expect that to be done.”

“You are welcome, Turmin.”

Sviska pulled on his boots and followed Cusis from the room. Shutting his door, he turned back toward the main entryway where Cusis walked. They headed down the eastern corridor, and within a few paces, they came to an open double doorway. The room was dark except for dim candles on the walls and a large fire along the right side wall in the center of the room. Across the room, there was a set of windows, but very little light came through, though there was a faint blue glow outside.

The table could have seated forty men, but instead it was set for just two at the very end that was closest to the window. Cusis went to each corner of the room with a candlestick, lighting torches. The light began to illuminate the surroundings. Cusis forcefully cleared his throat, and Sviska looked his way.

"I will summon the lord so that he may meet you." 

The servant departed, and Sviska was alone once again. He made his way over to the fire. For the tales of such hard people of unfriendliness and secretiveness, he had seen little of the sort. 

Adorned with curved lines and jewels of blue and green, similar to the great gateway of the city, the fireplace was massive. Two winged dragon statues stood guard at either end of the mantel. Blackened by soot and made more menacing, they acted as guardians of the flaming woods between them. Above the mantel, a large painting of green clouds, as he had seen in the painting in the tavern, was meticulously hung, centered with the fire.

"You must be my winemaker," a voice boomed behind him.

Sviska turned and found a man towering above him. His black hair was tied back and well kept. His face was clear but pale. A product, perhaps, of his northern abode. He stepped forward, his hand emerging from a dark red coat.

"I am Brethor Srvivnann, lord of Elinathrond. My people and I welcome you to our city."

The handshake was short but firm, and Brethor went immediately to the table and sat down. Sviska followed, and soon Cusis brought food and drink. Nothing was spoken between them as Sviska and Brethor ate. After their breakfast of fruits and roasted venison, Cusis brought them each a serving of tea.

Brethor leaned back in his seat, bringing his foot to rest on his other leg as he sipped from his cup.

"Cusis tells me you've been a winemaker for over five years and had a lifetime in the production of rare grapes?" 

"Indeed correct, Lord."

Brethor laughed. "You can call me Brethor. I am lord of the city, but within my walls, you can refer to me without the title. You will find the people here are imaginative and more lenient with our thinking. Especially when comparing us to the south and the Grand Protectorate. I encourage my people to be happy."

Sviska took a sip of tea and set his mug down. He looked at Brethor, attempting to word a sentence that was appropriate.

The Grand Protectorate was the public image of the Order, a figure piece in a grand scheme of united, or more so conquered, regions of the land.

"The Grand Protectorate wishes order."

 Brethor's face was unmoving in expression. He looked down to his drink, sipping it again.

"That is true, indeed. Ironic, too, but not of a particular care to us here. We are not of them."

"It seems the rest of the world feels you are not so caring, even of those around your own mountain," Sviska continued. "The rumors of the Northern peoples are that they’re all monstrous and unfriendly."

Sviska wondered if he was being too heavy-handed with his words. It was obvious Elinathrond was an enemy of the Order. He did not wish to anger the lord so soon.

Moments went by and then Brethor nodded, cracking a slight smile. 

"Well, my people and I do enjoy our privacy. We do not wish to be bothered and will not bother others. But, I had needed a winemaker, and thus our interaction for a time increased with the outsiders. You are here now, and things should return to normal. They need to." 

"It seems strange to me that wine would be produced so high in the mountains. Ale would seem more appropriate."

"Perhaps. But here we have made wine for many ages. It would not be appropriate to change that now."

The lord stood, and Sviska followed quickly, expecting to follow traditions of the south when a king or high official in town stood.

"Please, please, Turmin." He waved his hand for him to be seated. "I want to be your friend, not your master, and I am not a king." 

Sviska sat back down.

"Since I know your equipment will not be here for a few days, I bid you go forth into the city and also attend to your wine-making room. The fire destroyed much, and we have not been able to get it all cleaned prior to your arrival. I believe Cusis has informed your assistant of your arrival. You can see him when you are ready. That is if Slats does not find you first. He has been bothering Cusis and me since he heard a new person was coming. You will find him very easy to get along with."

"That is good. Thank you for the meal, Brethor," Sviska said.

"You are welcome, and I hope you will join me again if you choose to. We try to be as a family in the Estate. There is much I wish to show you as you settle into your new home."

Brethor turned and headed toward the open doors and into the east corridor, his footsteps fading with him.

Sviska was alone again and was happy to know that the Estate would be his place for a time. The air was warm and the food good, not at all as was normal for him.

Swallowing the rest of his tea, only now tepid, he made his way back to the foyer of the Estate. He spotted a man standing down the eastern corridor, rocking nervously and glancing around. Sviska began that way.

As he drew closer, he noticed the man was just about to knock on the door of his quarters. 

 


Chapter 6 Unfortunate Murder

 

"Can I help you?" he asked him.

The man turned and then bowed. "Cusis sent me. He said I am to help you with your winemaking."

Sviska stared him up and down. "So you're my assistant?" 

The man was short, not too much bigger than a small child, and had a nervous laugh as he attempted to answer. "Uh, yes, sir. I am your assistant, and Cusis has ordered me to help you with whatever you need. Of course, this is in addition to everything else I normally do. I do not get out of extra chores, no sir. But, my sir, I am here to help. What do you—?" 

Sviska stopped him. "For now," he said, with a relief that the man had stopped talking like a narcissistic bird, "what is your name?" 

"Very sorry, sir. Slatnichor, dwarf of the eastern mountains. Slats is what most call me, though."

"A dwarf? As in you are not a full-sized man?" 

Slats gave a curious look to him. "No. A dwarf as in, well, a dwarf! How else can I explain my own self?"

"I understand you are short. It is obvious to me that you are quite small."

There was a bit of frustration on the man's face. He shook his head quickly from side to side, staring. "No matter, sir. But, so you know, I prefer to be called Slats." He smiled and nodded. "Shall I open your door?"

"Slats, I do believe I can do that. However, if you wish to assist me further, I would like to go to the winemaking room. If I'm to do the job, I need to first know where it is."

Slats gave another strange look, and then his eyes widened. He began to bounce up and down.

 "Um, nope, I can't! Busy work in the kitchen! I will catch you when it is dark again! I promise! You would think with so many years of this servant work I would remember such things as cooking! Cusis is going to kill me!" 

He turned, scampering down the corridor and muttering to himself as he went. "Cooking dough is burning! I should just chop wood! It is much easier than cooking!"

Sviska laughed and turned back toward the foyer. He decided to go outside and see the city in the daytime. Brethor had stated he wished him to know the city more, and there was nothing else for him to do at the current moment.

He pressed on the large wooden doors, opening them with a cracking sound as the joints broke free of their icy bounds. He stood in the middle void between the two sentinels. 

The statues both stared out over the city, like stalwart, silent guards. They each had a slight sheen, making them look different from the stone of the Estate. He looked at both of them and then continued. He was a stranger and an outsider here regardless of what Brethor said. If he was to hold up his guise, he must do it with a smile and a friendly gesture.

He remembered from the night before the peculiar wagons and stone arches just before the Estate. As he walked into the circular area, he noticed that there were indeed many people now around the wagons. Each person he saw was dressed elaborately in silks of purple, blue, green, and red. It seemed that a few of them were in the middle of a musical dance, moving and swaying around a small fire that burned in the center of their circle.  

Children from the city were sitting huddled together with legs crossed and with wide eyes for the show before them. Sviska wondered if this was some sort of traveling fare, but then he looked at the wheels of the carriages, seeing where they had been worn down and were beginning to rot. Weeds grew underneath each of them, and deep snow hid most of the rust that had well eaten away the metal supports and latches for a horse. 

Surely these people do not live in horse carts.

But live in them they did, it seemed. He walked around one of them and looked in. A curtain of beads and a steady cloud of smoky incense rose up into the sky. The smell was sweet and unlike any he had smelled before, as a dizziness came upon him.  

It was then he noticed her. Sitting without saying a word and wringing her hands back and forth over a table set in front of her, an older woman was staring at Sviska. He glanced around him, wondering if someone else had caught her sight, but she was staring at him and her gaze was set. 

He looked at her, and she looked down, pulling a stack of cards from her sleeves, motioning with her free hand for him to come toward her.

He warily agreed and went toward her. Underneath a canopy that extended out from her purple cart, she sat. A small chair directly in front of her waited for him. He passed through a curtain of red beads, noticing a string with drying herbs that hung along the side of the cart.

"Welcome, sir. Sit down, would you for me?" The old woman smiled. Her gray hair covered her shoulders. Her wrinkled hands shoveled the stack of cards before laying them out in the pattern of a circle. Then smiling, she turned two cards over in the center.

"You are new here," she said. 

Sviska was already annoyed. Of course he was new here, and he wondered what she was doing with the cards.

He bit his tongue at any comment that came to his mind and figured a neutral answer would serve his purpose better.

"Yes, I am."

"The cards tell me you are of a troubled past. A lonely past." She hovered her hands over the center cards. There was an image of a single flame and a shadow. "Many troubles."

Sviska had not seen anything like this before. Was this some sort of tavern trick, a way to swindle his money?

"Dear lady, if it is money you want, I have—" 

She placed two fingers over his lips.

 "I have not asked you for anything, except to come to me. You are not what you say you are. The stars have told me of you and your purpose."

"Is this magic?" he asked sternly, and sat himself back from the table.

The woman shook her head no. "This is not magic but a gift to those of my kind. I am attuned to the spirits of nature and of the sky. But I cannot roam. We, the gypsy, can no longer roam as we once did. It is not safe anymore. Much like you, we have found our safety with Brethor."

"I am the new winemaker, nothing more."

The woman smiled and began flipping the cards that formed the circle. "You were not close to your mother and father. You felt alone since you were a young boy." 

A fish swimming in a pond away from a school of other fish, he could make out on one of the cards. She moved her hands over to the last card she had set down, seeming to skip over the other ones. She flipped it and then immediately picked it up. She looked at him and then looked at the card. 

"Doom, doom to what is our life is near." She looked down and then gasped, closing her eyes. She gripped her chest. Another woman nearby, much younger than her, ran over. 

"Mother?" she asked.

The old woman reached out and touched the other woman, who Sviska presumed was her daughter from her greeting.

Her eyes struggled to open and then slowly she looked back to the table of cards.

"I believe we are done here, sir!" the young woman yelled to Sviska, her face red. The old woman pushed away her daughter and reached for the card again. 

"It is not you, sir. Here, I want you to keep this. I believe you will find meaning in it," she whispered, placing the card into his hand. She was calmer now. He tucked it away in his tunic and stood. 

"Thank you for your time," he said.

The old woman nodded and smiled, but then grimaced as if in great pain. The daughter looked down to her mother and then sent a glare of disdain back to Sviska. He backed slowly from the wagons and headed further into town.

Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the card. Flipping it over, he found it was blank. No colors, writings, or any image at all. He began to drop it on the ground and leave it but, instead, did not. He shook his head and placed it back into his pocket. The old woman wanted him to keep it, and there was no harm to holding on to it.

It was peculiar to him that gypsies would be in the city. He had heard of them from books but had never seen one. It was common knowledge that the gypsies were destroyed when magic was no more. But alive they were, here in this mountain city. What else was hidden here from the thralls of the rest of the world?

He walked toward the northernmost street that ran along the side of the mountain, making his way through the stalls, looking at the wares of jewelry, clothing, many herbs, and incenses. More than once, he had to shake off with a polite smile the many offerings made to him as he went on.

There were robes displayed in nice stacks next to carved statues and figures. As he went, he found it very strange that there were no weapons, for sale or otherwise. No swords, knives, or bows. No guards watching over the stalls or patrolling about to advert the sneaky would-be pickpocket. Even the guards at the gates held only wooden staves. How could such a place be free of the necessary items of civil society? Even if this city had no crime, what of outside forces?

As he went about, he noticed many different types of people. Some were short, much like Slats. Their faces were colored dusty silver, and they did not seem to speak a language he understood. 

Others wore feathers all over their body and seemed to be chanting to themselves as others around them beat small drums. Tall people, at least three times his height, bellowed about, looking down at him as he passed, with faces as white as the snow of the mountains. They scanned him with a particular curiosity.

He came to a shop that sold what appeared to be glowing plants. He paused and watched as a woman took two of the plants and placed them in a stone bowl. She sprinkled in some tiny mushrooms and began to beat the two substances with a rock. Soon, they became a liquid that she poured carefully into a glass bottle, before sealing it with a cork. The green glow of the fluid was unlike anything he had ever seen, and shaking it, she tagged it with a ribbon and parchment, which she inscribed with ruins that he had not seen before. Due in part to the strangeness and otherwise odd fact of what he saw, he wondered if there was anything normal in the city. 

Where is the tavern? 

He figured that, at least, would be a place of familiarity. Besides, there were only so many ways to serve an ale. The smell of roasted meat suddenly hit his nose, and his stomach churned. At last, a sense of normalcy in a desert of oddities.

He followed an alley and began to hear the boisterous sound of singing mixed with heartening shouts. Peering over crowded shoulders, he saw the comforting site of a warm tavern nestled in the corner of buildings. 

The rhythmic tones of flutes whistling and drums beating in rhythm greeted him. Fresh meat sizzling as it roasted over an open fire basin at the entrance stirred his stomach that grumbled from the rather unsatisfying breakfast from earlier.

He began forward but stumbled over an unseen boot protruding from a table. Bumping into another patron, he cringed as a sharp stab pierced his back. The pain seared into him, and wincing as his back trembled, he fell forward, knocking over a table. The feelings of normalcy and warmth fled his mind as his hand reached for the spot where he ached.

A weight seemed to release from his back, and the pain ceased. Rolling over, he saw what looked like a large lizard with many jagged teeth, clawing the tavern floor. Splintered wood in its claws filled the air as it jumped, growling and snapping at Sviska’s face. It climbed on his chest; its claws scratched deep in his shirt.

He swatted at the beast, and from its back appeared large, scaly wings as it recoiled and took off, flapping the air. 

The music stopped, and now everyone around him was staring. He was not looking at them to notice. The only thing in his concentration was this creature flying toward him, silver claws gleaming and open. He grasped a nearby stool and swatted the beast. With a crack, the creature flew into a nearby pillar. A smear of red blood trailed the creature as its lifeless form slid to the ground.

"His first day out and now he is dead!" a voice shouted.

The man he had bumped into was in his face, leaning over him. "You startled him! He was scared! And now he is . . ." the man stuttered. "He is dead!" 

The man's face was red, his eyes curved and set on Sviska. He and the others in the tavern were now encircling Sviska.

"He's not one of us," someone said.

"Then this won’t hurt me as bad." 

The man, who before had nothing but empty hands, was now holding a glowing red orb that hovered above his right hand. It was like living fire, but it did not burn him. He brought his hand up, and it began to glow brighter when a rush of the white tunic guards came flowing in, shouting, their wooden sticks now glowing brightly at the tip with a white glow.

The man brought his hand down, and the flame released toward Sviska. He saw only bright light and then nothing. 

 

 


Chapter 7 Renovations

 

Sviska was on his back. He tried to open his eyes but could not. 

"Perhaps a little more warning was needed," a faint voice said.

Sviska could not see, at least not at first. He struggled to open his eyes. He could now see a sliver of light. 

"Those little ones are loyal to their masters, not so much like their bigger cousins. They are the last of their kind and are rare indeed. It was only protecting his master and would have stopped if you would have just been calm yourself and patted it on the head."

That voice again, he knew it. It was familiar. At last, his memory came to. It was Brethor.

His vision cleared, and he was able to see he was still in the tavern. It was night now, and all the patrons seemed to be gone. The white guards stood in a circle around him.

Brethor smiled and pulled him up to his feet. "Are you well?" he asked. "Dragons are quite shocking to see, I'm sure. But I forgot it would be your first time seeing many things."

He stared down at the ground, noticing a burned spot. That man had nearly roasted him.

"Dragons?" Sviska asked, looking back up and still feeling dizzy. He felt himself falling and then felt arms around him just before he hit the ground. 

"Let’s get him to the Estate."

His mind was fuzzy. Carried up the snowy path, his hand dragged the ground, and though he was trying to pull it up, it was useless. He gazed up with his eyes and saw Brethor, but Brethor was not looking at him. He saw the door of the Estate pass by him and heard the trudging sounds of boots as they went to his quarters. With a toss, he landed on his bed.

"Let him sleep it off," he heard as his mind faded to sleep.

In what felt like only a few moments, he awoke again to a singing sound. He opened his eyes to see Slats sitting on the floor. Humming a tune to himself, the servant was engrossed in a book and had not noticed he was awake.

"What happened?" he asked, rubbing his head. His vision was blurry, and his head pounded like the drums from the tavern the night before.

"It seems that you had a run-in with a dragon. Well, a little dragon, but a dragon still." He slammed the book shut and stood up, stretching his arms above his head.

Sviska felt he had hit his head much harder than was evident. "I understand this is a strange place, but do you expect me to believe you when you say it was a dragon?" 

 "Well, if it wasn't a dragon, it must have been a flying dog! Turmin, you are a strange man!" Slats laughed at himself. "Brethor says your confusion to our way of life is because you are not from here. It makes sense to me. Well, it's time for breakfast, somewhat later than normal, but Brethor wished another audience with you as soon as you were awake. I will tell him you are coming."

The little man scampered out, humming as he did.

Sviska sat up. The Order must know of this place but had not ever mentioned it. Dragons had long been extinct, but how else could he explain it? Did a small winged snake attack him? He had never seen such an animal nor a man hold fire, not to mention summon it from air. He wondered too of the glowing staves of the white tunic guards. He was perplexed and amazed but yet fearful now. He wondered where he was and what else he was to learn.

Shaking his head before testing his feet on the floor, he felt like he did after a heavy night of drinking after some drunken state of remorse between tasks from the Order. He felt nauseous but did not know if it was what happened to him before or hunger. He began toward the dining room.

Out the windows of the Estate, the snow was coming down heavily. The sunlight, shrouded by the waves of white winds heavy with snow, was no more than a faint glow. As he made his way into the dining room, Brethor immediately stood.

"Turmin!" He smiled, his arm open for an embrace. "When I said explore the city, I was hoping you wouldn't find the need to get in a fight with a dragon! However, indeed, you are a stranger to this place. I do not expect one of the southern realms or much less, the rest of the lands, to understand what it is I rule here. Please forgive me."

Brethor was holding a large silver chalice and drank a red wine of sort as he paced back and forth along the table.

Sviska caught himself before his normal words. He wished to tell of the folly of magic and its illegality within the rest of the realm, but out of respect, or perhaps fear, he chose to remain quiet.

"I tell you now because you need to know. It was some time ago," Brethor began, "many hundred years ago, when it all started. The land was populous with people and creatures of all sorts. Dwarves, fairies, magic, and even dragons were a normal everyday part of life. No more than the tavern keeper as a server of drinks to today's world, than was a healer a witch who used the powers of the earth to calm the suffering."

He stood beside Sviska now, the smell of his wine pungent and thick on his breath as he pointed out toward the windows at the far end of the dining room.

"This way," he said.

He led Sviska to the windows. Gazing out, he saw tiny lights dotted over snow-covered bushes. Balls of radiant light flew over the ground.

"Fairies, like tiny friends, buzzing about, singing joyous music," Brethor told him. "To us, like a barn cat or a simple pet dog. They do not care to be handled, though. Their bodies are sensitive to all but the purest of life forces."

"I know of magic and of the wars. The peoples of magic used their powers against men," Sviska said. "It is why magic was outlawed."

Brethor laughed. "But I doubt you know what else went on. To hear but one side of a story that spans the lands of many and believe it alone is folly. What isn't common knowledge is that the gods of the land battled also. The gods of the North and the ones of the South, the Itsu, fought within their own world but eventually the war spilled into ours. The Itsu seduced men and their overt desire for continued life, power, and immortality, and used them as pawns against the Northern gods. In trying to defeat the Itsu, the Northern war god, Kel, became a horrible deity—even by gods' standards.”

Sviska nodded slowly. “I know only of the magic being the source of the issues of the world.”

 “None were safe, and it was not magic alone. Mankind and magical creatures alike were slaughtered by his plaques and diseases as he attempted to curve the growing power of the Itsu. He knew what was happening when the Order formed and began killing all cultures of enchanted races and banning all magic, taking it as far as to destroy any object they could find that was of possible power by elven, dwarven, or any other design other than men. However, even as powerful as Kel was, he could not see everything at work. The Order sought a parlay with him. The Itsu had hidden from his sight, and to Kel, it appeared men wished for peace. In knowing that the suffering should end, he listened and went before the people.

The Order, which had become a shadowy, swindling brotherhood who had aligned themselves with the Itsu, managed to trap the war god. The Order originally formed to stop magic and all of its use, but the Itsu had swindled them with the sacred Galhedriss Arcana, a book of power with the spells of the world of the gods. With it, the incantations to rule over all were within the grasp of men. From that point on, they have been at war with all of magic other than their own and thus have destroyed most of all magic beings, but some have found refuge"

"That is this place," said Sviska. "Those of magic are here now." 

Brethor smiled. "Yes, as lord of the Estate, I act as a steward over them. There is magic in this city; it is hidden and safe. The powers of the city protect all of us."

"If these Itsu are as powerful as you say they are, why have they not come after you?"

"Wura, god-thief and the god of mischief, is a sly one and daring. While all the Itsu used their powers to subdue Kel, not an easy feat, Wura went to their temple and stole the Galhedriss Arcana. He hid it away from them, and in doing so, prevented further use of the powers within. Without their book, further Itsu mages could not be trained. The Order is all that openly remain, and very few know of that openness. Through ill fortune on their part, they were killed one by one, as they searched the lands for their lost book. I know some must remain, but they are quiet and reluctantly patient." 

He chewed on his tongue as he said that, shaking his head.

"You have not worried that they would find the city?"

 "I have. But the Founders, ancestors of the people here, set the law in regards to weapons and magic." Brethor took a few more logs and tossed them onto the fire, each log casting up a dust of embers and ash when landing. The new wood crackled as it began to burn.

 "With their decrees, magic is used here freely to a point, at least, and weapons of the earth have no place within our walls. As you can see, we carry no weapons of iron or steel. However, it is still dangerous, and I do bid you be careful. The people are wary of anyone new. It is rare."

Sviska had difficulty believing what he was hearing. His entire life he had known that magical beings were evil and that all of men must work together to protect each other from their power. However, here, high in the mountains, was a sanctuary for them. He himself had seen those who proclaimed to be users of magic or of mystical ways fall into madness, a madness that drove them to fall upon their own blades, if not be hunted and killed.

"I do not know what to say of all of this," he told Brethor. "Should I be afraid of those who are here?"

Brethor sat down at the table, still holding his drink. He lifted it up as a toast. "You should only be afraid as much as we should be afraid of you. I know you intend us no harm. Winemakers are harmless after all!"

Sviska joined him and picked at pieces of sliced fruit that was stacked on a platter next to an open bottle of wine. 

He was harmless. An interesting thought that he knew was not true. Sviska knew the Order should already have the first shipment nearly here. It was not like them to tarry and wait. He felt that the winemaking guise would hold up as long as he played the part, but still, to what end, he did not know. He had already learned more of his masters than he could have ever fathomed was true. He questioned why, with Elinathrond being such a secret, would Brethor risk bringing him in, an outsider. It did not make sense to him.

"I must tend to the winery. I expect my shipment of supplies any day now," he said. He worried at first that the lord would see it as a very random thing to say given the previous conversation, but Brethor did not seem to mind. 

"Good, good," Brethor replied, wiping his hands with a towel. 

He stood. "If you follow me out this way, I can lead you to the room. Slats is already working to clean it up."

Sviska stood, scraping the chair across the floor as he did. The sound echoed across the open room. He followed Brethor down to a corridor in the northeast of the Estate. He had not been this way yet. A continuous window that looked out over a small garden and a range of snowy mountains lined the left side of the hallway. There seemed to be large red roses, though covered in snow, of course, growing wildly about the yard.

"Do you like my rose garden?" Brethor asked.

"How do they grow when it is as cold as it is here?" 

"I have one of the best gardeners in all of the land! That, I assure you. She is indeed a blessing to such growing things. Ah, but enough about plants. Let us continue downstairs."

They came to a large stairwell that led into the basement of the Estate. Polished handrails led down the steps, and they turned to the right. An echo preceded them as they began to walk down a long hallway.

"I do wish this place was better, but it seemed that once the fire had started, there was no way to save it." 

"How would a fire start down here?" 

"Not very easily, but intentional fires do not need explanation. My guards are attempting to find the person who did it."

"So you feel someone was trying to burn the Estate?"

"No, I believe just the winery."

Brethor began to walk faster and then turned quickly down a corridor with a blackened door at the end. He reached the door and gave a tug to the handle. The doorframe came off, and he shrugged, placing it against the wall. 

"Slats, are you in here?" he asked.

Sviska went through the doorway and noticed the charred wood all over the room. From a pile of collapsed pilings and planks, they heard a muffled yell for help.

Sviska and Brethor ran to the pile and began digging, tossing the pieces to the side. With a firm grip on his shirt, they pulled Slats out of the wreckage. Ash covered him, and he coughed, brushing the dust off his face.

"What happened?" asked Sviska. 

"Oh, you know, sir. Minor collapse of wood on top of the dwarf." Slats spat and continued to wipe his lips.

"So you are an actual dwarf? Like in the stories?" Sviska asked. 

"Yes, an actual dwarf! I told you that before!"

Brethor cleared his throat. "I leave you to your work. Perhaps we will speak again soon, Turmin." 

He then departed the room, leaving the work ahead to Sviska and Slats.

"I am a dwarf, if I do say so! I am a dwarf and now you know!" commented Slats as he humbly sang and drank from an open bottle. His gait was uneasy and random as his feet tapped about, trying to gain stability. In a stumbling collapse, he fell into one of the stone pillars that stood in the room.

"Drinking this early?" asked Sviska, raising one eyebrow as he patted Slats on the back. "I see now why you were stuck under rubble."

"Of course, sir! I have to drink with breakfast. It is a break, and breaks entitle one to a drink. As do all normal breaks when one is working! After what happened down here to the dear elf, I am a bit sad, I say! It is not the best to drink in times as this, but I need to."

Slats began to sob and sniffle loudly. "Oh well, best not to dwindle on it, they say! Brethor says it will not happen again, and I trust him."

Elf, he thought, knowing now another one of the races of the city's occupants. But he could not remember seeing an elf yet. Pointed ears, renowned for longer than average lives, and somewhat ignorant to the problems of the world. That, at least, is what he had read of them.

They shoveled and swept all the charred wood to the door of the room, piling it up for easier disposal. The room was cold and the air thick with dust.

 The black walls were bare, and cracks ran up to the upper level of the Estate. Behind further debris, Sviska found a fireplace built into the wall. He gathered some of the charred wood and soon had a roaring fire, warming the room and bringing much needed light to their endeavor. 

Slats fetched a bucket of water, and they began scrubbing the floors and walls. They had cleaned over half of the room when they both decided a well-needed break was in order. They placed their buckets and mops against the wall and headed back up and out through a side door just near the stairs. 

Just outside, a terrace overlooked the southern reaches of the castle wall and the woods beneath.

Slats searched his pockets until he found a long wooden pipe and filled the bowl with tobacco before lighting it. With a sigh, he leaned back, resting on the stones. 

"Good time to relax," he said, staring upward. 

The sun was already beginning to set. Sviska looked as it hung just at the level of the horizon. Already the stars were shining in the eastern skies, and the howling winds swept through the mountains.

"Is it already nearly nighttime?" asked Sviska.

"No, no, sir. The sun sets much sooner this time of the year. Soon the great time of the polar lights will begin to shine the brightest that they do the entire year! A wonderful festival is normally held during that time!"

"Perhaps we can serve wine by then?" 

The dwarf took a long draw from his pipe. "Perhaps. I don't know if it will be ready. It depends on your equipment, winemaker."

Sviska wondered when the first shipment would arrive. Although his guise was strong and sure, he had never had this much doing with targets from the Order. If he was to kill them, why not get it over with? He didn't know if that was even his task. The note from the Order left too much room for him to wonder.

Perhaps another letter would be delivered with the shipment, he thought, his eyes scanning the mountains in the distance.

Slats coughed and spit, taking Sviska’s mind off his thoughts. The dwarf stuck his tongue out and pulled a piece of burned tobacco that he had sucked through his pipe.

"Bluckers! Nasty stuff. I like the smoke, not the plant!" He knocked his pipe free of the ash and tucked it away. "Best be getting back to it." 

 They both stood up, brushing off their clothing as they did. Sviska went to turn toward the door with Slats, but then noticed something black, shimmering slightly, like glass on the castle wall. There seemed to be more than one, now that he noticed. Every few feet, a statue not much bigger than a man appeared to be standing on the walls.

"Slats, those things on the wall, I had not noticed them before now," he said, pointing. 

Slats walked to where Sviska was standing and squinted, looking along the wall.

"Oh, those are the Watchers. I do not know their exact origin or much else about them, but don't find yourself at odds to them and be unfriendly. They protect the city. A special magic gives them power. Not that those ones need to do much, given the black woods are beneath them. That land is protected, too. But not of the same magic that is the city."

"Is down there also part of the refuge for magical beings?" 

"No," Slats replied as he headed back into the Estate. "I do not know for sure, but it is said one of the last unicorn herds reside there. And, well, they are not friendly. You can't have a unicorn rummaging about the city. They'll eat all the mint, and I love mint."

Back down in the cellar, Sviska added more wood to the fire. There began to be a greenish-blue glow shining from the flames, and then in a second, it was gone. He thought nothing of it and added more wood to the growing fire. Again, just as before, the fire sparked the strange hue and then returned to normal.

"Look at this," he said to Slats, who was rolling one of the remaining empty barrels to a dimly lit resting area off to the side.

He threw another piece of wood, and the hue shined brightly. It lasted a bit longer, but Slats seemed unimpressed. 

"The wine burning does that. At festival, we will sprinkle some on sticks and throw it in the bonfire just to see it."

Sviska had never seen wine do such a thing, and wondered of what source the green and blue colors came from. Slats seemed uninterested in it, but the effect amazed him. 

A few more hours of work and they were nearly done cleaning. Other than a few barrels, the only other thing that had survived the fire was a stone rack where barrels, filled with fresh wine, would rest until they were ready. The remaining empty barrels were placed one by one on the rack. Sviska did notice that along a far wall was a shelf with several long-necked crystal bottles.

"That was for the wine, used during the celebration I told you about before. I am happy to see they managed to survive. However, they are a bit smoky." 

Slats began to polish each of them, taking the time to look over the crystal before setting them back on the shelf. "Soon, you will all be filled again." 

Between the two of them, they were able to gather what was left of the debris near the doorway and take it outside for disposal.

Exiting the Estate through the main foyer, they dumped the charred materials near a goat stable, where Slats said the ashes would be good for the ground. They had just made it back to the door of the Estate when a large contingent of hooded guards could be seen walking around the circular archway of the gypsies.

It was difficult to see what they carried, but a large wagon brought up the rear. They began up the steps of the Estate, and Sviska noticed Captain Runa at the fore with a large scroll. 

"Your shipment was left at the gates of the city. The people carrying it scurried off before we could even speak with them. This document seems to list the items included and says a second shipment is also on its way."

He handed the scroll to Sviska and whistled as he walked around the side of the Estate. The guards pulled the wagon following him to where a large cellar door was opened leading into the storeroom. The door opened outward, and a narrow dirt ramp led into the underside of the Estate. As a guard walked ahead with a lit torch, the men pulled the wagon. 

Sviska followed and assisted in untying the ropes that held it. He then removed the cover to reveal a large barrel used for smashing the grapes and a holding vat for the fermentation process to begin. He was thankful of his childhood to have this knowledge, especially now.

Runa went to a black chain that was hanging from the ceiling and gave it a hard tug. The wall directly before him sunk backward and then rolled open, revealing a pathway to the winery. The men worked together to move the massive contraption into its place in the winery. Sviska began looking over the scroll and directed the bags of seeds for the grape bushes to be lined against the wall. Slats, busy placing the new barrels in the holding area, came across a box that was heavier than the rest. 

"Turmin, it seems we have something interesting here."

Sviska jumped up. The Order was sending something, and the box could have contained those items. Although, he knew most of the shipment was searched before being brought into the gates, he wished to take no chances. A weapon found at any point within the shipment would give way to unanswerable questions arising.

"Don't touch that!" he yelled. 

The room became quiet, and the guards all stared at him. Runa moved his hand to his staff on his back, uneasy by the winemaker’s yelling Sviska ran to Slats and took the crate. Slats stared at him, confused. 

"This must be opened in the dark," he lied. "It is a special brew of wine that must not see the light until it is to be served, a special brew from my homeland." He smiled at Slats and nodded his head. "But we will have some later."

His nervousness disappeared, as it seemed they bought it. The others went back to work, bringing in the last of the supplies, and Runa released his grip on his staff.

Sviska turned, still holding the crate, and sighed in relief. He took the box to a corner of the winery and put it down carefully. He would need to come back to it when he was alone.

 

 


Chapter 8 Of Elinathrond

 

The winery was now partially complete. As Sviska worked to organize his grape seeds, stacking them in rows against the far wall, it struck him that he still did not know where to grow them. The outside was too harsh due to the cold winds and icy ground. The previous winemaker had to have a growing area, but it was definitely not down near the cellar. At least, not to Sviska's knowledge. 

They were finished for the day. As he went back over the inventory, he noticed the next shipment would include the winepress attachment and further resting barrels. He rolled the scroll up and set it on a recently delivered table. It was well into the night now, and Brethor had yet to come by to see how far they had gotten with the new winery.

Sviska and Slats went to the Estate kitchen and joined Cusis, who was eating a freshly made stew in the servant's area. Just off the main kitchen, in a small, unadorned room with a simple table and chairs, Cusis sat alone.

 He was startled seeing them both and immediately stood, beckoning Sviska to go sit in the dining room.

"It is fine, Cusis. It is a large room more fit for many. I would enjoy just a seat after the day we've had."

Cusis nodded, agreeing, and served two bowls of stew into small bowls that had been stacked neatly on the table. He then stood and began to tend to his dirty dish, sloshing water and scrubbing it in a sink. 

The kitchen was massive. A large stone oven was against the back wall, and an open pit for cooking meat was in the center of the room. Smaller kettles lined the wall next to the oven, which set next to pots in numbers enough to cook a large feast. 

"A peculiar thing, this Estate," began Sviska. "So large yet the only occupants are us and Brethor." 

Cusis stopped washing his dish and dried his hands with a towel. 

"Lord Brethor is an old man. He may not look it, but many years he has watched over us. His family has been lost. I remember as a boy, my father was chief servant, and I played with the children of the Estate. There were many who lived here then."

"I'm surprised, then, that none remain." As he finished his stew, slurping the last of the broth, he handed the dish to Cusis, as the servant asked for it as he walked over. Standing over the oven and warming himself over the dim flames, he tried to chase the chill out of the air.

Slats said nothing and stirred his bowl, looking up at Cusis periodically. Sviska had a feeling it was best to remain quiet given the looks between the two servants.

Cusis joined him near the fire. "I know you wish to know, but I do not feel it is my place," he said. "Lord Brethor needs to inform you of the conditions here. I know he has not, especially if you ask of his family."

There was a cold breeze and an uncomfortable quiet in the kitchen. Slats still said nothing. Cusis now was not even acknowledging Sviska's presence. Sviska wondered where Brethor was. He did not seem to be in the Estate even now with evening meal done. But no one else seemed to be worried.

He bid the dwarf and chief servant good night and headed back to the winery. He needed to check that crate, and considering Slats was with him nearly all the time, he felt this would be his only time to look in it.

The embers from the cellar fireplace were dying, and a distinct coldness shivered his bones. If the Estate was the warmest structure in the city, he wondered how others survived.

 He knelt next to the crate and pried it open with a metal pole. The crate split with a pop and fell apart. Ironic to him, there were bottles of wine. 

Straw packed around each of the bottles stuck his fingers as he reached in. He removed the bottles and turned, looking for somewhere to place them. Just a few paces from him, he noticed a dark area with carved stone. He made his way over, sliding on his knees. He could not tell what the carved stone area was used for but noticed the bottles would fit nicely in a row side by side. He pulled the frame of the shattered crate to him and slid each of the bottles into place in the stone shelf. As he removed each bottle, he checked it, but found nothing out of the ordinary. 

Turning back to the crate, he removed handfuls of straw until he could clearly see the bare side of the crate. There was a strange coloration of the wood in a portion of the bottom. He flipped the crate over and took the metal pipe to the edging of the crate. He worked to loosen whatever held the bottom securely and, in a shattering of wood, found a note hidden inside.

A single hastily inscribed word was on the parchment. Drink. 

He looked to the bottles, holding each to the light. 

The first bottle did not appear to have anything in it but red wine. The second, third, and fourth were all the same. He picked up the final bottle. Holding it to the light, the wine settled from shifting, and he noticed what looked like a tiny glass vial within the wine itself. It was difficult to see, but he could make out the outline against the bottom of the bottle. He needed to open it.

Worried of making a mess and of someone hearing, he altered his initial thought and did not just break the bottle. After a quick search, he found an abandoned corkscrew in a box with other random objects they had found while cleaning, and screwed into the cork. After a firm pull, the cork made a faint sound that echoed within the winery. The wine bottle was able to breathe. He then heard approaching footsteps. 

Slats.

Knowing his assistant wanted a drink and could not wait for it did not surprise him. As the approaching footsteps got closer, he tucked the parchment into his pocket and pushed the broken box to the corner again. Just as he did, Brethor appeared in the doorway, covered in snow and holding two clean wine glasses.

"I was hoping to have a taste of the sample stock I assumed would come with the shipment. Do you care to share some?" 

Sviska still held the bottle in his hand. Brethor, of course noticing, set the glasses on the table and sat down. Sviska reluctantly brought the bottle and sat down. He poured each of them a glass, being careful to assure Brethor did not see the vial.

"So tell me of this wine, Turmin," he said, sniffing the glass before taking a small sip.

"It is from the Ruda Grape, a traditional wine of my home. This is a red wine and can be warmed and mulled if preferred."

Sviska did in fact know this. The familiar aroma sparked his memory, and he remembered from his time working with the wines as a child the nuance of details in winemaking.

 But what he had told Brethor before of his family was not true. He had no family. The orphanage he lived at as a very young boy was no more now than a memory. He had worked on the vineyard to help bring in extra money for the family group. The old winemaker there had no son and enjoyed teaching him of the process as much as Sviska loved working with the plants, the grapes, and he felt immense delight as a new bottle was procured after months of hard work.

But that memory had burned. The vineyard, the orphanage, the only home he knew. The Order found him then, and taught him to kill. The only lessons he received after that time were to kill.

"So, family," said Brethor. "I did not come down here just to have a drink. I spoke with Cusis, and he told me of your observation of my lonely Estate."

"I did not mean an insult by it," Sviska explained, noticing the slight slowing of tongue with the word “lonely.”

"No, Turmin, I do not find it an insult, but yet a sad state of things. There is much you need to know of here, secrets of this city that, unfortunately, due to the death of the last winemaker, will become more evident once you brew the new wine. Do you care for a midnight walk in the city?" 

Sviska was tired but agreed. At least with Brethor he would manage not to get into more trouble. Leaving the winery, he hurried to his room and put on an additional layer of clothes and his large coat. He met Brethor, who stood in a black coat accented with metal along the shoulders and the arms, in the foyer. He also held another coat of similar fashion.

"You don't need all that," he stated, offering him the black coat he held. 

Sviska took the coat and took off his second layer. With just basic clothing on, he slipped his right arm into the new coat, noticing immediately the softness of the interior. Pushing his arms in the rest of the way, he noticed it was a perfect fit. Not only that, it was warmer than any coat he had ever worn. 

"Thank you," he told Brethor. 

"Do not thank me," Brethor insisted, "but the snow dwarves of this mountain. They were makers of many things, but most useful to daily living here, these coats. Crafted from the under-feathers of a phoenix and strewn together with dragon skins. Not only beyond rare in what it is made of, it is warm and will shield you from most dangers—that I can assure you." 

He opened the doors.

The night was quiet, a waxy moon hung behind the clouds, and the snow was glowing almost bluish. The phoenix coat lessened the coldness of the night, and Sviska was not as weighed down as he had been before. In truth, he felt like he was garbed in a simple cloth and that winter was far away.

That memory faded as snow crunched under his feet.

Brethor pointed around them. "The snow dwarves crafted this entire place. They were the first peoples to occupy this land and were of great use at making many defenses, both of stone and of crystals."

"Crystals, as in the Watchers?"

Brethor laughed. "I see Slats has been telling you of some of our secrets already. That is fine; this is your home now, and I want you to feel secure."

Passing through the main square, they walked in near silence. They were taking the center road through the city. The Mirenor road.

 Sviska glanced up, admiring the trees that grew in the center of the stone promenade. The trees stood tall, reaching higher than the three-story buildings that lined the road on either side. The glowing flower petals that gleamed white in the moonlight outshined their bark, a silver color. He was in awe.

"Some of the last elven trees still alive in the world. There were times when there were entire forests of these, sparkling over rolling hills by still lakes caught in the starlight. I swear to you, Turmin, you could look out over a field and would see there were two skies at nighttime." Brethor stopped, looking for a moment at the boughs above.

 "That is no more." He shook his head forcefully and continued walking. "The name of the road is even elvish, named after one of their woods from time ago.”

"So if all magical creatures and peoples have come here, why have you never tried to leave? You could move out in force for support and protection. At the very least, you could talk with the villages by the lake."

"We tried," Brethor replied, his tone short and monotone. "It worked. We built buildings, had our festivals, and lived beside the normal folk. But then the curse found us. To cure the mania that ensued, they murdered and burned all remains of our peoples from the village. It was then we became even more reclusive." He took a deep breath, bringing his coat up around him better. "We have to remain here. The curse cannot as easily reach us here."

Sviska wondered of this curse that Brethor spoke of. Never had he heard of any curse before and was surprised that such lore would not have at least been rumored in the southern lands. 

They came to the wall of the city that separated the actual "living" city from the ghost town of the lower portion. As Brethor came to a small wooden door, Sviska noticed that it was obviously not the same gateway he had used when he first arrived. 

From his pocket, Brethor pulled a single silver key and placed it in the keyhole. He turned and jerked the key. A clank sounded, and then the key turned freely. They entered, and Brethor locked the door behind them. He checked it before he pointed to another door, unlocking it with a second silver key. 

They were again outside, but there were no buildings. A rocky outcropping in the center of a walled area was all that he could see. Atop the walls surrounding them, the crystalline statues looked inward. They appeared as beasts, blackened, but of glass.

"They look toward us?" Sviska asked, staring about at the vast number that occupied the walls.

"Watchers, as you know. That is their name to the people, but their true name is the Black Shards, ancient protectors. Of craftsmanship older than most in the lands. They were a gift from the lord of the snow dwarves to the city when I was taking over the Estate and he was on his deathbed. They assure no unwanted people or things can pass into our city or into areas we do not wish them to be, like here. 

“For further security, the Brotherhood of Wura, the white tunic guards of the city, is made of normal men. Like you, they are no more magically inclined than a simple stone. They are the voice of the Black Shards. The Black Shards are of the Brotherhood of Wura. Between the two of them, we rest easy. There is much to protect here, and I love my people."

"Wura, as in the thief god you told me of?"

"There is irony in the fact of a thief god being the name of an order designed to protect, isn't there?" He smiled and began toward the rocky outcrop. "The god Wura has a very personal blessing over this place." 

Sviska wondered of the desire of Brethor to tell him so freely of such things. It was strange that although most seemed free to do what they wished within the city, there were still secrets to keep from public knowledge. Why were there two locked doors and crystalline sentinels looking toward an empty courtyard? This area of the city that was dark, cold, and away from the otherwise peaceful areas of the city. What was here that any would want?

Now closer to the rocky outcropping, Sviska could see the stones surrounded two large pillars and a stone door covered by a metal grate angled into the ground.

 Brethor placed his hand on the door, and a pale light shone around his hand. The metal grate slid down. 

The stone door had a glowing seal in the shape of two stars rotating into each other, preventing it from being open. A series of runic inscriptions were just below the stone seal. 

In a sequential order, Brethor touched each seal, and the stone door rolled open. Sviska followed Brethor down a dark stairwell. Behind them, the door closed and a clicking sound resealed the door. 

They came to a large open hallway with a torch basin in the center.

"Take a torch," said Brethor. "The way to the holy place is dark, and pitfalls are not uncommon."

Sviska reached for a torch and lit it in the fires. An orange glow parted the darkness, and they walked down the dank and musty hallway. Strewn about were broken pillars and bones of previous occupants. They were past the state of decay; their white bony remains gawked outward. With periodic crunching under their feet, they left the torch basin and continued.

"This place, too, was built by the dwarves many ages ago. It was the first way into the mountain, and as you will find, it is good at keeping many unpleasant secrets of our city. This is indeed a sad place. We wish to keep those here hidden as well as keep others from the city out." 

Looming before them now was a large stone door. Torches on either side lit the hallway, giving a bit more light, but still the room was dank and cold.

Sviska peered into the corner of the room and took a few steps to investigate further. The floor gave way beneath his feet, and he jumped back, just making it to the center of the room as the stones crumbled, falling without a sound.

Brethor raised his eyebrow. "The main path is safe, but the edges of the rooms on this level are unstable at the very thought of wishing to wander off. I told you it was unsafe." 

The large stone door was not like the door at the entrance. Brethor gave a firm two knocks.

There was a clanking sound, and the rattles of chains and groans of the earth belching the sealed air rustled the dusts of the passage as the gate rose upward. They stepped forward, and a man in red-hooded robes met them at the doorway.

"You have returned, Brethor," he said. "So soon?"

 

 

 


Chapter 9 The Asylum

 

Brethor embraced the man and then turned with a sway of his arm, presenting Sviska. "This is our new winemaker, and I hope he will procure the wine before too many others must join this place."

The man bowed before Sviska, his red robe swaying with his gesture. "Then you are all of our hope. I am Roega, gatekeeper of the asylum. I bid a fond but dreary welcome to this place."

"Thank you," said Sviska. "I am Turmin." 

Roega nodded and then turned and began to walk. Brethor was beside him as they went.

"I'm afraid there has been no improvement in the newest accursed. Already they have been moved to the second level, and I have assigned more Priors to care for them from the first level. The newest are becoming more of a problem for both the temple and for us down here. Since there is no more wine, the curse is more rampant than before."

Brethor sighed. "I know. The skepticism in finding another elixir is slowing what research is being done to inhibit the effects. It seems without the cessation of the curse, we will have little else we can do. The elven wine must be made again."

Sviska knew nothing of what they spoke, nor of any elixir. There were no curses in the rest of the world. There had been plagues that killed many, but that was well before his time and there were common medicinal ways to prevent those.

They came to a long hallway that was open on one side, overlooking a large crevice. Above the crevice, the cavern opened up, with large hovering orbs of light illuminating the grounds below. Resting on the ledge, they looked down to lines of rooms built into the rocks. People, many of them restless, walked quickly with no destination. As they reached the wall, they would turn and go back the same way. 

A few Priors, dressed in similar dark red robes as Roega’s, stood amongst them, occasionally having to separate those who would begin swinging at each other like drunken vagabonds.

Between some, the peace only lasted moments before tragedy. Too few Priors were available to prevent fighting, and Sviska was surprised at a sudden clamor as Priors rushed over to help a man who was being stomped in the head by another. 

The man's face was bleeding, and his body convulsed wildly. A monk descended from a high stone chair, previously unnoticed by Sviska.  He went to the convulsing man. Holding a staff at his head, a white glow shined, and the shaking stopped. The man who had been stomping him was taken, screaming and flailing wildly, to a gated area away from the sight of others, dragged further into the mountain. 

The monk with the glowing staff ascended to his chair again, and the mindless activity continued. 

"What is wrong with them?" Sviska asked.

Brethor answered in a solemn tone. "That is the second level. It is there that many live their last days still in the light, if mage lights can be called light. We will go to the third and fourth later." 

"This asylum, the curse, what is all this?" asked Sviska.

Roega coughed. "Well, it is the curse that causes the disease. I believe it is termed something specific away from the mountain."

"Memory sickness," stated Brethor. "The asylum is a place where sufferers can be offered some peace and a last bit of time as themselves before the later stages affect them. If they were not in Elinathrond, men of the world would kill them." Brethor shrugged and walked ahead of them.

"I know of what you speak," said Sviska, "but that was many years ago, well before my time. Those people were a danger to others, and no known cure ever existed. But it is not widespread anymore. Memory sickness is very rare. This must be something else."

"Very rare in your world, perhaps," said Roega, "but here it is not. We must separate these people from the rest of the city in order to prevent panic. You will find that everyone here is highly susceptible to the curse. Those of your lands that the curse affects have but a taste of magic in their bloodlines. Some never develop into the later stages but function well with only bouts of insanity. In the attempt to purge all of the magic in the world, many innocent and non-magical people were murdered when the cause was not the curse but simple diseases of men, faultiness in their own bodies. Be thankful that those of pure magic are gone in your world, lest your people would still be suffering with only the most minor sign of sickness. It was a dark time."

They passed through an archway and came to an area with stone seats where many Priors sat one on one with people, talking and helping them get dressed and eat. 

Some of the people here were still doing simple tasks on their own, while others were beginning to show the similar signs as those in the second level. There were at least fifty people that Sviska could count.

"Did you know that fairies live in trees?" said one as he grabbed Sviska's arm. Sviska pushed the man’s hand away, and he then went to Brethor. 

"Did you know that fairies live in trees?"

"Why yes, I did, but thank you for telling me," he said.

The man smiled and then went to another person, saying the same repeatedly.

"The curse was made to draw out those of magical origin so that they could be purged from society," said Brethor. "What Roega told you was true. Normal men were left unaffected, but if even a small portion of your blood was of magical origin, it would affect you." 

Roega nodded and looked around. "Very few were in this level before, and even fewer in the second prior to the curse finding its way here. The entire first level of the city, the bleak area past the first walls, have given its occupants to the asylum." 

He urged them forward. At the other side of the room was a door. On either side, Priors stood, hooded and unmoving. 

"We descend deeper," he said.

The Priors opened the door, and Roega led them through. A narrow stairwell twisted and snaked downward. They came to a plane that went out toward the second level.

They did not stop. Their descent continued, and darkness enveloped them. The monk brought forth a staff from his robes, and a whitish glow lit the way as they went into a much more cave-like area. There were more Priors here compared to the first level.

Looking through large stone openings carved into the mountain, he saw gate cells gleaming from the glow of the monk's staff. Sviska thought he could see movement from one of the cells.

Another man sat at a plain wooden table. He was busy inscribing names in a book. Picking up a sheet of parchment from a stack, he would glance at it, write down the name, and then burn the parchment in a torch basin to his left.

"What is the number now?" asked Brethor. 

The man looked up at Brethor slowly and then looked back down at his book.

"Thirty," he said, "since you were here earlier."

"Thirty?" Brethor asked in disbelief. He rubbed his hands through his hair and then walked forward, down one of the corridors. Sviska followed him. 

As they walked, he noticed that within the cells were more people. Some still did the mindless activities as was in the second level, but most were bleeding. Injuries, self-inflicted, were plentiful. They stopped at a cell, and Brethor pointed to a young woman who was biting her hand. As Sviska looked closer, he saw that she had rows of teeth marks going up both arms. 

"She was an herbalist from the first level of the city. A nice woman, due to marry within a few days of being brought here. She did not go to the second level. Her family had hid the fact that the curse was so powerful in her, and she killed all of them in a blind rage, including her betrothed. If not for a neighbor, we might not have found her before others were harmed."

The woman snarled and ran forward, striking the bars of the cell with her hands.

"Let me out!" she screamed. 

"We forcefully took her to the third level after the Priors of the temple were unable to calm her. She will soon be moved to the fourth level. That is a sad fate."

"Why do you just keep them here?" Sviska asked. "This is no better a fate than what happened to those in my lands. Why not put them to death and end their suffering?"

"The way your world works and the way we work here is very different. In your world, your people are plentiful. But here, we of magic are fading in numbers, just as the curse was designed to ensure. The Itsu sought the death of all magical beings, and with the binding of Kel, the curse was procured and spread, its presence unseen and unfelt by normal people. Those who see the process believe the person to be just crazy. The ruling people put them to death for the reason of the safety of others. These are our friends. We hope for the curse to be broken, but as of now, no ways to do so have been found. We keep them in this asylum as hope for their families. But even I feel those already here cannot recover. Their fates were sealed before they arrived."

He began to walk back toward the others. "And now, the curse is spreading amongst those of our mountain even faster."

"She will have to be moved down soon, Brethor," said Roega. "She cannot remain here." 

"I know," he replied, distraught.

"We have no way to protect others from the spread of the curse." 

 "We are working on it, Roega," he said, looking at Sviska. "Production will begin soon."

Roega again led them to the stairs. They descended further and to a dark area. The Priors at this level were many more than Sviska had seen in the entirety of the rest of the asylum. There was a large open area with a single walkway that crossed the entire room. Underground waterfalls provided a river that snaked under divided walls that numbered in the hundreds. The room was massive, and looking over the edge of the walkway, Sviska noticed there were many rows of people kept down in separate cells below. 

Harsh wailing and screaming echoed through the air. More like beasts than people, they bellowed curses and ripped at themselves. The smell of blood and feces permeated his senses, and his stomach felt sour.

At the end of the walkway was a circular area where an assembly of Priors stood. A body lay in the center of the circle. Bloodied, blackened, but alive, the person took shallow and rapid breaths. 

A Prior held his staff above the person, its glow preventing the person from moving. It quivered and reached out toward the other Priors as they recited verses from a book in his hand.

 

"Hallowed body we find you here,

The curse of mania, loss, and fear. 

No longer you; your soul is lost,

We bid you now the final cross.

 

Without more sadness to bear you down,

Without the drear and horrid sound,

By our sacred power bestowed at last

         Your suffering shall now be cast."	

 

The Priors brought forward their staves in unison. A bright light enveloped the person and blinded Sviska for a moment. The wails of the room became louder, a product of the curse devoured within the death of the person. A blast of cold air rushed outward, and then all went silent within the room.

In the circle within where the body had been, only ashes remained.

"To ashes and dust," said Brethor quietly. He bowed his head and turned slowly back, walking away from both Sviska and Roega.

"This is how the curse ends," said Roega. "If you are not killed by someone in the second level, or by yourself in the third, the fourth will take you. The madness and suffering becomes too much for the mind to handle." He then followed after Brethor, bowing his head.

Sviska stood, staring at the ashes. The Priors filed away from the circular area, and a single monk brushed the ashes off the side, the remains to fall into the pits below. This curse, as they called it, was horrible to Sviska. Seemingly only affecting those of magic, how could making wine help this at all? Aside from this, his reason for being here was not to figure out a cure for the people. Although his task was still unclear, he knew that the cares of the people were not his concern. But, there was a strange twinge in his mind, like a thought that was cloudy being made clear. However, he could not betray the Order. The second shipment would be arriving before too long, and with it the rest of his task.

He joined the others who were awaiting him near the stairwell. Brethor was quiet, and upon seeing Sviska, smiled. 

"Well, you have now seen it. You have wondered of my family. This is what became of them. Every child, woman, and man of my bloodline, lost to the curse long ago. If only I could have helped them." 

Brethor and Sviska made their way back to the first level. Near the entrance of the area, there were a few of the Brotherhood of Wura holding a young boy by the arms. A group of Priors held their glowing staves above him. The boy went limp. The Priors lifted him out of the main walkway, placing him against a wall.

"A new victim," said Brethor.

He went to the boy and sat down next to him. He stroked the boy’s hair and began to weep. "So young. His life forfeit by this evil curse." Sviska knelt next to him. 

"So here, even the young get memory sickness?" he said. 

"The curse has no qualm of age nor experience, evil nor good, only the sense of magic within you. This boy was a son of one of the Priors from the Priory of Kel, the temple in the western part of the city. Those who work the asylum are of that temple, so this will prove more painful for those who are here. I was with him since the night before last in the temple. The family was stricken, and I had no offerings of help other than to offer my presence. To feel powerless and be the lord of this city is my own torment."

Brethor stood and wiped his face of tears. "We should go. I know you need sleep."

Sviska followed him back out of the asylum, and the cool night air met them as they left. The metal gate and heavy stone sealed behind them.

"Are you well?" Brethor asked, concerned.

"Yes," Sviska replied. "I only wish to know my part in all of this."

"Brethor!" a voice said. "And our new winemaker, Turmin!"

They both turned to find the man Sviska had met when he first arrived in the city, Ustavis, leaning on his staff.

"I was hoping I could speak to the man who will be our savior here. It seems he has been too busy to find me again!” Ustavis smiled.

"What business do you have with him?" asked Brethor. His hands moved to his hips, and he took a step backward.

"Just a friendly conversation of simple happenings, I assure you. There is much a wandering mage can teach a winemaker from the south."

Between the two of them, a long silence ensued, their glances held, unmoving, with little emotion except a wry smile from Ustavis. At last, Brethor nodded, turning to Sviska.

 "I have business to attend to myself. Go ahead. Learn what you can from Ustavis. He is wise and powerful, as powerful as a mage can be."

Ustavis laughed, and Brethor began walking out of the area of the asylum at a hastened pace. 

"I guess apologies are in order, then?" Sviska asked. "With my arrival, I have had little time—"

"No, no, my son, excuses are not warranted here. Expectations in the other lands are not the same as here. Here, all is forgiven by me."

They began to walk, following out toward the locked doors. Ustavis, unlocking the doors with no key but with sleight of hand, led him. They made it back into the desolate area of the city. Brethor was no longer in sight.

"He who haunts the night is already gone," said Ustavis. 

"What?" asked Sviska.

"Oh, just ramblings of an old mage. Tell me, how was the asylum and the story of the curse?"

"I am without words. Horrible, but that doesn't seem to do it respect."

Ustavis nodded. "Indeed it is. The wine is the only hope for us here. What private stock some have is dwindling. And those who have it do not tell." 

They made their way to a far wall, ascended the stairs, and began following down the parapets. As they passed the Black Shards, the eyes of the statues glowed gold, as if seeking their presence, and then went dark. 

The snowy, rock-strewn cliff sides jutted down away from the walls. Further down, a few frostbitten trees were growing from the rocks. Between the trees, water snaked. The source of the warm waters of the valley splashed into a pool as it poured out from underneath the city, casting steam into the air. 

"Magic is a wonderful and powerful force," said Ustavis, admiring the falls. "From an icy mountain comes warm water."

Sviska looked over the wall, down to the water. "When I first arrived here, I wondered how such a thing could be. Now I have no doubts."

"So a believer you've been made. I wish there was more you knew. Perhaps the great lord of the city would not be so great." 

Sviska stopped. "Brethor has done no wrong, by my accord," he told him. "I hardly know him as I should, but I am trying to know. He took me to see the fate of his family."

"Yes, but is it now odd that he did not share the same fate?" Ustavis glared at him. "I am a powerful mage, but even I may be susceptible to such curses. What makes the lord so strong that his entire family would be wiped out but he remains? I believe dark magic is in the works, and I beg you, be careful."

Sviska had no reason to doubt this man. He knew Brethor not much more than he knew Ustavis. 

"I only wish you to be wary, dear boy," said Ustavis. "You are welcome to my wisdom as you seem fit. The last winemaker met a horrible fate at the hand of violent fires. Perhaps you should speak with the Brotherhood of Wura. You already met Captain Runa, and I am sure he would be happy to speak with you of his investigation given your position in the city."

"I will speak with the captain. Perhaps I can assist him in discovering the culprit."

Ustavis patted him on the back. "Indeed. You should speak with him tomorrow. You need to be warned; the wine is not sought by all to be spread around in the city once again. I bid you be careful." 

With a brilliant flash, Ustavis was gone. Sviska now was alone on the parapets with only the moon to give him company.

He wondered now of Brethor and if he should be fearful. His mind returned to his task and the vial in the winery. He needed to hide it before it was found.

Sviska made his way back to the Estate and crept toward the winery. He found the bottle that he and Brethor had tasted, and poured the wine out on the floor. He broke it on the table and left it there as if it had fallen by accident. The vial lay in a curved shard of glass. 

Within the vial was a green liquid. What he was to do with such a liquid he did not know. He went to where the other bottles were. He had noticed when placing the bottles that there was a loose stone behind one of them. He had thought nothing of it then. Now, he knew it would make an ideal place to put the vial. 

He went to the stone, pulled it with little force, and it came free. Chipping at the mortar and brick behind it, he made a small crevice in which to place the vial, and then covered it with the stone. The vial was safe. 

He dusted his hands and began out of the cellar. As he made his way up the stairs, he heard the door open from the area where he and Slats had taken a break. 

A woman appeared. She was dressed in silver and blue, adornments sat in her hair, and she was garbed in a tunic like Brethor and himself. Across her back was a silver bow and a quiver of arrows tipped with white feathers. She was quite beautiful, more so than any Sviska had seen. Before he could say a word, she came toward him. 

"Winemaker?" she asked.

"Um, yes," he said.

"Better fate I hope for you." She began walking toward the kitchen dragging a bag behind her.

“What do you have there?" he asked, noticing a trail of blood soaking through the brown cloth bag.

"The body of the last person who continued talking after I did not wish to speak to them." 

Sviska suddenly wished he had his knife on him still. He said nothing in reply.

She laughed and shook her head. "You like to eat meat. I will not pass up on a chance to leave the city and be in the woods, and vegetables are hard to come by. Though my kind might be less than happy, it is a hog and a deer for Brethor. I am Berie. That is all you must know of me."

 She said nothing further and continued to drag her quarry to the kitchen. 

Sviska made his way toward his quarters. The late hour and the events of the night were weighing heavily on him. As he made his way into the foyer, the doors opened and Brethor came in.

"Turmin," he said, his eyes opened widely in surprise.

"Yes?"

His expression turned more serious as he shut the door and removed his coat. "Did Ustavis speak with you as he wanted?" 

"Yes, and then in a flash, you could say, he was gone."

Brethor raised his eyes in a manner of careful understanding. "He is a wise man, Ustavis, and a powerful mage. Did he say anything that you feel I may need to know?"

Sviska searched his thoughts and remembered Ustavis' warning. 

"No. He did not," Sviska said.

A show of relief came across Brethor's face. "He is an old friend, but of late, I have been wary of him. You should be careful of some outside this Estate. I would trust anyone within these walls with my life. But I feel some within the city have lost faith. I do hope Ustavis remains on our side."

The first glow of the morning sun was now just changing the night sky to a dim red in the windows above. Brethor nodded to him and began down the western corridor.

"Before I forget," said Sviska, "I know you want the wine procured as quickly as possible. I do not have the entire winery ready, but I do have my seeds. I can begin planting them, but I am not sure where I can do that. Is there a special room in the Estate where the grapes can be grown?"

Brethor nodded and smiled. "I will show you tonight. Meet me in the foyer at midnight." He continued walking and disappeared around the corner.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 10 The Brotherhood and the Priory

 

Sviska slept without waking a single time. As he now awoke, his eyes blinked groggily to a roaring fire to his side. He scratched his face and felt something fall off the edge of the bed. He reached down, feeling the cold stone, until his hand brushed a piece of parchment. He read it aloud to himself.

I have went into town for a drink. Seeing as I am off as a servant and the winery needs nothing else, I will be drinking. 

By the way, I cleaned up the broken wine bottle in the winery! You owe me wine!

Slats

He laughed and stood up, stretching his body that was fatigued from the long night. His mind was still torn from the horrors of the fourth level of the asylum. That place was a temple of madness and mania. 

He made his way out, remembering the coat Brethor had gifted him. It was much easier than dressing in layers every day.

In the dining room, he found some prepared eggs and bread. He ate although they were cold and spongy, and then made his way out of the Estate. Ustavis had bid him to speak to Captain Runa to learn more of the attack on the winery. After a quick stop to ask for directions, he learned the Temple of Wura was in the east district of the city.

Sviska began that way. He did not know exactly where it sat, but he could make it out just above the other buildings. 

An opposing structure built into the mountain, its twisting steeple rose high into the skies. He came to a stone wall that curved around to a black gate. Two guards stood outside open gates of simple iron.

He nodded at them as he passed, but they did not move. A single bell sat outside the two closed wooden doors leading into the temple. There was a small fountain in a garden just to the side of the temple where white-cloaked men marched in groups of four off to the side of the main structure. In the expanse, groups of them sparred with each other and practiced with their staves, striking blows and deflecting their opponent's attacks. At the same time, others marched in formation. It was odd to have military-style drills next to a temple as regal as this looked.

Looking around, he did not see Runa anywhere. He made his way into the temple itself. Opening the doors, he walked into a smaller room with candles numbering uncountable along the walls. A single dark opening, made shadowy by the bright candles, led further in.

Crossing through the opening, he came to a large room with grand vaulted ceilings that looked like giant trees. He wondered if some were trees but encased in stone to support the structure. Above him, white dishes suspended by chains just below the level of the roof shone with a white glow, giving just enough light to see the rest of the temple.

 At the center of the far end of the room sat a large round stone. There was an effigy of a black night, with stars, the moon, and a whimsical smoke of green strewn across the entire image. He rubbed the etching and felt the coarse and smooth contrast of the colored image and the rest of the stone.

"They say the god Wura would come with the snowy lights of the sky and steal from the other gods. That is, before he became good."

Sviska turned and noticed that Captain Runa was standing behind him, his arms crossed and his eyes heavy.

"Captain Runa."

"Hello, Turmin. I see you have made your way to the Temple of Wura. What has brought you to our temporary refuge?"

"I was bid by Ustavis to find out further information of the person who burned the winery."

Runa began toward a side door at the back of the temple. Sviska followed.

"Well," he replied, "there isn't too much I know. The fire was not accidental, and I believe it came from a staff, so it was someone from within the Priory of Kel, or at least someone who stole a staff and was using it. That in itself is a punishable crime."

Runa led into a small room, simple in furnishings, with a desk and papers strewn about both the desk and floor. The captain sat, resting his head in his hands.

"The people are getting restless. With the curse spreading, it is getting difficult to isolate those affected and keep the others calm as we do it." He rubbed his eyes and looked up with exhausted blinking. "I've spoken with Brethor, and he assures the wine will begin production soon."

"As soon as I can. I am meeting with him tonight to discuss it further."

"Very well. I am sure it will be done as soon as you are able." 

The captain began turning through a book on his desk. "So many since the fire, so many have begun to be lost to us. Although it's a sad thing, I am happy I cannot get such a horrible curse." He gave a quaint laugh. "It is an advantage to us of the white guard."

Sviska smiled only to give some comfort to Runa. The captain seemed not only tired but also stressed and troubled. 

"You say this place is a temporary refuge? I thought you were always here, being the Brotherhood of Wura."

"Well, to speak of our history, we as the Brotherhood have been here for very little time indeed. We were pilgrims to Wura a generation ago. I came as a young child with my father. Most of the men were deserters to the Legion of the Grand Protectorate. We pledged to uphold order here. The times before the curse became as it is. In the older part of the city, we had an actual fortress. High walls, a proper training ground, a place more suitable to an armed guard. But when the curse spread through the lower level, we were directed to abandon it. This temple is a sanctuary to the god Wura. Members of the Priory of Kel protected it until suddenly Brethor ordered them out and us in. He said that we alone were to protect the temple, and he did not trust anyone else. It must be something with the Priory and the murder of the last winemaker. But it is with the Priory that real power lies."

"Has he said anything else in regard to them no longer being allowed to protect this place?"

"No. And we only have staves. Enhanced with some magic to glow and allow us to subdue, but no more. I do not know why Brethor did what he did considering, in my very own personal opinion, the Priory of Kel is more fit to guard the temple."

Runa reached under his desk and pulled out a large brown bottle. "We of the white guard will occasionally make our way to the village by the lake and make off with such rarities as southern-made ale. Can I offer you some?" 

He poured it into two glasses before Sviska could even answer. Sviska took a small sip as Runa chugged the entire cup and slammed the mug back onto the desk. 

"Tasty! And helps with this stress." He placed the bottle back under the desk. "As far as information, I am carefully following one person who we think may be responsible, but it is too early to say. I am afraid I have nothing else to offer you but a warning, and that is to be careful. This city is not as safe as it used to be. If you choose to continue to investigate the cause of the fire, I am afraid you may find yourself at odds with more than you plan." He stood. "Is there anything else I can do for you, Turmin?"

Sviska stood, taking a last sip of the ale. "No. If I learn anything, I will come to you." 

"I expect it." 

Runa opened the door from his office, and they both made their way to the door of the temple. 

"Beware of Ustavis. I do not trust him. Twice he came to me, and I felt, although I did not know for sure, he only wished to get close to this temple. Brethor has forbidden all of magic near these premises, and Ustavis knows this. Between the two of them, there has always been a strange relationship. If I were you, I would not get too close to the mage."

"Is he who you think is responsible?" 

The captain tightened his lips and took a deep breath. Sviska knew his question was direct, but he perceived from Runa that he was not prepared to say. 

"Thank you, Runa. I will be careful," he told him. 

Runa nodded and closed the door behind Sviska.

Sviska began out of the temple area. He now had met another person who did not trust Ustavis. 

He turned, looking at the temple, before heading toward the gates. Passing the void of the archway, he gasped, feeling a sharp pinch in his side. 

He reached with a forceful grabbing motion and caught a hand on his side. He shouted, pushing it away. In the momentum of the assault, he began to stumble as he heard shouting by the Brotherhood of Wura.

The glow of the Brotherhood’s staves  shone around him. He rolled, gripping for his weapon that he no longer carried. Through the glint of sunlight, a masked figure in gray robes was upon him, attempting again to lunge at him with the jagged blade. 

The Brotherhood rushed in, blocking his path. Their staves  shone upon the man. His skin burned with a white fire, but he did not falter. 

His curved blade cut into the two guards nearest to him. He spun and cast a strange dust at the others, disorienting them.  

Sviska stood, his side aching. He grasped at the wound, glancing toward his side and bloodied fingertips. It seemed the attack had just got past the coat given to him by Brethor.

 He looked up at the approaching figure. He jumped to the side, evading the repeated slashes that followed, and grabbed the staff of one of the fallen guards. 

With a series of knocks to the staff, he parried the blade multiple times and then struck the attacker on his side. At that time, Captain Runa was upon him with a rapid strike to the person's head. The masked figure collapsed to the ground.

Outside the gateway of the temple, there was a crowd of people. A large contingent of the Brotherhood of Wura had arrived after hearing the commotion. With them, after seeing the threat absolved, two Priors began to tend to the wounded.

Sviska looked again at his side. The blade had just nicked him. The coat had done its job in deflecting the first strike.

"Are you okay, Turmin?" asked the captain, placing his hand on his shoulder. 

"I'm fine, nothing serious."

They both approached the masked attacker and pulled at the corner of the mask. It was a man. A man, that by the shocked expression on the captain's face, he knew.

"Is that one of ours?" asked one of the white guards.

"Yes," said the captain. "It is Lakl. He had just been promoted and given further access to the city. But I have no thought why he would have an issue with you."

Captain Runa shook his head and gave a sigh of frustration.

"Perhaps he is not the problem?" suggested Sviska. "What is this mask? Is it magic?"

Strange runic inscriptions lined the forehead of the mask.

The captain nodded. "It is a good chance. The only way a good man would attempt to commit such a random attack would be if he were not in control. Take it." He pushed the mask toward Sviska. "Perhaps Brethor will know more. I must tend to the wounded here. Oh, and good fighting. I did not expect a winemaker to have such skill."

“In the southern lands, we take winemaking very seriously.”

The captain smiled at his joke. “I can tell.”

Sviska nodded, taking the mask. Tucking it away in his tunic, he looked around as those of the Priory tended to the wounds, and felt his own wound. He was not badly injured, and he would go to the Temple of Kel regardless. He wondered if he could find any sources of further information there. Besides, it would be a few more hours before he was to meet with Brethor, and he doubted he could find him before then.

The shadows cast by the buildings were getting longer now. It seemed as if the sun had just risen and now, as it hovered just at the horizon, was sinking again.

Crossing through the crowds of people doing daily chores, he noticed an abundance of fresh herbs growing in raised troughs along the walkways. For the first time in his life, he saw little men, not much larger than a mug, digging with shovels along a trove of white flowers. 

Gnomes? 

He laughed a bit as he went, noticing more vendors and such near this area of town. This must have been where he came through his first night. Now instead of empty stalls, he saw many fruits, vegetables, and dried goods ready for use. 

Up ahead, he noticed large trees growing in an almost secluded grove at the furthest point west in the city. Had he not seen the red robes he was now unfortunately familiar with, he may have missed the archway leading into the Priory of Kel Temple grounds. 

As he made his way under that arch, following the group of red-robed men, he noticed the vast plants all over the courtyard of the temple. There was sage, mint, lily dust, and numerous others that were too many for him to count. He remembered them from his training with the Order, although many of them he had not seen in some time. To the right of the archway was a small cart. Many Priors were around it, grinding down herbs and boiling them in iron cauldrons. 

Other Priors stood around a section of wall. A small window on their side looked out to where a line of people from the city awaited assistance from the Priors. As best as he could tell, each person would come for healing of their own complaint and leave with a fresh potion for whatever particular ailment they suffered from. 

Aside from being powerful mages, many among the city knew the Priors as apothecaries and healers. Their daily use as the curse took more and more in its grasp was evident.

In a group of four, a procession of Priors left. As he watched them, a bald man approached, solemnly bowing, and Sviska did so in return, caught off guard by his sudden appearance.

"Winemaker. I have heard of you before you came here. It is good to see you." The man was smiling as Sviska rose from his bow.

"I know the Priory of Kel has a difficult task as of now, the curse being as strong as it is," Sviska said.

"The curse has not gotten stronger, only our defenses to it weaker. I look forward to your new batch of wine. In fact, I am happy you came by." The man had yet to introduce himself; instead, he went toward a wooden barn behind a row of growing vegetables. He returned with a large knapsack that he dusted the snow off. The entire bag seemed as if it was a block of ice.

"These are frost berries." He sat the bag before Sviska, patting them. "You will need them for your wine."

Sviska nodded, somewhat confused, but he took the bag anyway.

"I am the leader of the Priory of Kel. You can address me as Master Nelkor. I forgot introductions being so happy to see you. Perhaps you will be able to end the suffering that has plagued these walls."

Sviska noticed a family bringing in a small child through the archway, toward a large tree situated at the center of the courtyard. But it was not a tree at all. The bark he thought he saw was carved stone. Windows lined the structure; branches grew, as giant trees set atop it and reached out over the courtyard. It was the Priory. He had missed it at first glance, expecting instead the bleak outside as the Temple of Wura. 

Nelkor began to slowly walk away. "Excuse me, Turmin." His face was stricken with sorrow. Sviska noticed that tears were beginning to form. 

"What has happened?" Nelkor yelled, now running toward them.

A young child had collapsed on the steps of the Priory. A man with her, whom Sviska assumed was her father, scooped her body in his arms as he ran into the temple.

The child's mother, distraught and crying, trailed behind. As the doors to the temple shut, she fell to her knees. Nelkor went to her, wrapping his arms around her.

 "What has happened, child?" 

She stuttered through a rush of tears. "She . . . she . . . hadn't stopped mumbling about the night sky, like . . . before, but then she began trying to attack me. She wouldn't come out of the corner. She wouldn't let us do anything! Then she began crying and ran to us. Please, please, Father, help her!" 

Nelkor looked at Sviska. "Please, stay with her, stay with my daughter. I must go assist them." 

Sviska nodded and took his place by her side. Nelkor sprinted quickly up the steps of the temple and disappeared through the doors. 

The woman's face was red. She shook and drew in a breath loudly. She cowered into Sviska's chest. Gripping his hands, she whimpered.

 "She is my baby," she said to him.

Sviska wrapped his hand around hers and closed his eyes. He jumped as the doors to the Priory shook open, and a Prior, bleeding from the head, shouted for more Priors to come. There was a clamor in the courtyard, as from every direction, the Priors ran toward the doorway. A shaking sound within the Priory rocked the ground and caused the woman to look up quickly. Then there was silence. 

Sviska noticed stillness in the air. The birds that had been chirping in the upper boughs of the Priory were quiet. The noise of the city seemed dimmed now. There was a rush of wind, and the doors of the temple swung open. Three Priors came flying out backward, their bodies striking the wall behind Sviska and the woman. 

He looked at them. Their faces were burned and lifeless. There was a bright flash from inside the temple, and then a shattering sound as a window at the back of the church shattered, and a gust of wind broke the stillness of the trees. An unnatural roar was in the wind. An uneasy sickness came upon him, and his stomach felt sour. 

The woman broke from his grasp and ran into the temple. Sviska followed, passing through the doors just behind her. 

The temple was dark and lit only by candles on the wall. It looked as if he was in the center of a great tree. Similar to the Temple of Wura in many ways, except without a large circular stone at the far end of the church. Spread around the interior, the Priors held their staves , shaking. The sweat dripped off their faces, and they all struggled to catch their breath.

The child sat upon an altar at the front of the church. Nelkor was there, bleeding from the mouth, but otherwise he appeared okay. The woman ran up to her child and shook her.

"Wake up! Mommy is here. Wake up! Why won't she wake up!" she screamed. 

Nelkor touched her on her shoulder. "She is sleeping. The spirit that haunted her is gone."

The woman smiled, embracing him. She wiped her eyes. "Thank you!" She then looked around warily, her eyes shifting about, searching. 

"Where is my husband?" she asked in a somber tone. Her smile faded away.

Nelkor bowed his head and pointed up to the large portal where a massive stained glass window had been. Among the large shards, like a piece of meat caught on a knife, the lifeless body of her husband bled, staining the walls of the temple.

The woman screamed in agony, falling to the floor, beating her fists on the stone. Nelkor signaled for Priors to stay with his daughter, and then stormed toward Sviska. 

"Come on," he sternly said.

Sviska followed Nelkor outside and over to where he had left the sack of frost berries.

"That was no curse!" he yelled, angered and shaking his hand. "That was a beast. A beast unlike any I have ever seen. The dark powers that gripped my granddaughter were not of this curse and not of this city. Something had to have drawn that beast here."

"What was it?" Sviska asked.

"The only reference I know of a beast inhabiting another was in the old annuals of the kingdom of the elves. They make mention of a dark creature, seen on the battle plains after a great many dead were left to rot. It was then they began to have elaborate ceremonies to lay the bodies to rest. We have no dead here. The only dead we have are from the curse, and even if not, if someone dies, a prayer is said and their bodies returned to the dust of the earth."

He placed both of his hands on Sviska's shoulders. "I must attend to my family now. I bid you deliver my words to Brethor, and I bid you be careful. The power of the Priory of Kel may be of no match to this evil, and it will not have abandoned its hold on the city so easily."

 

 

Chapter 11 Winemaking

Sviska took the bag of frost berries and slung it over his shoulder. Nelkor went back into the temple, and Sviska noticed a few birds had returned, their chirping and flapping wings a somber sign that whatever had been in the child was gone, for now.

He began toward the Estate. The Priory of Kel and the Temple of Wura behind him, he made his way up the stairs and to the closed doors. Pausing, he turned to look at the city. There was darkness about it, darker than the sliver of sun that now danced a last glow above the horizon. Still standing their guard, the unmoving figures that stood at the door of the Estate remained stalwart. He began to walk in and, somehow, felt comforted by their presence.

As he made his way to the winery, he thought of his purpose, though still hidden to him. His desire to fulfill his guise of winemaker was becoming stronger than the desire of the Order's task, whatever it may be. Never in his life had he met peoples that looked to him in such need. Never had he felt he was cared for by anyone, and yet Brethor, among others, spoke to him as a friend. 

He went into the winery, set the bag of frost berries near the winemaking equipment, and then looked down at them. He wondered if he should place the bag in the snow outside but noticed that even in the warm winery, the ice of the berries was unchanged. He checked on his hiding place of the vial. It was untouched.

He breathed a nervous sigh of relief and then noticed the bottles of wine seemed different. He counted them and noticed one was missing. He went over to the table and noticed a scribbled note.

Turmin, 

I am holding a bottle of wine in turn for you to drink it with me in the library. Go past the dining room and turn right at the corridor. You will see the circular staircase. Join me . . .

Slats

Sviska shook his head. That drunken dwarf. 

He left the note and began on his way to the library. As he made it to the corridor, he turned right and immediately saw the circular stone stairwell. Off to the right, large chairs and torchlights accented a large room with a roaring fire. A panoramic window stretched around the room, showing a pale blue landscape spanning away from the Estate.

 He made his way up the stairs, the rails cold under his hands. As he reached the second level, he saw another fire and softer lights, similar to the ones in the temples, splashing a soft glow upon piles of parchment. 

Surrounding him and spanning all three walls were large bookcases, and ascending three more steps into the middle of the room, were even more books. The center of the room had a circular skylight, the stars were clearly seen through a gentle dusting of snowflakes that were building up on the glass. 

In the corner, nestled with the bottle of wine and a book that was so big that Sviska could just see who held it, Sviska found Slats.

Being so engrossed in the book, he took no notice that Sviska was now sitting right next to him.

"So you enjoy reading," Sviska asked.

Slats jumped and looked up. Startled, his breathing was rapid. "My sir! You scared me!" 

Sviska laughed. "I don't believe I've seen anyone so into a book."

"This is not just a book. It is the histories of my people! Being that you are from where you’re from, did you know we carried massive axes into great battles, hewing the heads off dragons with a single swing? Of course, dwarves do tend to exaggerate. I am good with an axe, but a single swing?"

Sviska laughed. "You would need two or three at least. I know not of dragons, but I have fought in battles myself."

"A winemaker fights?"

"When you have the enemy attacking you in your own home, you have no choice. It is all you can do to survive some days. The world outside these walls can be a horrible place."

Slats looked down at his book and then sighed. "I guess I should not be happy of our place here. It is sad that of my kin, there are not any dwarves aside from me, or so I understand. My people will never be great again."

"Are there not dwarves in the city? I saw men of your stature just after I first arrived."

"They are not of dwarves and do not care of dwarves unless they can get a benefit from others by acting like us. That is a whole other atrocity. Elinathrond was a refuge for all of magic, though I find it better to toss them down the mountain." 

He paused for a while. Sviska could tell whatever feelings had been aroused in him were not good ones. He took a drink of his wine.

"I, too, have fought as my ancestors did, but in truth, I was too young at the time of the wars before. I was entrusted to get my people here, but few of us made it. Most died fighting the Order, and of their deeds, there is little I know. Berie knows more than me. She took time to pen down the events just after our arrival in Elinathrond." He rubbed his head and glanced down, shutting the book.

"Fewer in the rest of the world know of such things. Do not let your people's memory falter." 

Slats looked up, curious as to what Sviska said.

"The next time you are cutting wood, imagine you are slicing the head of a dragon. At the very least, you will be able to cut more! Tell any here who will listen of your people and their deeds." 

Slats smiled. "Thank you for caring for that of the dwarves." He took a large sip of wine and then jumped up, taking his book back to its resting place on a shelf. He picked up another book that was sitting on a table on his way back to sit down. 

"This one I found for you. It is about winemaking!" He handed Sviska the book and then sat back down, pouring wine for himself.

Sviska scanned the cover. More like a handbook for potion-making, the ingredients needed in the different "wines" included many ingredients he had never heard of. 

Raba Root.

Gold Glow Flower.

Trissis Bark.

These were no winemaking materials that he was aware of. 

"This book seems more attuned to potion-making than wine. Not one ingredient has anything to do with wine.”

"Aye! It does not, but potion-making comes from grounded-down herbs, cooked hot and then poured into a bottle. The contents cool, and then the powers are lessened. When it is made as wine, the enhancements of the herbs are not only stronger but last longer, especially good when you need it as we need wine."

Sviska was surprised. He was not making wine as in the traditional sense, but a potion.

"What kind of winemaker are you not to know this?" asked Slats.

"The kind who uses grapes and barrels. I know nothing of herbs and magic." He continued flipping through the book.

"Well, I do. I may be a servant and I may be a dwarf, but even before you were here, Brethor had me restudying the winemaking books. It's why I was made your assistant, I guess."

The images of the winemaking equipment looked similar as in traditional wine and as what was in the winery. It seemed the only difference was the finished product. The Order had sent him here to complete a "task," but specifically sent him as a "winemaker," as the city needed, and it was also the only part of his childhood he had known. 

The second shipment would arrive soon, he felt. His task would become clear then, but would it be a task he wanted to do? His doubts continued. Why would the Order have him complete a task that was the exact need of the city and of Brethor?

For a time, he continued to read, baffled by the types of ingredients and cures that each was good for. One for stinky feet, another for hair growth reduction, but right next to that, an invisibility potion, and one in which to cure poisons from some type of gargantuan spider.

Slats stood. Having finished his wine, he stretched and yawned but had to work to steady his gait.

"Dinner needs making," he said. "Berie found us some nice meat. Time to cook it up." 

Sviska followed him and came into the dining room to find Berie near the fire. Her weapons not on her as before, her silver hood draped over her face, she was softly singing.

"Winds of night and silver snow,

Lights are passing, emerald glow.

Give this time, a sacred song,

Let this last, as nights are long.

The sun has gone and sank away,

Many days, the night shall stay.

Wish one time for greener trees,

Waiting here, seeking leaves.

Elven paths are forever gone,

The people's soul but now a song."

Sviska felt as if in a trance. An echo of times long lost whispered to his heart. Berie turned to him. She removed her tunic, and he noticed her brown hair, long and lovely in his eyes, brought behind her pointed ears. Across her brow were dim markings, visible even in the darkness of the room.

"You are an elf," he said to her.

She appeared sad and turned away.

"Turmin!" he heard Brethor shout.

He turned to see the hurried Brethor entering into the dining room. "I heard of what happened. I am glad to see you well. Do you need healing?" he asked, motioning to where his wound was.

"No, it is only a small slice." 

"Good, good.” He seemed to slow his breathing from the pace it was at before.

Sviska nodded toward Berie. "She seems upset," he whispered.

Berie was wandering down the corridor toward the winery now.

"It is the final sunset for many days," Brethor said. "The land changes this time of year, and we have the unending nights for many weeks. There is much beauty to be had, though, and of that, I will show you later."

"She is sad because it is going to be dark?" he asked, his question of why she was upset still unanswered.

 Brethor continued and sat at his spot at the end of the table. He took a sip of water.

“The elven people hailed from a warm place. Trees, flowers, and sunlight were the essence of their lives. This place is cold, and she is unhappy. It is why she is the only person permitted to leave the city. The dark woods south of here are a dangerous place for some, but her, she is good on her own. In turn for her leaving the city, she hunts animals for our food and watches for ill happenings in the lesser guarded woods. More important even now as the city is losing power. She carries weapons, too, and one of the only ones to do so." 

"So she is the last of the elves?" 

He nodded. 

A somber feeling came upon Sviska. The smell of fresh venison and roasted vegetables filled his nose, and he looked toward the kitchen. 

Slats and Cusis came, bringing in the dishes and setting them on the table. The plates were served, and Berie joined them, sitting across from Sviska. The servants, now having assured everyone had food, sat also, and they began to eat, as was how Brethor wished for it to be.

"That was a beautiful song," Sviska said to Berie in hopes of starting a conversation.

"A song of people, a lament, as it is." She stirred her food and took a sip of warm tea just poured for her by Cusis. "Part of a longer verse."

Slats chomped away at his food, belching as he did and smacking. 

"Dwarves truly are a disgrace," said Cusis. “I am glad the winemaker now has to deal with your rants."

Sviska laughed. "He has been good. The winery is in good order. That is, if I can keep him out of my wine!"

Brethor held aloft his glass. "To Turmin, our grace in this dark hour!" 

The others, including Berie, raised their glasses. Sviska nodded. "Thank you all. I just hope the wine is of good quality and does what it needs."

There were respective nods, and each went back to eating. One by one, finishing their food, each went off to their perspective places. Slats and Cusis began cleaning, and where Berie went, Sviska could only guess. Brethor was headed outside. He reminded Sviska of their plan to meet later, and then left. Sviska went to his quarters.

Seeing his bed, he embraced it facedown. A subtle turmoil filled the past few days, both physically and mentally. He felt the area where the attacker had injured him tinge with pain. He sat up, using the herbal mixture again over the area. The wound seemed to be healing well. 

The woman at the Priory was on his mind. He saw her distressing loss of her husband and the evil that had taken her daughter. To see the master of the Priory distraught was worrying to him given everything he had learned so far. Perhaps hope in the wine was misplaced. Maybe it was already too late.

After drifting to sleep for a few hours, he awoke to find Brethor above him, his shadow cast by the fire, menacing in light of recent happenings. 

"I figured you had fallen asleep! Too much venison for you?" He smiled and began to walk out. "Come on!"

 Sviska quickly followed, but not before grabbing the mask the attacker from before had been wearing. It was not likely a good idea to leave such an item lying around.

They went the way of the library but continued on, not ascending the stairs. There was a wall of beast heads arranged in rolls going up and down the wall. They were of stone metal, and the mechanics of the dwarves worked behind the wall. 

Brethor firmly took one and pushed it down. It glowed, and from the wall, a stone door slid down, revealing a stone stairwell going up. The way was narrow and dark, lit by a single torch in the center of the forty steps. 

"We are now going into part of the mountain," explained Brethor.

They came to a white door, and Brethor pushed a series of symbols that flashed white before the door slowly opened. As Sviska came to the top of the stairs, he entered the room and was flushed with warmness.

“My study, a place of my own away from others, a place where I relax," Brethor told him.

There were no windows. A large opening in the wall led to a smaller room where another door was. On the far side from that was a bed, made up and radiant; the red and gold sheets were perfectly set. Sviska noticed they appeared untouched for many days, considering the layer of dust that had formed on top of them.

 Just before the archway was a sitting area. A warm fire burned, and a pot with a fresh, scented herbal tea filled the air. 

"I figured some warm tea will be nice when we get back," said Brethor, tossing Sviska another coat. "You might need this, considering I doubt you could've guessed where we are going and you left your own." 

Sviska put on the coat, still waking up from his short sleep and agreeing with Brethor’s comment. He had no idea where they were going, but given the coat, it being a cold place was obvious. He followed Brethor to the other door. 

As Brethor opened the door, Sviska saw that the night sky shone down upon the white balcony and a walkway that led to another sheer rocky wall. 

Above them, a smoky green hue looked to be drifting and dancing about within the sky beyond the sparse clouds. Sviska had very little time to admire it, as his curiosity almost found him shut out from wherever it was Brethor was taking them. 

The white door that he had already opened ahead was now shutting. Brethor motioned for him to hurry, and he made it in, turning to see the balcony and pathway melt out of sight behind him, as if not even actually there.

 

 


Chapter 12 The Grove and Meredaas

 

Sviska looked around. The place they were at now was old. The cave, as it first appeared, was similar to a foyer of sorts. However, the architecture was unlike any that Sviska has seen in the Estate or the city. The stones here were brazen with straight lines, carved smooth, and appeared almost shiny. There also was a distinct metal smell hanging in the air.

They went down a long passage that opened up to a large blackened room. Sviska noticed symbols on his hand. He brushed his hand with his other, but there was no change in the tattoos of light. The etchings began to fade as they walked. Surprised even more, he wondered if he was imagining it. The image was gone.

"These places have been seen by few, and of those few, even less remain. We call it the Foundry," said Brethor. "It is here the Founders of the city laid down the decrees that I have upheld to this very day." 

He pointed to a large gateway carved into the skin of the mountain. A single stone window poured a lonely orange glow. "This here is the furnace of the Dwarven Hand, the source of the magical protection of our walls and our life force for many years. Without it, we would have surely faded many moons ago."

Sviska looked up from his hand, noticing the ever-dimming glow that trickled and flickered like a dying fire. There was an almost rhythmic shining from the light. He looked to Brethor, who smiled as his eyes gave an uncertain look.

"Unfortunate as it is," he continued, "the furnace dies. For years it has long burned brightly, but I fear with all that is, it will darken and then trouble will find us. The heart of the mountain will cease its rhythmic burning."

Dumbfounded still by his own hand, Sviska asked of it. "Why did my hand glow as I passed the doorway? I saw strange symbols.”

"Do not worry! Those are signs that you are an enchanted winemaker. It is necessary for producing the elixir that this city needs."

Sviska nodded, still confused, but he did not know what else to say of it. He then remembered the mask from before. 

"Before I forget, I was told by Captain Runa to show this to you."

 Sviska reached in his coat and pulled out the mask from the man who attacked him earlier. Brethor's eyes immediately caught sight of the mask, and he ripped it from Sviska's hands. 

"Where did you find this?"

"When I was attacked, it covered the face of my attacker. Captain Runa directed me to take this to you. Do you know of it?"

He rubbed his chin. "This mask is one of many. There were whispers of some still in existence, but to my knowledge, their locations were lost. Someone went to great toil to find this."

Brethor stared at him. "Well, the question is something I will guess at. Who found this mask? Only someone capable of leaving the city could've obtained this carrier of dark magic. However, how long it has been in these walls is another question entirely and makes accusations difficult. It could've come in many years ago and just surfaced upon the streets now." 

 The mask, like a caricature staring blankly at them, was looked over by Brethor. With a flick of the wrist, he tossed it into the furnace. It became a white flame and then was no more.

"Whoever was behind this mask did not think the person would be caught. It seems I am not the only one who made mistakes in these past weeks. Let us just hope this is the last of the cursed objects."

He began away from the furnace and to an area lining the northern wall of the room.

As they walked near the altars, Sviska noticed finely crafted weapons. Brethor led him by each, stopping at them and staring prior to moving to the next. 

"These are the altars of the Founders," he explained.

 On the first, a golden axe adorned with jewels in the hilt. The next was empty, but the lord took little mind to it. A silver knife next to a gleaming, sapphire-studded sheath lay upon the next, and then a pair of simple leather gauntlets. The final altar had another pair of gauntlets. These were different, having long blades that would extend down the wearer's arm. Sviska could not think of the items' significance.

Brethor picked up the dagger from the third altar. 

"These weapons you see here were the commitment of each main race to forget their pasts and live in peace for the survival of all. Besides, magic was powerful enough without such things. That is why there are no weapons of stone, iron, or metal any place to be found. Those trusted to be of the Brotherhood of Wura have but a taste of magic blessed on their staves, and they remain the protectors of the people. The Priory of Kel protect sacred places and the city overall. But these items"—he paused, now picking up the sheath and sliding the dagger into it—"are of darker times, and I feel much is changing. The days ahead may indeed prove darker." The dagger clicked against the sheath as he slid it in.

He held the dagger up toward Sviska. "My friend, this is Sishan, dagger of Meredaas, the sea god. Its blade has spilled blood well before both of our times. It is only the second weapon to leave this vault, and I give it to you because you are our hope. I cannot risk you being destroyed, and seeing as you have no magic, I must give you this. More attacks on you may come, and protection may not always be available."

Sviska took the dagger. He had been without a weapon since crossing the river before Tar Aval. The feeling of it helped him to be more secure but also furthered the guilt plaguing his heart.

"I do not feel deserving. This item is not mine to take," he told him.

"Do not worry," said Brethor. "I have deemed it to be yours, and it will protect you in times of need. You will find that even if you drop this blade, it will return to you. It also holds within it the powers of the waters of the world, an enchantment that will allow you, with practice, the ability to use water, ice, and fogs to your will."

“Magic?”

“In a way, yes.”

Sviska took the dagger into his hands. As Brethor began to walk, Sviska looked over at the empty altar.

"What was there?" he asked, pointing.

"The bow of the elf Truesong. A man of legend in the times before the curse. With it, a quiver of the elven people with enchanted arrows capable of old magic. It is right for it to be with the last elf and not gathering dust here."

The furnace burned brightly suddenly and then dimmed down. Sviska fastened the dagger to his belt and covered himself back with the coat. "These weapons, although effective to man and beast, I fear are no match for what I witnessed today at the Priory."

Brethor looked at him. "What else happened this day?"

"After my attack at the Temple of Wura, I visited the Priory. A girl was brought in, collapsed, and then four people were killed as an invisible force was drawn out of her. Nelkor said to inform you. If I can offer my opinion, he seemed afraid."

"Demons have never been here," he said, looking down. "I will look further into this, but for now, we must go. I did not realize I would be so troubled while taking you to our destination. I had hoped for a time of slight relaxation."

Sviska followed him as he hastily went into another room. At the far end stood four white teeth, half the size of a man, in a circle. A black archway went over it, and two stone steps led to a platform in the teeth.

"My people gave this to the city, but it was entrusted to be used only by me," Brethor said, leading Sviska onto the platform.

“Your people?”

“I am of the race known as the Dwemhar, winemaker. But of that, it is unimportant to discuss. This device can move you over great distances, to wherever your mind can see. I deem it simply the Doorway. However, whoever uses it must have memory of the place they wish to travel to."

Brethor took hold of his arm. "This shouldn't hurt."

Sviska felt his body suddenly turn lighter. They were now floating in the arch, and a golden flash blinded him. He felt himself go cold, and then he was on the ground. He could not see yet. His hand reached out, touching only grass. Brethor grabbed his hand and pulled him up. He could not see.

"Brethor, I am blind!" he yelled.

"Ha! No, you are not. It is just dark! Welcome to where I spend my days." 

Suddenly music was playing and, after a short set of notes, tiny orbs lit up and began flying around them. 

"Welcome to the grove of magic, Turmin."

Sviska looked around. Large trees with glowing moss loomed above him. Tiny orbs, not much bigger than his hand, floated about him. He noticed there were figures in the light with tiny wings.

"Hello, my friends," Brethor said.

"Fairies?" Sviska asked.

"Yes, they tend to the trees and assure they grow well. This place is a source of magic, hidden from the outside world. There are a few in the city, but this is their home. They darken upon activation of the portal. They light up only when I let them know it's me with my flute." 

He held out his hand with the tiny green flute in the center. "This was the flute of the Fairy Keeper, a gnome who watched over them long ago. At his passing, he gave it to me. This place and the waters surrounding it is an extension of the city. It is also a safe haven for some who could not be in the city due to their physical form."

As they walked through the woods, Sviska looked up, perplexed. There were thousands of the fluttering lights within the boughs of the trees. The fairies twisted and fluttered between branches, zooming in front of him as he and Brethor walked down a wide path between the trees.

 The woods went on for a good distance, and after some time, he began to smell the familiar smell of the sea. As they emerged from the woods, the moon sat just above the water, bigger and fuller than he had ever seen.

Above them, the greenish ribboning lights in the sky were bright and large.

"The lights of Wura," said Brethor. "Some say that his palace was among the stars in the night sky and that when the lights would dance over the lands, he was about making tricks of the mind, as was his duty, and of course, pleasure." He laughed and then looked up, his eyes widening. 

"They are my most favorite thing to see, and the absolute most wonderful place to see them is here at the grove. The lights enhance the magic of the woods and help grow one of the substances you need for your wine."

Brethor began into the surf, just past where the waves were gently breaking at his knees. Beneath the surface of the water, standing stalks swaying with the current of the sea with crystalline-like tips grew.

“Redstalk,” Brethor told him. 

Sviska followed him in. He began to reach down when Brethor swatted his hand.

"We cannot touch them yet."

There was flat rock above the waters. Brethor climbed onto it and motioned for Sviska to follow.

Brethor shouted out, "Masters of the seas, hear my call. I seek an audience with the great Espera!"

There was a swirling in the waters before them. The waves pulled away from the shores, forming a circle of white foam rising into the air. A massive rock emerged from the sea, and the waters flooded the shore, the sea foaming and blowing upon Sviska and Brethor. 

From the waters emerged human-like people with golden hair, scales, and tails where their feet should have been. 

The creatures jumped, twisting within the surf and floating around Brethor and Sviska. One of them brushed its hand across Sviska's face. He felt drunk, in awe at its face of beauty. They had the form of a woman, but something was different about their faces. As he stared into it, it began to change. He began to feel like he was falling asleep when Brethor slapped his shoulder.

"Don't do that," he said sharply. 

The mermaid jumped back and dove back into the surf. "Many a man has been caught in their gaze. They will not kill me, but you are a stranger. They and their kind of similar, the Sirens, have long protected this shore from unwanted guests. It is their nature." 

From the rock that had emerged, a crack formed, and it began to open with a spilling of pearls into the water. It appeared to be made of pink shells. It was a sheen surface that shined in the darkness, and the glint of the moonlight was on it. The palace of the mer-people had appeared.

Atop a stone seat formed from shells and living crabs, a woman sat, clothed in only a raiment sheer silk. In her hair was an assortment of shells, and she wore multiple rings of stones on her fingers. 

Brethor bowed, Sviska following in turn.

"I am Espera, goddess of those of the sea. Brethor, you bring a guest to my shore. Tell me of him."

"Great goddess, the curse that has stricken our kind is no stranger to you. My wine has run out, and he is the new winemaker of the Estate. I bid a portion of your red sea stalk for the spell to be strong."

The sea goddess stood from her seat and began down the steps that led from it. She had no fin as the others, but white and pure feet, untouched by scars or wrinkles. Supported by other mer-people, she walked along the surface of the water, at last resting on her stomach just in front of Brethor.

"Of course you may have as much as you want, but I do not trust this one with you." 

She waved her hand over Sviska’s head and held it just over his brow.

"Something is not right about him, but I now see you have trusted him with our dagger, long kept locked away from even us." 

She stared down at him, and he further hid the scabbard beneath his tunic.

"There is something not quite right about me, too, but it doesn't bother you," said Brethor.

Sviska looked at Brethor, who looked at him and then, with a raised eyebrow, looked at her. 

"Very well, we shall test his resolve. Besides, to a stranger, I am easy to look upon, but he is not."

She clapped her hands, and another swirl of water began casting waves up the surface to the first stone palace. A large archway of reef appeared, and a white boat with a single mast beneath it. 

"If you have brought him here, you will know what he faces."

"You can't send him there. What if he does not return? We—"

She raised her hand to Brethor’s mouth. "If he does not return, we will know he is a liar and unworthy to be blessed with the gifts of the sea."

Brethor backed down. He turned to Sviska. "You go to the god of the oceans, Meredaas. His ship will take you to him." He pointed across the water to the white ship docked in the rocks. 

Sviska began to step back, but then felt the press of Brethor's hand against him. 

"Do not fear. You will find him to be rather . . . endearing." 

He took a step into the deeper water, and a path of raised shells appeared, leading to the boat. He made his way down the path, careful not to slip off the rocks and fall into the surf as his feet searched for stable footing.

The boat was large enough for at least fifteen men. Its hull was made of finely crafted wood and shells, and as he stepped aboard, a silver glow surrounded the boat. Through the opaque seal around the top of the boat, he made out Brethor, who waved a single wave.

The boat lurched forward and from the archway. As he thought to go left, the boat lurched, rocking and shifting over the surf in the direction his mind thought.

He thought again, this time to go right. It followed. He was able to control the boat with thought alone. 

It was then he was no longer in control. A force unseen, something else took the rudder. It straightened its path, going a fair distance from the shore, and then stopped. 

The chop of the waves striking the hull and the cold night wind brushing past his ears was all he could hear. Suddenly, he felt the boat drop, as if off a cliff, plunging beneath the water. He fell down but then looked up as the waters did not breech the opaque shield around the boat. The boat fell and fell until finally it slowed and gracefully came to rest on the bottom of the sea, kicking up a plume of sand. 

He could not believe where he was. What magic was powerful enough to keep the waters of the ocean at bay and allow him to see the floor of the sea? Around him, fish swam, some small and colorful, others larger than cows, taking little mind of him or the boat. Looking across the ocean floor, he saw a small fishing boat, its occupants long gone and the power of the sea rotting away the wood. It had now become a home to a school of fish that swam in and out of the once mighty hull. Red etchings of dragons were still visible in the shifting sands.

There was a hum in the air as the water reverberated from around the ship. The rocks that before he thought were just sitting in front of the boat, rose, and the water became cloudy again. As it cleared, he saw a massive fish, its eyes as emeralds, its face adorned in a gold mask complete with a silver crown. 

"What business do you have with the god of the seas?" it asked, the rumblings of its voice shaking the sphere that held back the waters.

He tried to speak but found the words difficult.

"Do you not speak, man?"

He managed to get out the first words, and the rest came out with little work. "I am but a mere winemaker. I seek ingredients to make the wine to save the people of the lord's city."

"Liar," the sea god said. "You do not just seek mere herbs."

Sviska wondered of what to say. He was trying to get the redstalk from the surf, and Espera had sent him down here for what reason? He was fearful yet in awe of the beast before him. 

"What is your name, surface dweller?"

"Turmin."

A rush of bubbles blew from the fish’s mouth. It slapped its tail, and Sviska felt a shock through the bottom of the boat.

"Again you lie! Tell me your name!"

He looked around. Even if he could escape the ship, he was no fish. The being before him knew more than it said, but had it wished him dead, he knew it would have already been so.

"I am Sviska," he told it, whispering.

"Sviska, of the Order of men. I have heard the mutterings of your arrival even down in my deep abyss. The sea lobsters do not like you."

He looked over the bow of the ship and noticed a gathering of large red lobsters, their claws snapping as they tumbled over each other, growing in numbers with every passing second.

"You have deceived the lord of the Estate and the guardian of our kind and in turn betrayed me. Perhaps I shall let them eat you."

"I am bound by creed to uphold the tasks of the Order."

"Nothing bounds you! Are you your own person or merely a forsaken pawn, an ugly shell, kept by some begging hermit crab, wishing only to hide from the truth of the seas? There is power unlike anything the world has seen in many ages awakening now. I will not have some rubbish of a man further staining the resounding changing of the world.”

The rumble of its voice rippled the shield once again. Sviska cowered down, dropping facedown to the deck.

"I cannot be deceived. I am Meredaas of the sea. My power keeps the waters of the grove and feeds the enchanted trees. I am father of all mer-creatures, be it the mermaids, Sirens, or even those of lands beyond this one. You will hear my command. The time has come for you to do more than listen to the ramblings of an Order of men. You will embrace your heritage and of whom you are. Your life has not been unwatched by the people of this land, and your reason and cause within the city is known by more than just me, the sea god. There is a feeling within you of late that I bid you follow. Your own destruction shall befall you if you do not. I have been of your world, and when I was there, I found it beyond disgusting. It is well I had my dagger, and now seeing you with it disgusts me at the gills. But I feel there is a hope to be had with you."

"I do not understand what you are telling me."

"Speak to the lord of the Estate of my words and take my blessing."

There was a sudden rush upward, and the boat was again on the surface of the water. On the deck of the ship, a single pearl lay. Sviska, still cowering on the deck, reached out and took the pearl. Rubbing it in his hand, he struggled to catch his breath. Never before had he experienced such an event.

The boat made its way back to the outcropping. On the shore, Brethor sat. Upon seeing the boat, he stood and ran down the shell pathway to him. 

"Are you okay?" he asked, pulling Sviska out of the boat. "What did he say?" 

Sviska took a deep breath, finally feeling safe being out of the boat.

"A lot. He was quite endearing," Sviska told him with a whim of sarcasm.

"That he is, and an honest, kind heart! Perhaps somewhat overbearing, but a good friend. I see you received his blessing. Good," he said, taking the pearl from him. 

They made their way back to the shore where Espera waited, lying on her side. She rose to her feet and closed her eyes when she caught sight of the pearl. 

From the waters came the redstalks, and in a wisp of waves, the crabs stacked the stalks beside Sviska.

"Go, maker of wines, and make the brew, for the sake of all." 

He bowed, and in a rush of waters, Espera and all of her kind descended back into the sea, the shore again calm before them.

 

 


Chapter 13 Of Fae Fading

 

Brethor stared upward. The lights of Wura danced above them. Like a green ocean, the ripples dancing in the ever expansive sky. Brethor took a deep breath, closing his eyes. 

"I truly love this place," he said.

Sviska thought of what Meredaas had said to him. Of how others knew his purpose and that he should’ve asked Brethor of his words. He needed more time to think of it. His inner battle of his service to the Order and the people of Elinathrond tore at him.

Caught up in thought, he had not noticed that Brethor had walked away and was now kneeling near a tree. He stood then, holding a staff. The staff was a simple brown but lacked the glow of the ones that the Priory of Kel had.

"I'm happy I was here when one was produced," he said, walking to the shore. He dipped it in the water and then reached down, pulling up a wad of seaweed. 

"You do not need the blessing of the sea god?"

"Not for this. It is simple sea stalk. But it is one of the sources that channel magic. In this case, it will heal the injured. Other channeling materials do other things. The staff must remain in the sea a few days. It will be charged for use and ready." 

He laid it down just into the reach of the waves.

"Must all staves be made here?" 

"They are now. These are the last stave-producing trees in the land." 

Brethor bound the red sea stalk in rope and threw the load over his shoulder. "Let us return to the Estate." 

They began to walk through the woods. 

"These trees only produce a staff every ten years. If after a few nights the staff remains untouched, the grove reabsorbs the energy and will form another staff in time. It is only just after they are born from the woods that they can be used to infuse with a substance and channel magic." 

They made their way back to the spot in the woods where they had come from. A similar structure, as was in the mountain back at the Estate, waited for them. Instead of large teeth, it was boughs of trees. A vine archway was above them. Standing on the platform, Sviska again saw the flash and then blackness before finding Brethor standing above him.

"You need to learn to stay on your feet!" he teased, helping him to stand back up. 

As they made their way back through the old Foundry, they once again found themselves walking across the pathway to the balcony near Brethor's room. Instructed to wait outside, Sviska obeyed. Brethor returned with two wooden chairs and the pot of still-hot tea for them to share.

"Your wine can be made as soon as the rest of the equipment is here."

"I do not know how to make this wine. Slats told me of the difference in the magical properties of the wine and a simple potion, but how do I make wine without grapes? Plus, it is magic, which I cannot do."

He sipped his tea. "The production is the same as wine except frost berries take the place of grapes. The redstalk you grind up and sprinkle in the finished barrel. I believe the ratio was two stalks per barrel . . . or maybe it was one. Well, Slats should know for sure. He was reading of it before you arrived."

Sviska stood and went to the railing, the southern forest black against the snowy mountains stretched outward below. "Now may you tell me the purpose of this wine? I know it is magical and everyone seems to need it. What does it actually do?"

Brethor took a sip of the tea. Standing, he crossed his arms as he came to Sviska's side.

"The first batch of the wine was crafted by one of the last of my family, the apothecary master Thero. My brother, seeing the need due to the creation of the curse, sought a way to protect the people. In determining the recipe, he was stricken ill himself but began making the batch and taught our last winemaker before he died. The elf Loria, father of Berie, was our last winemaker."

"Berie's father was who was killed before my arrival?"

"Unfortunately, yes. For ages, he had procured many batches and kept us safe. You see, the wine is a source of the protection in our city, as it is the only source of true protection from the poisons of the curse."

He stood, walked back into the room, and then reemerged with a glass bottle with just a drop of red residue on the bottom. He handed it to Sviska. The glass was smooth, with a long neck and clear stopper.

"Why wine? Why something common to the southern lands and not ale or another type of drink as one might expect in the north? Something actually made in a northern climate."

Brethor laughed, taking the empty bottle back from him. "Ironic, isn't it? Well, the easy answer is production of magic into wine began in the south many ages ago, and the name stuck, even with our retreat to this snowy mountain. The elves actually formulated the mixture first. My brother worked to improve it, and so Loria debated who actually invented it."

He paused. "This city has lasted much longer than I feel even the Founders believed it would. The magic that protects our city has been waning for many years. The curse has weakened it even greater by reducing the population. As we have less people, the overall magic of the city is weakened. As the magic weakens, the outside forces that seek us can find us. It is why for many years we have never been found, but now things are changing."

"You are under attack," said Sviska. "The fire in the winery was most likely set by someone trying to stop the wine production."

He nodded, agreeing before bringing his tea to his mouth and taking a long sip and setting the cup down on the banister.

"That fire was from a spell, not an accident. I knew as soon as I pulled Loria from the flames and began to attempt to revive him that it was a blast from a fire staff. All over his clothing you could see the markings. My guess is he was working and never saw his attacker. He took the blast to his back and fell forward into the winemaking machine. The fired burned until we managed to douse it, saving the entire Estate. Ever since, I have tried to keep Berie happy, a struggle unlike any others.” He sighed. “But I had to, for Loria.”

“I even brought fairies from the grove in an attempt to cheer her up. Elves are curious creatures. They require companionship of another or they simply fade into the woods, forgotten like a child's play toys when they come of age. The Estate is a prison to her. Although I have always tried to be accommodating, my garden is a cold reminder of what things used to be. She keeps to herself there many days, tending to the frost roses. I remember you noticed them when I first showed you to the winery."

Sviska thought of them, the large red petals covered in a gentle snowy frost, blooming wildly in the cold moonlight. It seemed that the moon was setting now. In the far distance, hovering gently above the horizon, a bluish glow cast down the mountainside.

"It is soon to be morning. I bid you get some sleep. Tomorrow will bring its own tests without needing further difficulty of being fatigued." 

Brethor stood and took both of their cups. Sviska took a last look at the door to the vault and then followed him, taking off the loaned coat.

"I hope you now understand the importance of your wine. It is a life force for my city. If only a small cup is shared among five people, they will be safe for many days. Please embrace your purpose, winemaker."

"I will." He nodded. "I am awaiting the last of the equipment, and then I may begin. Slats, of course, will need to show me the finer points of this magic, though."

The redstalk bundle had been set against the door of the balcony. Sviska walked over to the doorway to pick it up when Brethor stopped him. 

"Proper harvesting requires they lay out in the cold to prepare them. Slats will be delivering the goods when you are ready to begin production. Do not trouble yourself with it right now."

With that said, Sviska took his leave. He followed back down the narrow stairwell and to the corridor. Passing the library and sitting area, he made the corner and ran into Cusis, who was half-awake, and headed into the dining room. Cusis took no notice of him and went on. Sviska pushed open the door to his room. 

Opening the door, he once again longed for his bed. Taking the dagger from his belt, he placed it under his pillow and collapsed like an old tired dog, his foot hanging off the bed. In no time, he was asleep.

 

He awoke. His mind had raced throughout the night of the grove, the fairies, and the talk with Meredaas The histories of the peoples of the mountain and the momentous task of procuring the wine haunted him. It was unknown to him by what powers had brought his fate to this place.

With those thoughts brewing in his mind, he also thought of the task of the Order. He did not know yet of what it would entail, but nothing was as he knew it now. He was tied into the fate of all upon the mountain. The people were suffering and were without hope except in him. However, others knew of his ordained task of his masters. The sea god knew and even warned him of his own destruction.

The words of Meredaas said that he had been watched by the people of the mountain his entire life. He was commanded to ask Brethor of it, among the other things he was told. Sviska still did not wish to at this time. Rather be it by fear or simple worry, he had not spoken much of his past to anyone before. 

He stood from his bed, kicking a charred piece of wood back into the fireplace. He rested his head on his closed fist against the stone of the room. Tears of frustration fell, staining the floor and darkening the ashen remains.

He decided he needed to take a walk. Perhaps being outside would help clear his mind. He bound his coat and began out. 

The morning sky was not visible, if indeed, it was even still morning. His body was awake, but it was dark. A dim bluish glow was across the sky and stirred a feeling of uneasiness in him. The biting snowflakes drifted on his arms, and he shook them off. Looking around hastily, his eyes were unable to settle.

    He trudged through the snow toward the stone archways of the gypsies. A large fire was burning in the center of the circle, and the gypsies, bound in many blankets, sang in unison.

 He came to stand just before passing the stone pillar, and listened.

 

"The Sun of days has sunk away; we see the polar glow.

Stars and moon, as Wura plays; the shimmering of the snow.

We bound ourselves, thinking of times warmer and alight,

Dancing 'round a burning fire, the love of a summer night.

 

We are old peoples of the world from long ago,

Telling stories, teaching children of what we used to know.

Losing time as days fade long, the matriarchs will rest,

Without a care, free of time, back into nature's nest.

 

Ya ha, gypsies na! We will endure!

Ya ha, gypsies na! Forever we ensure.

 

Come strangers of the lands, comes speak with us.

The gypsy's hands will never lie; in us you may trust.

Receive the blessing of a time when magic ran free,

Listen now of divine-inspired melody.”

 

It was then they stopped. Sviska had been unaware if they had noticed him, but now, as they all had turned and stared at him, he knew they saw him.

 He began stepping back, turning away from them. Perhaps he was not to have watched or listened.

"Young man," he heard a familiar voice call. His shoulders tensed, and he turned back to the circle.

"Yes?" he asked hurriedly, looking at the circle. 

There was a rustle of snow, and from the circle, a hunched figure stood. It was the old woman from before who had given him the card. 

"Stranger to our home, our hope and our deliverer, please come speak with me."

Sviska approached, looking into the watchful eyes of the other gypsies. They looked him up and down, and he felt naked to their glare. He walked around, and two other people stood to give him a seat near the woman who was still standing. 

She stared at him and then threw a dust at his face. He crouched and rubbed his eyes. They watered, and he reached for the snow to rinse his eyes. 

"You have received the blessing of the gypsies," he heard above him.

He tried to look around but could not. His eyes were still blurry. He continued to rub them. It was as if a film was across them, and nothing brought clarity. 

"In your partial blindness, the magic of the gypsies gives you sight. You will need the sight in the coming days. It is a reawakening of yourself." 

Slowly, he began to see more, and as he stared toward the fire, his vision went from just seeing fuzzy light to seeing the fickle flames, red and orange licking the wood. 

He took a deep breath and looked at the woman. "What was that?"

She smiled and closed her eyes, touching his face. "I freed you of your burdens. You can now make your own choices as you see fit. You may also see what before you could not. There is evil about that we the gypsies have known. It will not just leave, and it is your task to source its cause. It was no accident that you came here this day."

He shook his head, feeling dizzy but somewhat more alert. A sudden gust of mountain air struck him, and he shivered. 

"The lands have heard my prayers. I bid you go on from here and continue as you planned. Such things set in motion will continue like the path of the moon. There is only so much that may be helped now." 

She sat back down and turned to the fire, rocking forward and back with her eyes closed.

 It was now as if he was not even there. The gypsies began into song again, and he slowly backed away from them. The old woman opened her eyes and nodded at him. He gave a small smile and went on into the city, perplexed further.

Overwhelmed by emotion and unable to concentrate now, he felt worse from whatever it was that the gypsy hoped to bless him with. He traveled to the far side of the city. He could see the northern wall ahead of him, and the thought of turning around began to direct him to turn away.

Coming to a white-stoned terrace, he spotted what seemed to be a faint light on the ground. As he looked down, he rubbed his eyes, assuming the dust the gypsy had used was skewing his vision, but it had not. Lying on the snow, a fairy slept, but her natural light was dimmed. 

He looked around but saw no one. He did not know how to heal a fairy, if that was needed. Sviska knew little of the lore of such beings but it was obvious to him that something was not right. He could not just leave her here. Scooping her up in his arms, he put her under his coat and began toward the Priory.

He looked down to the tiny lifeform within his arms, like a flickering torch about to be extinguished. He felt there was not much time. He feared the fairy was barely holding to life. Its tiny form rapidly drew breath, gasping every few moments.

His feet could not carry him fast enough. With his chest pounding, he ran, nearly tripping over rocks as he made his way through the archway of the Priory. Grasping the iron handles of the large wooden doors, he pulled at them, but they were locked. He pounded his fists but heard nothing from the inside. Then came the sliding sound of an iron bolt and the creaking of the opening door. 

Nelkor emerged, and Sviska opened his coat, showing the nearly darkened fairy. He opened the door, and Sviska hurried in. 

"Brothers, come here quickly!" he shouted. From all over the temple, Priors came, and taking it from Sviska, laid the fairy on a pedestal at the front of the church.

In a group, they brought their staves  before them. The white glow over the fairy shrouded Sviska's sight of her. From the circle of Priors, Master Nelkor was the first to lower his staff and step away from the fairy. In their own turn, each of the other Priors ceased efforts to heal the being and stepped away. The light of the room dimmed to just the torchlight, and upon the pedestal, the fairy lay, darkened and pale. Sviska approached it, and it suddenly turned to dust, its remains disappearing little by little away by a draft in the temple.

He was saddened, gripping his hands together as a nagging pull on his stomach caused him to be sick. He did not know why he felt so strongly for such a small thing.

"So shall be all of us," said Master Nelkor. "It was too late for the poor creature. It is dreary news indeed that the fairy was affected. They do not leave the Estate, the few that Lord Brethor has, that is. This one was very sick to have wandered from the Estate and further to fade so quickly."

"I will inform Brethor of its passing," said Sviska.

"It is good you do and do so immediately. I fear the demon from before had a hand in this. The curse alone was not the bane of this creature. The very essence of evil harms their life force and causes it to falter. Such I fear was the fate of this one."  

Master Nelkor took a small jar and swept what last few granules remained of the fairy. He gave the jar to Sviska. "Take this to Lord Brethor's garden. The fairies there will wish to see it."

Sviska nodded and began toward the Estate. Somber and questioning what worked beneath the veils of darkness, he walked with the sadness he felt before even greater. He was still unable to keep his mind settled on any one thing. The voices of many filled his ears, and the gypsies' song still was on his mind.

Up the Estate steps and opening the door, he made his way to the dining room and found that Berie was there. Brethor had already told him of her love of the fairies, and so he attempted to avoid her. 

She approached him, a desolation shown on her face as her eyes saddened and her breathing became heavy.

"I sense the falling of another innocent being," she said, reaching toward the jar. Her hand touched it, and her face became white. She gasped and collapsed onto Sviska. He fell, dropping the jar. 

He shook her. "Berie!" He shouted her name again. "Berie!"

She did not respond.

 

 


Chapter 14 Secrets Of The Cisterns

 

Sviska was sweating now. The elf was pale, and he did not know if she was even still alive. She did not look to be breathing. 

"Brethor!" he shouted. "Come quickly! Cusis! Someone!"

In a stampeding of feet, both Slats and Cusis came into the dining room. Cusis went to Berie's head and placed his hand over her chest. He looked to Slats. "Get the lord immediately!"

Sviska rubbed her arms. They were cold and lifeless.

Slats returned quickly with Brethor, and he knelt at their side. 

"What has happened?" he asked, staring at Sviska.

He picked up the jar and then gave it to Brethor.

"While walking the city, I found a sick fairy. I ran it to the Priory, but they were unable to save it. Master Nelkor instructed me to bring it to the garden, but I ran into her in the dining room. When she touched it, she collapsed."

He rubbed her head. "She is not dead, but death is nigh for her. Where was the fairy?" 

"Northern part of town, near a garden of sorts."

Cusis looked to Brethor. "The cisterns, the well," he said.

"I must go," Brethor announced, grinding his teeth and shaking his head.

"Go?" asked Sviska, stricken by Brethor leaving Berie in her current state.

Without another word, Brethor ran out of the room. Cusis seemed unaffected by the departure of Brethor. He placed Berie’s feet together and put her hands across her chest. 

"We must carry her to the fairies in the garden."

Sviska gripped her under her arms, and Slats and Cusis both took her under her feet. They carried her out of the Estate and into the garden that wrapped around the dining room and kitchen. There was a massive tree trunk and a section of large bushes that carved out a half circle. Under Cusis' orders, they laid her down there. 

As if they sensed her presence, the fairies appeared, each one taking a spot on her exposed body, covering her in an ambient orange glow.

"They will seek to preserve her and heal the wounds of her spirit," said Cusis.

"But she was not injured," Sviska explained. His hands opened before him. "I did not touch her."

Cusis shook his head. "No, you did not, but her grief was already great with the loss of her father. The sense of the dead fairy may have been too much, or perhaps it is more than even that. Go to the north of the city. There you will find a well. He may not like me telling you to do this, but Brethor may need you there."

Sviska went to his room first, binding his dagger to his waist before jogging out of the Estate.

He ran now. What Brethor could need his help with, and better yet, why Cusis would tell him of it, did not make sense to him, but things making sense was not exactly a theme he expected anymore.

He made it to the area where the fairy was and looked around for signs of Brethor and the well.

 There was less light now. It must have been later than he had thought. There was no one else around this area. He jogged a bit further past a line of old wooden buildings that seemed unoccupied, and found a short stone wall where the garden was overcoming the confines of the stone. A small wooden gate was open; weeds pressed over by the recent entry into the walled area was a good sign that he was close.

"Turmin," he heard a voice say. He turned to find Ustavis there, leaning on his staff. 

"Two times within a few hours I find you here. Before I had come to help the fairy, sensing its distress, but you well-handled that, and now I find you here again. Chasing dear Brethor, I'm sure."

"The fairy did not make it," he said.

"A sad loss but a necessary one. At least now you will learn some truth to the so-called perfect city of Brethor." 

There was a strange tone is Ustavis' voice, cocky and almost belligerent. Sviska swallowed, and his hand tightened around the dagger that he held hidden in his coat. Ustavis was a powerful mage, and he feared of how the man gazed upon him. 

"No need to bring out the toys," he said, his eyes looking down to Sviska's hand. "Brethor is just that way." He pointed through the gate. "I believe he is tying up some loose ends. You had better hurry. I will tell the Priors so that they may come assist." 

Sviska covered his eyes as Ustavis disappeared in a bright flash as before.

Why couldn’t Ustavis assist me?

He ignored the thought and drew his dagger. The sheen blade glimmered in the night air, the jewel in the blade glowing faintly. He looked around him, but there was no one else. Turning, he quickly made his way through the gate and into the overgrown garden. 

There were broken statues everywhere. The flowers that grew there were dying, but not from snow or cold. They were forced to the ground, as if it was not dirt but quicksand around the well. In fact, every blade of grass and every flower all pointed to an encircled stone structure at the center of the fenced-in surroundings. A single pathway of trodden weeds went to the stone structure, and a pungent smell was in the air.

Sviska approached the stones and peered over the edge. A ripple of water was all he could see.

"Brethor!" he called out. His voice echoed, and there was no response from within. 

He looked around, but it seemed he followed the only path there was through the dense overgrowth. He slid his dagger back in its scabbard and then hopped into the well.

It was a short fall of no more than six feet, and with some luck, he had landed on his feet. He turned both ways, looking but could not see anything. His eyes were still adjusting to the blackness. To his left was a pile of rubble. His only path was right.

He heard a sound coming from the direction not blocked by the broken stones. Air was rushing around him as the noise became louder.

Sviska began running that way.

"Brethor!" he cried out. 

Again, there was no response. He came to a large opening in the room where many of the city drains converged together. The gathering waters then fell into a large opening in the ground and flowed off the mountain down a subterranean cave out of Sviska's view. 

The path downward was rocky and imposing, even for someone of experience with cliff faces. The jagged edges jutted out randomly, and there was no clear path that he could yet see. 

"Brethor!" he cried out again.

There looked to be something lying on the stones near the edge of the crevice. Sviska looked down and began a careful descent down the slippery rocks to the object, or as he hoped, a person.

As he nearly slipped down an eroding watery funnel, he reached for the rocks and pulled himself back to firmer footing. The stones sliced his fingers, and now blood trickled down his arms.

 It was then he took notice of an even more horrid smell than that he had smelled outside the well. Something was rotting. Like a dead animal left in the sun cooking with the seasoning of maggots. The smell curled his nose, and he covered his face. 

Peering around him, his eyes widened and he gulped, spotting human parts strewn about. It was not what he expected. His first thought was of the only other person within the city with a weapon, Berie. However, the wounds were too violent to have been by the elf's doing with a bow. He thought of her knife, but from the raw tearing imposed on the limbs, he knew that the injuries did not match up. Sviska assumed one thing, but in all the stories he had heard of magic and as mutilated as the bodies were, it was clear that no magic did this. There was a finesse to expect with a spell, not like this scene of heads torn at the neck and chest cavities opened like clamshells on a beach. 

With the body parts were weapons, left in the muck of blood and mud. He could make out a long sword and a curved knife. They were of similar design to what he had used in Taria. “Tools” he had been given by the Order. Other weapons seemed to be sticking out too, but he could not tell what they were. He was not sure what to make of what he was seeing.

As he reached the edge of the crevice, he noticed that a body was lying motionless on the edge. It was Brethor.

He crawled down to him. With a shake, he tried to rouse him, but he did not wake up. He did not appear injured, and thankfully, Brethor was breathing, but aside from his cloak, his clothes were tattered.

There was a strange low roaring in the room, and air shifted from cool to warm. He had seen nothing else as he came in. He thought of not peering down into the dark chasm but sensed he had to. He looked and noticed a large grate covering the chasm, where rocks cast down from above sprinkled on the metal. There was a rush of warm air and a voice in the air.

"Sviska."  

He looked around, his blade in hand. "Who is there? Show yourself!" he commanded. No one appeared. 

"Sviska," said the same voice again. "Sviska, why, why did you leave us?" the voice questioned.

"I do not know you!" he yelled in response. 

There was a sound of movement around the room, scratching and dragging.

"You are betraying us," the voice said. "We will not allow you to."

There was another rush of warm air from the crevice, and Sviska's eyes widened. His fingers tightened around the leather grip of his dagger as he saw mangled parts rising up from the ground and floating toward him. The parts came together, headless but walking. He stepped out of the way, hoping it would not see him, but the headless form jerked his way. 

He slashed his dagger at it, ripping clothing, flesh, and bone from the chest. It fell apart and rolled down the hill into the crevice. Other corpses rose to meet him. 

Running forward, he slashed at the second and third bodies just as they began to float. They, too, fell and returned to the grips of death. He turned to look back at Brethor and felt a hand grabbing him. He looked down to see a corpse missing one arm and a leg, grasping on to him from the edge of the chasm. 

He went to slash at the arm, but it grabbed on to his stomach, and he stumbled back to keep from falling. The dagger fell, beginning a blade-to-hilt roll down toward the dark depths. He grabbed the monster, one hand on its neck and another on the remains of its pelvic, and tossed it up in the air. He struggled to reach his dagger as it now slid down the rocks to be lost. 

"No! Stop!" he yelled.

There was a rush of water from the puddles of mud, and the blade stopped. It turned on its tip before landing in a splash of water, and then it flew to him, landing in his palm.

The monster had gripped on to a rock as it fell back down and held to the edge with three fingers. Sviska cut them off, sending the corpse to its second death.

He stared at the dagger and exhaled in relief. The blade had returned to him. He slid it back into his sheath. Turning again to Brethor, there was another rumbling in the room, but this time, it was from the grate of the chasm. He peered down, and where the endless black had been there was something against the grate. 

"We will escape!" it said, slow and menacing. 

The air from the chasm was moist and warm but rancid. From what light was in the room, Sviska could see white claws wrapped in the grate. 

"He sealed us here. Nevertheless, we will be free. You betray us, Sviska," it said.

"Who are all of you?" Sviska questioned. 

"Not left to rest, we have been summoned and brought together in form to do our master's bidding. This cheap trick to hide our shells from others has worked for its reasoning, but left an easy preparation to call forth our forms. We are now one and we will escape this place. His spell will not keep us."

Sviska looked over to Brethor, who did not move. "You attacked him," he stated to the darkness.

"His part would have been over had he just died as we sought. You, Sviska, get the honor of killing all, you lucky swindler. We wish we were you. We would not regret the great poisoning that the Order now seeks."

"The Order sent you? Each of you?" 

There seemed to be different voices, but each answered alike. 

"Yes."

"Of course." 

"Who else?" 

"But you failed," he told the voices.

"We failed because the Order did not tell us all, just as you have not been told all. They lied. Ever since we were taken in as children and so-called saved. Nevertheless, that does not help us, nor do we wish your help. When we are free, we will destroy this place and the lord and you. That is, if our master seeks that!"

"You are bound by this mountain. You cannot escape."

"That was true until you returned our bodies. Your friend there worked very hard to separate them so to weaken our greater form. Now they are returned, and we will be freed."

"Who is your master so I may slit his throat before you may kill more?"

There was sudden silence. The room became cold again, and though still pungent in odor, the smell of the breath from the chasm was dissipating. The entity had left.

Sviska went to Brethor. He shook him in an attempt to wake him, but could not. He heard approaching footsteps. Looking around, he discerned the steps were coming from the entrance to the room. 

He hid behind a large stone just to the side of Brethor. The white glow that came from atop the room grew brighter, and Sviska was relieved to see the Priors looking downward, their staves shining like torchlight. Master Nelkor was there at their fore, peering down into the cistern. 

"Master Nelkor! He is down here," Sviska yelled, emerging from the rocks.

The Priors did not move and instead lowered their staves, pointing them right at him. 

"Wait!" he shouted, but it was too late. In a flurry of white flashes, he felt his body become stiff and his eyes saw blackness.

 


Chapter 15 Healing and a Message

 

It was sometime later when Sviska awoke, lying on his back, staring up into the bough of a tree. He opened his eyes wider and focused, noticing stone etchings above his head. He looked around, spotting Brethor to his side. If the lord of the Estate was unconscious or sleeping, Sviska did not know.

"How are you?" a Prior said to him. The red robes above him signaled where he was. The Priory. 

He sat up when he realized and noticed that Master Nelkor sat on a chair nearby, reading a book. He looked up and then back down, setting his book to his side before standing.

"I see you are awake," he said, looking him up and down.

"I am," he replied. "But why did you attack me?"

He bowed his head and began pacing around him. "The demon that you faced could be sensed by all of us here. When Slats came to our temple, we were already preparing to head to the northern part of town where we sensed it was growing. Afraid that you had succumbed to the evil, we subdued you. It is now clear to me that you did not, but I fear of who controls that demon. It was obvious that it was no random entity."

Sviska rubbed his face and shook his head to way off some of his fatigue before standing. He found himself initially uneasy, but soon found his footing. 

"Ustavis was there at the well before I went in. He was acting strange. He said something of Brethor ‘tying up loose ends,’ and seemed to jeer of ill fortune on the city. He also claimed he was going to the Priory. I can only guess that was to excuse himself from helping me."

Master Nelkor paused his pacing for a moment and then began again. "Ustavis is a Wanderer, and I will not guess of his part, be it ill or good. That is for him to decide," he said, pointing at Brethor. “But as you may guess, Ustavis did not come here.”

"Is he okay?" Sviska asked, nodding to Brethor.

"He is. Sleeping mostly now. Whatever he did down there pacified his strength and put him into a coma of sorts. He will awake soon.”

Sviska sat at Brethor's side. Master Nelkor brought a bowl of warmed herbs and fanned them over his nose. 

"This helps the mind gain clarity and revitalizes the senses."

He continued to fan the herbal water over his face, and it seemed that Brethor was now stirring. His eyes began to open, and he awoke, turning to Master Nelkor.

"How long this time?" 

"Just over two hours," he replied, setting the bowl of herbal water on a table nearby. 

"And Turmin?" 

"Well. He just awoke not too long ago."

Brethor turned and looked at Sviska, who raised his eyebrows and gave a long sigh.

 "Are you okay?" Sviska asked.

"Yes. Yes, I am," he said. "Why did you follow me to that place, and who told you I was there?"

"Cusis. He said you needed my help."

"And right he was," interjected Master Nelkor. "You were on the edge of the chasm when we arrived."

The master had brought some fruit and juice for them both to share and then looked around at the other Priors. 

 "Leave us," he told them. The other Priors immediately left the main hall, leaving just the three of them alone.

Brethor chewed his food and then glared over at Sviska. "It was dangerous for you to follow me, dangerous and foolish. I had done what was needed." 

He took a glass offered from Master Nelkor. "From my store?" he asked him. 

"Yes," Master Nelkor replied.

Brethor chugged the drink and went back to eating fruit.

"There were bodies around you," Sviska stated to him. "I watched as they came back to life and assaulted me. Had I not been there, they may have attacked you."

"Reanimation?" asked Brethor, looking at Master Nelkor. "Then more than the demon itself is at work."

"There is more," said Master Nelkor. "Tell him."

"Ustavis," Sviska said. "He said things, things of the city and you, Brethor. I feel he may be deceiving us, but I have no proof."

"We will question him, and we will not do so alone. Ustavis is one of the last wandering mages, and though I have long trusted him, I will not have any further sources of weakness in our city. We must hope he will listen to reason."

"A mage of his type will be powerful," Master Nelkor said. "And the demon is gaining power. The Priory can feel it."

"I had hoped that removing some of the bodies from the chasm would weaken it, but it seems a spell was placed on them, giving them even the power to resist. It was only reaching out in spirit before, taking hold of those susceptible to its grasp, as was the fate of your granddaughter."

Master Nelkor nodded and sighed. "I understand that now."

"Whoever summoned it did not know," Brethor continued, "that the grates were magical in themselves and wouldn't allow its physical body to escape once it was brought from the ethereal fires. But, the grates lose power, as does the rest of the city."

"The demon must know this," said Sviska. "It said that it would break free."

"We can only hope it does not,” Master Nelkor replied, standing. 

From the far end of the temple, the Brotherhood of Wura was holding a plate, the still unconscious body of Berie atop it. 

The fairies fluttered their wings and scampered to stay on her as the plate was laid before Master Nelkor. 

"The men of the Estate stated she fell unconscious after touching a vessel holding the remains of a fairy," one of them explained.

"When Brethor saw her, he ran out of the Estate and headed to the well," Sviska said, now standing and heading to her side.

"The curse is but one of our problems now. If the demon leaves, we may have further evils to deal with," said Brethor. 

Master Nelkor and Sviska looked toward him just as he was drifting back to sleep. Master Nelkor tucked his robes as he knelt beside Berie. He ran his hands above her body. 

"An already weakened body can be struck down with much ease when such evil is rampant. Brethor is a powerful being himself, and though both of them are sleeping, I fear hers is deeper. We cannot shield her from the demon here. It must leave for her to awaken. Brethor will awaken on his own. His body is nearly fully recovered now, but we cannot hasten the process."

Sviska stood. He felt about his body for his dagger but noticed it was missing. Master Nelkor watched as his hands fumbled about his tunic. 

"I kept your dagger for safekeeping," he said. Reaching into his robes, he presented the dagger wrapped in a yellow flower. Sviska took it and removed the leafy plant. 

"The flower of Kel has many powers—one, to expel evil. Your blade harbored the essence of a living corpse but is cleansed now of its darkness. Keep that plant with you; you may find it useful."

"I need to find Ustavis," Sviska said, securing the dagger to his waist. 

"Do not act in haste on this matter," Master Nelkor warned. "His magic is by all accounts the strongest. His kind, the Wanderers, roamed the lands, looking for only the unique and powerful of magical powers. We must gather our strength and approach him in force. I will send for the Brotherhood of Wura, and when we are able, we will confront him. You must tend to your wine. A second shipment has arrived. That is one of the most important tasks at this time."

Sviska nodded his head, agreeing, although his heart tore to search out Ustavis. He made his way out of the temple and to the Estate. 

Passing the guards of the doorway, he wondered of them still. There they stood, motionless, and ever watching. But he sensed more. He wondered if they, too, were of magic.

He was about to enter the door when he heard a chopping sound from around the left side of the Estate. Near where they had brought the ashes from the winery, he found Slats chopping wood. 

The dwarf set a new log on the ground and then swung his axe. The wood splintered and fell. Sviska was about to clap his hands when Slats spun, cutting down a second log and a third that Sviska had not noticed yet. Then the dwarf gave a shout and jumped forward, collapsing a wall of waiting woods and chopping at it wildly. He then stopped and rubbed his nose. He was out of breath, and after coughing, he looked up and saw Sviska.

He looked around hastily and began stacking the wood back up. "Oh, my sir, forgive me! I know this is not a time for playing games! I will get back to work. We need this wood for the winery.” He began gathering an armful of it.

"It isn't a problem, Slats. I see you are channeling the essence of your ancestors," he replied, smiling. 

"Well, given the atmosphere of the city of late, I must be ready. My father would not wish for me to become a plump man without the arms of a warrior." The dwarf began limping toward the Estate.

Sviska gathered some more wood and followed. He looked at the dwarf's walk and noticed he was not putting pressure on his right ankle.

"What happened to your ankle?" he asked with a tone of sarcasm.

"Oh, that," he said, trying to walk normally but faltering again. "Twisted my leg! Seems my axe spinning needs some work!"

They made it into the winery and soon had a roaring fire that chased the cold air of the underground winery away. 

Slats had already organized the shipment, and a fear overtook Sviska. The Order surely had sent another object. However, this time there were no bottles of wine. A large covering from the pressing mechanism and a large trough for the wine to run down were already near the other assembled winery components.

"I tried to get as much together as I could, but it seems since my legs will not grow anymore, you will have to finish construction!"

"I will do so!" he said. "Start getting the ingredients sorted and bring the bag of frost berries near. We can get them placed into the press." 

As Slats took to his work as diligent as ever, Sviska attached the trough for the juice flow and searched for the items from the Order. The shipment was not nearly as big as before, so whatever they had sent would be most likely on the actual equipment.

Slats removed the press cover and began pouring in frost berries when Sviska noticed that there was a loose piece of wood attached under the trough. It was set up just so the trough would not be flush with the rest of the equipment. He pulled at the wood and it came free. 

Slats looked over. "Now don't tell me you went on and broke it!"

Sviska had just flipped over the wood and noticed wrapped linen and an object beneath. He quickly flipped it back over and held up the piece. 

"Sometimes happens when they’re carving the wood," he explained, hoping his excuse was enough to satisfy the dwarf. 

It seemed to work, but he hated to lie to his assistant. He had not had many friends in his life, and most were before his time with the Order. Nevertheless, his false identity could not fail and his true self be discovered. Especially with the atmosphere of fear that was gripping the city.

He slid the wood into his pocket to look at later. As of now, they needed to assure last-minute checks on the winery equipment and begin the process.

The final plugs were installed on the trough that would eventually see its purpose to empty the wine into barrels. Sviska walked to the pressing tub and looked in. There was a slight green glow to the berries, and he now understood the strange-colored smoke that had come from the old winemaking equipment that they had burned. 

He brought down the lid and then set the counterweight to begin down. He grabbed the handle and began to push down. His arms shook, and sweat began to form on his brow when the machine began to go down on its own. He stood back, looking at the press mashing the berries, the counterweight coming back up and then pushing down again on its own. He wondered of this. The crackling of the icy berries was unnerving to him at first. He had thought something was wrong, but the dwarf seemed okay with it.

"How is this possible?" he asked Slats. 

"Now, now, winemaker, you didn't think there would be some magical properties that would come from using magical ingredients? One thing that makes this process much simpler is the fact that the machine becomes enchanted with first use. We only need to place the barrels when it is time and store the elixir!"

Sviska smiled, staring at the machine in awe. He was happy knowing that he and Slats were not bound to stomp the berries with their feet as he had done as a child.

The machine creaked along. The smell of the berries filled their noses, and Sviska took a seat at the table. Slats began to join him but then did not. 

"After all this work, a snack is in order. I will return. You get the wine!" 

Slats headed out of the winery, and Sviska's hand went to his pocket. Peering down the hallway, he watched Slats as he ascended the stairs, and then pulled out the piece of wood. 

He tapped the wood against his hand, and the wrapped package fell out. He untwisted the twine and opened it. Another vial, this one black and thick. There was a piece of parchment also. He looked to assure Slats was not yet returning and then set down the vial and opened the letter.

The time has come for you to know your purpose in Elinathrond. The blade shall not be used this time. Only combine these vials and rub a drop upon each barrel of wine. Your final task is simply to serve the wine afterward. These blasphemous peoples will at last be done with and you will have peace and your freedom from further tasks at the moment the last one is dead. Your deeds are being watched, and we have but a single warning—do not betray the Order.

 


Chapter 16 Demon Rising

 

Sviska's hands shook, and a nervous sweat was on his brow.

 He had never had fear like the one he did now. Meredaas knew his purpose, but the Order seemed to have knowledge of his inner thoughts and gave a blatant warning. 

He could hear Slats approaching, a slight song and the sound of his feet slapping down the stairs. He grabbed the vial and ran to the hiding spot. Removing the stone, he placed the second vial next to the first. He pulled a bottle of wine and stood just as Slats entered the room.

Slats stared at him. "Are you okay?" he asked, his head cocked to the side and his lips pursed.

Sviska attempted to breathe slower through his nose and walked over to the table. "I am fine. Why do you ask?"

"You seem like you saw a ghost! Your eyes when they saw me were huge, and you are breathing fast! I do not believe I have ever seen you look so weary!"

Sviska sat down and began opening the wine. "I am still feeling ill from before in the cisterns."

"Makes sense!" said Slats. "Have a snack. The venison is fresh and the bread is somewhat fresh! Between this and the wine, you shall feel better! I demand it!"

They both had their meal in almost complete silence. Sviska still felt sick.  His eyes glanced over at the hiding spot that contained the vials and then to Slats, who happily drank his wine as a stream ran down his mouth into his beard.

The Order was seeking to taint the only substance protecting the people from the curse, slowly taking each person in turn until all of Elinathrond was a ghost town. He guessed they were not patient enough to just let the curse run its course as it was without the wine. Why did they seek the destruction of these peoples so quickly now? He had witnessed no evil from those like the dwarf sitting in front of him now. The arrival of Captain Runa and other members of the Brotherhood of Wura interrupted such thoughts. 

"Turmin," he said, walking into the winery. It seemed he was to say something else when he turned to see the wine production. He walked to the press and touched the wood. 

"Wonderful! The wine has begun production!"

Slats stood. "Master Runa, we have just sat down for some food and drink in celebration. How 'bout you join us?" He offered the seat he had been sitting in, but then stumbled from the wine and sat back down.

"Thank you for your hospitality, dear dwarf, but I have need of the winemaker himself. A contingent of the Priors with Master Nelkor and Brethor is headed to the home of Ustavis. I sent my men to assist, but Brethor told me to come get you. We will meet them at the Temple of Wura."

Sviska stood and headed out with the captain. As they walked down the corridor, neither looked in any direction but forward. The captain seemed to be perspiring, wiping his hands on his tunic.  

"He is a powerful mage," said Sviska. "He may not come easily." 

"We will hope he can be coerced into remaining calm. However, such things may be foolish to hope for, I fear."

They exited the Estate, heading past the gypsies, who stopped their chanting and looked at the passing guards. A happening like this had not transpired in the city before.

Through the main section of the market they went. The people of the city, though still going about their normal tasks, observed them with nervous eyes. Children who were playing were brought inside, and the tiny gnomes working the shrubbery of the roads hid as their leaves were brushed in the hasty walk of the group.

 A cold gale and snowfall began. As they made one of the last turns, they could see the Temple of Wura. Further down the road, the sanguine robes of the Priors surrounded the white robes of the Brotherhood of Wura. Their staves were alight and pointed toward a hunched figure in a gray robe. 

Master Nelkor and Brethor, who had been following behind them, passed to the front of them as they came before the temple. The Brotherhood of Wura ordered people away from the temple and surrounding streets until only those needed remained.

"He would not speak to us," said a Wura guard. He kicked the hooded figure, and he fell. Ustavis was shivering and did not get up.

"What is wrong with him?" asked Sviska, noticing his eyes were blackened and peering out from the partially covered face. 

"A trance," said Brethor. "He saw us and immediately fell into it. We cannot question someone who will not respond."

The Brotherhood of Wura guard kicked him again. "Speak, damn you!" he yelled. "This man had hidden his own private stock of wine! My daughter is locked in the asylum because she could not get a single drop when she needed it!"

The guard kicked him again more forcefully. Ustavis rolled in the dirt and came to rest facedown.

Master Nelkor raised his hand. "This is not a task of brute force. I will draw this evil to us." 

He lowered his staff over Ustavis. The crystal at its end began to glow, and a white trail of dust enveloped the hunched form. Nelkor closed his eyes, raised his other hand, and from the sky, a bluish glow surrounded him. He then placed his hand forward, and Ustavis wailed and screamed, his body shaking.

The Brotherhood of Wura that was there turned away, the horror of the man violently convulsing overtaking them in fear. The Priors were steady. They hummed an ominous tone as Brethor stepped away from Master Nelkor, joining Sviska a few paces away.

"Winemaker, you see now the staff of Kel and the power the head of the Priory has."

The ground beneath them began to quake. The snow was melting, turning to slush, and then water pooled around them. They could see the dirt underneath beginning to crack, and with a loud shattering sound, a crevice appeared.

 Those who were present jumped back, except for Ustavis and Nelkor. A battle of magic was ensuing and showed no signs of stopping. 

There began to be a great form emerging from the crevice, and in a blinding flash, the ground around the two mages shattered and a black mass erupted forth. 

Stones and people went flying in all directions. Master Nelkor and Ustavis were alight in a black fire and flung, tossed from the mass, thrown to the side as trash.

 The black shroud formed a face. A skull that came to five points looked at Brethor and Sviska, but then recoiled to a barrage of white orbs from the staves of the Priors.

 It wrapped itself in shadows and, like a massive leaping flame, went upward, bouncing off the buildings and over them, disappearing from view. People within the city shrieked, and from the site of eruption, they could see the entity ascending into the sky.

 A further barrage of white orbs and random spells sent from those of the city assailed it but were at this point of no use. It was gone.

 The snow falling was black like ash, and it began to form clumps on the ground. The bodies of the two mages steamed, lifeless.

"No!" Brethor shouted.

He ran to Master Nelkor. His staff was still gripped tightly in his blackened, leathery hands. The wood was split and the crystal shattered. The other members of the Priory looked at their staves. Their magic was failing. 

All around them, the injured emerged. Lesser practitioners of magic were around, casting spells of ice from wands and throwing potion vials at the burning buildings.

The Priors began trying to heal those they could. A black fire suddenly took the body of Ustavis. Those near him jumped away. When the flames went out, nothing but a burned spot remained. 

"What is this?" one of them asked, throwing the staff on the ground in frustration. 

"The staff of the mage has been destroyed," said Brethor so quietly, that had Sviska not been directly beside him, he would have never heard it. 

Already more injured were coming to them, but the Priors were powerless to help. Others simply tried to bandage themselves and wandered around, stunned at the events before them.

"Turmin," said Brethor. "You must retrieve the staff." His eyes shifted about those who were around them. "Remember the staff?"

"Yes, but how—?" 

"You know the way. I must stay here. My presence is needed. Go!"

"How can I open the door?"

He passed him the flute. "Just move your hand over it. The rest will be obvious. Now go!"

Sviska took the flute and tucked it away. He ran quickly back toward the Estate. Behind him, he heard Brethor command some to go to Ustavis' house to check if any wine remained. Maybe there remained a few sips for someone.

 As he reached the Estate, he turned to look at the destruction the demon had left in its wake. Elinathrond was smoldering. He headed in and down the corridor to the door leading to the secret stairwell and Brethor’s room. He pulled down the statue he remembered opened the passage. As he entered the stairwell, the door ahead lit up and opened. He passed quickly outside and down the path leading to the stone door. He brushed his hands over the door and it became alight. The door opened. He ran to the toothed portal, the Doorway, and stepped in. 

Envision the grove. 

The portal whirled to life, and he was gone, surrounded by darkness. He emerged on the other side. The flute in his hand, he played a quick made-up melody, and the fairies came to life, lighting his way. 

He ran to the shore and went to where they had left the staff.  It wasn't there.

He looked to the waters and called out, "Masters of the seas! Hear my call!"

The waters churned, and the stony palace of the mer-people emerged. Once again, the waters were filled with mer-people, and Espera looked down from her throne. 

"Winemaker, what do you seek from the sea?" she asked, holding the staff he had come for in her hand.

"I seek the staff in your right hand. There has been a great evil in the city. We need it to heal the injured."

The goddess raised her head higher and then looked at the staff. "There is no place of real importance but here. You should remain here with us."

It was then the waters erupted and many of the mer-people were around him. He stepped back away from the surf.

"I must hurry, please, the staff!" he begged her, reaching out his hand. 

The goddess smiled. "We of the Siren's song seek you, man, to join us. I may fall ill to the curse of ages, but I will have you as I desire."

Further the mer-people crept, the Sirens now beaching themselves and hissing. Their faces of beauty melted away, and monsters of the surf they became. 

He drew Sishan.

"Will you kill the people of that dagger after you have had it for such a short time?" She raised her left hand and ripped the dagger from his grip. Flying toward her, it landed in her hand. 

Sviska backed up further. 

"What is this?" he yelled. The closer the mer-people came—he was now backing up to the opposite shore—the more were emerging from the waters like hungry crabs, their jaws snapping.

From the rocky throne, the goddess laughed. Holding the staff and dagger, she licked the blade and set it on her throne. Sviska was beginning to back up to the woods when a geyser of water erupted far behind the rocky palace. 

The light of the moon reflected off the gold crown of Meredaas as his form appeared in the waters beyond the palace. His head just above the water, he made a sound that tore into Sviska. He fell and curled up into a ball, struggling to protect his ears. 

The mer-people all fell to the sand, dragged back into the surf. Even the sea goddess fell from her throne, convulsing. The sound stopped. Sviska saw a flash of white. Sishan flew through the air, returning to his belt. 

The staff rose from the rocky palace and floated toward him, resting just beside his hand on the ground. In a shuttering and splashing of water, the rocky palace sunk back into the water, and the mer-people with it. Meredaas sank back below the water, and Sviska reached over, picking up the staff. As he did, he felt a twinge in his fingertips. The staff hummed and then quieted. The waters along the shoreline receded and then rocked forward. Meredaas reemerged, his giant head resting on the beach.

"Sviska, my people have been stricken by the curse, but I remain well. Take the staff to heal the people and take this." He opened his mouth and a single large pearl fell onto the shore. "It will allow the staff of the mage to transfer its power to this new staff. Lord Brethor will need it. There may not be many staves created from the grove from now on. Even here, we are losing our magical powers."

Sviska said nothing. He bowed before the great god of the seas as he descended back into the ocean. Sviska took the pearl and, with the staff in hand, sprinted back through the woods to the portal.

 


Chapter 17 Of Remembrance and Tea

 

Sviska made it back to the Estate, emerging on the other side of the portal, holding both objects, and on his feet this time. He began back to the Temple of Wura. 

As he left the Estate, he noticed the fires of the city were all but extinguished. Gray smoke, barely visible in the dark sky, floated upward in tall towers. 

He ran now as fast as his feet would carry him. Making it at last to the Temple of Wura, he noticed there was a large rope sectioning off where the crevice was. Many of the injured were receiving bandaging by Wura guards while others were directed to the Priory.

"Winemaker!" he heard behind him. 

Turning, he saw a face that he did not expect. It was the man from the tavern from his first time in the city. The man whose small dragon Sviska had accidentally killed.

"I do not wish any trouble," Sviska said, wary of him.

"And I do not wish any on you, my friend. I was to tell you that the others have gone to the Priory and await you there."

Sviska shook the man's hand. "Thank you. I will head there immediately. And how am I your friend?" 

The man shook his hand back. "The name is Garoa. If you will, once this mess is somewhat more stable around here, come back to the tavern and have a drink with me. I'm buying. You are doing a service to Elinathrond beyond what others can."

Sviska raised his eyebrows and nodded. "Sure," he said, surprised of the man's generosity. 

Across the town Sviska went, weaving through the collapsed buildings and burning structures. He did not know the demon had caused such destruction as it fled. He wondered if it would return.

The people were busy both cleaning up and helping those who were injured. Others were mourning. Their loved ones lined the streets, covered by large cloths. They were dead.

The Priory had become a refuge. Sviska found Brethor at the doors of the Priory with children, many of whom were now orphans.

"Take them to my Estate," he commanded one of the Brotherhood of Wura. He looked up and saw Sviska as he made his way through the main gate.

"I see you were successful," he said, taking the staff from him.

"Brethor, the curse has infected the grove. I was attacked by Espera, and had it not been for Meredaas, I would not be here to deliver this to you."

"Such things are as they are, I am afraid. But let’s reverse what I can reverse."

Sviska followed him into the temple. The Priory of Kel was in mourning of their fallen master. 

Encased in silver sheets, his body lay upon the altar of the temple. Below him, many of the severely injured lay, as well as members of both temples of the city, unconscious. 

Brethor raised the staff. The light from it shone brightly, and the wounds that had stricken the afflicted were healed. As the light faded, those on the ground stood and smiled, looking at themselves. The staff had healed them.

"Old friend," Brethor said, placing his hand on the body of Nelkor. He removed the sheets with his other hand. The staff had healed his burns, leaving his white skin apparently untouched. What remained of his robes clung to his body, and the Priors surrounded as Brethor began a last rite for the fallen master.

"Doves upon the lily tree, 

Watching over silently,

He loved the flowers, herbs, rain,

And cared for all, blessing the same.

 

Sleep, Master of Healer’s hand,

Long you've waited for this end,

Elven harps grace your life,

Forever you shall dwell in light."

He took the staff and placed it over the body of Nelkor. The body became alight in white fire and then was gone. The stillness of the temple was made even more apparent by the torches that ceased to flicker. They all had their heads bowed. Sviska looked around as the Priors knelt.

"Turmin, please hold the staff," Brethor said, handing the staff to him.

From behind the altar, he brought the broken staff. Sviska reached into his pocket and gave him the pearl. Taking both staves, Brethor placed them side by side with the pearl and pressed the objects together with both of his hands. There was a blinding flash, and the staves merged. The staff was now pure white. The old staff was visible, merged as a black branch within the white. Atop the staff was the pearl. He took the staff and held it above his head. 

"Now you shall stay!" 

He brought the staff back down, and the end drove into the earth of the temple. The staff began to glow from the pearl and then dimmed to where little light came from it.

"Until a new master is made, I decree by the powers of Kel and Wura that this staff of the master of the Priory of Kel shall rest. May its power flow to the Priors and bid you out upon the city to heal others in memory of your master."

The Priors took turns passing the staff and kissing the ground before it as they departed the temple. 

Brethor looked to Sviska. "We must check on our friend." 

They made their way out of the temple and to the gardens around the side of the temple. Berie was there. She stood motionless, staring into the sky.

"Are you well, my dear friend?" Brethor asked her.

"I am fine. The dreariness upon me has faded," she said. Turning to Sviska, she embraced him. "Thank you for your part in all of this. I feel without you, I may not have survived."

Brethor bowed his head. "Dark times grip us now. The passing of Master Nelkor, I fear, will prove to make things even worse before they heal. I have not the heart to choose a new master, so for now it shall remain as a leaderless order."

The dark sky stirred further agony in Sviska's already troubled mind. The rolling clouds and icy wind were of no comfort to him. His head ached, and he brushed his hair before blinking multiple times. 

"The constant darkness has ways to wear you down," said Berie. "Come back to the Estate with me. I have some tea that helps me. Perhaps you will have some with me?"

Sviska glanced to Brethor, who shrugged. "There is nothing more for you to do here. I will remain to help where I can, but do not stay for me. Things here are no better when you suffer from the lack of light. Take time to rest. There has been much trouble today."

He and Berie left, walking back to the Estate. He struggled to find words. Berie did not.

"This place is cold, much unlike where my people are from. I remember the times before the curse and when we lived among the woods. The time of darkness that grips this place is disheartening to all but the Northern peoples."

"I am not used to it at all, nor the cold," Sviska said back. "You were alive before the curse?"

"Yes, my people do not die of old age. Indeed, we live until we choose to become one with the earth and return our life force to the woods, or we die in battle or recently, the curse. Most of whom I knew were stricken by the curse. My father and I fled here many years ago."

Passing the gypsies, she waved at them, and one of children ran up to her. 

"Berie! I made you a flower necklace!" The little girl held up a string with a single flower petal dangling from it. She was smiling and blushing, tucking her hands to her cheeks with a growing smile as Berie took the gift, putting it on. 

"Thank you!" she said.

The little girl giggled and went back to the carts. Berie smiled and then looked at the necklace.

"They are so small," she said, looking back toward the gypsies. 

Sviska looked back also and then to her. "The children?"

"No, the flowers!" she joked, pushing his shoulder. "Yes, the children! Children became so rare for my people. When we came here, the kids were my favorite part. Especially those of the gypsies. They love to hear my stories of the woods. This reminds me, I understand they brought the orphans to the Estate. I want to check on them. Will you join me?"

He obliged without protest.

As they made it into the Estate, they turned right. Just past Sviska's quarters were another few rooms.

"If I have to assume, I believe I know where the children are," she told him.

She opened the last of the long series of doors, and Sviska took a step back as many smiling faces greeted them.

"Berie, Berie! Do you have a story for us?"

The orphaned children were now under the care of Cusis, who came up behind Sviska and, with a slight nudge, pushed Sviska into the room. 

At the far end of the room, a roaring fire was burning. The children, numbering nine, were alone now. At some point before, Berie’s fairies came to the room, and the essence of their magic calmed the broken hearts of the boys and girls who were there.

"Now, now, children! I have very little prepared. But you will find the stew delightful, I am sure."

Berie assisted Cusis in handing out the soup, and Sviska watched as the children took their bowls and sat down on the floors. 

A fairy buzzed over near Berie, who took the being on her finger. She smiled at it, “Thank you for watching over the kids." 

The fairy bounced up and down on her hand before zooming back by the children.

Cusis took his tray and tucked it under his arm. "I have Slats moving beds from the abandoned rooms. We plan to keep the children here for now. It will be Lord Brethor's choice on what happens after that."

"It seems you have what you need, then?" asked Berie.

"Of course, we are good here."

A girl walked up to Berie and tugged her boot. "Lady Berie, can we have a story tomorrow?"

Another child also spoke. "Can you come see us after your hunt?"

"Of course I will!" She tapped the child's back. "We will leave you to them," Berie said to Cusis. 

As they stepped out of the room, she looked to Sviska. "I am glad they are well and in good hands with Cusis."

"Does he have experience with children?"

"Yes, back when Brethor's family was alive, he tended to their children. It will make him happy to do so again, even though the circumstances are as they are."

Back down the corridor, they walked, entering the dining room before going through the kitchen and then into a back passage. Sviska wondered where she was taking him. They were now in a large indoor garden with three massive trees surrounded by an overlook filled with books and other strange trinkets.

"When my father and I came here, we came with just our weapons on our backs, but over time, we have gathered as much of our peoples’ heritage as possible." She pointed around the room. "I would much rather have the elves it belonged to. It is a sweet but sad memory." 

Sviska stopped and touched one of the trees and looked up, as it reached high into a windowed and vaulted ceiling. He looked to Berie, who appeared to have a growing sadness upon her face. He wanted to distract her from those thoughts.

"It was nice that you found such a large room so that trees could grow. This has to be the highest ceiling I have ever seen," Sviska said, continuing on to where Berie was tending to a small fire.

"The roof is enchanted. As long as I tend to the trees myself, they will grow and so will the roof. These trees were from my homeland, although they were just seedlings at the time."

Sviska looked around further. Many books, stones, and metal trinkets that he had no guess as to what they were sat on a wooden table. Near a window and pointed upward sat a metal object that stood on three legs.

"Is this a weapon?" he asked, looking at it and gently tapping it with his hand.

"No, no. A tool for looking closer at the moon. My father loved studying the sky. He mapped many stars and recorded them here.” She reached for a nearby book and handed it to him. Opening it up, he flipped a few pages and noticed many diagrams of the stars and directional recordings. 

"It was his most precious book," she added. "I always keep it near." She took the book back, sitting it on the table. 

The elf placed a kettle of water on a small hearth next to a fireplace along the wall. Within moments, the water was beginning to steam. She took out two sacks from a covered jar, adding a few pinches of each of the contents into the water before removing it from the fire and covering it with a lid.

“This place is cold and, of late to myself, filled with dreariness. I was happy to see another who felt a stranger here.”

She smiled at him, but he was unsure of how to take what she said. 

"This herbal tea will most definitely help with your headache. If you've felt lately that you couldn't keep your thoughts straight, and if you have had difficulty sleeping, this will also help that. The long nights normally require more than just one dose of tea!"

She poured them each a cup, and they sat down at the base of one of the trees.

"I have never shared a glass of this tea with anyone else," she said, smiling again.

He gave a quick smile and sipped the tea. The taste was sweet and relaxing; calmness came over him. He felt at ease for the first time in many days. The stern elf he had first met had melted, and he was enjoying the warm conversation.

As they sat there, the moon passed over the skylights and the three trees began to glow. Sviska remembered these types of trees from walking with Brethor to the asylum a few nights before. But they were not as healthy as the ones here. Something about having an elf tend to them must have made them grow much better than simply being left alone. 

Sviska noticed a series of lights over the skylights. Through a small opening in the room, the fairies of the garden flew in one by one, circling the trees.

"Ah! My friends!" Berie said, reaching out her hand. 

One of the fairies broke from the others as they circled and flew around Berie's face before landing on her hand.

"And this is Trean, one of my closest friends," she said, holding the fairy close to her face. The fairy nudged her cheek in a way as if she was kissing her and then went down to her cup, sipping at the tea. The crystalline body enamored a warm blue, and following the quick drink, the fairy joined the others in the trees.

"When the moon passes the trees of my ancestors, the dust they emit attract the fairies," she explained. "When Brethor allowed me to the Foundry and the grove, I honestly had to beg, but he finally let some of my friends join me. In turn, we brought color to the rose garden he enjoys, and have tended to it since."

"You have been to the Foundry, also?" questioned Sviska, noticing her bow resting against the trunk of one of the trees. 

 “Yes, I am the last of my kind, and I am the watcher of the woods in the south. I was 

given the bow of my people so I may do my part in preserving those of magic. I add meat to the Estate's kitchen also, but my true love is being in the woods and near the ocean. Although the one, I cannot have."

"Could you not go to the grove? The ocean there is—"

"Even in the times since the curse when most magical beings forestalled their differences and made peace, the masters of the seas and the master of the woods have never been on friendly terms. At best, I can describe it as an amicable dislike."

Sviska shook his head and finished his tea. Before he could even set the cup down, she poured him more.

He laughed. "Thanks." 

She nodded her head and winked. "I knew you would like this tea."

For many more hours, they talked, shared meaningless stories, and joked. Sviska had never felt calm and at peace as he did now. There was very little he had to think up to say. The peace he felt with Berie was embracing.

After many cups of tea, they both bid each other farewell, an exchange that took longer that finishing their cups of tea. He soon headed back into the main part of the Estate. He thought of Berie. It seemed to him that she was genuinely happy to have spent time with him. From the smile still in his mind, that was what he believed and, deep down, hoped.

Feeling much better after the elven tea, he went to the winery to assure all was well. Adding more berries to the press, he rolled a barrel in place at the far end and opened the trough. The sparkling blue-hued liquid ran down the wooden aqueduct, filling the first barrel with the new batch of wine. It filled only halfway. He left it in place and covered it before heading back out.

Outside, the city seemed to be getting back to normal, at least as much as could be expected after the earlier day's events. The sky was now darker, and Sviska knew it was getting late.

He headed to the tavern. Doing so with some reluctant regard for his own safety, he soon could smell the grilling meat and the large fire at the entrance.

A bulky man, who he guessed was not a normal man at all considering his disfigured face and large ears, was cooking the meat. He scoffed at Sviska as he watched him enter, staring at him with big orange eyes.

Sviska proceeded in, noticing those sitting at the tables immediately standing. 

He continued toward the bar and noticed a man drinking a beer. Turning slowly, the man lowered his mug and glared at him. It was Garoa.

He gave a wry smile. "All right, boys, get 'em!"

 


Chapter 18 Flagons and Dragons

 

Sviska's first instinct was to reach for his blade, but before he could, hands gripped him under his arms and lifted him to the bar. 

Garoa jumped beside him and picked up a pitcher of ale. 

"For the winemaker! And for our salvation!"

There was a cheer through the tavern and a sudden series of stern pats on his back that caused him to gasp for air. If it was not enough already, a flow of warm ale struck him in the face, and he struggled to both breathe and drink as the suds fell around him.

Sviska raised his hand and gave a thumbs-up, and the entire bar cheered. From a corner of the tavern, music began from a band of gnomes.

 

"Do you like the drink and the stink on the brink,

Of lovely ale and ladies?

Do you want to eat but afraid to seek,

A deal of food from Shady's?

He's just an ogre! A very stinky ogre!

But his meat is cooked so well.

So take some meat, a tasty treat,

And from the ale feel well!"

 

The lead gnome shouted out, "Hey, Shady!"

The creature cooking meat, who Sviska knew now as an ogre, turned and stomped the ground. 

"What!" he yelled, his voice raspy like a man with a winter cough.

"Get some meat to the winemaker! With all the ale, we don't want to see vomit! The last time someone vomited, we couldn't get our drummer out of it! Took three large spoons to free him!"

There was a roar of laughter, and the ogre stumbled over, a chunk of meat on a large poker. He pulled a plate from his waist and set it down in front of Sviska, following it with the greasy brown lump.

"Shady hopes you like!" he said, no smile and rubbing his nose as he walked away.

Sviska stared at it without moving. Garoa tore a piece off and held it between two fingers.

"It really is good," he said. "Eat!"

Sviska took a bite and could not figure out what it tasted more like. It was greasy but had the flavor of venison with roasted chicken. However, he agreed with Garoa. It was good.

"I have to tell you, and ask . . . I am sorry for nearly cooking your face off, and I hope you will forgive me. You see, my dragon was a new hatchling, just getting used to people and all, but other than some scratching, really was harmless."

"I forgive you and I am sorry myself. I didn't know creatures like that still existed."

"Barmaid, another beer!" Garoa said. 

The lady brought another beer for him, although his was full. He pushed it to Sviska.

 "Drink, you need it. We all need it. Being that the demon and all wrecked the town, we all need a little happiness, you see."

Sviska took the drink and another morsel of meat.

"So, a dragon?" 

"Um, yes. I raise them from eggs. I have about eight at home. I sell them as pets and whatnot. I have one that can breathe fire, but that is only good for starting a fireplace and such. These little guys can never do what their larger cousins could."

"A dragon breeder, then?" Sviska asked. 

"Yes, I breed them. I have a hand with magic, too, you could say, but the lord Brethor doesn't approve, so I keep it to myself. Normally, I just use it for their training, but self-defense can be necessary sometimes. Or perhaps it just happens when I'm drinking. It’s hard to tell most of the time!"

"What are you, of some mage race or what?" asked Sviska, his head feeling somewhat light from the beer now.

"You mean, like gnomish, elfish?" 

"Yes. How can you do magic with just your hands?" he asked him, showing both his hands like an example. "I had understood that you had to have some device to channel the magic."

"Have you ever heard of the rock dwellers of long ago?"

Sviska nodded. "I remember a child's story, the man who would turn invisible near rocky outcroppings and rob the wealthy of their money." 

"He was what I am."

"A thief?" joked Sviska. 

"No, of the race of our own, although we really have no remembrance to civilizations. My people were the Rusis. We were blessed with our magic long ago, and though we didn't expand vastly as the elves or dwarves, there came a time when we did watch out for travelers. We did have a city too, Rinagres, but that was very long ago. Anyway, most stones in the old country that lined roads were our hiding spots, and due to our ability to disappear when needed, we were some of the last to fall to the Grand Protectorate."

"Are your people extinct?" Sviska asked, thinking of both Slats and Berie.

"We are . . . misplaced, I guess you can say. Even among magical beings, we have the unfortunate rap as being thieves and murderers alike. Most of my kind can recognize each other, but instead, avoid one another. You see, the chance of one of us doing something rash is high enough without putting us in close proximity of another like ourselves. But with the curse, I really don't know."

Suddenly behind them, a brawl broke out over a drink being served, and the entire place began to fall into an uproar, with both food and mugs flying.

Garoa motioned toward the exit. "Let’s go. The Brotherhood will be here soon. I really don't like being stunned when I've got a good drinking fuzz in my head.”

Sviska stood, and with his mug of beer finished, he leaped out of the way of the two brawlers as they knocked over some bar stools. As they made it to the outside path, they fled right just as the Brotherhood of Wura guards began into the tavern.

They made their way up a steep hill and at last to a row of stables and a small stone house against the mountain. 

Sviska was following Garoa when he noticed something strange on the mountainside. The sheer face of rock before him had what looked to be two large doors, taller than ten men each, just visible in the snow-covered mountain.

"What are those?" Sviska asked him.

"Oh, those things?" Garoa said, turning around quickly, "Those there you'd be good to steer clear of. They open with a clang, I hear. The Dwarven Tunnels were a path through the mountain to the other side of the range."

Sviska stared at the massive size of the Dwarven Tunnels, marveling at how such large objects were hewed from the stone.

"But," he continued, "they do not open. I read a book once about them. They've been shut longer than double the years I've been alive."

Garoa beckoned Sviska toward the door of the stone house.

"I figured since we talked about it, you could have a look at my dragon hatchlings. Just had two little ones birth from their eggs last night. They’re with Momma now, though." 

Passing through a wooden door, they entered a very bleak and cold room with minimum decorations of any kind. Garoa led him to a fenced yard on the opposite side of the house. A wooden ladder went up to a small room on top of the house. There was a fire burning in a stone fireplace and hay strewn about. A simple pallet was on the floor that Garoa picked up and set against the wall.

"Pardon the mess here. When they are born, I like staying with them through the night the first few days, especially when it’s dark most of the time." 

He lifted up a sackcloth in the corner of the room, and Sviska noticed a small dragon, green, curled up and surrounded by hay, its wings folded over its side. 

Garoa reached down, petted the dragon, and offered it some food from a pouch on his belt. The dragon gave a small growl and ate it. It then nudged his hands.

"There's a good girl," he said. "Going to check on the wee ones, all right, Momma?" 

He lifted her wing, and she moved it the rest of the way to where they could see two infant dragons. Both looked like small balls of fluff.

"They're hairy?" asked Sviska. 

"At first, yes. Keeps them warmer in the cool airs of the mountains. They normally are born in the mountains, but long ago, the larger dragons would fetch food for them and whatnot. When the last of the great dragons were lost, they began wandering down and were killed and eaten. At some point, they developed this ability to grow hair and stay warm, and in turn, they can stay high in the mountains much longer. I keep them and try to care for them because of the curse. It weakens them, and most fall from high places due to confusion. Lost a few myself that way."

Garoa picked up one of the dragons. Its tiny frame barely filled the palm of his hand. Blindly it searched for its mother, its nose sniffing up and down. He held it to Sviska, who rubbed its head. It began to scream out. The mother dragon, aroused and now alert, stood and nudged Garoa's knee.

"All right, Momma, here's your baby," he said, sitting the dragon next to its sibling. The mother coddled the baby dragon, and Garoa covered them both back up with hay.

"When they are fully grown, their hair hardens and becomes scaly."

"So you raise dragons for money?"

"And for pleasure. The most difficult time is when they’re adolescents—that was the age of the one you killed. They tend to be faster to snap at people, but I have to get them used to others if they are to make good pets."

They took a seat, and Garoa stuck some small logs into the fire. "It is a decent enough life, I guess." He stirred the embers with a fresh log and then tossed it in, lying backward on the cold ground.

"You say that as if you aren't happy with it," Sviska said. "I would think in a city like this you could find additional work if you wished."

"Well, my kind are not exactly the most trusted. My magical abilities deem me dangerous, and so I am outlawed from any work where magic is directly involved."

"Those in the Priory of Kel use magic all the time."

Garoa’s eye twitched, and he took a deep breath. "But, the Priory of Kel cannot use magic without their staves. The potential for my power to grow as I learn is much larger than those within the Priory of Kel. Ustavis could use magic like myself, and given his recent actions, I will be looked at with even more distrust."

“Was Ustavis a Rusis?” 

“No, mages like he have grown their power beyond what is normal, in my opinion. It is good Brethor instills some rules for the city for just a person such as he.”

"Brethor is trying to keep the city safe. Without limits on people, he could not do so. That includes keeping the peace and monitoring individual power."

"But that wasn't how it was before. It wasn't until the curse enveloped the lower levels that he became so strict. I feel like he doesn't wish to come to terms with the fact that the underground talk of the city is full of despair. People do what they wish throughout the day but always with a careful bit of suspicion. Had I been with the Priory, I would have faced that demon like all of them. I know my power is restrained here, and Brethor has told me before that I will find my place. However, I think that was just further happy words to keep me going."

Garoa shook his head side to side and then sat back up. "I am sorry, friend, and I did not wish to drag you into my lonesome thoughts. Your purpose is greater than my worries, and perhaps you will be able to hold the curse back."

Sviska patted his shoulder and stood. "Do not worry. Everyone needs to talk from time to time, and I'm happy you trust me after how we met. I am also happy to see your dragons. Your work means a lot to them, if you do not see the worth in it yourself."

Garoa hopped up onto his feet. "Indeed, friend! They are the happiness of my life. That, and—if you can believe me—a few lines of poetry, which I like to do when I am not busy with these friends. It helps. I am tired and my drinks are heavy on my stomach. I thank you for coming with me."

Garoa led him back out of the house, and they parted ways. "Take care, winemaker." 

Sviska began back to the Estate, happy that he had made amends with Garoa. The Rusis was an interesting man, and the dragons were a creature he had never seen, not to mention something he never expected to see for himself. 

He hoped that Brethor had returned and they could talk of the day's events. He entered and wondered of where Brethor might be. Searching the dining hall, he went to the window and noticed Brethor’s somber figure in the rose garden. 

As he approached, careful to close the door so as not to make too much noise, Brethor looked up from a flower he was gazing into. 

"Such simple things, fairies. They craft beauty where otherwise no beauty would grow."

"There is much beauty to be found in the city," commented Sviska.

Brethor spun around. "Or perhaps," he said, raising his finger, "perhaps you have found beauty in the Estate. She is a beautiful woman, although quite a few hundred years older than yourself!"

Sviska laughed. "So you, too, find her beautiful?"

"Indeed, but who could not? But not in the way as you do. She is like a daughter to me. Now even more, with the loss of her father. I had a son myself, many, many years ago. But he was lost. He did not agree with my ways."

"I did not know my parents. They both died in a fire before I was old enough to remember them. The orphanage was not a pleasant place."

"No, it was not," said Brethor. 

Sviska's eyes widened and his stomach tinged at Brethor’s words. But before he could say anything, Brethor began walking toward the roses.

"Such beautiful flowers. It’s hard to believe that in this very garden someone attempted to take my life."

Sviska cringed, knowing of the Order's attempt on his life after the demon in the well. His guilty conscience drew a further sickness inside of him as he thought of what he was sent for. 

"I was attacked in the city, also. Another night walk turned bloody with the taste of terror. I tore him apart, too. However, I was foolish to trust Ustavis to dispose of the bodies." He paused and shook his head. "Now, Master Nelkor has paid for my folly."

He tore a rose from its stem and walked toward Sviska. "This flower is aware of me, aware of my power, but cannot do anything." 

He crushed the flower, its petals falling from his open fist and floating to the ground.

"That is the difference between the Order of men and this flower. The Order fears me and knows not what I am capable of and in return tries to do something. I should have known that my own laziness and perhaps lack of forethought would result in ill happenings."

"The well?" questioned Sviska.

"Yes, the well!" he yelled, throwing the remains of the flower on the ground. He kicked at the bush and turned sharply, his tunic brushing the other roses. "I had thoughts of Ustavis betraying me, but never had I thought he was delving into necromancy. Then the demon, attracted to the cistern by the gathered bodies. I know with no doubt it was an incantation by Ustavis.” 

He paced back and forth in the garden. Sviska stayed where he was.

"The curse has weakened the city defenses to near collapse. The master of the Priory of Kel—dead. His staff now formed into a new staff that waits to be earned once again. I know the people doubt, but I do have you here. The one thing that has worked to my advantage thus far. Do not think you are here by accident, Turmin. You have indeed been watched. Your parents did not die in a fire but died with much greater deeds upon them. I was at that orphanage. That fire was no accident, but I could not step in, and you were hidden from me!"

Brethor paced the length of the garden, staring at the ground.

"What do you mean?" asked Sviska. 

"I have been alive longer than most in this city, except maybe the elf. I have seen many things, and my eyes have not been blinded by the Order. I saw children all over the lands ripped from their homes, their families murdered. Why do you think the Order did this? They wished control of the people. You can teach a child anything, how to love, how to have compassion, but you can also teach them blind obedience, to hate, and even to kill."

He paused, staring upward. 

"This world has become such a tormented shell of what it once was that I am ashamed of the essence of life that remains. Now a curse is killing what hoped I had left. You do not live my lifetime and be free of shame, let me tell you, but you at least wish to smile at some glimmer of hope."

Brethor was sweating now, his breathing heavy and deep and his eyes shifty and cold.

"Was any wine found at Ustavis'?" Sviska asked.

"Bottles, yes. But they were all empty. The residue was enough only to grow anger toward him.” 

Brethor went to the steps near the door and collapsed down, rubbing his eyes. "I cannot believe he was hiding it for so long. He knew well that we needed it. He could have come to me in private if he was worried of others knowing. He could have done it for at least the children!"

"He used it himself."

"What else would he use it for? In the end, he sought a way under the Temple of Wura. That demon was nothing but him trying to break into the vault. I ordered those of Kel out when the first thoughts were that one of them killed Loria. However, he could not break in by force alone. It is useless to try. Even a lowly mage should have known that, and he was much more than a lowly mage. We must hope that the demon of Ustavis is gone."

"I do not understand," Sviska said, his eyebrows rising in confusion.

"You are a wise man, Turmin. I sense a goodness in you, but I also feel being from the other lands and shielded from our kind that you cannot know much of what you need to. Ustavis smuggled the mask I destroyed with you in the Foundry into Elinathrond. He has been trying to manipulate his way into every nook of my city. I just wish I’d seen it sooner. If only I . . ." He paused.

Sviska was surprised to see Brethor in this state. He desired to help him but did not know what to do.

"What?"

 Brethor shook his head. "The books, the annuals that were recorded. They were all lost in the fires. The one time we tried to reach out to the village by the lake, the people betrayed us and burned our temple. If only we had that book."

"What book?"

"The Annuals of Eclipses is the only translation I know in our tongue. It was a gift and part of my decree to protect these peoples. When the god Wura blessed this place, he did not only give people a refuge but also sacred items a home to rest. The weapons that you saw are but a small piece of a much larger secret here." He coughed and pursed his lips. "But with the loss of the book long ago, I was partially blinded to the workings of the world."

"There is a book, an old book, in the tavern of the village. It has strange symbols and is written in a language I do not understand."

"The tavern?" asked Brethor. "I know of that place."

"The keeper of the tavern has a library. An old altar is there also. He says he keeps it in remembrance of old times. There is an old man there also."

"The Priest of Wura lives?" gasped Brethor. "When they burned the temple, I could find no sign of him. I thought he was dead."

"He did not say who he was. But he did know of the book and explained some of what I saw."

"You must go there!" The lord pointed down the mountain and stood.

"It will be many days’ walk."

Brethor shook his head. "No, I have a way. You may have given me new hope if the book I seek remains. Otherwise, I am unsure what will happen here. Please, go to the tavern. Speak with the priest and tell him that the lord of the Estate seeks the writings of Wura. He will know of what I seek."

Brethor pushed him into the Estate. Sviska followed him as with haste he went to his room. Across the balcony and to the stone door, Sviska was barely able to keep up as they entered the Foundry and went to the portal that had taken him to the grove.

"Wait!" Sviska said. "How will I return?"

Brethor took a necklace from around his neck and placed it on Sviska. 

"When you are ready, blow air through the charm in the center. It works, as does the Doorway. You will be returned to the Estate. Now, imagine the tavern."

He took a step back. "And Sviska, bring the Priest of Wura back with you. He will give the people hope."

"I will." 

Sviska exhaled.

 Brethor stared at him, blinking. "Be careful, winemaker."

Sviska nodded to him and thought of the tavern. His eyes went white, and he was floating. Then, suddenly, it was dark again, and he was standing in the snow. The tavern was before him. He began to walk but stumbled, catching himself before he slipped on a spot of thick ice. He looked down to watch his next step and was shocked. Blood covered the snow.

 


Chapter 19 Shadows of the Past

 

The night was quiet. He drew his dagger. The metallic scraping and him throwing his hood over his head was the only sound to be heard. Not even the mountain winds brushed through the dense trees as he opened the first of the two doors.

Pushing open the second, he peered in. The tavern was alight with dim torches, little splashes of sunset chasing the blackness of shadows that failed to hide what was within. He heard no shouts or jubilant laughing like before. He did not know what hour it was, but the rank of blood and flesh was strong in his nostrils. 

He crept into the tavern, hugging the wall as he did. Knocked over glasses of ale and wrecked tables were strewn about the room. The patrons of the establishment lay in puddles of their own blood, their weapons still sheathed. In one part of the tavern, a small fire was burning where a lamp had been broken. There were edged slices in the flat part of the bar, flesh of men caught in the notches of the wood. These people had not been dead for long. He expected a roving patrol from the village at any moment. He hurried.

There was no torchlight near the stairwell, and above, no lights were in the entire rest of the upper floor. 

Taking the lone remaining torch off the wall, Sviska began up, stepping carefully to not make more sound than necessary.

The library was in shambles. Books were torn, their spines ripped and in pieces. The chair where he had napped prior to ascending the mountain was broken. It was here, slouched backward over the table, that Sviska found the barkeep. 

He checked for signs of life but then noticed his neck was open like a hastily filleted fish. Sviska searched the books for the one he had read while here but could not find it in the rubble.

"Priest of Wura, I need your help!" he said.

He waited, but there was no answer. He peered around, noticing the altar near the back of the room had a small ray of light shining on it. He stood and quickly ran into the secluded room. The wall had a crack that ran from the ceiling to the floor where the light behind it barely came through.

Sviska pushed with very little effort and the wall slid back, revealing a stairwell. Cobwebs hung low off intermittently lit torches that spiraled downward. He grimaced and then stepped to the first step, attempting to peek around the corner. He saw only further darkness. 

The stairwell wound around and went deep into the earth. He followed it under the tavern until finally reaching another door. This one, too, was cracked. He pushed it open, his dagger in front of him, ready to immediately strike if needed.

He had come to a single large room. Torches lit the walls, splashing light onto the stone floor. As he took a step in, he tripped, falling forward. He caught himself on his hands but now saw what had tripped him was the old man from before. His face was mere inches away from the man's beard. 

He recoiled at first, thinking the man was dead. The breeze from the man's mouth was warm, and from cracked lips, the man spoke.

"Tell the lord that I have failed, Resua."

Resua. That was the name he called me before. 

"Resua, I can no longer uphold my order from Wura. The chest. The Dark One . . . sought that chest." He pointed into the room.

Barrels lined the one wall to his left, but to the right, there was a stone chest in the center. In the far part of the room, the living quarters of the priest consisted only of a single bed and shelves of old books.

"I have long waited for my watch to end. The fires destroyed much, but I could not risk the journey to the city, and I could not contact the lord. Please, ask him for forgiveness for me."

"I will, Priest. What has happened here?"

It was then the torches of the room darkened, and the door behind him swung shut. In the center of the room, a figure now stood.

The Priest of Wura convulsed, grabbing his throat, choking. Sviska leaped forward. His blade swung into the figure, but it vanished. He peered around in the darkness but was struck in the back. He fell to the floor, a dull pain in his spine. 

Listening to the last breaths from the old man, Sviska watched as the priest burst into white flames. He was standing now, his gray beard billowing in the flames and his hands outstretched. A wall of white light erupted from his palms, and the dark figure was pinned against the far wall.

"The book, Resua! The book!" he shouted.

The dark figure bellowed in agony, snarling and screaming a horrid sound, his body flailing about. 

Sviska ran to the stone chest, and as he touched it, symbols appeared on his hand and then on the chest. He then lifted the stone covering and noticed a large book, the one he had before read when he first came to the tavern.

"Take it! Fly with it!" the old man shouted.

Sviska followed his command. Grabbing the book, he turned to the dark figure and noticed the white light from the old man was beginning to dim. 

He went to attack the being, but the priest grabbed his coat.

"Go!" the priest screamed. He shoved him toward the door.

He ran up the stairwell. In what sounded like thunder behind him, he heard a roar and then the screams of the old man. There was a gust of wind behind him. He ran for the ledge that overlooked the tavern, gripping the banister and twisting himself over the edge.

His body shattered a table and he rolled, coming to rest against one of the pillars of the tavern.

 A shroud of blackness appeared on the banister.

"You will not escape!" hissed the shadows.

Sviska went toward the open door of the tavern. Passing into the night, the crunch of the snow beneath his feet, he turned to see the shroud of blackness form the dark figure again. Sviska took the charm given to him by Brethor and blew into it. From all around him, from the nothingness of the icy air, bats began to swirl in a whirlwind swarm. 

The figure screamed and drew a curved blade, but faltered in his attack just before the outline of the swirling bats.

"Sviska! The winemaker! Do not continue to defy those who the Order commands! Do not betray us!" 

The figure turned back into the black shroud just as the bats that swirled about him blocked his view. He felt his body lifting and the cold night wind blowing around him. His stomach felt a sensation of being pulled into his body, and he felt himself flying, rushed through the air. The prickly wings of the bats scratched all over him, their claws digging deep into his clothing.

Another rush of air and then he felt himself falling. The bats released their grip, and he fell a few additional feet onto an icy, snowy surface.

 Wiping his eyes, he blinked and looked around. He was on the roof of the Estate. The city was below him, the twinkling of torchlight against snow laced into the buildings.

He stood, wondering of how he would get down, when he noticed the smell of smoke. He looked around and wondered of its source, and then the wind blew a billow of blackness about him. He coughed and his eyes burned. He slid down the side of the roof and leaped onto the snowy ground below, landing just in front of the door. There was a fire burning on the side of the Estate. 

He began around the corner of the building and found Brethor, Berie, and Captain Runa standing above a dead Prior. Brotherhood of Wura members were throwing water on the building, fighting the fire on the side of the Estate.

"It seems my assumptions were correct, Brethor," said the captain. "A Prior did set that fire in the winery, but why would they try this?" 

He pointed at the side of the Estate that was still smoldering. "The fires are on the stones. It is a waste of effort," he sneered, kicking at a body on the ground before them.

The corpse was extremely pale, nude, and had a single stab wound to the chest. The blood was dark and thick. 

"This body is old. This person was not alive to start this fire," said Berie, her finger inside the wound. "It must've been placed here." She rolled the body over.

"I know this man," Captain Runa said, his eyes widening. "But this man died many days ago. He said he had felt ill and then convulsed at the Temple of Wura and—Ustavis!" 

The captain stomped the ground. "The man died just inside the temple, and Ustavis arrived to help with the body. He said he would take him to the Priory so that they could give him last rites.”

"Brethor, could he have—?" began Berie.

"Yes," Brethor said. He knelt down, and rolling the body, he pulled something from under the man's tunic.

"Another mask?" asked Sviska, noticing the object that Brethor was holding.

"Ustavis," Brethor whispered. “Yes, Turmin, except this man was dead, not alive like the first one who attacked you." He looked around them suddenly.

It was then the body began to move, first a leg, then an arm, and like a puppeteer's puppet, it rose from the ground, its mouth gaping open.

Those around stepped back as he raised his hand. A green fire alighted in his fingers, and his hand flipped, releasing a spell toward the ground. The snow blasted up, knocking the four of them down.

Sviska drew his blade but could not see the beast. Steam rose from the earth in a large billowing cloud, and the next thing he heard was Brethor shouting. The creature had him.

 He looked upward. Unseen hands held the lord of the Estate against the wall. Brethor struggled, choking and unable to breathe as he grabbed at his throat. The creature hovered high above. 

Berie pulled back on her bow, propelling an arrow shining in flames toward the creature with a twang, striking its chest. 

It wailed in response, sending another volley of green fire at the ground. The explosion covered the elf in steam. Berie screamed as the steam burned her arms. Sviska could not see the creature, but he still heard Brethor struggling to breathe. 

A shout came from the archway of the Estate. From the distant side of the courtyard, a red fireball erupted through the night air, the sizzle as it passed through the snowdrift getting louder as it struck the creature in the back. The creature burst into flames. 

The creature wailed, and Brethor fell to the ground, released from its grasp. Sviska ran to him, the lord coughing as he held his throat and breathed heavily. He was shaken but alive. 

Berie let fly another bolt, this one striking the burning creature in the back of the head. However, unstopped, it continued to hover above them, throwing random balls of green fire to the ground. 

From the archway of the gypsies came Garoa and many Priors rushing to the aid of their lord. The Prior’s staves  were alight in white, and they held them high, stunning the creature.

Garoa brought forth his glowing hands once more. An orange and yellow core grew between them, and a red flame erupted, turning white, before he let fly another ball of flame. The magic engulfed the creature as swirling fires relentlessly scorched it. It stopped in midair, wailing a final time, and then fell to ash, blackening the snow below.

The Priors spread out around the courtyard, each scanning the ground to secure the area.

Berie and Sviska pulled Brethor to his feet. They both took note of her burned arms, but she shook her head.

"Do not worry. The fairies will mend this injury with ease."

 Garoa began to sink back from the courtyard. With the danger gone, he planned to go back to his home. Brethor shouted to him.

"Come here, Garoa!"

Garoa took a knee before the lord of the Estate. Berie and Sviska looked on as the lord dropped down to his level.

"Please forgive me for using my powers," Garoa said in a somber tone. "But I felt it necessary. I knew another body had been found after some of the Priors spoke of it passing me in the street."

"I wanted to thank you, Garoa. Your magic was indeed the source that saved me this day."

Garoa stood.

Brethor turned to the captain. "Captain Runa, are you well?"

Runa was motionless, looking at the ashes. "This was my fault. It was a lapse in my own judgment, and I take responsibility."

"Such things can be dealt with at another time. Do not worry of it now. Ustavis is responsible." Brethor scoffed and looked about the sky.

Sviska kicked the ashes, looking to Brethor. "But Ustavis is dead. Did the demon do this?" 

"No, this was something else." 

Brethor looked back down just as the ground began to rumble. The earth ripped around them. From the center of the courtyard, a figure came from the ground. Smoke poured from the earth, and the smell of rotted flesh filled Sviska's nostrils. 

"I have returned," the being moaned. Its arms were stretched into the air. 

Its eyes were white as hot fire, and the body was once a man but no more. There was a glow that caused his blood vessels to surge, and he was twice the size of another man. The earth was caked to his body, and worms grew from his face and arms. Its face was reminiscent of someone they all knew, but Brethor was the first to confirm their thoughts.

"Hello, Ustavis," he said. 

The Priors surrounded the being who was once Ustavis, their staves forming a circle around him. Sviska looked as Berie set an arrow to her bow. Notching it to the string, she placed her fingers around the feathers.

She quivered and looked down at Sviska. "It is a Lich, a being of death and pure magic." She turned her gaze back to her target, pulling the string back slowly.

"No simple pleasantries this wonderful night, old friend?" said Brethor. "Or perhaps you've lost all respect, being dead, as you are."

The Lich laughed and raised its clawed hands. The ground rumbled again, and from the snow emerged more hands, rotten and blanched. 

"I do not take well to uninvited visitors at my Estate."  

Brethor burst from his spot, and in a fury, dug his arms into the ground where the first hands emerged. He took hold of the undead being that was being summoned, brought it up by its decaying arm, and tore it apart, tossing the pieces before Ustavis. 

The Lich laughed again and raised his hands higher. Piles of snow built upon themselves, and more of the undead appeared. The Priors let fly orbs of white fire toward the Lich, but with a laugh, he raised his hand, stopping them moments from striking him. He held them in place before looking down and propelling the orbs at the castors, throwing the Priors to their backs. 

Berie's arrow flew, striking him in the shoulder. A moment later, the same area was immolated with a fireball from Garoa. The creature hissed. It ran toward the Rusis, but Sviska ran forward as well. His dagger met the side of Ustavis as they passed each other, its flesh torn open by Sishan. 

The Lich hissed again. 

Another Prior raised his staff, an orb of light forming at the end.

Brethor tore another undead apart and shouted, "No! The magic of Kel is feeding him!"

The Prior heard, but it was too late. The white ball flew near Ustavis, and he turned, catching the orb in his hand. Floating toward the Prior, he held the white orb at his head and the man screamed, his body melting into the ground. 

Ustavis picked up the Prior’s staff but was pelted again by the combined attacks of Garoa and Berie. It recoiled, throwing the staff before spitting black fluid on the ground. From the earth came bones, rushing together in the center of the courtyard, stacking and fusing with a crackling sound.

Berie and Garoa turned their attacks. The fireballs and arrows had no effect on the bones of the giant forming before them. Undead continually erupted from the ground, and soon the courtyard was a field of walking corpses. The Brotherhood of Wura was now in the fray, and they struggled to make it past the boned entity, striking with their staves against its body.

The monster was much larger than the Lich. Its eyes were as black as the essence of death. It smashed the ground with its fists, throwing snow and men as it did. 

From the Estate emerged Slats. His eyes widened and fear struck him.

 "What . . . is . . . that?" he stuttered.

Brethor looked up at the doorway. "Lock the doors. Do not let them into the Estate!"

But the bony entity was already moving toward them, unaffected by the attempts of the many warriors trying to stop it. 

Brethor tried to move forward but was among so many undead that he could not make it in time. The creature was now at the doors.

Although simple, the doors were defended more than anyone there, save Brethor, knew. 

"Wura, may your guardians now come!" he shouted, pointing to the motionless statues at the door.

Sviska turned, hearing the shouts and watching as the two statues, who before had been as he expected a statue to be, stretched out their staves. Green fiery scythes erupted, and the statues rushed forward, leaping upon the bony beast, cutting and slashing at its ethereal form. 

The Lich shouted and flew upward, rising up with no help of wings or other discernible strength. He reached toward the night sky. In his hands, black fire flew down, setting the bony form aflame. In a flash of white flames, the bony giant seemed to grow larger, but the two warriors of Wura simply climbed further up its back. The flailing hands of the beast could not reach them. 

Their scythes to its neck now, they both spun in the air. The head of the beast was heaved and it fell, the bones sounding like stones falling from the cliff of a high mountain.

The two guardians were now among the undead. Their scythes sliced the bodies as they jumped around, almost as a dance of blades, knocking all of the Lich's minions back to the earth.

Soon the courtyard was quiet and the Lich was alone. The guards returned to their place and became motionless. Their scythes now appearing as simple staves again. 

The Lich began to back away. Berie let fly another bolt and Garoa another fireball. The Lich turned and fled, climbing up the wall of the Estate and to the mountainside as the spell and bolt missed. 

Brethor ran in pursuit, leaping up onto the mountain, grasping into the ice and stone that crunched with ease. He followed straight up the sheer cliff with unnatural strength, disappearing as he crested the summit. Sviska did not know what to think of what he had just witnessed Brethor do.

Berie looked to the others. "Everyone, to the stairs of the mountain!" 

Sviska did not know where there were going, but after following the others, he learned of an iron gate at the opposite end of the courtyard. Berie broke a lock and kicked open the gate. Up a narrow snowbank they went, circling around the mountain.

Above them, they heard thunder and roars, the sounds unlike any animal Sviska had ever heard. Snow, kicked from its resting place on the summit, fell on the group as they ascended the passage. 

Soon the narrow chasm opened up and they could see the surrounding summits and a large stairwell built into the mountainside. Flickering torches bordered the path, acting more as beacons to keep them from stepping off the mountain than actual light sources. Turning once more, they climbed the final crest and were now on a snowy platform. The ruins of an ancient structure jutted up into the sky. 

Sviska looked over at the city and the Estate set below them. The darks woods appeared darker than ever this night. 

 Brethor stood opposite the Lich. His clothes were torn, his arms were sweaty, and blood trickled from his lip. The Lich was also injured. Its arm had begun to rot and fall to the ground from where Berie's arrow had stuck.

As the Priors, the Brotherhood of Wura, Berie, Garoa, and Sviska came to the side of Brethor, the Lich laughed again.

"Do you really think that you can do anything to stop what is coming? I am a Lich of the Undead. I have found true power in this earth. The ethereal darkness gives me strength and has empowered me to extort the powers of this city. Whether I am destroyed or not now is no further matter to the Order. But I will not simply fade."

The Lich raised his hands, and from the clouds above, like a waiting predator, the dark demon descended from the sky. Brethor threw his tunic over himself. 

"Berie, bring a shield of light!" he yelled.

Sviska turned to Berie. Silver markings shined brightly on her forehead, and as she drew her arrow, a golden glow set alight the mountain. The arrow shot into the dark sky. The mountain became as bright as day. The demon recoiled, pushed back for a moment. A wail and scream shook the core of the mountain. 

Brethor, dropping his veiled cape, leaped at the Lich. His hands now clawed, he tore into the flesh of the being. He grabbed its neck, ripped the head from the creature, and threw it from the mountain. Brethor fell to the ground as Berie rushed to his side, covering him again with his tunic. 

The shield of light that had protected them from the demon dimmed, and the mountain was now as dark as before. The demon, outlined in fizzing light, had been stunned. The Priors raised their staves, and in a barrage of white orbs, they tore into the demon. It shrieked and once again fled, disappearing into the sky above.

 


Chapter 20 Recovery

 

Sviska took a breath of relief. He looked at Garoa, who nodded, also out of breath, and was wiping sweat from his brow.

He glanced to Berie and then jogged to where Brethor lay motionless. The elf, rubbing his chest, pulled his coat up to his neck.

"What happened?" Sviska asked, baffled by Brethor’s collapse. 

"He cannot be in sunlight," she explained. "Doing so causes him intense pain, and if left uncovered, severe injury. Not to mention he is weakened when in his other form."

The transformation surprised Sviska. The appearance of his clawed hands and his swift flight up the mountain was intriguing. He wondered of what magic he had witnessed. 

"Let us move the lord to the Estate and get off this barren summit," shouted Berie.

The Priors took up around the lord and lifted him up. 

As they began the way back down the snowy stairwell, Berie went ahead of Sviska and Garoa.

"Thank you for your help, Garoa," Sviska said, stopping and offering his hand to him. "Truly, your assistance here was very much needed."

Garoa took his hand, and they embraced. "I hope the lord of the Estate does not feel too ill toward my reckless use of magic." He pursed his lips and rolled his eyes. "I am not liked by many. Most of that is purely my people's reputation, I assure you."

"I trust you,” Sviska told him.

As they came to the Estate, Sviska followed the procession that was holding Brethor, and Garoa headed off the Estate grounds with the Brotherhood of Wura. As they left, Sviska watched as members of the Brotherhood of Wura bowed to Garoa, and he quickly bowed to each one as they passed. He seemed taken aback at the same time as relieved, as he nodded toward the last few.

Berie touched Sviska's shoulder and he jumped, still somewhat on edge from the events from before. 

"Did I scare you, winemaker?" she asked with a slight smile.

"Given what I've witnessed the last few days? Yes!"

He pointed to Garoa, as the last of the Brotherhood of Wura left, but not before bowing to the Rusis.

"He really helped us," he said.

"Brethor will be pleased. It has been many days he has waited for the one of the Rusis to make himself a name and not just one within the tavern."

She sighed and turned back to the door. 

"Come," she said.

They entered the dining room and found Brethor had been placed by the fireplace. After being on the summit of the windswept mountain, the warmness and slight bite to Sviska’s frost-tipped hands was relieving.

Cusis and Slats were busy tending to the lord and, having removed his coat, were now covering him with a blanket.

"Not here," said Berie. 

She led them up to his room. Sviska, Slats, and Cusis carried the weight of Brethor up the stairs. Slats was in the middle of the group, huffing as he stumbled up the stairs. Berie opened the sealed door at the top of the steps.

As they made it to the room, they placed him on his bed and straightened him on his back.

"That is all," said Berie to the two servants.

Cusis nodded and he and Slats left the room. The passage door shut and sealed.

“The dust on these sheets needs to be dealt with,” said Berie.

“If he actually slept in it, perhaps he wouldn’t have dust on them.”

Berie went to a cupboard in the corner of the room. Removing a key from her belt, she opened the door and pulled a bottle from its resting place among others in the locked cabinet.

"Most do not know of his condition," she said, pouring the red substance from the bottle into a silver chalice. "He hates to drink this, but after he turns, he needs the blood to restore his body. Radiant lights, like the sun or my arrows that were used to shield us from the demon, are especially harmful to him." 

As she approached the bed, Brethor opened his eyes. He reached out as she handed him the glass, smiling. He took a sip and softly closed his eyes. He laid back in the bed as he exhaled long and deep. He looked to Sviska. 

"So now you know of my true nature."

He shook his head no. "I have heard of the blood suckers that existed at one time, but they were dead beings. You are not dead."

"Not yet." He laughed. "My family is of those before that form. The bastard vampire is an animal, unable to control their constant thirst for blood. They are beasts, incapable of rational thought or action. They are the worst kind of being. Although, the weakness to the sun is still a bane to both them and myself. If you did not notice, before the sun set and it came time of the great darkness, you never saw me in the sun."

Sviska thought and, in fact, he never did. He always wished to meet late at night and never appeared tired. Only now that the sun had sunk and never rose did he ever see Brethor about the city in the hours that would be daytime.

"The only time I sleep is after changing. Not even Master Nelkor knew all the details of my condition. Berie, her father, and Cusis are the only ones who knew before, but now you also know my secret." He paused and looked to Berie. "I made the sacrifice by embracing the blood rites in order to protect myself from the curse and uphold my oath to Wura."

Berie smiled and went toward the cabinet to replace the bottle.

"How old are you?" Sviska asked, now understanding better when Brethor told him he watched him at the orphanage as a child.

He scratched his head. "Well, not as old as her!" he said, pointing at Berie as she came back to the bedside.

"Thank you, Brethor!" she said, swatting his finger. She crossed her arms and gave a wry smile.

"In truth, I do not remember. It has been many years since I even thought of my age." He took another sip of blood. "Is everyone else well?"

"Yes, I believe many are injured, but no one was killed," said Berie.

"Good. And the one of the Rusis?"

"Garoa?" she asked.

"Yes, where is he now?"

Berie looked to Sviska.

"I believe he headed home. He lives not too far from the tavern," Sviska explained.

"Very well. I will speak with him at a later time." Brethor turned on his side, facing away from Sviska. "Did you get the book?" 

"Yes." Sviska reached into his tunic and pulled out the book, setting it on the bed. 

"Did you speak with the Priest of Wura? Is he safe now?" He looked back at him.

Sviska lowered his head. "He has passed, Brethor."

A sudden sadness was in the lord's eyes. He looked away, nodding.

"He said he had lost contact with you and could not risk being caught. He had remained in a vault behind the altar of the old church. He even had a supply of wine. When I arrived, I found him lying on the ground. A dark being attacked me. It was similar to the dead ones in the well, but able to shift into a smoky shadow and then reappear as he wished. The priest held him back, allowing me to escape."

Brethor took a moment and then kissed his fingertips prior to lifting them to the skies. "The sadness of his passing is not even made better by the fact that he still had wine. He was an old friend and a wise man." 

He sat up in the bed, picking up the book. "This book is important. He was wise to keep it there and safe. Knowing him, he sat that book out for you to see when you were in the tavern. He was always a sly old man." Brethor laughed and then stood. 

Berie went to his side and placed her hands under his arm, but he took her hands in his and kissed them. "Thank you for your care, but I am much better."

Brethor went to his kettle and poured fresh water in it from a silver chalice from atop the cabinet. 

"You two need your rest. Especially you, winemaker. After you have tended to the wine, come see me tomorrow. We need to speak of the book."

They both nodded their heads, agreeing. Berie began out, followed by Sviska, who looked back to Brethor. The lord of the Estate was now standing and tending to his tea. 

Sviska turned back to follow Berie but found her already gone. Descending the last few steps, he turned and began toward his own quarters.

Passing the main doors of the Estate, he decided thanks were needed. He opened the doors just enough to stick his head out. Looking at either side of the doorway, the motionless watchers, the statues, stood their ground, unmoving.

"I know you’re not fond of speaking, but thank you for your assistance earlier." The two did nothing. Just as Sviska began to close the door, the one on the left lifted the bottom of his staff just off the ground and lightly tapped the ground beneath it.

"Well, at least you’re not just silent statues." 

He laughed at himself and shook his head. Sleep deprivation was taking him, and his bed was a warm embrace he desired. Sviska fell onto the soft bed and his mind went foggy. He went to sleep almost immediately.

******

Thunder.

Lightning.

His body shook and convulsed as his eyes saw images of fiery skies over the city. The black demon was upon him suddenly, and he struggled to raise his arms but could not. 

No! 

He cried out as the demon snatched his dagger and threw it away from him. It snarled, and its white teeth gleamed as Sviska looked into its mouth and saw nothing but a black abyss sucking in all light around him. His glare centered on its eyes as it drew him in.

He struggled to fight again. This time his foot was free, and he rolled away from the demon. The demon vanished. He found himself standing in the Estate foyer; a shallow scream and a somber feeling overtook him. 

He saw himself running toward the rooms where the orphans were. A dark figure stood inside, awaiting his arrival as it held a small child in his grasp. Her eyes squinted and she bellowed as the jagged blade cut into her neck. She coughed and gasped before collapsing. The dark figure laughed a long and echoing cackle. Sviska reached out toward it, but his body cringed at the sudden sensation of falling and then coldness on his face.

******

Opening his eyes, he found himself on the ground beside his bed. His body covered in sweat, he struggled to catch his breath and sit up. His eyes bounced from wall to wall as he glanced around. Rubbing his eyes, he stood and ran out the door. Going to the foyer, he passed Slats, who was eating an apple. He drew his blade as he pushed the doors of the orphans’ room open. There was a commotion, and the children screamed as they saw him. Like mice to a sudden barn cat, they ran to the corners of the room, tripping over each other as they did.

Sviska looked around. There was no one else here. As he walked in front of the beds, he noticed one child had not joined the others. 

The shivering under the blankets and the quick gasps told Sviska that the child was not dead. He uncovered her head, and the little girl stared outward, her eyes fixed.

"What happened, dear?" he asked, stroking the girl's hair away from her eyes.

She did not reply.

Sviska glanced up. The other children, their faces white and their chests rising and falling as if they had been running around the room, stared back at him.

"What happened?"

The children looked at each other and then looked around at the corners of the room. One of the children stuttered.

"We . . . we . . . woke up and . . . this man. He was cold," a little boy said.

"What man? Brethor? Cusis?"

"No one we know. He was all black. His face wasn't there . . . It was . . . um . . . it was . . . hidden."

"Slats! Berie!" he shouted from the room. 

He heard the trudging of boots, and Berie appeared in the doorway. Her bow strung across her back and her coat tightly bound, she peered into the room. 

"I was on my way out to hunt. What is wrong?"

Sviska pointed to the girl and then stepped back as the elf came to the girl's side. 

She stared into the child's eyes, placing her hand on her head. "She is stuck in the dream world. Her eyes are open, but she is not with us." Berie began to rub the girl's back. "Sleep, sleep peacefully, my child."

The girl's breathing seemed to slow, and her body relaxed. Her eyes batted open and closed as she turned on her side and fell into a deeper sleep.

Berie turned to Sviska. "Only a dark spirit could have caused such a terror to befall this child."

The other children began to come from the corners of the room and sat near Berie. 

"The man was bad," one of them said. "He was going to hurt us."

Berie took the two closest children in her arms. "Let’s not talk anymore of it. Why don't you all head to the dining room, and we will get some breakfast for you."

The children began to file out of the room and down the corridor. Berie and Sviska walked behind them as Cusis appeared and beckoned the children to the dining room. 

The elf and the winemaker stood in the foyer. "A mass vision of a dark shadow is not something to be taken lightly. Especially given the state of events here. Perhaps it is due to the demon in the city." She shook her head and took a deep breath. "I need to tend to the children."

She departed without saying anything else.

Sviska turned and opened the doors to the Estate. A cool breeze blew in over the mountain, and fresh snowdrift danced across his face. The stars still twinkled, and just the hint of the blue glow of the sky was beginning to show.

His thoughts bounced to the small child he had chosen not to kill in the name of the Order just before he was sent here. 

Now to have the dream of the murder of the orphan and see the terror-stricken eyes of the young girl just moments before, his chest tinged with a sick feeling. 

The Order was not what he had thought it was. It had changed. Or perhaps now it was just that he could see the true inner workings? He found himself unsure of his convictions, but a strong desire was growing in his mind. Could he abandon the task completely?

From behind him, the door opened and he turned. Slats was beaming, jumping up and down.

"The wine! The wine! It's ready! The wine!"

 


Chapter 21 Runhadis

 

Sviska followed the excited dwarf into the Estate. Passing the dining room and the many children now eating their morning fill, they descended into the winery. 

Sviska checked the press and noticed an abundance of barrel-ready juices beginning to seep from the seals on the machine. Before he could even ask the dwarf to grab a barrel, Slats had already rolled two into position and was headed back to get a third. 

They began filling the barrels, and a slightly green-hued dust went upward like steam from a hot tea. As Sviska began to fill more barrels, Slats cut the redstalk's bindings and began to slice a line in a few of the stalks.

"Why are you cutting it?" Sviska asked him as he rocked a barrel away from the filling area, splashing virgin wine atop it.

"This enhances the magic-binding qualities. It is supposed to make it even stronger, and to enhance the lasting effect of a single bottle."

The dwarf went to the first few barrels and began dropping the redstalk into each one. Sviska followed behind with a large cork and a mallet, sealing each of them.

Soon they had fifteen barrels full and stacked in the storing area. Sviska filled the machine again, and it went to life, the pressing mechanism lowering down as the process of juicing from the frost berries began again.

"How long will the barrels take to be ready?" Sviska asked the dwarf, who was now polishing a silver chalice that he had pulled from his tunic.

"A single day, twenty-three and a half hours. So, actually, less than a day."

The dwarf continued to polish his glass. Sviska was happy, confident, and looked at the barrels with fond memories of his childhood.

Then he was stricken, tortured by his own deceit and what he was under the Order's command to do. Were the vials poison? Were they some enhancement to the wine that might actually help those who drink it? The Order did not know everything. Maybe he could put the vials in the wine and it would have an opposite effect. But that, he was sure, was his mind playing a game on him. The Order did not have those kinds of hiccups in their plans.

 The man who had attacked him at the tavern was of the Order, but used powers that he himself had never witnessed. Not that assassins normally worked together, but in all his years of service, he had never seen magic. Magic used by the Order? An Order that creeds against all magic and all magical creatures? Something was not right. But, of course, considering what he had already learned of the world since arriving at the city, he did not leave anything to be impossible.

In all his years without a family, without a stable life, or even a simple life, he had never been able just to relax and do what he wished. He was actually happy making wine. That he knew for sure. Before the Order stole him, his fondest memory was when he was at the winery with the old winemaker. That was before the fire. Before the Order.

He began out of the winery. The dwarf, who noticed him suddenly leaving, shouted out. 

"If you’re randomly heading outside again, go ahead and stay there for a while. I'm headed to the temple to get more frost berries! We will need more soon!"

Sviska did not say anything. He headed to the dining room and found Brethor sipping from his silver chalice.

"How is your wine coming?" he asked, his hand moving the curl of black hair that blocked his eye. 

Sviska came to his side and turned to the fire. The warmness on his hands was calming. He took a deep breath as the lord sipped his drink, the slurping sounds filling the room.

"We have fifteen barrels procured at this time. This time tomorrow, they should be ready." 

Brethor clapped his hands and rubbed them. "Yes! Now we shall have a festival and will celebrate this wonderful occasion!"

Sviska shook his head and smiled at Brethor, who was beaming with happiness. Although he was happy of the wine, he was torn from the inside. He struggled to keep composure, to keep the lord from sensing that something was bothering him.

They both picked seats from the dining table and placed them near the fire.

"Do you have the book on you, Turmin?"

Sviska searched his pockets and pulled the book out, handing it to the lord.

Brethor took it in his hands, holding it with just his fingertips. He opened the front cover and stroked the page. 

"Old friend," he said. "Long have you been away from your resting place. It is good to have you back."

"What is the importance of this book? I would assume your library has older books than this one."

Brethor began flipping through the book. "What is it you read about when you first saw this book?"

"The burning of the chapel of the village. Um, green lights in the sky. I guess those must have been the polar lights that we saw at the grove."

"Okay, then. Show that passage to me." He handed the book to him, and Sviska took it. Opening the book, he flipped through some pages and then noticed he saw nothing but text, no pictures, no language he could read.

"I don't understand," he said. "This is the book that I read. The cover is the same."

"I have no doubt this book is the book you read, but this is no ordinary book."

He took the book back, closing it. "Show us the orphanage of this boy."

Opening the book again, the words Sviska saw were the same, but then they began to change. The letter and numbers swirled, and color came from the center of the page. 

He leaned over, and new paragraphs formed. A bordered picture emerged, and Sviska gasped. The orphanage from his childhood. The white two-story building. The stone fence and rolling hills behind it. Even the housemother, the one who had tended to him as long as he could remember, was there in this book.

"Did you turn to this page? Was this image just there but I could not see it?" he asked Brethor.

Brethor turned his head. "Runhadis, show him the burning of the orphanage," he commanded.

Sviska looked down at the image. A single man appeared on the edge of the picture. Robed and covered, the man brought forth a staff, and a blast of fire engulfed the house. Around the orphanage, the bodies of children appeared. Their charred remains littered the fence. Not even the housemother escaped, the image showing her burning within the house. The image stopped.

"Runhadis? Who is that?"

"A scribe of the old gods. His spirit is contained within these very pages. Turn the page."

The page once again shifted from just text to an image of children carried by shadows across the fields. In the upper right corner, there were snowy mountains and a flight of bats disappearing into the mountains.

"And if you are wondering, those are me. Watching you for the last time. The last time I saw you before they took you."

Sviska looked up. "Why were you watching me?" 

Brethor's eyes became solemn, and he looked down, pushing himself out of his chair. He began to pace back and forth before the fireplace. 

"It is not yet time for all to be revealed to you, Turmin. But that hour soon comes. I regret that I cannot say more, but the timing must be perfect. I must know for sure of things before I proceed down that path, for things between you and I will not be the same after those words."

Brethor reached out. "The book, please."

Sviska closed the book, reluctantly, though. Now that he knew the book had some of his own history, he desired to read more. To learn more of himself. He handed the book to Brethor.

Brethor smiled and brought the book to his chest. "I know it is hard to stop reading. Especially for someone of your history. The Annuals of Eclipses is a powerful gift from the gods of old to our peoples. The dwarves held it for many ages, but with their passing, it was left to my family, as we guarded the weapons of magic already. My father gave it to the Priest of Wura, but I remember it from when I was a boy. I remember how I could read the entire histories of people, the rise and falls of cultures, the secrets of the gods and men alike. All are contained within the enchanted spine. What you saw when you were in Tar Aval must have been placed for you to see."

He tucked the book away in his tunic. "We shall talk more, Turmin," he said. "I believe a festival is soon in order."

"A festival?" 

"Yes, of course! We shall have foods, drinks, and dancing, of course. And perhaps a little hand magic from Garoa, just to liven things up a bit! I envision the first barrels opening and the sharing of the sweet wine. The people of this city have long waited for this time again."

With that, Brethor departed from the room, leaving Sviska alone. He stood and began to pace the room. With the Annuals of Eclipses, Brethor could see all of his life up to this point. The time with the Order. Even perhaps his true nature, his true purpose here at the Estate. A new terror was upon his heart, and the coldness of the thought of his betrayal being found out shook him to his soul.

 

 

 


Chapter 22 An Old Friend

 

It took no time before the signs of a coming festival were evident in the courtyard of the Estate. From the very steps of the Estate to down around the gypsy carts, flowers were strung about on high lines and colored rugs were all strewn about the ground. The ice and snow were no deterrent at all, as construction of makeshift stalls along the path to the Estate set the stage for celebration. Even Shady the ogre, the meat cooker from the tavern, had set up a large fire pit and iron-cooking stakes around the fire. 

At the center of the courtyard, Captain Runa and some of the Brotherhood of Wura worked to put together a large table in which to stack the barrels. Under the direction of Slats, the barrels were rolled from the winery, out of the storehouse, and prepared to be drunk as their ripening time drew closer and closer.

Sviska was happy. As people poured in from around the city, a renewed glow was upon them as their faces gleamed with excitement and anticipation. One man, extremely tall and wearing a strange hat, stood with his cup trembling just in front of one of the barrels. 

With back hunched, fingers frail and trembling, he looked up as Sviska came to his side. 

"Good sir, I had heard the wine was good for drinking and to hurry before all was gone. I have traveled from far across the city to come here, and I am afraid I am too late."

The man looked down, his eyes watered, and he began to shake. Sviska brought his arm around the man, walking him to the steps of the Estate. He sat him down.

"You are very early," Sviska explained to him. 

The man, now looking up, smiled. Through his missing teeth, his tongue flapped as he yelled, "Woo hoo! I will be getting me some wine after all!" The man jumped to his feet and began to leap around, but stopped suddenly as Sviska heard a strange pop come from one of his legs.

"I am not as young as I used to be!" the man joked, a crooked smile and winking eye directed to Sviska. "But how long must I wait? I have come far and do not feel I can travel the distance again without the wine. I am a bit weak, being as I am."

Sviska was pleased to be able to offer something more to this man. 

He embraced the man, and a warm feeling overtook him as the man embraced him back. 

"My son used to do that," he said. His eyes began to water, and he wiped them hastily so as to try to prevent Sviska from seeing. "But he died. Died from the curse."

"Well, there will be no more curse, dear sir. I am the winemaker of the Estate, and I shall make as much wine as you can drink. If you will, stay here at the Estate. I will speak with the lord, but I am sure it is fine. You may use my bed if you need sleep. We are less than twelve hours from the wine being ready, and I want you, my good man, to have the first taste!"

He smiled. "I will stay here. But no sleeping for me! The gypsy girls shall be dancing 'round the fire. And an old man like me likes some gypsy girls." 

The man stood, nearly stumbling, and went back down the path away from the Estate. A sudden flash erupted near the gate, and the troll laughed a low rumble. His fire burst into flames, and he began stoking the wood, waving at Sviska as he did. 

He returned the wave, peculiar of the waving that Shady was doing considering his rough exterior. Everyone seemed happy within the city. 

Sviska went back into the Estate and to the winery. He checked the main vat for the frost berries and rolled three more barrels into place. Another batch would be done about the time the first barrels were being drunk. He took some time to sweep some accumulated dust and tidy up the winery. As he cleaned, he came to the original bottles sent with the first shipment. 

He knelt down and opened the hiding space. The two vials still lay there. Waiting. A sudden desire came over him to crush them, to toss them away so that they could never be used or discovered. He took each of them out, rolling them in his hand. He picked up the stone and went to the table. As he passed the void where the hallway was visible, he checked that no one was coming and then sat down at the table. Picking up the rock with his right hand, he held it above the two glass vials.

His hands were shaking, and his heart thundered in his chest. From the sweat in his palms and the quivering of his hands, he nearly dropped the stone prematurely. Still he held it, not smashing the vials as his heart wished but lingering between his old ways and his newfound loves. His new purpose in which he sought to embrace more than ever. He was done with his old path. He brought the stone higher. Taking a deep breath, he prepared to smash the vials when suddenly a screeching sound pierced his ears.

He fell backward, stumbling over a sack of frost berries, and grabbed at his head, trying to block out the noise. His eyes watered and his vision blurred. He could not make it out, but the source of the sound was at the end of the hallway. With each step closer, the sound was louder until finally, it stopped. 

Eyes watering still, he rubbed them until he could see. The dark figure was the same one from the night at the tavern.

A wry smile came from a cloaked face, and a black-gloved hand reached for the vials

Sviska leaped up with a renewed vigor and strength. He drew Sishan, throwing it at the figure. It recoiled and drew its blade, a laugh in its voice as it took many steps back and then leaped forward, striking at Sviska. Sviska ducked and reached for his dagger that was across the room. In a sound of screeching metal, it flew back to him, and he brought it up to block the strike from the figure, his blade sliding along the blade of his attacker. 

In a black shroud, the being hovered over the table, and the vials disappeared in a ghastly fog. 

"No!" cried Sviska, jumping for the space they had just been. But he was too late. Landing on the table, his weight too much for its flimsy legs, it collapsed. He turned to see the black figure running down the hallway. 

He gave chase. He was going to destroy them, and now they had been ripped from his grasp just moments before he was to crush them. 

As he went up the stairs, he looked quickly for others who might be able to help, but no one was there. He ran outside to the promenade where he had rested before with Slats and looked into the darkness around. He could see no one. 

It was then he saw movement. Faint, like a small animal, running near the wall. In a leap, the dark figure was on the wall, atop one of the Black Shards. Sviska ran toward the wall, the figure not moving. It leaped into the air, its sword drawn, striking the Black Shard. With its power gone, the dwarven structure did nothing but shatter and crumble.

Sviska leaped at a broken stairwell that ran up the wall and climbed his way to the parapets. The dark figure laughed and leaped down off the wall, leaving the city. As he ran, he flashed the vials and ran faster, headed directly into the dark forest. 

Sviska looked back up at the Estate. There was no one there to help him, no one who had witnessed his pursuit. He had to follow, even if it meant leaving the city and traveling into the woods before him. He had to get the vials. He had to assure they were destroyed.

A barely visible footprint trail led into the trees. He could hardly see his hand in front of him as he wandered into the first few paces under the boughs. 

The woods were old, the trees more massive than he had ever seen. Their roots were large; not simple twigs to jump over, but large logs requiring careful feeling in the dark to keep from stumbling. Dense brush rustled with each step he took, and soon he found himself passing into a more sparse area.

His eyes had adjusted some. The moon above, full and beaming down, provided some light, but looking behind him, he saw only darkness. The path before him had been trodden lately, but by beast or man or the being he pursued, he did not know.

He followed slowly, glancing around himself at any creak of noise or cracking of branch. Sishan he held before him, expecting a sudden attack.

As he passed under low-hanging limbs, he came to a larger clearing. In the center encircling branches, the figure stood, waiting for him, cloaked and unmoving. Its blade was jabbed into the snow between Sviska and itself.

It lifted its hand, motioning to the blade.

Sviska knew this truce. The Order had set forth methods of parlay in such times where one Keeper came upon another. He knelt in the snow, still trying to catch his breath. With a crunch of snow, he stabbed his dagger next to the other blade and stepped back.

"What?" he asked.

The figure threw back his hood. It was a man. His red eyes faded to the hue of a wet mountain stone, and he smiled as he closed them.

"Sviska, the Order is not pleased," he said.

The words curled Sviska's stomach, and he looked down at his blade.

"Do not bother." 

Sviska looked up at the man, who peered downward as if examining him.

"Who are you?"

"I am a meager worker of the Order, not that much different from you. Except that I have been gifted with the powers of the Order."

"Powers? The Order is but those of non-magical bloodline. As was their founding—to destroy all magical creatures and free men—but I already know that was a lie."

The man spit and began pacing back and forth, the snow beneath his feet cracking and crunching as he began to take deep breaths, hissing as he exhaled.

"What you have been told, or what you know, or what you think you know about anything is irrelevant at this time. The Order has no more time to wait." The man stopped, pointing at Sviska now. "But still they sought this way, a simple poisoning of the wine and the curse of old would take the last of magical creatures. But poor Sviska didn't have the heart to continue with the plan. Never have you faltered, assassin. What happened to our pact as young boys?"

It was then Sviska remembered. Long ago at the orphanage, his friend Kasis. An orphan, much like himself, and the two of them spent most of their days running in the fields and playing games of hide and seek in the grapevines of the winery.

"Kasis?" Sviska asked. 

"You remember."

Kasis had changed much from the times when they were children. His face was paler, his hair long and covering part of his face. His eyes, as chilly as frigid stones, were unfriendly. There were deep red marks along one side of his face. Kasis noticed Sviska’s stare.

“The priest in the tavern gave me this lovely gift. In time, it will heal. What I did to him, however, will not.”

Sviska shook his head. “You wish to gloat?”

"Dear Sviska, I would not attract you away from the city to simply gloat. Do you remember the pact?" he snarled, spitting again in the snow.

"Yes. I remember," he replied, his tone firm. "Kasis, we were lied to. The Order burned the orphanage so they could take us. Orphans, we would not be missed. But there is life outside the Order.”

Kasis laughed. His head rocked back and forth as he cackled and reached for his blade. 

"There is no life 'cept the Order. Their power has now been weakened by the curse, and they must lift the curse from the lands before they themselves descend into madness, as have the others. We promised to always be brothers, in good times and the horrid. We Keepers have been blessed with the power of magic to do their will. Sviska, take the poison and finish your task. Perhaps you may find forgiveness by the Order."

Sviska stared at him. His blade was still in the snow, and going for it now would only open his neck to the blade of his once friend. At the very least, he could destroy the vials.

"Hand me the vials," he said, opening his hand toward Kasis. 

"How about not. How about we go to the city together and taint the wine as you were tasked?"

"The city will detect you. You will have no chance."

"My dear friend, the city is all but powerless. I give you this only option; otherwise you will have forsaken the Order and retribution shall fall upon you swifter than the storming clouds growing around this forsaken mountain. I have an offer for you, Sviska. From the Order Hand himself. Simply complete your task as ordered and you may beg for forgiveness. He promises, at minimum, you will be free from their service. That is something that not even I have heard of, but you will be granted it."

"Kasis, the Order lies. The murdering they have done—"

"The murdering you and I have done, also! Do not forget your place, assassin."

"I am no longer an assassin." 

"Then I have my answer," Kasis said. "The little girl you saw me murder in your dreams is only a taste of the power of the Order. Soon the Estate shall run red with the blood of all! Time has failed to destroy Elinathrond. The last task of Sviska has been refused and carries a sentence I shall carry out myself."

In a blast of snow and ice, Sviska summoned his dagger as the blade of Kasis swung toward him. He spun, his coat shielding him. The dagger of Meredaas flew into his fingers, and he wrapped his hands around the hilt of his weapon. The blunt strike of Kasis' blade on his back caused him to gasp. He had only lost his breath for the moment. No tissue was torn. His tunic, given to him by Brethor, had saved him. 

He looked up and drove his blade into the cape of Kasis, but was kicked as his dagger missed flesh. Rolling, he struggled to see the cloaked figure in the darkness. A veil of blackness was on his eyes. He saw the form of Kasis appear, as well as the vials on his belt, tied with a black string.

He reached for them but missed. The blade of Kasis once again sliced at him, but this time he caught the blade in his cloak. With a closed fist, he struck Kasis in the nose, bloodying his face.

"We are no longer children outside the orphanage wrestling, Sviska. Perhaps you should learn some new things," Kasis said, now hissing. "I can teach you!"

Kasis pointed to the snow and then pointed to Sviska. The snow erupted, and the roots of the trees shot upward, grabbing both of his arms. He struggled, pulling against the magic, but the enchanted entanglements were stronger, and he grew tired. A single vine began snaking up his leg and to his stomach. He looked to his dagger and to Kasis. He saw the ice creeping up the point of the blade and looked again to his foe, reaching out a few inches. The dagger flashed blue, and then a bolt of ice struck Kasis in the face.

Kasis shook his head and rubbed his eyes. A red mark now marked his cheek and eye. 

"Very nice." 

He crossed his arms, tapped his foot, and flipped his finger upward as the vine traveled closer to Sviska's neck. Another vine pried the dagger from his hand and wrapped it in foliage.

The vials were still on his belt. Sviska needed to get free. All his mind could think was getting free only long enough to crush the vials. Then the Order's plan would be ruined. His life was secondary to him, if only he could complete that last task.

The vine was now at his neck, wrapping around like a viper that was about to devour its prey. The leaves on the vine were brushing his lips. Cold and icy, the vine began to constrict, and it became hard to breathe. His sight was beginning to fade as his desire to stay awake faltered.

"Weak man," Kasis hissed, staring at Sviska. "We are no mere assassins any longer. Through the power of the old gods, we are now Dark Ones. It is a shame you will never know the power you could have had."

As the last glimmers of sight faltered in Sviska's mind, he could feel thundering under his feet. He felt warmness behind him, and then saw a white light and then nothing.

 

 


Chapter 23 Sna-Sna

 

Sviska was on his back. He could not see yet but felt very groggy. His throat was sore, and he could not move. He felt like he was in a bog, sunken into the ground.

His eyes were regaining sight but not much. He could see a sliver of dim light. The smell of smoke and the hums of a curious but unknown source were nearby. He attempted to sit up but was very weak. With great effort, he managed to move his fingertips and then slowly his arm.

"Sna-Sna! You shouldn't move too much," a voice said.

Sviska could hear a raspy voice, unlike anyone he had met in the city, and a crunching sound as someone or something smacked nearby.

"Sna-Sna needs to get stronger." 

The voice was becoming clearer, but Sviska was still too weak to actually move. Turning his eyes toward the sound of the voice, he made out what looked like a small fire. As his vision focused and he could open his eyes wider, he noticed a child-sized animal, hairy and one that had clearly never missed a meal, eating a leg of some animal of the woods. Like a dog with a bone, it chewed and swallowed the meat nearly whole, and then paused abruptly, looking at Sviska.

"Sna-Sna better?" it asked.

Sviska tried again to sit up but could not. 

"I'm very weak."

"Sna-Sna nearly died. But the Great One of the woods saved you. No other magic, save his, may be used within the woods. At least the elf knows that."

"Did Berie save me?" Sviska asked, now with the strength to prop himself up on his hands.

"No, the Great One saved you! How lucky you are that the unicorns were there."

Sviska was now able to see that he was sitting inside something. Not a house, at least, in the traditional sense of the word. The roof curved upward with gentle slopes, and his nose sensed that he was in a slightly musty and dank place. 

Peering out, he noticed horses grazing on grass that twinkled like tiny stars across the snow. He pushed himself toward the opening. He was in a tree, an old tree with jagged branches leading upward only a few feet before nothing. He was actually in a tree trunk. The creature behind him chuckled.

"You look like you've never seen the trunk of a tree. My humble home! Sna-Sna, do you want food?"

The creature offered him the bone he was holding, the red, stringy flesh hanging off. As hungry as he was, he was not that hungry.

"No, thank you." Sviska felt his sheath and found Sishan gone. "My dagger?"

"Sna-Sna doesn't eat? Weird man," the creature said under his breath, beginning to devour the meat again.

"My name is not Sna-Sna. It is . . ." He paused for a moment. He did not know which name to use. The creature had stopped eating and was staring at him.

"Your name is Sna-Sna, Sna-Sna. It is what I called you when I woke up and found you, and your metal stick is okay. I have it. The Great One brought you here. I am the tender of the grass for the unicorns. The great one is their magical protector. He is wise and old and will not let harm come to the woods. The dark shadow must've got you."

"Dark shadow?" Sviska asked, knowing what he meant but curious to what else he knew.

"The dark shadow. It has been here a few weeks. He met with the man in white robes from the city."

Ustavis. Sviska gritted his teeth.

"The elf knows of it but could not ever catch it. You had no problem catching it. Good job, Sna-Sna!"

Sviska's mind switched to the vials and to the thought that Kasis had them. He sat up and stood, falling back down just as quickly as he was up.

"You are too weak!" said the creature.

"Stop talking, you . . . thing!" cursed Sviska. He needed to get to the city and fast. He had to protect the wine.

"Sna-Sna! Do not get angry. I am a troll and I am friendly! Do not be mean!"

Sviska again attempted to stand, but fell again. "Unless you can carry me, I do not know what else you can help me with."

The horses were coming closer. Their skin a pale blue, he noticed a silver horn at the center of each of their heads. 

Unicorns. What this creature is telling me is correct. 

In unison, they brought their heads down. There was a melodic sound and a stomp from one in the herd. A rolling fog passed over him as a being as white as a full moon appeared. His face and arms were the only clear part that Sviska could see, but he placed his hand on Sviska’s shoulder.

"Friend of the city, you have immediate need to return to Elinathrond. We can get you there as fast as you wish." The man seemed to be talking, but his lips did not move. 

Sviska looked at the man and then to the unicorns behind him. "I need to get there as soon as I can. It is important."

The man nodded, and again he heard the voice, but this time it was many more. The voices of the unicorns were speaking to him through this image.

"You were rescued by us. And now we will ferry you back to the city. Go in haste! For the one who sought your death went that way."

Sviska heard a scurry, like many mice behind him. He turned to see the troll rummaging about his house, searching. After overturning many pots and random trinkets, he paused, lifting Sviska's dagger from his disheveled belongings. 

"Sna-Sna has powerful weapon. Troll of woods gives it to you again!" 

The troll bowed and offered the dagger. Sviska took it and turned back to where the man was standing to find him gone. Near the edge of the clearing, a single unicorn now stood.

"Go! Sna-Sna! You need to hurry!" beckoned the troll.

Approaching the unicorn, the horse nodded its head and sat down, allowing Sviska to easily mount. It stood and gave Sviska a moment to take a grip on its silver hair. He turned to look back at the troll, who now simply stared at him, bobbing his entire body and waving. 

Sviska went to say thank you, but before he could, the unicorn began to run. With not even so much as a trotting start, the unicorn rushed him through the night. With the wind and ice brushing up against his face, they fled out of the woods. 

Reaching the outside of the woods, the unicorn galloped across the empty snowy expanse around the wall of the city, galloping right up to the massive gate he had not seen since he first arrived. The unicorn stopped as gracefully as it had begun. 

Sviska exhaled sharply and then patted the horse on the neck. Releasing his grip, the horse lowered and he dismounted. 

"Thank you," he said. The unicorn nodded and then, in a puff of blue fog, it was gone.

He looked up at the wall where he could just see two Brotherhood of Wura guards staring downward with wide eyes and obvious heavy breathing. 

"Haven't you ever seen a unicorn?" he asked them, a tone of sarcasm on his tongue. They said nothing as they opened the gate, watching him as he passed through. 

He began up the stone path hastily. His feet treaded upward even as weakness took his weary body. The bleak and abandoned level of the city was ominous and had fogs rolling over the tops of the empty shells. Reaching the second gate, he passed through without speaking to the guards and gave a simple nod. He went toward the Estate. The celebrations for the wine had become quite elaborate now, and many were about the courtyard and the gypsy area. 

Slats was there filling the crystal bottles from the winery. He looked up as Sviska ran past him, leaping over the stacked barrels that were near tapping for the first servings of wine. 

"Don't drink it!" he shouted, before bursting through the door of the Estate.

Slats ran after him but was unable to catch him. 

Sviska was losing strength fast, but he stumbled down the stairwell, catching himself on the wall before turning and sprinting toward the winery. The door was open. Making the corner, he turned to find Kasis already there, a wry smile on his face. He opened his right hand and dropped the vials, each shattering on the ground, empty. 

"Let it be known that of the two of us, I am stronger. But do not worry. Even if you used the poison, the Order cannot wait. You will see. Oh, and since things are as they are, I added a little special ingredient to the wine. You should find those who first taste it put on a lovely show." The Dark One smiled and began to fade into shadow.

Sviska jumped for Kasis, but he vanished from sight. The winemaker struck the ground, the shards of the vials embedding in his hands. The blood trickled down and speckled the ground as he stood up. He began to weep, looking around at the barrels that remained in the winery.

"My sir?" he heard behind him. Turning, he saw Slats. "Who was that and what was he talking about?" The dwarf was terror-stricken and shaking.

"The wine! When was the wine taken to the courtyard?" 

"Just moments ago. I was here. That man was not. What was he talking about, a special ingredient?"

Sviska began past Slats and ran to the courtyard. He could hear shouts and chanting. The sounds of drums echoed through the walls. As he came to the doors of the Estate, he pushed them open, stumbling and falling down the stairwell. The drums were louder and the cheers of the people were about the city. He ran to the wine barrels. A barrel was just about to be opened when he stopped them.

"No!" he shouted. "The wine is poisoned!"

There was a sudden silence among the cheering. The revelry stopped, and the drums trickled away.

"What do you mean, poison?" a voice said. Sviska turned to see the old man, whom he had promised the first drink. "I got the first drink, like you promised, winemaker. I was just about to take my second sip! The first one was wonderful!" 

The man brought the mug to his face and began to drink when he stopped and stared at Sviska. His eyes began to tremble, his hands quivered, and he dropped the mug, the remains of the wine melting into the snow. He grabbed at his face, tearing at his eyes. He gave a sharp yell of agony and collapsed, blood trickling from his ears and nose.

"It is poison," a voice said.

"Winemaker, how is this possible?"

The crowd of people was hastily becoming irate. There was random shouting, and soon, people were surrounding Sviska. The crowd smashed the wine that was there, and the barrels ripped apart, the wine spilling everywhere. 

They began to move forward against the very walls of the Estate. Sviska continued to walk backward as curses and random objects flew toward him. He felt behind him for the door when a firm hand grabbed him from behind.

"Come in here before you are dead."

 

 

 

 


Chapter 24 The Guise Discovered

 

 

Brethor said nothing as he led him to the library and pushed him into the sitting area below it. Cusis was there, as was Slats and Berie, who stood motionless, staring out the window of the Estate. The old woman of the gypsies sat near the fire, her cards before her as she mumbled to herself. Garoa sat on a chair near the fire, also, and was looking directly at him, his gaze unwavering and concerned. Sviska took an empty seat near a table full of wines and other bottles.

"Good thing I got you out of there. I believe they would have had your head."

Sviska looked up at the lord, who was drinking from a silver chalice, the blood on his lips licked off as he set down the glass. 

"Brethor, I need to tell—"

"The wine is ruined, poisoned by the Order. I know." He sat down on an empty chair and motioned for Sviska to do the same. 

"Can I get you a drink, Sviska?" Cusis said, nodding as he stood.

Sviska could not speak. The fact that Cusis knew his name was a strange mix of comfort and terror. His heart thumped in his chest, and his palms were sweaty. He looked behind him, expecting the Priors or the Brotherhood of Wura to be waiting to carry him off to some dungeon.

"There is no one else here, Sviska. But I do ask, what of the person in the woods?" said Brethor, scratching his head. "After Berie witnessed your little conversation and disagreement over my fate and the fate of the city, she hurried back to inform me of the plot. I knew of it, of course, but still, I attempted to stop the wine from being tainted. But the vials just being near the winery were enough to weaken the power of the wine. Unfortunately, I knew only of their presence. As the shipments arrived, I sensed something evil and ill." He stood and began to pace about the room, looking at each person in turn. 

"Berie had told me of a dark presence in the woods. Due to the failing magic and the emergence of you four in the city, I chose not to try to find the source of my ill feelings. I wished to let things go forward so to keep the Order blinded to any other workings.

“The already weakened magic was made worse by the fact that your friend—Kasis, I believe is his name—had already assailed the wall and proved my worst fears. The city was defenseless. Aside from that, he was at the tavern I am sure for the same reason you were, to get the Annuals of Eclipses, a book that would be of great value to the Order."

Brethor poured himself more to drink, this time from the actual bottle of wine sitting near him. He took a long sip, closing his eyes. 

"It is horrible that the wine was tainted before I could stop it, and although I knew that as your friend vanished before me in fear of his own pathetic life, there was little my seeking of him could do. My only desire was to give the people of the city hope." 

Brethor paused again, looking across the room toward the mountains in the distance.  

"Alas, such is life. I took a chance bringing you here. Against the advice of others, I sought your arrival. The murder of Loria was tragic but opened up the way to bring you in. I sent a message to the Grand Protectorate, and I knew the Order would have a hand in the answering. I sought a winemaker. After those in the cistern failed to do their work for the Order, I gave them another way in. They responded by sending you. The timing worked out that when you went into Taria, I was watching. I was able to get the message to them, and the rest we all know.

“Sviska, when you were young, I watched you, as all family does. You grew, and you were taken and trained in combat and then used as a pawn to do the Order's bidding. Your training was exemplary, and though you were weary on many nights, my presence was there and I assured your survival."

Sviska said nothing. Perplexed by what Brethor was saying, he was strangely comforted by his words. He began to calm and breathe easier.

"The Order wished to use you against me, perhaps as a show of their own power or, as I fear of late, to distract me to other things. But I knew what you sought during the nights alone that you spent in the wilderness. It is what I have sought. A place to be in this world." 

He walked toward the windows and looked out, as if looking for someone. He took another sip of wine and motioned to the others in the room.

"Your lack of friends, of love, and of family in your life. My city was failing as you walked through the gates, but still I showed you the very best I could in hopes you would begin to love this place and these people as I have for many years."

"But I came here to—" Sviska began, but was cut off.

"Let me finish," said Brethor. "The Order has tried many times to assail me. With wild beasts, with assassins, and now with my own blood. By striking me at the heart with the deaths of my people by the hand of my own, the Order sought to drive me mad. There are worse things than an assassin's blade."

Sviska noticed in Brethor's eyes a welling of tears and sadness.

"But all have failed, and though I know what they seek is not just the death of the people and myself, I look around this room and I have hope."

"I am your blood?" asked Sviska.

"Yes." 

He noticed that the old gypsy now made her way toward him with a large book in hand.

"Sviska, I am the Gypsy Mother. I keep all records of lineage of those in Elinathrond and keep well the memories of many families. I have long awaited your arrival, as has Brethor," she said, and opened the book. "These markings represent the histories of the clans of the original peoples of the mountain, particularly the chief races.”

As Sviska looked, he noticed the many listings that branched out from each name in succession, consisting of elves, dwarves, mer-people, Rusis, and a final name, the Dwemhar. For each race, the names were marked off, leaving only one of each. Berie for the elves, Slats, the dwarves, and Garoa for the Rusis. 

But then the simplicity stopped. The mer-people were crossed out, and an arrow pointed to the Dwemhar, which listed Brethor, and then down many crossed-out names, a single remaining name, Resua. The name the man from the tavern, the Priest of Kel, had called him when they first met.

"I am . . . Resua?" he asked.

The gypsy closed her eyes and bowed. Sviska turned and looked to Brethor. 

"I am like a great, great, well, many more greats than we have time for, grandfather to you. You are of the Dwemhar, my people. That glowing mark on your hand as you entered the Foundry is not just some trivial sign of an enchanted winemaker. You are a chosen descendant, as you all are," he explained, looking at the others.

"But I have no power," Sviska said.

"You had no power, but you do now. Though the changing into a beast like myself is not one of those powers, I took my oath to assure you made it to this point. You will find you are akin to magic of the mind itself, something that you do not know of yet, and there is not time to explain to you."

The Gypsy Mother made her way to Sviska, embracing him in a trembling grasp. 

"I told you before; you were blessed by the gypsies. I made it so that your eyes could see the demon even though others could not yet see it. I unlocked the dormant powers of the Dwemhar.  Had they been opened before your time here, the curse would have taken you. You are blessed that as a young child you were protected from your race’s influence by some means that not even I know as of now. I believe you will find the gifts of your people most useful in times to come, I fear."

Berie stomped toward Brethor. "Time? What time?" she questioned, completely ignoring the Gypsy Mother and Sviska. "The wine is gone, the curse is upon us, and the city is defenseless." 

She slammed her fist on the table of wines, knocking the bottles to the floor, shattering glass and wine everywhere. "My father did not wish this end for us!"

"You are right," said Brethor. "He did not. And it is not an end, but a new beginning. The Order has carefully worked toward one goal. The source of all magic is contained within this city. They wished to remove me and all who knew of it, and would you look—I am still here. The temple was assailed by Ustavis, but to no avail. They have but one further choice."

"How does Kasis have magic?" asked Sviska.

Brethor turned from Berie and looked to him. "The Order has always had magic in a form, but none dared used it. Something has changed. Perhaps they are no longer worried to have to avoid the curse. I do not know. But dark magic awakened in any form within the land is not a good thing for us."

He turned his gaze back to Berie and then to Slats, as well as Garoa. "I believe they are becoming desperate. The Order is losing control somehow. They will come here. All of them. With the city's magic is all but depleted, they will burn it to the ground. I knew that this may have been the way things played out, and so hoped for the wine to help the people as they went out from the city, but with the Order's possible loss of control, maybe the curse is no longer in play?"

"Kasis said the Order could not wait, I agree," said Sviska. "An attack is overt for the Order, but given the circumstance of their wishes, it could be right.”

 Brethor smiled. "Well, if it is to pass, it will. There is but one pawn left in this old lord's arsenal, and it is about to change the game."

"A bit chipper there, aren't you?" asked Garoa. "The death of everyone looming about and you smile at the thought. I should go. There is no reason for me to be here."

Garoa stood and began out, but Cusis raised a small staff and tapped him on the shoulder. "You are here for a reason. Sit down."

He went to continue on, but Cusis tapped him again.

"Now."

Garoa went back to his seat, shrugging his shoulders. He leaned back in his chair, flicking mud off his boot and onto the floor. He furled his coat, now garbed as Sviska. Slats, too, was dressed the same.

"At least I have a new coat."

Brethor nodded. "That coat is a gift from those who founded this place. A trivial object in the task to be set upon you all, and you are right, Garoa. I am a bit chipper, but with all that I have seen and been saddened by, and to have my plan to still come together, I cannot be sad. There is still hope!"

He stood from his chair and lifted his chalice. "To the heirs of the five races!" he shouted. "May your lives be yet blessed! The hopes for all of us have become as the Founders sought!"

Taking a final drink from his chalice, he threw it against the wall. It shattered, wine running down the wall like melting ice. Cusis started to clean it up.

"Cusis, leave it for the Order! They will be making more of a mess of things anyway."

The head servant continued on, picking up the cup and setting it on the table. "And when they get here, I shall give them a lesson on manners. I take it you would like a feast prepared?" 

"Yes, I am sure they will be hungry." He looked to the others, who had not moved from their places. "Come!"

Garoa and Slats followed Sviska, and Berie slowly brought up the rear as they followed Brethor to the front of the Estate. 

"Do you know what he is talking about?" Garoa asked Sviska.

"I wish I did. This plan of his makes no sense. He is making a feast!"

"Perhaps he's losing his mind?"

The riot outside had grown, and rocks were now being thrown through the glass windows. As Brethor opened the doors to the Estate, a vicious onslaught of curses and yells belched out from the crowd.

"He has betrayed us!"

"The winemaker has poisoned us!"

"You want us all dead."

Brethor raised his hand, and the roar quieted to just a rumble of disgruntled people in the far back of the crowd.

"To your first accusation, no. The second, also no, and, well, don't drink the wine! And if I wanted you all dead, I would not be trying to do what I am, and quite frankly, you would be dead. Besides, I have a gift for you all beyond the dwarven doors that you will like, I am sure."

The crowd was now quiet and staring, unmoving. They waited for Brethor to speak.

"Now that I have you all more calm, I have further distressing news. The city is no longer safe. The magic that defended us has all but faded. The Order of men will move against us."

The crowd began to become uneasy again, talking amongst themselves.

"As of now, all previous restrictions on magic are hereby lifted. You may do whatever you deem necessary to defend yourselves."

A person near the front of the crowd stepped forward. "What of the curse? And what of our loved ones in the asylum?"

Another person shouted, "What of the gifts in the Dwarven Tunnels?"

"Of those in the asylum, there is nothing that can be done. That place is sealed. But as for the curse, it has become known that the Order may be no longer able to continue its effects. It perhaps still exists, yes. But of its strength, we can hope it has faded from any lethal effect. The gift I have for you behind the locks of the mountain door is indeed a gift that I cannot describe but show you.

 “Prepare for your exodus, my people. When this city is attacked, those who wish us dead will destroy it. Have courage and look toward to the future."

With that, he shut the door and brought down a bar to seal the doors.

"I've never locked that door," he said, pointing at it, "in all my time at this Estate. Well, it should assure no one tries to bother dear Cusis with any pent-up anger while we are gone."

He signaled for them to follow him again, and they began down the western corridor toward his quarters. 

Sviska ran to catch up with him. "Brethor, I am sorry of my deceit. I should have told you sooner."

"All is forgiven, my friend. I know of your stand in the woods against Kasis. Although Berie saw nothing but your association and was angry, I will not seek any further forgiveness from you. Please forgive me for not telling you what I knew before, but you understand. I had to wait until the appropriate time and to assure that no further plots were to appear. It is a careful thing, you see, deceiving the Order."

Reaching the passage to Brethor's room, the group ascended the stairs. Across the room and toward the balcony, Brethor opened the door and held it for them as they began to the cave.

"I've been in the Estate so long, and never have I known of this place!" said Slats.

"You worry about that? You people in this Estate have been living good for the past years." Garoa stopped on the bridge and looked out over the mountains. "This sure beats the view from my home!"

"Your home has no view," Berie pointed out. The elf approached Sviska. "Winemaker, I do not know which name to call you, but my anger, although present, is stayed. We must work together now and—"

"More than you can guess. You all will need each other," interrupted Brethor.

He opened the way into the mountain, and Sviska looked again at his hand. An anvil, a star, and the markings of the polar lights surrounding both, appeared on his hand. He looked to Garoa's hand, and the same mark was upon him.

Looking around as they entered the room, he noticed that Berie and Slats also had the same marks. There was a thud as the stones moved back into place, sealing the door behind them. 

The furnace in the room was now ash red and no longer a roaring fire as before. Brethor took a large poker and stirred the embers. "The heart of the mountain has ceased its eternal beating." 

He threw the poker on the ground and then went to the altars. The others followed. Standing side by side, they looked around the room. 

Brethor looked up to a statue near the ceiling. "Disi, your heir is here!" The statue was of a dwarf.  After his short comment, he turned and lifted the axe from the pedestal. 

"Slatnichor, come here!" Brethor shouted.

The dwarf tucked his head down and scurried to Brethor. "Yes, Master?"

"You are relieved of your servitude."

"But?" he asked, his voice trembling.

"Take this and do well not to lose it." He shoved the axe hilt at the dwarf. Slats slowly gripped the hilt, and Brethor released it. The axe head swung down and cracked the ground as it struck.

The dwarf looked up hastily to Brethor, who shook his head. "That axe has hewed the head of many. May you hew more!"

"I do not hew heads anymore, Master," Slats said, peering at the axe. "A bit rusty now, at the least."

Brethor ignored him and went to Berie. Embracing her, he smiled. "The bow of your ancestors will sing truest for you always."

He nodded at Sviska, who held the dagger of Meredaas by the hilt. "Sishan has already served you well. Assure you also serve it.”

 At last, he came to Garoa.

"Well, so you thought I didn't like you and just restricted all of your power for fun?"

"You could say so." Garoa tapped his foot and brought his hands to his hips. "It just seemed that every attempt I made to join the Priory of Kel was stopped for whatever reason."

"Blame the other three Founders. They didn't like your people. But they also saw the need of your power in the future. You are not held back by the need of a staff."

Garoa brought his hand up, summoned a flame on his palm, and then closed his hand. "No."

"And as it is"—Brethor turned to another pedestal and picked up a set of gauntlets—"You will find these assist you in your casting of spells. A Rusis of regard came many years ago to my gates with a wound and was brought into the Estate. In the final hours, his wound proved to be a mortal one, but he left these here. He went by the name of Rungar."

"Rungar?" asked Garoa.

Brethor nodded. "Imparted in those gauntlets is the knowledge of the Rusis Elders of the time of the grand city of Rinagres and of the time of the elf Strife. If you know of Rungar, you know that these gauntlets will not impart their power for just anyone, and that in time, you may gain more advanced spells, but at a minimum, they will make your casting stronger and your stamina greater."

Garoa slipped the gauntlets on and balled his fingers. 

"Thank you."

"I only held them for a time, as wished. Now, enough of this talking. We have a task to complete."

"Wait!" Sviska said.

Brethor turned and glared at him, his foot tapping impatiently. "Yes?"

"The black gauntlets that were here before, where are they?"

The four of them stared at the lord, who pointed and shook his head with a wry smile. "Observation, an important trait. I knew I liked you!"

He said nothing else and turned, leading them out of the Foundry at a rapid pace. Back through his room, down the corridor, and to the foyer, Brethor unlocked the doors.

Swinging them wide open, they noticed immediately that the rioters had well cleared and the city seemed very active

They spotted Captain Runa running through the entry of the courtyard, but Brethor took no mind as he hurried toward the pathway up the mountain at the opposite side of the courtyard.

"Lord Brethor!" he shouted.

Brethor abruptly stopped and turned. "I find myself quite busy. What do you need?"

The captain seemed suddenly taken aback. "Well, the city is in uproar! People are everywhere hurrying to pack, and some have demanded the opening of the gates. It is all my men can do to deny them!"

"Details," said Brethor. "Have the people assemble near the Dwarven Tunnels. It is time for me to give them their promised gift. Set guards to all walls and spotters in the woods. Anyone willing to fight to defend the city, use them. Oh, and open the weapon vault of the old city district."

"The vault?" he said, an uncertain tone in his voice.

"Yes, put down your glowing staves and pick up some real weapons. You will draw blood this night. There is no time for further secrets, and you know of what I speak! Go! Unless, of course, you would rather run, tail tucked, like a snow bunny into the woods."

The captain took a step back, nearly stumbling. "It will be done, Lord."

"Good. And don't forget you do owe me a deed for the Ustavis incident. I may need you."

The captain bowed and began back into the city.

The group headed up the snowy path. Slats fell behind, the axe weighing him down. Sviska went back to assist him. 

"Are you okay?"

"Yes, my sir. Just a bit heavy, this axe you know."  He was out of breath, and his lips pursed as he struggled to breathe. "Not quite used to one of such size!"

Sviska kept a firm hand on his back as Slats ran to keep up with the rest of the group. They passed the two large torch basins and trudged up the snow-covered steps. They were now at the summit, the ruined structure around them towering upward.

"This was the citadel of the dwarves," Brethor said.

He removed the Annuals of Eclipses from his robes and opened it. He then held it above him and looked into the sky. "Wura, it is time for the test and the way to be opened. May you deem them worthy!"

From high in the sky, the green and blue polar lights danced, circling atop the mountain. The book began to glow a grayish hue, hovering above Brethor's hands.

Berie, looking up at the polar lights, closed her eyes as the colors swirled about her. They paused before in turn, surrounding each of them and then dissipating through the summit of the mountain. A ghastly strong wind overtook the mountaintop.

The gust tore at them from all sides. The snow swirled as trees, cowering from the normal icy winds in crevices, ripped away from their resting places and into the air. The mountain quaked. 

"I take it we are not worthy?" asked Garoa.

Slats and Sviska both had dropped to their knees, and now even Berie's eyes jerked from side to side, looking around and then to Brethor, who stood with his feet planted, a small smile on his face. 

From the center of the summit, the snow was melting and a large stone block was emerging, a radiant gold against a palate of white.

Slats and Sviska stood with unsteady feet as the winds died down. The four of them came to stand at Brethor's side. 

The Annuals of Eclipses, like a falling feather, floated down into Brethor's hand. He took it, exhaling as he nodded his head. 

The block had now halted its rise from the snow. It was just over the height of a man and was engraved with symbols and effigies of mountains and trees. There was an obvious doorway at the center of the block. Sviska had never seen such a sight as was before him in all his travels. Sitting just before the doorway was a small altar and circular platforms.

"The Temple of Trials. You four must go." He pointed toward the door and the raised set of five platforms. 

"Why?" asked Slats.

Brethor was quiet for a moment, as if in sudden thought. He walked to the temple and then turned to them. "Magic! To release the magic of the city and save everything! You must get what is held in the final room of the temple. Then we shall unleash the magic."

Berie did not seem convinced. Her lips remained flat with lack of belief, but Slats nodded in understanding.

"Perhaps then we can defend the city?" Garoa said.

Brethor said nothing. Ignoring Garoa, he motioned for them to walk forward. "On the platforms."

Each took their own places at the platforms, and Sviska looked at Brethor. "There is a fifth platform. Are you not to come?"

"It is not my place. I am lord of the Estate and the city. I will help prepare the defenses as well as give the gift to the people that I have prepared for them behind the dwarven doors." 

"What gift?"

He smiled and looked at the four. Ignoring Sviska this time, he shook his head.

 "It is time." 

He clapped his hands, and the door to the temple slammed down. The icy ground before the door cracked. Looking in, the path before them was gold and bright. One by one they descended, the door slowly shutting behind the last one—Sviska. 

He turned to see Brethor bowing with his eyes closed as the night sky disappeared from his view.

 


Chapter 25 Four Trials

 

They peered around but saw nothing except polished stone floors, walls, and entire ceiling; however, the walls were bare. A single torch lit a long hallway, and there was a door at the far end with five symbols. One was already alight, as was one of the five doors opened and a torch lit at the far end.

Garoa shrugged and then clapped his hands. "I'm not great at guessing, but I would assume considering there are four of us and four doors that we each have to go into a door." 

Sviska looked into the open door. "Who went into this one?"

"Brethor," said Berie. "It was a condition of his rule of the city that he complete it. He told me the story long ago, but I only remember that much. I did not know the place where it happened was within the mountain."

"Well, who is first?" asked Garoa. 

No one said anything. Berie stepped forward, shaking her head. "I will go."

*******

She looked around at the four rooms. There were no distinguishing marks or etchings. No symbols or difference at all that could be discerned. 

"I think they’re all the same," said Slats. "You just pick one."

"Okay," she said to herself, approaching one of the doors.

"Careful, elf," Garoa cautioned, sarcastic yet serious at the same time.

The symbols of the door came alight when she touched it, and the stone door split in the center, disappearing to either side of the entryway. With a long breath, she stepped in. The door closed behind her.

The room was long and narrow. As she walked from under the shadow of the passage, she emerged in an open space lit on the ceiling by three torch baskets. Across the room was another room that poured light into the dark main chamber. A black and white basin with unlit tinder in it sat just in view. 

Berie began to step forward when the entire room started to move. The blocks that made up the floor shifted and flipped and began to rise to the ceiling. She sprinted forward. Leaping up the rising stones and then jumping down to lower levels, she ran, finally forced to roll off her landing as a large tree branch shot out from the wall. She was resting on a rocky platform when a cage dropped from the ceiling with glowing white bats contained within. At the same time, across the room, a fairy appeared. 

A voice echoed from a mouth unseen that sent chills across her body. 

"Protect your friend."

In a mass of flapping wings, the bats swarmed toward the fairy. The elf drew her bow. Thinking of the incantation of flames, the tip of the arrow began to glow red. She released and the bolt flew forward, striking within the mass of the creatures. She partly silenced the squeals of the chattering creatures as some fell dead, charred by the flames.

The fairy was flying around the room, dropping altitude to stay away from its pursuers as Berie ran, springing from block to block, trying to get to the floor. As the fairy made it to the edge of the room, fire spewed from the wall, forcing it back toward the bats.

The elf had gained on them, and as the fairy was overwhelmed, Berie jumped into the mass of wings, catching it in her arms. In a rolling landing, she turned and let fly two more arrows, each with a fiery tip. Another group of bats fell, dead.

Above her now, in a dance of flapping wings and screeches, they circled. From a corner of the room, a being emerged, stepping into just enough light to where she could make out its form. It flapped its wings, causing the elf's nose to twinge and forcing her to hold her breath as the stench choked her.

"Give me the fairy!" it hissed.

She held the fairy in her hand and let it go just behind her as she fixed an arrow in her bow. This time thinking of the incantation of light, she drew the arrow and the light grew, forcing the shadows back. 

The creature looked as if it had climbed out of a bog from the far south. Moss and swamp slime dripped off its wings.  

"I like fairies." The creature licked his hand, and with the other, picked up a covered cage that sat next to his clawed feet. "I keep them with me at all times."

Removing the covering, Berie saw that the creature held many other fairies captive. He reached in with his scaly hand and grasped one of the cowering fairies. The fairy squirmed and flapped its wings as the creature placed its head into his drooling mouth. The elf released the arrow, but it flew right through the creature, unstopped by its form. 

"I know you," she said. "Your kind were enemies of the elves. But we destroyed you long ago."

"It is true, but it was not my race alone that was destroyed since then, elf!"

She drew another arrow for the light and watched as the creature bit down on the neck of the being. A bluish trickle ran down the side of its mouth as the fairy's light faded, and it chewed, crunching the fairy down into more easily swallowed chunks.

"All my fairies for your one."

The being was real enough for her, but without hesitation, she refused. She knew her arrows had no effect, but she took a step forward. 

"You will have to destroy me to take this fairy. It is not yours, and I am here to protect it."

The creature smiled a crooked grin, its teeth rotted and broken, dripping with drool.

"Very well," it said. 

The creature's wings began to shrink, and its clawed feet and hands became smaller and less like a beast. The being itself got taller, and pointed ears appeared where before there were scales. In a whitish glow that painted the entire being, a face emerged. Berie did not know whom this was who stood before her.

The being, who appeared to be an elf, looked down at her. A small smile escaped him as he reached out his hand, touching the bow. Berie at first wanted to step back, but she felt an intense calmness and peace.

"Child of the woods, you keep my bow well," he said.

"You are Truesong? The elf of old?"

"Yes, and I am here in spirit to entrust you with your task. You have passed the test of guarding this friend of mind."

The fairy flew over to him and landed on his finger.

"Such care will be needed to safeguard greater things."

She affixed the bow to her back and looked around. "Is there more that I need to do here?" she asked. 

"Honor your people and the memory of them. In time, your deeds shall lead you to a greater singing of songs and embracing of our kind."

Truesong and the room began to fade, as did the fairy. There was a flash, and the unlit white torch sprang to life, its fire lighting the room.

Berie headed back to the door, which was open now. The others watched from the hallway as she rejoined them.

"Who is next?" she asked.

******

Garoa stepped to one of the doors. "I can't let the pointed-ear woman have all the fun here."

Sviska looked at Berie, who raised her head. "It is a test of will," she said. "It tests your power of mind, not just of physical ability."

"Garoa, did you hear that?" asked Sviska. 

"Yes, yes. A test of will," he answered nonchalantly.

******

He bounced in place as the door opened, and then he ran in. The door slammed shut behind him, and he stopped. The blank room became a forest with a lone house in the center.

The Rusis turned and looked back at the door and then hid beside a tree, crouching. He peered around.

A voice echoed above him.

"Do nothing and make your way to the platform at the far side of the chamber."

A single raised stone platform emerged from the floor of the room, only just visible through the trees past the cottage. 

Simple enough. 

Garoa began to slip in between the trees, carefully looking around as he did for any sign of danger. Soft candles lit the cottage-style house of simple design with stone walls and a thatch roof. From a stacked brick chimney, smoked puffed up into the top of the room, dissipating as it did.

He was just on the border of the clearing of the house when a girl emerged from behind a tree. She jumped around the edge of the yard, picking flowers and singing as she went. He knelt down beside the tree as the girl stopped and picked some of the mushrooms growing in a rotted part of the trunk. She looked up, directly at him.

"Sir, did you come for dinner? My mommy is making a good stew and fresh bread. She said you were coming. She said my daddy was coming home to eat."

Garoa shook his head quickly no. "I'm afraid I am not your father, child." 

The girl frowned and looked down at the ground, rubbing her foot in the grass. "Oh, that's sad. I was sure you were."

He looked up, as the creaking of the door of the cottage opening caused him to jump. A woman emerged. She was very tall, blonde, and slender. She looked at Garoa just as the child did, and smiled. 

"I was hoping you would be here!" she gleefully yelled, running to him. She leaped into his arms, hugging him. "I have missed you, Garoa! It has been many years since our time together. We have been blessed with a child!" She turned, pointing to the girl. 

The little girl smiled. "Daddy!" 

In mere moments, she was at his side as well, jumping up and down for him to hold her.

"Come on, dear. Let us let Daddy catch his breath and chop some wood for the stove."

She pointed to the side of the house and then turned with the girl, going back into the cottage. He went to the side of the house. Sure enough, he found a hand axe and some logs near the edge of the yard on the far west side of the dwelling. 

Garoa stood frozen in place.

"You said we needed extra wood and you were going to cut it," she told him.

None of this made sense to him. His mind raced through his memories of times long ago. He thought of who this could be, losing track of his purpose of where he was. His emotions were getting the best of his normal mental state.

Lucia. This woman is Lucia.

He remembered a vague memory filled with merriment and drinking, where a few nights of conversation climaxed to a bit more, and in particular, it seemed, a child. He knew of no child, but Lucia was a memory keen to his mind. But that was long ago. There was no way they could be here now, and a daughter, if he had one, would have to be much older. 

Garoa went over to the axe and picked it up. It felt real enough. He went over to the house and peeked into the window. Lucia was setting the table, his supposed daughter sitting and waiting as three sets of dishes were set out.

This cannot be. This is not real.

Suddenly, there was a howl in the distance. Garoa jumped from the window, dropping the axe. He ran to the trees at the edge of the yard and looked into the woods where the sound had come from. He began to creep again, taking note of the platform as he carefully made his way past the house, using the trees for cover. From the far side of the yard in front of him, a form emerged. 

It was like a dog, but larger. It had long rough hair that curled off its pointed ears. Its legs were massive, half the size of a man's body, and its eyes were as red as the coals of a hot fire. 

It stepped into the clearing in the woods, snarling. Its teeth dripped with blood and the tissue of the recently deceased. The pungent odor rolled toward Garoa. It looked at him. Using the power of his people, he melted out of sight, becoming as still as the tree behind him.

The creature continued walking and then shifted into a blackish shroud to take the form of a hooded man. From the horror of a beast to that of a pale old man with a long gray beard and a walking cane. It was to deceive those in the house. It crept up to the door and knocked. 

Don't open the door.

He could see a crack of light from the cottage, and then the man forced himself in. Garoa went to step forward but then looked at the platform and stopped, instead taking a step further away. 

I am to do nothing.

The screams of the little girl and the woman filled the air as a vicious growl and sounds of the beast tearing apart the house began to drown them out. He watched as it crashed through the front of the house, dragging the woman, now not much more than a trail of blood and entrails, to the far side of the yard. 

Garoa ran toward the platform, ready for this nightmare to end. Just as he got to the furthest edge of the clearing, a voice pierced his heart. 

"Daddy! Daddy! Please don't let it hurt me!" 

He turned to see the little girl running from the house, now engulfed in flames and black smoke. A roar sounded as the beast followed, bursting through the fires and landing just behind her. 

Garoa cracked his knuckles and shook his hands. His magic was ready. He began to summon a fireball to cast at the beast, or even a simple freezing spell would do. Just something to stop the bloodshed and help the child. 

I can't.

With his eyes closed, he turned, tears falling from his face as he heard the little girl scream and the sound of her body ripping asunder behind him. He leaped onto the platform and collapsed upon it.

The room became quiet, and as he wept, he looked around and noticed that the woods, the house, the beast, the woman, and the girl were gone.

As he turned toward the white torch, it burst into flames. A man appeared before him in a glowing light.

"I am Rungar, a Rusis that you have heard of without a doubt. Respect well my gauntlets. I commend you for being still when your heart wished for something else. A tough path lies before you, where such things may need to be decided that are against what you desire. I bid you do what you need to in those situations to avoid the snare of death and complete what is needed. Your purpose alone is of caliber beyond the others who are with you."

"I do not understand. How did they . . .”—he motioned to where the house had been—“How did those images have anything to do with that?"

"Your desire for love and a family is but one weakness the enemy may use against you. You must resist and fulfill the tasks given to you." 

"What tasks? What do you mean? Do I have a daughter?" 

Garoa looked around. The man had vanished, and the clank of the opening door of the room was of no relief on his now burdened heart. 

*******

He stormed across the room and to the others who waited for him.

"Garoa?" asked Sviska. "What happened?"

The Rusis said nothing. He pointed at Sviska and Slats, and then went to the wall and sat down, placing his face into his hands.

Berie looked at him and then to the other two. 

"I'll go," said Slats.

Sviska nodded his head and patted his back. "Good luck," he said.

*******

The dwarf approached the door, and it opened. He stepped in and was instantly amazed as the room turned from a blank stone shell to that of a barren, dusty land. The skies were an orange-red. He turned to see that the door had shut, and then began forward.

As he began to walk, his foot crunched into something on the ground. He looked down jerkily and noticed his boot was in the skull of a creature. He gasped and then brought out his axe. The weight of it was heavy, but as he began forward, he held it high, afraid to lower it in case he was attacked.

He scaled a small hill and looked down to see the bodies of many warriors and beasts alike strewn about. They were dwarves. He looked around at the sight of the horrific battle. 

Crushed helms leaking fluids, and bodies ripped open with maggots crawling about the open cavities and flies buzzing around. He could taste an iron flavor as he breathed in the bloody surroundings.

The voice of the room spoke.

 "Dwarf, stand your ground!" The voice was deep and reminded him of the dwarf masters of his childhood back at his home.

Slats stood, unmoving. His legs quaked, and he swallowed his saliva as he began to breathe harder. His arms shook, and not used to the weight, he held the axe up, looking around as he did what he had to do to stand his ground.

From over the hill directly in front of him, two spikes emerged. As the heavy trudge grew louder, the spikes rose from the crest of the hill and he could see a helmet and shoulder spikes emerging. The silver armor and massive form was four times the size of a normal man. It had no face. Instead, where a face should be, it was fully plated with two rectangular slits for the eyes. 

The dwarf looked at his axe. The symbols on his weapon reminded him of his people and the courage they had shown in the stories he had read. It began to glow red.

He took many deep breaths and then ran forward, his axe swinging around and around as he ran toward the monstrous form before him. With strength from no source that he knew, he swung his axe at the armored being, but missed.

The weight of the missed blow tore the axe from his hand, and he struck the ground, flipping and rolling over many corpses that lay strewn about. 

The being turned, and in its right hand, it held a large hammer. It began to walk toward Slats, swinging its hammer back and forth in front of it. With each step, the dwarf bounced where he lay.

Slats looked to his axe. It was just over to the left of the beast that would overtake him soon. But he could not get to it.

He looked around to the bodies and saw no weapons. He scurried up, flipping the corpses and rummaging until at last he saw the hilt of a weapon. The being was behind him. He could feel the vibration growing with each step. The beast was getting closer. He took hold of the hilt and drew the weapon, closing his eyes as he turned to the armored foe.

He had drawn a broken sword. He looked in horror, dropping the blade, at the being coming toward him. 

This is the end . . . But Slats will not die cowering! I will go like my people, like the dwarves of old! 

He looked down at one of the bodies and took hold of one of the ribs of the skeleton. Ripping it from the corpse, he then jumped aside from the armored being's axe and went for its knee, stabbing it with the bone. The metal fastener that held the armored leg shattered, and the being took to one knee, roaring in pain. The dwarf looked to his axe and ran for it, taking the weapon of the dwarves in hand. 

The axe felt light now. Its head, a mere feather to him. The armored being struggled to turn on its knee, and its hammer dragged behind him.

"Don't even bother!" said the servant. 

He ran forward, leaping, this time in full control of his axe. He slammed the axe head into the neck of his enemy, hewing off the head. The dwarf landed and turned as it crumbled into a pile of twisted metal before the entire room went dark and then was lit again, the white torch at the far end of the room now burning.

Slats lowered his axe as another dwarf appeared, only this one was in spirit and glowing.

"Slatnichor, last of the dwarves," the other dwarf said. "Not of battle hardness or weapon-making you come, but from servitude to another. Remember that you are a servant to others in these dark times. May the weapon of our people attend to your needs as it has the dwarf kings before. Avenge us, for we paid a price for the chance you have now."

"Thank you, Master Dwarf," said Slats, taking a knee and bowing. "I am honored to hold this tool of the craft of our people. I will avenge the dwarves of old, of those in Harrodarr, my home, and those lost in the hills of Taria." Slats stared at the dwarf before him. “Master Nurocas, Hammersong of Harrodarr? My teacher?”

The dwarf smiled. “I appeased our ancestors for this chance to speak with you. You have grown well, Slatnichor. Elinathrond has served you well. Go now and remember your people.”

Nothing further was said, and Slats saw his once teacher vanish. 

The door behind him opened, and he stood, nodding at the torch and turning. As he rejoined the others, he took his axe and twirled it in his hand. 

*******

"A long way from you struggling up the mountain with it!" said Sviska.

"Yes, my sir. I do feel it fits me a bit better now. Just needed to awaken the old blood!"

Sviska looked at the others. He was next. The final task, whatever it may be, would be his own. Garoa still hid his face, and Slats and Berie nodded their heads at him, motioning for the final door. 

He approached and the door opened. He entered and the door clanged behind him. He looked around. The room was dark and expansive. The stone floor, cold and unmoving. He walked to the opposite room and to the white torch and then stopped as the white torch erupted into flames.

A man appeared in the center of the room.

"There is no further test needed for Resua, son of Terr. Your deeds, however dark, in combat and your will of change exalted in the city and in defense of Brethor were tested prior. Your heart is worthy by the decree of the temple to continue. The god Wura gives his blessing to you."

Sviska breathed a sigh of relief. "Thank you," he replied.

"There is no thanks needed, my son. Only my seeking of your forgiveness for dying before I could be a father for you."

"You are my father?"

The man nodded. "I am Terr. You, Resua, or Sviska as you were later named, are my son."

"I do not blame you for dying or for not being near me. I have not ever understood it, but I feel no anger toward you or my mother. Your deaths are not your fault."

"That is true, but I knew what risk I was taking in those dark days. I still feel the guilt. Even in death, even now as you are about to take a stand against a new darkness in this land."

Sviska took a knee. "I swear by your grave and my mother's, that I will bring the Order down. They are the one's responsible."

Terr bowed his head. "Be careful, my son. Be careful of everyone you meet. Trust only the others in the room behind you. Even those who you believe to be trustworthy may deem themselves deceitful in time. And in the coming world, you cannot afford that. Learn more of us, Sviska, even if it is not until the times after what you are to do, our sacrifice should not be for naught."

In a wisp of wind, his father began to fade away. "Take care, my son." 

The voice faded and Sviska was alone. He thought of his father, unsure of how to think of what he was told. He turned to the opening door and exited.

Berie nodded at him. "Very well! We have all completed the tasks."  

Garoa was now standing, his face reddened and his eyes watery.

"Are you well, my friend?" asked Sviska.

"I am better—but it does not matter as of now. I know what must be done and will do it." He looked up at him. "We have tasks to do now. Let's go."

The four turned to the final door. The crystals were now all alight, and the door opened. As they entered the doorway, they came to a circular room, unadorned, with a high altar in the center. The dwarf hopped ahead. Pulling himself atop the altar and reaching forward, he picked something up. 

He lifted the object up, and others below looked in curiosity. It was a key, a large silver key.

"That must be it," said Berie. "Let us take it to Brethor."

The dwarf tucked the key into his robe and followed the others out. With great haste, they headed down the hallway and ascended the golden steps, the Temple of Trials behind them.

 


Chapter 26 Saints of Wura

 

They emerged from the temple. The snowy mountaintop wind swept into the openings in their coats, sending chills down their arms. 

Looking down at the city, the Brotherhood of Wura ran about, preparing for the coming battle. For every few scurrying figures, there was a red robe of the Priory of Kel amidst them. Their staves, outstretched and unmoving, awaited their need. Further down, the people of the city who were not staying disappeared into the mountain, looking like ants vanishing under a rock as they fled the coming cataclysm.

With the key in hand, the four rushed back down the mountain. In the distance, they could see billowing black clouds, almost as if smoke was approaching the mountain city from the west. Lightning streaked across the sky and thunder shook them as they made it into the courtyard. The doors of the Estate were open. Entering, they found Brethor standing before the fireplace in the dining room. 

Adorned with cloth and fine dishes, the table awaited guests with servings of fruit, vegetables, and prepared meat set out and ready. Chalices filled with wine at each spot were next to silverware, all set uniformly beside each plate. 

"So are we killing them now or having a feast with them?" asked Garoa. 

Brethor turned and shook his head, laughing, but said nothing as he continued to sip his wine.

"We have the key," said Berie. 

"Yes, let’s release the magic," said Slats. "And then the people may not have to leave."

Brethor raised his eyebrows and looked down at his chalice, swirling it about. "I need more wine."

He went to the table and picked up the bottle. Sviska noticed it was one of the ones from the winery that had come with the first shipment. He poured it into the chalice, careful not to overfill, and then sniffed it. 

"Delightful," he said. Sipping it again, he took a deep breath and went back to the fire, still not saying anything of the key.

Garoa exhaled through his nostrils and tapped his foot. "I'm sorry we are messing up your wine tasting, but can we please get on with it? I have had enough horrible imagery for this day." 

Brethor looked up at him. After tilting his head back to get the last few drops, he nodded at Garoa.

"Just enjoying the last of the comforts of the Estate."

 He took another chug and placed the chalice on the table, wiping his mouth with his hand.

 "Oh, Berie, I will have you know the gypsies have taken the orphans and will care for them."

Berie raised her head and went to speak, but Brethor raised his hand. Sviska looked at him as he wondered what was happening. 

"I am confused," he said. "I thought that with the key, we were releasing the magic to restore the city. We just need to find where to put the key."

"Yes. And I know where that is, but there is no saving the city." He clapped his hands together, rubbing them. "I only wished to give you four some hope before you faced what you did. My apologies."

At that time, the door of the Estate swung open and Captain Runa and other Brotherhood of Wura appeared. Sviska noticed that now they wore not white robes, but steel armor. Their helmets had large spikes that curved down from atop their heads, reaching in front of their mouths. The shoulders of the armor extended upward nearly to the middle of their helmets. Their breastplates had engraved etchings of the polar lights, and their pants were thick with fur coming off the sides. Of particular strangeness for Elinathrond, swords hung at their waists and they held large curved spears. 

"Lord Brethor, we have news!"

From behind them, two guards brought a woman, her face bleeding and numerous cuts and slices across her body. Sviska noticed at once that it was the woman from the warming tavern when he first came up the mountain. 

"Gemanc," he said.

The woman looked up, her eyes tearful and her body weak. 

"Where is your husband?" he asked.

"D-d-dead." She shook now. "So cold." 

They laid her down on the floor near the fire as Brethor draped a blanket over her.

"What happened?" he asked.

"A storm cloud. We thought it was just going to pass. But . . ." She paused. Her mouth quivered and then stilled. Her eyes were still open but no longer moving. An emptiness was now upon her.

Sviska shook her. "Gemanc!" he shouted. He shook her more, but she did not respond. 

Captain Runa came to his side and placed his hand on his shoulder.

"She is gone." 

Sviska stood and stared at her face.

 The captain then looked to Brethor. "When we found her, she was crawling toward the gate. She screamed of men with blue emblems on their chests of a fish and a trident."

"The Legion?" asked Sviska. 

"Do you know of them?" the captain asked.

"The Legion is men of the Grand Protectorate’s control. They are the outward armies of the Order. They are the principal fighting force of men in the lands."

Brethor laughed again. "And in the clouds ride the Order, no doubt bent on hellish destruction. We shall soon have a wonderful time here." 

Grabbing some apples from the nearby table, he took a crunching bite out of one of them. He then looked to Runa, tossing one to him and then offering more to the others. Captain Runa looked at the table, scanning the food and well-set silverware. 

"Lord Brethor, with war on our doorstep, you are having a feast?" 

Brethor said nothing and simply smiled.

"Have you lost your mind?" he asked him.

"Yes, indeed I have. But I think of it more as a loosening of my mind. The freedom! The burden of my lordship finally relieved!" 

He abruptly began out of the room. Captain Runa looked at Sviska, who shook his head in unknowing and followed after the others who were behind Brethor. 

"Winemaker, how strong is this Legion?"

"Their numbers are made up of most of the land. I cannot guess, but can say they will have brought twice as many as they felt they might need. If a single legion, five-thousand men."

"We do not have the men to repel an attack by this Legion, much less the Order," Runa said.

Sviska’s eyes widened, and he sighed, looking at the captain. "Brethor says things are going the way he wishes. I feel we must trust him."

Sviska's words did nothing for himself or for the comfort of the captain. He had no idea to what Brethor was doing.

As they left the Estate and began across the courtyard, the crunch of the snow under their boots and the gusting wind from the west taunted them to go back. It brought an uneasy feeling that turned their stomachs. The billowing clouds were now setting low before the city. Streaks of lightning struck at random near the lower level in the desolated area.

The captain and Sviska stopped at the archway. The gypsies had brought their carts in a tight circle and were gathering every object they could in the center. The children spotted Berie and went to her.

"What is going on, Berie?" a little girl asked.

"Yeah, they say we're leaving," another child said.

Berie knelt down to them. One of the boys looked at her bow.

"You have a weapon?"

"Yes." 

"I can fight."

His own bow was a stick with some twine. She smiled at him.

Another boy and another even, as well as the girl before her, all stood straight. 

"We can all fight," the girl said.

The others nodded with her.

"Go with the gypsies, children," she told them.

The elf turned and then hurried to catch up to Brethor, who was well ahead.

Sviska and the captain had watched the interchange, and the children looked to them. 

"What is going on?" they asked.

"You will be fine," said Runa. "Just do as these gypsies say."

The children went toward the carts again.

Runa placed his hand on Sviska's shoulder. "To whatever end, friend."

"Indeed."

The captain gave a nervous smile, and both he and Sviska ran to catch up with the others. 

The silver helms and tall shields of Brotherhood of Wura formed into a wall, shielding the outside door of the temple. In their eyes, Sviska could see the worry.

The two in the front fell back as they approached and opened the door. The four each took their own turns entering the temple, and as each passed in, the men shouted, "Wura! Wura!" 

Sviska turned to the captain. "We will be back out in a moment."

"Hopefully whatever the lord has planned will help us," the captain replied.

With that, the doors shut and Sviska turned to find Berie and Brethor at odds.

"I am not leaving!" she yelled, her eyes slanted and her fist shaking in his face.

"You will do as you have to. Your father would not have trusted another with this task."

"Did I miss something?" asked Sviska.

Garoa crossed his arms and looked at him. "It was quite random actually. As soon as we got in here, she started yelling at him."

Brethor turned to them. "Slats, the key."

The dwarf approached Brethor. His axe upon his back still seemed odd to Sviska.

Brethor took the key from him and went to the altar. He took hold of the center stone affixed to the altar and pushed it, revealing a keyhole. He inserted and turned the silver key, causing a clanking and slight rumbling underneath. 

There was a harmonious tone within the temple, and then the walls were alight in gold flames that engulfed the room. The key shattered and turned to dust. With a rumbling, the center altar cracked and split open, revealing a passage and another door adorned with crystals.

They looked up around them. Flames licked the ceiling, and an unnatural heat emulated off the fire.

"How are we to get out?" shouted Slats.

"Don't worry," ensured Brethor. "The fires are to keep others out, not us in."

He began down the stairs and to the door. With his right hand, he pushed on the door. The symbols on the door began to glow, as did the symbols on his hand.

"Everyone, your right hand. Do as I am."

They each took their place by the door and then pressed their hands against it. In the center, an effigy of the polar lights appeared, shifting and swirling. The door then dropped down, and a large room, white and shining, was before them. A fuzzy veil covered the doorway.

Brethor entered. As he did, his image behind the veil became blurred.

"Come on," he shouted, beckoning the others in with a waving hand.

 As Sviska entered, he felt a deep chill to his body, as if he had just fallen into an icy lake. The hair on his arms stood up, and his heart raced. 

Walking down a path lighted by glowing stones every few paces, Sviska looked around at the blackness around them. It seemed as if stars glimmered in the distance, and he could see no end to the room. The only floor was the ground they stood upon, and although they had descended from the temple above, it felt as if they were high above the world.

"We have entered the ethereal world between that of men and of the gods. Find yourself blessed to be in this holy sanctum," Brethor said, bringing his robe about him to try to shut out the chill.

Down the pathway on an altar sat a single object. As they approached, Sviska could make out that it was a golden book with a silver border, bound in blue gems with green emeralds. 

Brethor placed his hand on the book and looked up to the skies above.

"Great god Wura, let them take this book to a safer place. I have failed in the protection of the city, but I have found your Saints to protect it from this time forward. Lest it be as was our decree that the city shall ever be protected until the time the book departs. These four have passed your trials and now take on the burden I was so trusted with before."

All around them, the polar lights appeared and began to dance about. The hues of green, blue, and red swirled in succession around each of them, and then just above the book, a faint image of a hand appeared and rested on the book. The silver latches that held it in place released, and the lights returned to the skies around.

There came an ominous voice within the chamber. "When the Founders’ heirs come together, the time of protection has passed."

"Sviska, Resua," said Brethor. 

Sviska approached. Berie was looking down now, and Slats gave him an uncertain look as he adjusted the strap for his axe and looked around as to where the voice could have come from. Brethor smiled as he lifted the book up and pushed it against his chest. Sviska took it, his hands trembling as he grasped the cold cover.

"That is your purpose, Sviska. This is all of your destinies. By no accident, you have gathered in these times. You must depart and take this with you. The Order must not have it, and long have I awaited the day that I would be free of its keeping."

"Where will we go?" asked Sviska, tucking the book into his coat.

"Take the way to the Foundry, go to the grove. Meredaas will direct you a safe direction. He knows of the next step and can guide you."

"Will you not come with us? You have the same marks on your hand as we do. Will you not help us?"

"I, too, am a Saint, but of a different time. I must defend the city long enough for you to escape. These happenings were foretold, and my end—I am well ready for it."

In that, Brethor gave a smile to each of them. He took a step back, and the polar lights surrounded him. "I will await you all in the Estate. I will protect the path to the Foundry."

In a flash of light, he was gone, and the room was once again dark except for the single lighted path. 

Sviska turned to the others.

"So, we’re leaving, then?" asked Garoa. "I might have liked to gather my things. My own estate has many things. Perhaps my nice chair?" he cackled. "What are we doing? We barely know each other, much less anything about some book."

"It is not just some book," Berie told him, an angry tone in her voice. "It is the Galhedriss Arcana, the scriptures of Galhedriss, the matriarch of magic of the times before dwarves, men, or even elves. And in it is contained all of what the Order seeks.” She took her bow from her back and set an arrow to the string.

"I suggest you all be prepared, for the inner sanctum of the temple has shielded us from the hell above. These are the final moments of this city, but it will not go without a fight."

"Prepare?" asked Garoa. 

"The book has been taken, and the Order will know. They will be upon the city."

The elf began to back out of the room, with Slats behind her, struggling to free his axe from its harness. As he brought the head of it to his hand, he gave a strange growl.

"Lest the dwarf's axe stop, then only will the heads of the enemy be safe." The dwarf laughed and followed Berie.

Garoa and Sviska ran to catch up. 

"So poetic," Garoa teased.

As they ascended into the Temple of Wura, they found the golden flames still alight but the frame of the temple was gone. Through broken-down stones and splintered wood and fire, they could see the Brotherhood of Wura and their captain surrounded by black beings like dogs with spiked arms and legs, their mouths gaped open with red teeth and their eyes as flames. 

Reaching where the door of the temple would have been, the flaming shield fell. 

Berie’s bow twanged, and Slats shouted. The scream of one of the hellhounds came next as his axe was driven into its body. Garoa twisted his hands and set loose two fireballs as Sviska drew his blade, running to the aid of the captain, who had locked blades with a Dark One. It was not Kasis, but it fought with the skill and finesse of a great swordsman.

Sviska jumped forward. He caught the blade hilt of the Dark One, and it turned its attack to him, arching high with his blade.

Runa struck his leg as the Dark One lunged, and he faltered, looking back at the captain. 

Sviska slid against it. In a series of blows to the lower stomach of the being, Sviska had bested it. With a shrill, it collapsed to the ground. Sviska flipped Sishan in his hand and dropped to the ground, plunging the blade into his neck. He looked down at the person, blood pooling out of his mouth. He felt his pulse against the hilt of the dagger and waited for a moment. The thumping stopped. He withdrew the blade and stood. The hellhounds made shrill howls and fled toward the western part of the city.

The remaining Brotherhood of Wura and the captain, who was out of breath, gathered together. Sviska joined them, along with the others.

"Just after you went in, they descended. That is the second of the black beings we have killed. In mere moments, the temple burst into flames, and we have held this ground ever since. I have word the outer wall has already fallen. Men fight on the ground and beasts come from the skies."

"We must get to the Estate. Did Brethor get to the Estate?" Sviska shouted.

"He opened the Dwarven Tunnels, but I know not for sure where he is."

"And what gift did he have for them at the tunnels?" asked Slats. 

"Their freedom. It is a path away from the mountain and hopefully to their safety. I know we sent men with them to offer protection, and I fear they were the lucky ones."

There was a low roar over the city, and a series of white orbs erupted upward from the walls into billowing clouds. The Priors struggled to hold back the attack.  

The captain pointed. "We will head to the Estate. In the East Square we are forming a last defense. The Priory is attempting a spell to stop the Legion as they march up Tareh Way and the Mirenor road. We are the fall back if it does not work."

Winged creatures descended from the clouds, landing on the roofs of the city and trees in the open spaces. The beings began terrorizing all who were there with harsh howls and screams. Dropping down to the ground, some skulked about, slicing any they could find with their claws at the end of their spiked arms.

The Saints and Brotherhood of Wura began toward the Estate. There were bodies strewn about and random fires erupting in the city. People still emerged from their houses, their belongings and their families in tow, panicked as they ran toward the gypsy circle. 

Behind them came a group of the Brotherhood of Wura, hustling down the main way. Their shields locked as they formed a wall as more hellhounds in the distance began into a charge. 

Berie took point and pulled herself onto the overhang of a building on the far edge of the square overlooking the gypsy carts. Kneeling and notching an arrow, she let loose two in quick succession. As they flew from the elvish bow, the arrowheads split and shattered into a flurry of stars, the many points striking the hellhounds, dropping one after the other, dead.

More people were running from all over the city toward the gypsies. From what Sviska could see, their carts followed a continuous circle as a blue glow began to shine from the center.

The daughter of the Gypsy Mother came to Sviska. 

"You must give us time. We have a way to get many out, and our charm is almost set. We are taking all who remain with us, but we must have more time."

He looked at her with his eyebrow raised since he had barely spoken to her before. He nodded and shouted to Captain Runa, "We need to assure the gypsies have time for their escape. They are the last of the people of Elinathrond who have a chance”

The captain turned to him. "Okay, but they are here." He pointed down the center road. The Legion had arrived.

In a large mass, their silver armor, like a single blade of a sword, filled the space between the two rows of buildings with at least fifty men. They presented a long line of shields; the numbers behind them were unknown. Their banners flew in the snowdrift as they lowered their spears and marched toward the square.

Captain Runa pointed with his sword, directing those of his men to form a line in the square. The shields held the front line, and a second line of men holding spears formed just behind them. They placed their spears between the front row and knelt. A jagged trap was set to hold the Legion.

The Priors formed at the opening of the Mirenor road and the East Square. Their numbers were less than ten, and it was in haste that they formed a single-file line, with their staves alight in white fire.

"A cleansing spell," said Garoa. “They are so few, though.”

Sviska looked to him.

"I have only heard of it, but it is said to rip the life force of any creature. But to use it, the staff of the war god would be needed, but to be effective at all, they need more Priors."

"I do not feel they have a choice."

Their robes furled as they began to walk forward. An arching light from their staves struck the front rank of approaching warriors, and the warriors began to fall one by one. Sviska looked up to the roof of the building and noticed hellhounds gathering above. He pointed for Berie, and she twisted her bow up, striking two of them nearest to her. 

Garoa shook his head. “It is not enough.” He ran forward, and his hands began to glow white. The Rusis was going to help the Priors. 

At that moment, more hellhounds leaped down and broke the rank of Priors. As their staves lost focus, they each fell in quick succession. The cleansing spell had failed. Garoa’s hands switched from white to red with fire, and he cast two explosive blasts, chasing the beasts away from the bodies of the Priors.

Berie's arrows flew continually. She drew back again, aiming for the center of the rank who was still recovering from the Priors’ spell. A fiery bolt erupted from her bow and scorched two more men. 

From a side alley emerged a woman and four children. She looked to her left and right. Two ran ahead, headed for the shield at the line in the square. But the other two were small, and the woman struggled to hold them. She was between the two walls of shields, and the Legion marched nearly on top of her. 

From the opposite alley, more of the Priors appeared. Their staves alight, they turned to the approaching tide of the Legion, stumbling to lower their staves as they spotted the mother and those nearly upon her.

"Move to the gypsies, child!" one of them shouted.

She grasped her youngest child and lifted her to her shoulder, dragging the other behind. The Priors brought forth their staves and fired their white orbs, knocking back the front row of the Legion. 

From the walls of the buildings, the winged creatures leaped down again, devouring the Priors. The woman turned and screamed as the creatures lurched toward her. The Legion was also nearly upon her.

Sviska, Slats, and Garoa ran forward, past the Wura line. Slats burst ahead of Sviska. With a deep shout, he jumped over the woman and tumbled, axe first, into the Legion's rank. His weapon swung with every bit of dwarfish strength he could muster. With shouting and clanging of steel, he pounded back those of the Legion.

Sviska ran for the child and mother. The winged creature nearest them was upon him but could not withstand Meredaas’ blade. The blade sliced across its head, followed by a stab to the chest just below where its wing connected to its body. 

Garoa stood behind him, and Slats had stumbled back behind the Rusis. Garoa placed his hands forward. His gauntlets alight with a golden glow, he summoned the powers within him, and the air before him turned to a radiant fire. He pushed his hands, and the wall of flames covered three rows of men in front of him. In response, a volley of spears flew toward them, bouncing around the stones of the street. The Legion marched on, and Slats ran forward again.

 Sviska took the child in his arms, and Garoa grabbed the mother and the second child. They hurried back past the line of Wura, which advanced at a sluggish pace, a stalwart line to meet the Legion.

The dwarf was still in the fray of battle. He gave a shout, spinning with his axe and knocking back the line again. He turned toward the others and ran. A flurry of arrows from the elf flew past, slowing the Legion a few moments more. As the Brotherhood of Wura halted their slow advance, Sviska watched behind as Slats entered the square.

"Aye, my sir, the power of the dwarves is with me!"

Sviska and Garoa reached the gypsy circle. The mother went in, and the children followed her. 

Berie jumped down from the alcove to meet up with the others. The captain shouted as more banshees came from the further road. Runa and Garoa ran forward. In a barrage of fireballs and the captain’s steel blade, the creatures fell, struck down just within reach of the gypsies.

The Legion reached the East Square.

Runa looked to his order. "Stand firm in the snow. Do not give this square lightly. Wura will be with us."

The Legion halted. A man with a plumed helmet from the far side drew his sword and raised it upward.

“Men of the Grand Protectorate,” shouted Captain Runa, “we are men as you, and not of magic, but you must not fear those who are. Stop this massacre.”

There was a moment of silence. The winds died down, and in the distance, the screams and shouts of the people of Elinathrond was all that pierced the winds.

Behind the main lines, Slats stood near Sviska, both staring out. Berie had her bow bent, and Garoa held a ball of flames.

The man with plume helmet looked toward the lines of the Legion. 

"They are cursed! Do not let them breathe upon you too much or you will become as them, babbling and losing your own mind. Touch them only with your blades and do not stop this massacre. They cannot be allowed to live!"

 There was a shout from across the ranks, and then came a wave of spears. One volley, another, and then another. Their points struck the lines, killing many of the Brotherhood of Wura, their shields clanging on the bricks of the square. The plume-helmeted man from before shouted again. 

"Kill them all!"

Horns sounded, and the Legion charged. The lines of Wura shook and rang with the clanging of metal as those of Wura held the line. Slats, Garoa, and Sviska looked to the ring of stone. The carts of the gypsies began to spin faster and faster. 

From within the shroud of the spell, he noticed the orphans first. Then, looking behind them, he caught sight of the Gypsy Mother. In her hand, she held a single blank card as she smiled at him. 

He felt to his chest and remembered the card he had packed away from before. She smiled more, and in a white flash, the carts, the orphans, and the gypsies all vanished from the ring of stone.

Behind them, they could hear the screams of the Brotherhood of Wura battleline. Captain Runa went to go forward when one of the men turned near the rear of the lines.

"Go, my captain. We will hold them here. Get them to the Estate."

Another rank of men from the Legion entered the square from Tareh Way. The captain looked at them as more of his men came from the Estate. Berie and Garoa sent repeated blasts of fire and arrows toward the attackers.

"This way. The enemy has not made it here," the men said.

 They ran for the Estate. As they made it to the courtyard, they turned to see the city alight in fire. From far down below, the first and second walls had been breached and sporadic explosions of green and blue magic thundered within the city. The winged creatures flew above the roofs, and the hellhounds returned, swarming the edges of the city with wretched howls in the horrid waste of the night.

There was the sound of a loud horn, and the sky turned white among the blackness of the thunderclouds. From the swirled billows above, spiked hands reached down and crushed the walls of the city. A large face, contrasted against blackness with three points wrapped in lightning and a mouth gaped open with fiery clouds pouring out, emerged over the city. Above him, like orbs of white fire, appeared men. Their hands held golden ropes as if binding the beast from the clouds. The creature began to encroach further into the city. 

"Kel," Berie told them, "the war god descends upon us."

Sviska turned to the door of the Estate. The two sentinels’ eyes were alight, their staves before them with green flaming blades rustling in the wind. 

The two warriors flew into the air where the gypsies had been. Landing upon the circle of stones, they crushed the arches as they both leaped toward the beast in the clouds. Like two green comets in the sky, they flew, the twisting of polar lights following their trails. 

Kel, the beast, lifted his hand and struck one of them. The sentinel flew, smashing into a nearby building. The other found its mark, stabbing its blade into the creature's face. It bellowed, swatting, but could not stop the sentinel who stabbed it repeatedly. 

One of the men who held the war god dropped his rope and flew forward, swinging a massive staff.

It struck the sentinel, casting it backward into the mountain. A rumbling avalanche of stone followed as its lifeless form slid downward, falling into the ruin of the city.

 

 


Chapter 27 Meredaas’ Blessing

 

"We need to hurry!" shouted Berie. 

The roar of the wind and the clamor in the city below gave reason for their haste to the door of the Estate. Attempting to open it, they discovered it was locked. 

"Did he not think we were going to make it?" asked Slats.

"The winery! Quickly, this way," said Captain Runa. "It should still give you access."

Following the captain around the side of the Estate, they turned the corner and could hear sounds from the dark woods echoing against the city. The neighing of horses and shouts of men along with the sounds of hooves and more neighing told them the Legion was in the woods.

"The unicorns," said Sviska.

"Perhaps they are having better luck than us," the captain suggested. 

He gripped the doors to the cellar and pulled them free, their bolts creaking as the doors opened. 

He pointed into the cellar. "Go!" 

Slats, Garoa, and Berie went in. Sviska began forward but stopped, noticing the Brotherhood of Wura were turning and kneeling, their shields set before them.

"Come on, Runa. We can all leave," he begged him.

The captain nodded. "Thank you, but my place is here. Our place is here," he said, motioning to the others. Each guard stood firm in their place.

"I owe the lord of the Estate, and we will defend this ground. Now go! We will get you what time our lives are worth against the blades of the enemy."

Sviska was reluctant but nodded to the captain. He turned, following the others. The captain saluted them and then slammed the door. Sviska heard the lock slide and watched as the captain shook the doors.

“They are in, men. To the front of the Estate!”

Going to the secret door, Sviska opened the path to the winery. The chains rattled and cranked, and the light from within shone on the cellar floor. Berie was in the lead, her bow bent as she sidestepped to get a view down the hallway.

"It is clear."  

They began to jog carefully but with as much haste as they could. Sviska held his hand on his dagger, both to keep it from rattling and giving them away and in case of its sudden need.

 They could hear voices and shouts. Making it to the stairwell, they dropped down on their stomachs and crawled. The shouts echoed from the dining room. Sviska and Berie looked over the steps and down the hallway to the dining room.

Brethor was sitting at the table, sipping wine. His legs crossed, he sat back in his chair, looking at someone who stood near the fireplace. There also was Cusis, just behind his lord, with a tray full of glasses. He stood proudly, his right hand behind his back in proper serving fashion.

"I only wish to offer you some food and drink. A good gesture over many years of strife now passing!" Brethor said.

A tall man with white hair that reached the ground came into view. His robes were white with a bold gold trim. He walked behind Brethor, taking a glass from Cusis.

"Perhaps you should have given up years ago and brought us what we desired," the man said.

Berie tapped Sviska and pointed to the door leading out to the promenade. 

"I know a path through the gardens and into the hallway near Brethor's room," she whispered. "But we will have to climb." 

Sviska turned to Garoa and Slats and put his finger to his mouth for them to be quiet. He pointed toward the door, and they nodded.

Berie was up first. Her bow still bent, she emerged, moving toward the door. Slipping outside with no more than a whisper of a sound, she slowly opened and held the door. Sviska brought his feet up, creeping up to the last stair as Brethor turned and looked. His eyes quickly shifted to the table, and he took an apple. 

"Perhaps you should have come sooner," he said, averting any hint of attention away from the corridor. "I am unable to provide the book for you now." 

He took a large bite from the apple and smacked incessantly. The other man began to talk louder, attempting to speak over Brethor's deliberate lack of manners. It worked as good cover as they slipped outside. 

Sviska went to the doorway and took the door from Berie. She moved ahead to assure a clear path. Motioning for the others to come, they filed outside and he shut the door behind them.

Hastily running bent over, they came to a wall where Berie waited for them. 

"Now we go up." She stretched her arms and then jumped, leaping onto the icy stone. She cleared the wall, and the thud of her boots told them she was on the ground on the other side.

"Come on!" she shouted in a hushed tone.

Sviska and Garoa pushed Slats up the wall and then both followed themselves. They were in the rose garden now.

The fairies of the garden came immediately to Berie, who took one on her hand. 

"Go to the grove, friend. I must leave." 

The fairies spun around her and then rushed into the night sky, fading from view before Sviska could see which way they went.

They were now against the glass, looking into the dining room. Cloaked Dark Ones and men like the ones who held Kel spread out across the room. 

"There is your Order," said Berie, her eyes scanning his face.

Sviska had never seen the ones in whom his tasks were set by. Only the delivery of a letter by a bird served as his contact and representation of his previous masters. Their faces were long and worn. Like sheets of an old book, their skin sagged off their arms. Age had clearly overtaken them, and it seemed as if death was due many lifetimes ago. 

"It is sad you are so late, Elder," said Brethor, now tossing the fruit into the air and catching it. "Wura I'm sure would've just given you the book. But no, you sent assassins to kill me. And then my own blood to poison the wine. You could not even wait for your own curse to run its course. Quite deplorable."

The man slapped the apple from Brethor's hand. 

"You know not what we have endured waiting for your death, for the weakening of this city!" The man stomped and looked toward the window. "I am speaker of the Order, The Order Hand."

The four ducked down; afraid that he might have seen them.

"You're all the same to me. Pompous and arrogant, ignoring truth and proliferating lies. I apologize we haven't failed in our stand against you. Let me take a small guess that my friend Kealin has caused you trouble?"

"Do not bring the half-elf into this!" the Order Hand growled. "He is of no issue to us. Do not you know he has died? He caused us issues unrelated to this icy wasteland, but now all of our attention is on Elinathrond."

Brethor picked up another apple. "And yet," he continued, taking another large bite, "You are still too late. Are you unable to control your pet Kel? I guess you are losing your grip on the old war god!"

The Order Hand turned back to him and pointed a large white finger at him. "Do not dare—"

 "Do not start with me, you arrogant and insolent enslaver of gods! Enough of forcing the curse that has stricken my kind! Wura is not pleased. He will not allow his brother to be held as so." He laughed as he continued to chomp the apple. The peel on his lip he spat at the man's feet.

"You mock me?" 

"I mock everyone. Don't take it that I give you special regard."

"It is no matter of Kel. He will destroy this city and we will have what we came for. The Itsu are regaining power, and your foul gods shall be no more. No longer will their magic harm men."

"I'm sure the Itsu will love that the Order has kept the god of war, one of their strongest adversaries, tied up and now use him as a mere pet. You should have destroyed him. I suggest you hold tightly to those chains because hell will erupt for your peaceful little world if he is freed. He has had more than a few days to build his anger toward men, and this time he knows which race and which men in particular are responsible."

Berie had left the others crouched at the window and was moving stones near the wall. A single large grate was now visible. She pulled the covering free and threw it on the snow.

"This way." 

They followed her in. The passage was dark but dry. The icy chill was not as pronounced, but they had very little space other than to crawl through the narrow way. 

They came to another grate, and Berie pressed it open, careful to keep it from clanging on the Estate floor. They were in the kitchen now. 

The shouting continued.

"Brethor, lord of this wretched Estate and city, your time has come. You will pay for your transgressions against the Order, and we will have the Galhedriss Arcana!"

As the four made their way to a far wall of the kitchen, the elf pushed a block and another passage appeared. The stone wall slid down with very little sound, and a narrow passage went all the way to the front of the Estate. Sviska could see the windows of the northern wing. 

Following it through, they were now at the opposite side of the dining room. As Slats and Garoa went right to check the path to Brethor's room, Sviska peered around the corner and looked in. The Order and the Dark Ones surrounded Brethor. He could just see the lord of the Estate through the furling cloaks of the Dark Ones.

The Estate quaked. The Legion was ramming the door of the Estate, its frame splintering and creaking with each blow.

Brethor laughed. "And you forgot to unlock the door? Elder, you amaze me at your lack of kindness to your own kind. Not that you have much respect, showing up as you did on the grounds of the rose garden. Be kind from now on, old man."

"I will show you kindness, Brethor!" the Order Hand shouted. He rushed at Brethor and took him by the neck with a single hand. Although frail in appearance, he ran Brethor along the table and across the room, smashing him into the door near where Sviska and the others were. 

From the corridor, Sviska could see only Brethor's arm and leg as the man of the Order held him against the wood. The chokes and gasps of his friend filled the air. 

Berie tapped Sviska on the shoulder as Slats looked down the far corridor, motioning for them to come. 

"I do not want to be idly here, but Brethor commanded us!" she told him.

But Sviska could not just leave.

His slid his dagger from its sheath. Taking two steps along the wall, he began to hear Brethor choke and his legs shake. In a jump, Sviska went toward the Elder holding Brethor. He grabbed at the Elder's robes and pulled him into the doorway, thrusting his blade deep into his chest. He ripped the blade back out before slashing at his neck, catching his face in the attack. The man dropped Brethor, falling backward onto the table as his blood ran out onto the floor. Brethor quickly stood, still choking and gasping as he spit blood.

"Damn, Sviska, time is near. Go!" 

His body grew as his size doubled and his muscles surged with increased blood flow. His hair grew long down his back. The lord of the Estate had taken a form as Sviska had never seen. Brethor lunged toward the large table and flipped it over. Dishes and foods shattered around the room. 

Affixed to the bottom of the table were the weapons Sviska had seen many days before in the Foundry. Brethor thrust his arms into them, the curved blades augmented in lethality by his enraged form, curved up from the side of his hands toward his forearms, gleaming in the pale light of the room. Cusis dropped his serving tray, brandishing a silver spear he had hidden behind his back and had been careful to keep out of sight. 

Brethor was upon the Dark Ones with his blades, their blood painting the room red like a fresh rainstorm to a dry path. Surprise had been unleashed on the Dark Ones and the Order fighting the enraged lord of the Estate beside his servant in a fury of blood and tears. 

In the commotion, Berie pulled Sviska back to the corridor. They began down the hall toward Slats just as the Legion breeched the main door. The paneling and the large stone entryway crumbled and shattered all over the floor.

There was a shout, and Berie turned, her bow bent, and an arrow flew past Sviska, striking the first of the Legion through the door. He was the first of many who crawled in through the rubble and began their pursuit. 

Berie ran backward, firing her bow as she did. She slid to a stop, kneeling at the door, and held a shot in place as Sviska opened the passage to Brethor's room.

Slats went upward first, followed by Sviska. Garoa pointed for Berie to follow them, and she loosed her final arrow, taking down another two men as they came around the corner. Garoa pushed her.

"Go!" he shouted.

The Rusis stood firm as the others fled. Berie opened the sealed door at the top of the steps.

The Legion was in a mad fury, coming toward him. With his hands outstretched, a crackle ripped through the air and a bolt of lightning lashed out, striking multiple men. He took a breath and then let fly two fireballs, each finding their targets. The winds of magic around him, he was enraged, summoning his power augmented by the Rusis weapon. He gripped each of his gauntlets between his hands, and a white, bluish glow began to grow in size before him.

He threw the orb to the ground between him and the Legion, and the corridor floor turned to ice. The men who were running hit the slippery surface and fell, sliding toward him.

 Garoa scurried into the passage, pointing his hands toward the ground just outside the entrance. The fire from his hands grew bright as he spewed a continuous stream of flames to melt the stones and the first few steps of the passage. The heat made it hard for him to breathe, and he fell backward from the melting stones. The force of magic used to cast the spell tired him further as he tried to stand. The flames devoured the men who were sliding, and the fires worked to hold off the Legion.

Berie dragged him to his feet. Sviska braced him and forced him forward. Garoa was not used to using his magic as much as he had. He struggled to walk, but with help, he joined the others on Brethor's balcony without the strength to cast another spell.

The dark woods were burning now. As they made their way to the doorway of the Foundry, the symbols of the door flickered.

"What is wrong?" asked Garoa, breathing heavily.

Sviska pointed to the door. "The door won't remain lit long enough for me to open it."

"The magic of the city is spent," said Berie. 

"We have to get in there!"

As Sviska yelled in plight, the dark clouds billowed from around the side of the Estate and a clawed hand crumbled a section of the roof. The dark being of the clouds, its mouth agape, emerged, looking down at them.

Berie felt for an arrow, but her quiver was empty now. Garoa attempted to cast a spell, but he could not.

The sounds of shattering glass came, and they spotted Brethor flying backward from the Estate. The Dark Ones were in pursuit as he fell into the shrouded and icy shadow of the mountain.

Berie wept and pounded her hand on the door of the Foundry. They were trapped.

Then from the clouds above, a whimsical green pattern began to dance all around the blackness of the enslaved god Kel. There was a fresh rush of snow and even brighter polar lights. Like waves in the sky, they formed around the black being. The beast in the clouds lifted its hands off the Estate and met the hands of another monstrous form that stood upon the great polar lights.

"Wura! Wura has come!" shouted Berie.

In a rush of blue, green, and reddish hues dancing around them, the door was now alight and Berie pushed it open. They ran for the Doorway. As the two gods clashed above the Estate, Garoa stopped and went back outside. 

"What are you doing?" shouted Sviska.

"My friends! I must tell them to flee or they will remain at my house waiting for me!"

He pulled a small pipe from his robe and blew into it. Sviska could hear no sound, but Garoa continued blowing. Nothing seemed to happen.

Garoa then ran toward Sviska. "Now we can go.”

Berie and Slats already stood in the archway. Sviska and Garoa joined them, and they held hands. There was a rush of wind in the room, and Sviska turned to see Kasis appear in a black shroud.

Sviska closed his eyes and imagined the grove. In a rush, they were gone.

Blackness was all they could see. Sviska reached for the flute and played a melody. The forest came alight, but there was turmoil within. The trees bent turbulently, and the fairies flew about without a roost to stand on. 

"This way!" shouted Sviska.

Sviska led the others out of the woods and to the shore of the sea. The sea around them was angry, and the waves struck the shore, casting foam into the air. 

In the distance, waterspouts twisted and wrapped over the waves. The clouds above them swirled, and the polar lights stretched to well beyond the skies of the grove.

As they approached the shore, a rush of water and air met them as Meredaas emerged. The surf struck their knees but receded.

Slats and Garoa both screamed. Slats held his axe in front of him, shaking.

"What is that!" he cried. 

"That is Meredaas," the elf said. "An old god."

"Good to see you, last of the elves, Berie," it said. "Your father is indeed missed by myself."

"Great sea god, the city is lost. Brethor is lost."

Meredaas’ expression did not change. "Many happenings are changing the seas and lands now. The gods’ battle above the city of magic as well as the Galhedriss Arcana taken from its resting place after so long. The days will not be calm for some time, but I see the Saints of Wura have escaped. Welcome to the grove, if welcome can be given."

"Thank you, fish!" said Garoa. "But we must get going."

Meredaas ignored the blasphemy. From beside him, the waters swirled and the white ship Sviska had ridden on before emerged, though this time it looked somewhat different. It was larger, with a great white sail and an actual helm for steering.

"You are in the far northern seas. You should head east for two days and then, as the full moon rises to its highest point, turn south. There is a village there, and from there, you shall learn of your next step."

"Thank you, Meredaas," said Berie.

"Guard the book. There will be many who search for you now. You must do many things, but above all else, do not allow that book to be taken."

"Where do you go now?" Sviska asked.

"I return to the sea. It is ever here and shall ever be, as will I."

With a rush of water, Meredaas descended again, leaving the boat resting on the shore. The waters of the grove and of the ocean around them became as glass.

The four boarded the ship, and Sviska took the helm. It had been many years since he had piloted a ship, but no one else had shown interest. He felt for the Galhedriss Arcana and closed his eyes, thinking of the sacrifices of Brethor, Cusis, and the many others who had fallen in Elinathrond.

 With a gust of wind and perhaps Meredaas’ current, the boat lurched away from the shore and began cutting across the waters. Sviska, Berie, Garoa, and Slats left the beaches of the grove, heading east. With the moon as their guide and the polar lights happily dancing above them in a whimsical farewell, they departed over the crisp icy seas, not sure of what lay next in their path.
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Chapter 1 Adrift

 

The ship lurched and tossed in the waves as hastening wind blew upon the bow. Sviska was at the helm, only somewhat familiar with it from his time with Meredaas, but given the present passengers, he was the most confident in sailing.

Behind them, the fading outline of the grove fell from view. The polar lights above them rippled and shined brightly as the storm in the south flashed with sparks and thundered loud enough to make them jump with every strike.

Slats stood at the front of the ship, his axe strapped on his back, tissue from dead legionnaires still a crimson stain on its edge. To Sviska, that seemed fitting for the dwarf. Slats’ spirit was strong, and he looked back to Sviska with a nodding smile. Garoa set on the deck about midway between him and Slats. He fiddled with his gauntlets, shaking each of them until they were free. He rubbed his wrists and stretched.

"Good to be rid of those for a while. They are a bit heavy," he said, raising both of his eyebrows and staring around. His choice to talk seemed little more than boredom to Sviska. They had all been silent since they left the grove, but in that silence, there was little comfort.

 Berie slouched, looking over the deck. Her bow lay on its side, her quiver filled again with arrows. The elven enchantments upon the quiver had restored her stock of bolts; however, it was obvious to all that she did not concern herself with anything save the loss of those in Elinathrond and the last tie to her family. The death of Brethor weighed on all of their minds, but it was Berie’s tears that stained the deck. 

Sviska was not without grief, but he held back what tears he felt behind his eyes. It was strange enough for him to feel as he did at all.

 The world and sanctuary of Elinathrond was no more. He knew what world awaited them. Following Meredaas' order, they were to head east for three days. He was not too sure of the shores they would find this direction. His time under the Order had kept him in the more southern and western lands. The northeast was less civilized, less of a threat—at least, a threat where an assassin was necessary.

The sea began to calm, and the propelling force that had ferried them east faded. The ship still moved by its own enchantment, and other than the occasional thought to avoid small pieces of ice, Sviska did very little at the helm. 

Garoa stood and went to the opposing side from Berie, who looked back toward the south. Reaching into his tunic, he fumbled and found, after moderate searching and a concerned look on his face, the silver whistle he had used at the Foundry. Slats joined him on the side of the deck as he blew into it, not making a sound any of them could hear.

"I'd say your horn is dreadful when it comes to musical instruments," Slats commented, shaking his head.

"Not all things are obvious, dwarf. This is no musical instrument," Garoa replied. He looked up into the clouds and said, "You see, look there!"

Slats looked up to spy shapes high above, circling downward. 

"Looks like he's bringing a meal of birds down," Sviska jeered. "I hope you have a way to cook them."

As the figures drew closer, it was obvious that no mere birds were coming to land on the deck. Garoa's dragons had escaped the fall of the city, or so it seemed, as two small dragons came to rest before Garoa.

He knelt down and rubbed under their chins. Both of them closed their eyes, lowering their heads further into his rub as their wings stretched outward.

Garoa sobbed. "Momma didn't make it, I guess, and neither did your siblings."

He shook his head, looking at them. "I bet she took at least twenty of those Legion men, thirty if she could have been flying, but she wouldn't have left you two defenseless." 

Both of the dragons leaped on his forearms and nuzzled into his tunic.

"I have you. You are safe.”

Berie turned to Garoa, went toward the two dragons, and said, "I sense their sadness. Are they well?"

"Seem to be. Nasty sight, seeing what they did. They were just born a few moons ago, and to witness such horrors at the hands of the Legion."

In the distant past, the Grand Protectorate had been known to tie up captured dragons for games of war. They would cut the wings, bind the jaws, and in drunken brawls, wager how many knives or spears it would take to kill one. Garoa thought of this and of what the mother dragon must have endured.

Berie smiled and said, "Gentle creatures to the right hand, dragons. You are lucky to have them, as well as they you."

Garoa nodded, putting the images of the death of his mother dragon far from his mind.

"How are you?" 

"I am strong. It is what Brethor would've wanted, and we must honor that. The Galhedriss Arcana is safe."

Sviska felt his side, and the shape of the book quelled his sudden fear. He feared losing such an item. If the Order obtained the text, things would be far more terrible than he could imagine, worse even than his once-brother Kasis using magic.

The world had changed for him. Many weeks ago, he believed magic was no more and those of magic origin were dead from a disease. However, the world he knew was gone and the Order was more malevolent than he could have ever imagined. No longer was it his life alone he worried of—evil grew in the world. 

The “disease” was a curse, created for the genocide of all magical creatures. After Sviska refused to complete his task, the Legion of the Grand Protectorate swarmed Elinathrond. Even worse, with the armies came the enslaved god Kel, somehow under the control of the Order. 

Sviska did not understand all that had been revealed to him in the past few weeks, but he knew the Order would hunt his party. Kasis had seen their escape. The Order would not rest until they were found, and there would be few in the world they could trust.

A first night passed and a second one was upon them when the ship became hard to steer and then stopped. Slats, who had just caught some fish, looked up to Sviska, who was as perplexed as was he.

"What happened?" Berie asked, walking to the side of the ship and looking into the water.

"I don't know."

Garoa had not quite noticed the commotion. His thoughts were on making a fire from random thatch he had spotted in a small room, or more appropriately named, alcove, due to its small size. The storage area was just under the helm and had numerous supplies. The sea god had given them some provisions, knowing of their journey to come, but had left out food. Inside, he found a large clay pot the size for making a large stew, and took it for his soon-to-be "roaring fire" he had promised with a smile. They could at least roast fish over the fire. 

Garoa placed his hands over the thatch and twigs and attempted to summon flames. 

Sviska watched as a red glow began in his palm, but no flame, no spark. The kindling remained unlit. 

"Aye!" Garoa shouted. He stood and then knelt back down, his hand over the twigs again. He began to sweat as his focus centered, his hand over the twigs.

"What is it?" Sviska asked.

He did not reply.

Slats slapped the final of three fish and walked over to him. 

"Never in my life has this happened," he whispered to himself.

"Use a flint rock. We should have one of those,” Slats told him.

Garoa remained silent to the others.

"I will go look for one," the dwarf continued. 

He dropped his fish and went toward the alcove. Sviska still did not know why the ship would not move.

Berie felt the air with her palm and then looked up into the night sky. The stars above were bright, but an emptiness chilled her skin. A tinge she had known all her life was no longer as present as it has been.

"Sviska," she said, her eyes widening, "we have passed from the realm of magic and the grove. What enchantment was on this ship is gone, as well as Garoa's power." 

The Rusis slapped the thatch and stood. "I don't understand this!" he said. "And what do you mean my power is gone, elf?"

Sviska joined the others on the deck.

"There is no magic in the rest of the world; at least, not to the degree seen in Elinathrond."

"No magic? This just makes it better, then," Garoa said, turning away from them and stomping to the front of the ship. It had not taken much to sour his mood.

Slats appeared from the alcove with a flint stone and knelt with his knife, casting sparks and eventually starting a small fire in the clay pot. He added larger sticks and soon had a decent fire going.

"I noticed some torches also back there. We need to remember those. A few candles and glass lamps were there, also. We need some light on the deck."

The glowing white wood from before was now dull and almost as that which made any other wooden ship. Aside from a few areas, the wood was actually beginning to darken, as if aged.

Sviska had found sails in the alcove, as well as ropes. 

"A gleaming white ship would draw too much unwanted attention. We don't need that going into unknown waters," he said to the others. "Sails will work well to get us moving. Although fish is good, we will not have much in our stores for long. Especially, the fuel to cook." 

Garoa had just finished roasting the fish on a metal stave. They each took some and then got to stringing the sails. Sviska had sailed before, but not much more than a fishing boat. Slats seemed to know a bit, too, having read of sailing in the Estate library.

They tied the lines as best they could, and the winds that were about began pushing them further east. At last they were moving again, and not soon enough. A fog had rolled in, and it was difficult to see.

They continued on, hoping that eventually the fog would lift, but as a cruel and turbulent northern sea began to toss, it was clear a storm was upon them. The waves grew larger, and the wind began to bite at their skin. The spray of the sea cast over the deck, and Sviska pointed for them to let down the sail; they would no longer be able to control their path. Water crashed onto the deck, nearly knocking Slats from his footing if it wasn’t for Berie’s watchful grasp.

“We must take cover,” Sviska shouted.

But the ship rolled to the side again. The four of them slipped and fell, struggling to get themselves and their belongings into the alcove. With his two young dragons, too small to take to the air with the sudden storm, Garoa was the last in. Closing the door, he let down a latch to lock them in. They peered at each other, each soaking in the suds of the storm.

They were in the dark, unable to move much more than their limbs, and had they had any other room, they would have found themselves tossed from side to side. Given their conditions, they struggled to sleep and found resting difficult. But it was here they would remain. Twice they attempted to open the door, but the winds were too much and none of them had the experience of the sea to guide the vessel.

Berie closed her eyes and placed her hands on the door. “May Wura protect us,” she intoned.

Many hours passed with no change in the storm outside. Then there was a sudden jolt, and a shock shot throughout the room. They tumbled, rolling and beating upon one another inside the alcove.

 The sound of the waves remained, but the ship no longer moved. Garoa pushed open the doors, rolling out onto the deck. The others followed, somewhat disheveled, but thankful they were alive and, so far, uninjured. The dragons scurried out, fearfully jumping around the splintered wood. 

Sviska looked out from the deck as the storm above still roared. The ship had come to rest on a rocky outcropping lit by the flashes of lightning above. A land bridge of no more than a quarter mile led to more land and what seemed through a haze of wind and rain to be a structure. Garoa fitted his gauntlets as Sviska pointed that direction, and they disembarked, running for what cover they could find.

The narrow land bridge was dark, riddled with rocky holes and sudden drops to the left or right. The sea, stewed by the storm above, tore into the outcroppings of stone that led out from either side. Waves erupted into the air, and foamy arms of water whipped the path ahead. Not once but twice as they ran toward the structure, coming closer into view, they dropped to the ground, clawing into the earth as waters rushed over them and then back out to sea.

"Hurry!" Sviska yelled, motioning for them to follow him further. 

He had not been doing as much physically in the last few weeks as he used to. The wandering ways of his life before kept him on the move and adept at such things as narrow paths and slippery places. But even he struggled to keep a proper path—his boots slid in the mud and the occasional drop in the path caused him to stumble. He was thankful he had not fallen.

The path began to open up as they waded through ankle-deep water, which tugged at their legs as the tides swept a sandy shore. Climbing an embankment, they found their way to tall sea grass and collapsed.

Slats coughed and sucked at the air as he tried to catch his breath. Garoa wiped his face and spat. 

"Salt! I am about sick of it," he said, looking around.

The small dragons were soaked, licking the water that pooled from the rain. A sand crab scurried away, and they both chased after it, snapping as their prey fled into the water.

Sviska stared at Berie. She was not out of breath or even somewhat weary. Her curved, lightning-lit eyes, alert behind a curtain of wet hair, surveyed the scene around her. She pointed into the darkness.

"There is a structure there, over the hill. It is dark but should provide shelter." She began to walk, ahead of the others.

"Go, my friends. Dig you some shelter!" Garoa commanded his dragons. They both flapped their wings, coasting a distance away, and began digging into the ground. "Join us at first light up the road!"

He followed Berie as Sviska took Slats, who although breathed slower now, still appeared shocked by the events of the storm. He opened his eyes wider as they pulled him to his feet.

"Going to kill a dwarf yet, sir!"

They followed Berie through short grass riddled with boulders and small streams rushing toward the sea. 

Sviska bound his coat tighter as the winds grew stronger and frigid gusts blew upon them. The storm was moving out to deeper sea, and the sky above was patchy gray with a slight glow on the horizon.

They came to a stone structure, decrepit but seemingly sealed shut with stacked wood. To the left of that, there were the remains of a section of tower, a length of wall of around thirty feet, and a small hut-like house built into the end of the wall, with no discernible door visible from where they stood.

Garoa wasted no time tearing into stone rubble near the tower before crawling into the space he had made. 

"It’s good. Well, not good, but better than out there. It is at least dry and seems to be secure."

Tired and not wishing any debate, they followed in after the Rusis. The space was better than the alcove of the ship, but it still was no bed. The wind seemed to move the structure above them. Whooshing into the cracks in the stone, it found its way to the four, who were beginning to doze. A moaning sound above them caused Slats to jump and hit his head on the ceiling above. As pebbles and dust fell on top of them, Garoa kicked at Slats and then rolled onto his side away from the others. Sviska brushed his face of the debris and closed his eyes. The howling of the wind beckoned him to sleep.

It was no more than a few hours later when he awoke, his eyes opening and spotting Berie and Garoa peering out from the structure. A sweet smell in the air, reminiscent of an herbal tonic he had many years ago, caused his mouth to water, and he sat up, moving toward the other two.

They turned to him, signaling him to be quiet, each touching a finger to their lips as Berie grasped her bow and fit an arrow to the string. There was a small fire lit outside, but none of them had lit it.

A man was outside just a few paces from them. He was as short as Slats, but older, with long gray hair that hung down his back and a beard that hung down below his belly. It rustled in the wind as the man worked. He hummed a tune to himself. Rolling bags stuffed with different plants, he worked hastily, binding them.

"What do you think?" Garoa asked, rubbing his hands together nervously.

"I think we should drop him now, save the trouble of him giving us up. I doubt we look the type to be from around here," Berie stated, her eyes set on her target.

Sviska shook his head. "Berie, not everyone in this land is a threat. He seems to be a simple gardener or a healer. We cannot hope to get help murdering the first person we see. Most people wouldn't believe those of magic origin still existed."

A groggy Slats tapped him on the shoulder. "You saying that to a dwarf and a pointy-eared elf—we are not exactly your normal sorts, hmm?"

"It will be done, then," the elf said. She pulled her bowstring to her cheek.

Sviska cringed and scampered out from hiding. Garoa reached for his leg to pull him down, but missed. 

"Good sir, I mean you no harm," Sviska said.

The man jerked up, drawing a knife hidden in his belt. In a rush of motion behind Sviska, Garoa and Slats were at his side. Sviska sidestepped to block Berie's view, knowing the elf would be well-ready to loose her arrow.

Slats held his axe in hand, and Garoa stood a step back from Sviska.

"If, ya, um . . .  meaning me no harm, why do ya have your . . . um . . .  weapons drawn now?" the man muttered, his hand shaking the blade in front of Sviska and his comrades.

Sviska held his hands up, showing that he held no weapon.

"We are travelers from afar. Our ship wrecked on the rocks during the storm, and we sought refuge here near these ruins. We do not wish trouble."

"Wishing trouble you are, holding those weapons! The legionnaires have weapons, and trouble they are! I saw wreckage from a ship up the beach. The shallows are no good for ships, particularly after a large storm."

This man was no fighting man. He held his dagger up with the confidence of a small child at the face of a raging river. His knees quivered and he bit his lip, while his eyes bounced between them.

Sviska lowered his hands, and as Berie came to his side, her bow was not drawn, but an arrow still rested on the string. Slats let his axe head fall to the side, and the man retracted his dagger.

"I am just gathering herbs, you see, for stew, I swear," the man explained. He went to his pot and pointed for them to look. 

"Why do you give us an explanation? We need none nor have we asked for any. You would think it is illegal to gather herbs," Slats said.

The man blinked repeatedly and then said, "But it is. The Legion has spoken, and well, the Grand Protectorate has made it a crime for many generations. You must not be from around any part of the world not to know that."

"You could say we have been, well, away," Garoa said. 

Sviska stooped and picked up the man's pack, handing it to him after a quick, unrevealing glance inside. 

"My name is Sviska, and this is Berie, Garoa, and Slats. We were traveling east when the storm took us. We had about a day of journeying before we reached our destination."

"Oh, then you travel to the village of Kersa, or perhaps to the ruin of Srun, gathering place of the Chieftains?"

"We do not know of this ruin or Kersa. We do seek these islands. Are you one of these Chieftains?" 

"Why, no. I make stew. Well, herb stew. Okay, mostly I make herbal salves for the fishers who go out in the cold, but I can also make stew. I was gathering supplies along the shore when the storm rolled in. I took shelter here overnight. I will be journeying back soon if you wish to follow me, and if I haven’t said it yet, the name is Euso."

Euso reached out his hand as if to shake, but before Sviska could shake, he pulled his hand back and bowed with his head. This continued until each had bowed in turn. Euso threw his pack over his shoulder. 

"Are we ready, then?"

Garoa pulled out his silver pipe and blew three times, followed by a long blow. 

"I am," he said, and winked at Sviska. 

Off in the distance, his dragons took to the sky with the plan to follow from above and out of sight to most who might have glanced in their direction. 

Sviska shook his head to Euso and motioned for the others to follow. Berie went to Sviska, looking over her shoulder as the others began to walk.

"How do we know to trust him? He is a random man who we know of only because he says what he does."

"And how else should we know of him?"

She stopped, inhaled and exhaled slowly, then said, "I am to protect that book, as are you. If the Order or Legion of the Grand Protectorate, or whatever it might be that should threaten us, should find us due to him . . ."

"Then we will protect it as we would in any unfortunate happening. At least walking in with a common man will look better than sailing in on a random ship that I am sure a fishing community will see as not one of their own."

"Brethor would seek solitude and hide away." 

"And that is what he did when it was appropriate. That is the past."

Berie closed her eyes and turned away.

"I mean him nor you any disrespect,” Sviska said, “but Brethor knew what he was doing when he sent the book away. Simply hiding and hoping they would not find it would no longer work. Now you can rest assured they will be searching for us. You can take some comfort in the fact that at least this man seems to work outside the wishes of the Grand Protectorate and thus the Order. He is all we have right now, Berie. No one else is to give us comfort. Brethor is dead."

Berie shook her head and was silent. She swung her bow over her shoulder and jogged to catch up with the others. Sviska rolled his tongue and bit it. Perhaps he could have chosen different words.

 

 


Chapter 2 Of Herbs and Kidnapping

 

The journey from the ruins was on a path that climbed up and down sparse grasses and dense rocks. The water that trickled around them in small creeks crested with ice along the edges. From the wind that sped off the sea and blew through the travelers came the only other sound. No birds flew in this region, and there was little else to see other than occasional rising of boulders in the fields cresting the horizon.

"Desolate area," Sviska said. 

Euso nodded and said, "Of course. Nothing has been in this area since the fall of the old kingdoms of the islands. There are ruins here and there, but most are home to rather unpleasant creatures. I have found myself using them on more than one occasion to hide from Legion patrols, but in the colder months, they normally prefer their own fire pits and send out others to search the area. But the others couldn’t care less of the Legion, and simply go for a walk. The Legion have been increasingly harsh as of late, and the few who may still hold them in any regard besides vain keep quiet. I myself do not like them. They burned my storehouse about a year ago, stating that I was dabbling in magic. Quite strange to me, as I do not have magic. I am an apothecary. I mix herbs and water, brew teas, smoke a bit of dried grass from time to time.”

"I shall have to try a bit of your dried grass,” interrupted Slats. "My pipe has been cold as of late, and that isn't because of this snow! I would love to have some."

Sviska thumped Slats on the back, and dwarf cringed.

"What?"

"I would be happy to share some with you, Slats," Euso said, "but do I dare ask what the likes of you four are doing in this region? Though I appreciate you not gutting me earlier, your weapons are, how do you say it, odd?"

Garoa glanced at the others. Having no actual weapon, he tilted his head and sent a gesture toward the others. Sviska knew someone had to say something. Before he could start, Berie spoke up.

"We are travelers paying homage to the old ways. In respect of the lives that were lost in the past wars."

Sviska looked to her and shook his head. The elf continued looking forward, avoiding his glance.

"No war in these parts in quite some time, except the fall of the kingdoms of the islands. But I think I mentioned those before." 

Slats stopped and bent down, picking a yellow berry from beside the path. He was just about to pop it into his mouth when Euso looked back. 

"Don't eat those, dear sir. You will find the taste to be tart, and the fact of a locked jaw is not a good time."

He dropped the berry and brushed his hand on his beard. Looking down, he saw a different type, bunched in a group of red nodules. He picked it up, tearing one of them off and smelling its sweet aroma. He was about to eat it when Euso stopped him again.

"Not that one either. That one you will just be sick. Not a good meal for the hungry."

"Is your village much further?" Slats asked, the rumblings of his stomach remaining unsatisfied from the lack of edible food on the path.

"It is close. As close as the village of Kersa to the ruins of Srun."

"Forgive us that we do not know the distance," Garoa stated, his tone low and stoic, for hunger also had found its way to him.

"The journey to the village of Kersa is but a few hours’ more walk. You have found yourself wrecked on the outer island of the Clan of Five Islands. Each island acts as its own ruling region. You can reach the islands by boat with ease, but we tend to keep to ourselves.

On the mainland, there are the most majestic ruins. Twice a year all the Chieftains meet and talk of legal things and disputes over supplies. They meet typically before winter and then again at the first turn of frost to green in the mainland region. It was here the capital city of the old kingdom sat. Now there is but the keep that remains, set within the ruined citadel. Upon the commencement of the council, they light the torch towers along the remains of the curtain walls of the ruins. For many nights they continue, until at last they disperse and each tribe takes to assigned duties."

"Sounds as if your people have a peaceful existence up here."

The man gulped. "Peace within us, yes. Now, at least. There were disputes and times where as village apothecary, I patched more than a few injured people and presided over the death of many more, but the Legion, they are the ones we worry of now."

Coming up the crest of another rock-strewn hill, the sight of civilization became apparent in the far distance. Well-traveled ruts in the ground marked a road that ran north and south down the island. From the northern way of the city, it stretched past them and down toward the mainland. They had started down the road when they heard a cart coming from behind them. 

A two-horse-drawn cart rattled down the road with a single driver atop it. The cart had stacks of sacks, but was in quite a hurry. Behind them, there were three horsemen garbed in large hooded robes. As they drew closer, Euso, as well as the others, cleared the road as the cart continued on, the man snapping the reins as they passed. The cart was followed by two horsemen as the third came to a slow gallop before stopping just in front of them.

Sviska's hand slipped down to his dagger. Berie had hidden her bow as they walked, but now she felt for its arm, turning her foot sideways as she leaned back.

"Chieftain Knasgriff, a good morning it is to you, sir," Euso said, bowing as the man dismounted. 

"You are well, Euso?” he asked, stepping around the front of his horse. 

Sviska noticed the man was now resting his hand on a sword, hidden by baggage and otherwise out of view, unless one was to follow the baggage downward toward a jeweled scabbard that was just visible

"Why yes, I am. The storm last night stranded these people, and they seek assistance. They were heading east when it blew them off course. They sought our islands, perhaps even the meeting of the Chieftains at Srun."

"And why would they seek that? Have you not heard we have been unable to convene for months? The Legion have sought that place for a while for no other reason but to defile it. Now I am off in the night, more kidnappings of the sparse villages of the south, and the Legion claims nothing has happened. Now I have these strangers walking my land as injured are rushed to my town, only to find my apothecary with these strangers. Perhaps the Legion tells the truth, and it has been my apothecary who has been fooled? My duties had taken me away from the village late in the night, and with my suspicion of strangers, it is an uncomfortable inconvenience finding you people here.”

"We mean you no harm," assured Slats.

"Is that true, wee man? Your axe has not spilled blood this night?" 

Slats looked at the tissue still within the articulation of the head. "That is old." 

"The fact that he has not struck you down should give you a clear reason not to harm us. It seems you are already dealing with an issue with the Legion," Garoa said. “We have similar problems, so therefore we are friends.”

"Well-chosen words. I am not with the Legion, as are none who inhabit our islands, though not all will say it. The kidnappings in the night have become more numerous than the public ones. For the last month, it has not been just fish the Legion stole away from us. My spies near Lokam tell me the First Legion marched with a great smog over them more than twelve days ago. What doom they sought I can only guess, but the storms over the last three nights have been the most horrible in all my many years."

"We are no friend to the Grand Protectorate or their Legion," Sviska said. "That should give you some comfort."

"Comfort or not, that is to be decided. You have shown no violence to me thus far, and so I will escort you to the village. But publicly stating that you are no friend to the Legion is not something I advise you to do. Though most feel disdain toward them, I will not allow you to bring further suffering to my people. The Grand Protectorate has even more spies than I, and some of those I know are not natural." 

Knasgriff looked to the skies and then mounted his horse, taking hold of the reins and clicking his horse forward. 

"Come, we shall get you something to eat. And take care to hide that dagger and axe—weapons are not allowed within the village, especially if the Legion comes through."

Sviska pushed his scabbard around his side, and Slats removed his robes before slinging his axe's strap over his shoulder and covering back up.

"I did not catch your names,” Knasgriff said.

"Sviska."

"Garoa."

"Slats."

"And who are you, my lady?"

The elf began to walk faster ahead of the others. She turned, looking back and up to Knasgriff, and stated, "Berie, and do not refer to me as your own possession.”

"I meant no disrespect by it, Berie. It is a custom of our lands to treat women as such. The words are meant to be of respect."

"Careful with that one, Chieftain," Garoa said. "She is not the type to be treated as your custom might have it."

They began to walk at a quickened pace, the trot of the horse added to the lack of other sounds as they drew closer to the village. 

"I find it strange you would take a path from the seas to this place. There is not in the way of many civilized places far west," Knasgriff commented.

"You are correct, and now there is one less, thanks to the Legion," said Sviska.

"I am interested to hear of your journey and offer what assistance I may, but as you can guess, things are not as we would like in our lands."

Slats stretched and moaned, and then said, “A warm bit of food and a smoke will do me well for now."

Euso laughed. "It seems we have something in common, you and I. I can for sure provide the one as soon as we get to my home."

They made it to the outskirts of the village. From the road, a single path went past wooden palisades interlaced with stone pillars. The entire structure of an outer wall and village seemed built off the ground with earthen mounds supporting underneath. Metal gates at the water level gave passage to fishing ships to the docks underneath. The docks were also a place where ships could be anchored in the event of a storm, a place of importance to the island.

Yellow banners flew atop the gatehouse of iron and adorned wood, shaped like bears. Two men with short swords girded to their waists opened the doors.

Knasgriff looked to the guards, nodding. "We as Chieftains are not denied guards for our city; however, the formation of an army, even as to offer support to the Legion, is not allowed," he said. 

As they passed the gateway, the city before them lay sprawled up hills of earth and random stones. A path made of wood twisted upward toward a stone tower that reached out above the village.

Euso turned to them and said, "I must attend to the injured who were brought. You will be well with the Chieftain." 

He began away when Slats stepped forward after him and asked, "I am interested in your skills as a healer. May I join you?"

Euso paused and looked upward to Knasgriff.

"You trusted them enough to bring them this far. If you believe them in what they say, make your choice," he said, dismounting from his horse.

The apothecary nodded and shrugged his shoulders. "Let us go. We will stop by my house afterward for some pipe herbs."

Slats and Euso headed down a plank walkway and to the foot of the center stone pillar that made up the base of the city. Passing through a cloth-covered hole, they were gone.

Knasgriff gave his horse to an attendant and led the others up the winding path that led to the upper levels of the village. 

Walking past the people, it was clear that this was a fishing community. Baskets of different fish, clams, and other odd sea life were stacked all around the stock houses and shops. Below them, the waters of the surrounding seas licked the base of the central structure. Water-level docks bustled with ships bringing in their catch, and in more than one spot, there were shouts and bellows as people scurried with supplies on and off the ships.

The fishing ships were large and long, and with curved sails, they were strong enough to withstand the battering waves of the seas, as well as haul their catch back to the city. The lower industrial-like region of the lower city gave way to the mid-level housing district. Children played in the street; their dirty faces and simple brown clothing did not dampen the spirit of even the youngest ones, who were held tightly as the Chieftain and "strangers" passed.

Every few doors, an unnerving glare or person cowering away met the glance of Sviska. In all his travels, he had not happened upon this place nor one where the people were so desolate. Sviska’s group began up a larger ramp. 

"It seems your people do not trust us," he said.

"And well they are not to,” Knasgriff answered. “The Legion were the last strangers to come here. Since they came, their demands for fish have become so insatiable that we are no longer able to keep up with their wishes. Taxes from the Grand Protectorate have went up, and now I am lucky I even have the boots on my feet!"

Garoa fell back from his place near Knasgriff. "Sviska, the Grand Protectorate, is it the same as the Order?" he whispered.

"Yes," Knasgriff replied to the surprise of both of them. "Do not speak of that again while outside."

Berie’s cautious eyes turned to Sviska, and he sighed.

They came to the third level, where intersecting plank walkways ran the length of the city. Around them, the earthen mound that made up the palisade walls rose upward to a point patrolled by guards. From this height, they could see the sea around them, as well as the rolling plains and the north-south road that ran from Kersa to the edge of the isle. 

Near the center of the level, encased in stone awnings and wooden walls, sat the Great Hall of the Chieftain. In the far corner was a large windmill, where a smithy was busy hammering a new part in place, and children lifted wheat from a store house built into the wall of the village, and prepared it to be ground. Seabirds resting on the top perches of the building took flight as they approached the doors. 

The guards at the sides bowed before opening the wooden doors that creaked as they fought the icy buildup that iced over the hinges. Sviska and the others followed Knasgriff into the darkened doorway.

Walking in, the ceiling rose to a high point. A large fire ran almost the length of the hall along one side, and opposite of that, a large table beckoned them, with servants attending to the two people they had seen riding the cart from earlier. Above them, two chandeliers glowed with candles, dripping wax onto their metal frames, and lightened up the otherwise dank hall. 

"It is better than some of the island nations, but by no means the nicest. Perhaps next time you plan to shipwreck, you can do so on an eastern island. They tend to be a bit more elaborate with their halls."

Garoa chuckled quietly to himself. Sviska and Berie stared at the two at the table.

Knasgriff took a seat by the man and woman who stirred their bread in a bowl of broth and fish, closing his hands and leaning forward.

"My healer is attending to your mother. If she can be saved, it will be done."

"Thank you, my Chieftain," the man said, tearful and red in his face. The woman said nothing. "We wish only now that our children could be returned," the man added.

Knasgriff bowed his head and then took the hand of the woman, and said, "My dear, we will do what we can to find what has happened to them."

The woman jerked her hand away before sinking her head into her husband's chest. 

"It isn't right. We gave fish as asked. We even offered more, but they were not interested. We even offered money!"

"I have nothing to offer other than to say you are not alone in your plight. Men, women, and other children have been taken."

"What need do the Legion have with extra people? What need could they have for a child?" Sviska asked. “They are fighting men recruited from the people. They use not slaves, at least, as I understand it.”

"Well, when you figure that out, you will know more than all the island nations. However, we are not alone in this issue, for rumor has spread that they have taken people across even the central and southern lands. This is no wartime draft, no rounding up of women as a new Legion takes over a region. I have attempted to send spies directly after the kidnappers, but none of my men or women have returned. Something else works in the shadows."

Sviska felt a tightness in his stomach as he thought of the Dark Ones. Kasis alone could kill most others with ease, as could he, and perhaps he would be in the killing business, too, if still in service to the Order.

The door behind them opened, and a man walked in. Taller than Sviska and Garoa, the man held a large sack with both hands and dropped it onto the floor beside the fire. Pulling off his gloves and coat, he stretched before loosening straps on a leather shirt he wore. Pulling his head through the side of it, the shirt fell to the floor with a thud. His hair was long and blond, with a twisted rope of shells that hung down his back in a braid. On either side of his boots were scabbards. Twisted shell handles were set to two daggers extending nearly to his knees.

"Kealin," Knasgriff said. "What news from the northern isle?"

 


Chapter 3 Kealin

 

"News as gud as cun be,” Kealin answered. “We have lit the old forge and began to mine the ores. We have been thoroughly searched out by the Grand Protectorate Navy and no luck have dey hads to sees us beyund a fishin' boat or two taking what dey believe to be fish back to the Island."

Kealin turned and looked at the others. His eyes scanned them. "Whose dis here?"

"Travelers, not friends to the Legions or Grand Protectorate."

"Aye, youse say you do not like the Legions. From what cave have you lived? I have met none 'cept ourselves whom have issue with the Legions."

"From a dark cave. Far west. In the mountains," Garoa said.

"Must be from Tar Sol or Tal Aval?” Kealin wondered. “Some of that region have secrets, but I say they have had worse times of late. Seems a great loss of life has happened there, or so the seas have whispered to me."

"We mean no harm to you people here and we thank you for helping us," Sviska said. He looked at Kealin with a particular eye, seeing that his voice had changed. Was this the Kealin that Brethor spoke of at Elinathrond?

"Ah! Yes! Some food for you all, except the short one. He is with Euso."

Knasgriff clapped his hands twice, and a female servant with brown hair emerged.

"Some extra porridge, Chieftain?"

"Yes, Dani, and some for our guests, as well."

Dani disappeared and then returned with four bowls. Dani glanced at Kealin, who smiled a large grin. "I will have none. You see, being friend of the fish, I tend to eat only crab."

"I know, Kealin. The bowl is for the Chieftain," she replied.

"Oh well, dank you for getting it for him den!"

Knasgriff smiled and asked, "Still one with the ocean?"

"As always, you know dat! The sea is life and I have desire to stay of this world,” Kealin said. “I have word from the eastern islands. The shipwrights have constructed a great deal of our special fishing boats. With the forge up and running and a little blade-craft from myself, I think we will be on our way for a special fishing trip."

Knasgriff nodded in reply and then looked over to Sviska and Berie, who had just sat down at the table, joining a confident Garoa, who was drinking the bowl of broth and picking at the fish with his hands. He then tapped Kealin on the shoulder, "Let us talk in private, and bring your items with you. I wish to see the production." 

Knasgriff disappeared with Kealin into another room. The door shut and the Saints of Wura found themselves opposite the grieving husband and wife, with a nerving silence in the air.

Sviska looked at the man and woman for a moment and then said, "I am sorry for your loss." 

"If I could, I would've died to protect them,” the husband began. “When they came, we locked the door. But the hinges fell onto the ground useless and the door burst into flames as it fell. When they came in, I was stricken and could not move. Something was unnatural about the hooded man that was with them."

"Hooded man?" Sviska asked.

"I do not know if it is something that can be believed, but the man reached out to me and it was like I was frozen and unable to move. When my wife ran at them, a legionnaire tripped her, laughing. When they went for our boy, her mother slapped the hooded man. He drew a curved blade and stabbed her. She fell to the ground still gurgling on her own blood as he turned his attention back to our children. They took both of them and were gone. I have not seen power like that in all my life. I thought there was no magic left, no evil left."

Garoa and Berie both looked to the man before Berie spoke first, "Magic is not the root of the evil you dealt with. But is an unfortunate occurrence that accompanied it.”

"How can you say such a thing?" the woman asked her suddenly. She stood before slamming her fist to the table and said, "I know of the evil of magic in the old days. The only good fortune that has come from the Protectorate has been its annihilation!"

The woman was increasingly tearful and her husband stood with her, leading her outside. He turned to the others and then shook his head before following his wife, shutting the door behind them.

Knasgriff came back into the room, followed by Kealin, and asked, "Where did they go?"

"It seems we offended your guests, and we are sorry," Garoa said.

Kealin went to the main door of the hall and looked out before lowering down a large wooden beam, thus locking the door. He then turned and reached along both of his boots, drawing two large red daggers, each the length of his forearms. He flipped them in his hands.

Sviska felt for his dagger, and Garoa suddenly wished he had one. Berie was still, seeing the reflection of the man who was unknown as friend or foe in the reflection of Sviska's eyes.

Knasgriff took a seat at the table and said, "Now it is time to know what part you play in this. I have thus far been truthful and I believe you may know more than you should just being here and witnessing what you have. I have taken a chance and I hope one I will not regret. Now, you will tell me what I ask, agreed?"

"Is the armed guard necessary?" Garoa asked, pointing toward Kealin.

Knasgriff laughed and said, "Kealin is no armed guard. He was once one of the most highly decorated fighters in the entire Island Nation. As far as the Grand Protectorate knows, he is dead. His blades have sliced more necks than their shell blades could stand. That blood has stained them red. But he is peaceful, at least now."

"Dat peace is temporary," he mumbled lowly from the doorway, "and my blades are red from blood,” he paused and grinned, “Flesh and tissue stained dem up good."

"Be that as it is, you happened upon us at an unsure time within our nation. If you are spies, I shall have you killed. Now tell me what you are hiding. Kealin is no simple man and has gifts of foresight; there is more to your stories."

Sviska looked to Berie, who had closed her eyes. Garoa looked nervous between them, trying to reckon what was to play out in the next few moments.

"We come on the will of the god Wura,” Sviska said. “We hold an item of power that the Grand Protectorate, or specifically, The Order, seeks.”

"There are no gods anymore. Especially none of magic that remain to face them, those of the Grand Protectorate, or The Order, as very few other than the two of us that hold you in this room know them."

Berie's weapon had thus far went unnoticed by Knasgriff, and she had unbound her coat in a series of sporadic elvish fast jerks. She could throw her coat and draw her bow in less than a second. Sviska's dagger was tight in his hand, its blade already partially showing from underneath the table, and his hands pulsated as his body prepared.

Knasgriff looked to Kealin and then back to them before saying, "If you know of The Order, than you’re either a friend in disguise or an enemy in the light. In times past, their Keepers have graced the shores.” He paused. “I am hopeful that we all can consider each other the first of the two assessments. But still, what are you doing here?"

Above them in the rafters, Berie had caught sight of a movement in the shadows. Someone was there. It moved with haste, and the others had not yet seen its careful approach.

The figure sighted by Berie was sensed by Kealin. His eyes traced upwards. Twice now the shadowy figure had slipped and a dusty trail fell behind the chieftain.

"We are not your enemy," Sviska said.

The figure above them drew a blade and began to leap. In rapid movement, Berie spun to her side, drew her bow, pulled an arrow to cheek.

Kealin leapt from his spot to Berie's seat, and Garoa pushed himself up to block the red blades spinning in Kealin's hand. He expected they were coming for either Sviska or him. 

However, Berie and Kealin had seen in the darkness the knife of the figure that loomed above in the rafters. A second after the elf's bowstring twang, Kealin was in the rafters slashing into the fiend above Knasgriff. 

The man fell backwards. As Sviska drew his dagger, the man struck the floor of the great hall with blood pouring from slash marks on his chest and an arrow just near the upper left region of his ribs.

Knasgriff jumped up, taking look at each of them and breathing heavy. A few glances between him and Garoa, and they both ran to where Sviska and now Kealin held the man to the ground.

Gasping and smiling the man pointed toward Knasgriff. 

"You are foolish old man! You will not live to fight the Legions or The Order."

"Sviska," Garoa said, "Is he of your …?"

"No," Sviska snapped. 

This man was no Keeper, or Dark One as they were called now. He did not recognize the marks on his face. A red trident cruelly etched under his left cheek, shrouded with blood running from the man's face.

"I know his marks," Kealin said. "I’ve seen them before on distant shores. Dey are new to the Islands and maybe I can see more in him."

He stared into the man’s eyes. The injured man began to cough from his injuries.

"Conform, dat is what they wish of us. Probably wanted to try to stop our fishing trip, but his mind has faded and too soon I think. Dat is all I can see." 

The man gasped and after a last episode of coughing blood, his eyes shut. Around the room cautious stares were abound.

Berie lowered her bow as Knasgriff pointed at her and stated, "You are not of the blood of men."

Kealin looked up, his daggers still in hand, and said, "Elf, by the looks of her."

"I understood full-blooded elves were destroyed,” Knasgriff said, “but the ears, the marks on her face. It is like something from the histories."

Kealin walked toward her, his one dagger pointed at her, and said, "All full elf are gone. I know of only one elf, and he be half."

Sviska stood and watched as Kealin walked around Berie. 

"An elf in the Island Nation, a man with no weapons, and another man holding Sishan, the dagger of the great Meredaas," he said, "It is true then: a sanctuary was made for those of magic."

Sviska stood his dagger in his hand and asked, "Kealin, you are half elf?"

"Very quick you are, Sishan wielder. I am not blessed, as some might say, with the life of a full blood."

"I sensed it in him when he arrived," Berie said.

Kealin slid both of his daggers back into his boots, "I have no quarrel with you here."

"As you can imagine," Knasgriff began, "his secret is known by very few, but it seems you all have your own secrets."

"How did you escape memory sickness?" Sviska questioned Kealin.

"You mean the curse, do you?"

"Yes."

"I went north, further north than most. There is a place there where I was safe. As it weakened, I was able to leave sooner, not to mention my being half-elf helps."

"What curse?" Knasgriff asked.

"It was The Order's device to turn all against magic,” Sviska said.

"My spies had uncovered The Order well before this day, but of memory sickness, I thought it was just a natural ailment. The Order however, is not something to just let run around free as they do."

"Fishing trip," muttered Kealin, unlocking the hall door.

Soon after, Slats and Euso walked in. Slats held a smoking pipe and as they came in view of the body, Euso went to go toward it.

"No bother," the Chieftain said to Euso, and then she shouted, "Guards!"

Berie covered her head and bow as the guards came in. 

"Search the city and the supports around the top and mid-level. Seems we had an assassin try to open up my neck." 

The two guards saluted and turned, closing the doors as they left the hall.

"Where were they?" Garoa asked. "Not too good not to hear the struggle in here."

"When the door is sealed the hall is quieted. Not a thing can be heard from the outside while the doors are shut. It’s an old enchantment that has remained even since the fall of magic. Call it a gift of dwarvish ingenuity. There are many of those type gifts in the Island Nation."

Knasgriff went behind his throne and lifted up a small tapped keg. Reaching under the table, he set out wooden cups and twisted the knob on the keg.

"Have some if you like," he said, and motioned to the others. He took a sip. "It goes without saying that nothing said here today will leave your mouths outside of the present company. Euso is the only other that knows of Kealin. He saved Euso when the occupying Legion torched his shop. He works underground now and hides when the Legion is present."

"A nice place he has in the caves of the city," Slats said.

"Dear man, I had nearly forgotten you. You are different then, too? A dwarf?"

"That. . .  would. . .  be. . .  true," he stuttered. "Um, how do . . . "

"You missed a bit of conversation," Sviska explained.

"The question now is, what we can do for you and what you must do from here? But of that we will take up at a later time, after you all have rested. I can provide that for you here."

He led them from the main hall to a side room, in which servants quickly brought multiple furs and thick blankets, many more, in fact, than they needed — the large fireplace did well to heat the entire structure.

“We were directed here, Knasgriff,” Sviska continued. “We were told our path would become clear here.”

Knasgriff touched his shoulder, smiled, and said, “You are all welcome to stay until that path becomes obvious to you.”

Knasgriff then left them and Sviska’s mind turned to well-needed sleep. It was early evening when Sviska awoke ahead of the others, who had joined him in rest.

 He rubbed his eyes, and sitting up he gathered his things and walked outside, where a meal was being prepared in a large kettle. The servant from before took no notice of him as he mused about the room, taking note of the large antlers adorning the wall above the mantelpiece of the fireplace. 

From a corner of the room, a voice caught his attention: "So, journeyer from afar, how do you like such a hall as this?" 

Kealin puffed a rolled cigar and stared at him from the shadows. 

"It is well; I am from the south, so the cold is a bit different for me."

The half-elf stood and led him with an open hand to the doors. 

"Join me outside?" 

He followed him out, noticing the setting sun to his right over the vast sea, the sun casting shadows from the hills of the island. The mill was now spinning, and flour was being sacked and taken down the stairwell to the lower levels. The air, cool and salty, blew over them both as they followed a path that led up to an upper level along the edge of the Great Hall.

"Chieftain just got the mill back to working. The Legion thought it would be amusing to remove the cogs that turned it 'round. Despicable lot they are."Sviska, I speak with you because I sense you are different than the others."

"Different as in how do you mean?"

"You are of man, and not raised in the ways of magic."

"That you are right."

"I feel you may find more than you seek along your path. I may not be an elf of age as your Berie, but old I am and having traveled as I have, I have seen a many things dat you would find interesting."

"As in what, given you have known me less than a day?"

Kealin smiled, closing his eyes and revealing teeth curved and sharpened like an animal’s. His hand ran up the back of his neck along markings of fish swimming. Fidgeting with his hair, he pulled a shell from his braid and offered it to Sviska.

"Acceptance means you will take the path of gods again, and I bid you do it soon."

Sviska stared at the man's hand, which held the twisted pink shell, and said, "I cannot promise such a thing. The path I took has been lost."

Kealin opened his eyes and raised his hand, then said, "But that is not the only path, and you may transverse this realm again to find the other one. The fish have told me of your plight, your hidden treasure, and your next steps. I am to lead you north into the Glacial Seas and then to the Mouth of the North Winds. There is one there who must converse with you and your companions."

"Who?"

"Dat der is no answer, sir. I only know the path until then. Afterward, the sea willing, we will return to the Island Nations. Take your shell," he demanded.

Sviska took the shell and placed it in his pocket. Kealin knew more than Knasgriff and yet had been around them less time.

The half-elf turned toward the east and said, "Night is coming and I must converse with the sea once again. I bid you well."

As he began to walk away, Sviska felt his robes. The Galhedriss Arcana was safe, and the half-elf knew of the supposed secret he and his companions hid. He hoped no one else knew of its existence. 

Kealin stopped and turned to him,answering Sviska’s unspoken thoughts, "If you wonder of whom else knows, trust only that I know of your treasures in this region. But others will and do seek you." He turned and vanished out of sight as he leapt from the path toward the waters below. 

Sviska leaned over the edge of the long house, but the waters of the sea roiled, and any sight of Kealin vanished.

He walked down to the lower level and back into the Great Hall, where the Chieftain, Garoa, Slats, and Berie were sitting around the table beginning to eat. 

"We saved you a seat," Garoa said. 

Sviska took the open spot near Slats and set down to a bowl of fish stew and baked bread.

"I just got the mill working again and after getting some smashed wheat, I had the baker make up a fresh loaf for us tonight!" Knasgriff exclaimed.

He smiled as he chomped down on a piece, dunking the remainders in the stew before swallowing them down. With a mouth full of food he looked up and asked Sviska, "I believe you were talking to Kealin, am I correct?"

"He had asked me to step out with him. Seems he had to go suddenly, seeing that he leapt from atop the hall into the water."

"Yes, yes," Knasgriff replied. "He does things of that nature. He pushes himself harder than others do. I do not know if it is the elven blood or his will alone that does it. There are many stories of his origins, but in truth, none know where he comes from. He supposedly can calm the maelstroms of the Glacier Seas with a single command. I have, however, never attempted to find that out for myself. We here call him friend, and as of late, he has been here more."

"He is half-elf, but what of his other half and of his speech?" Berie asked.

"I do not know of his other half. I do not ask such questions to a man such as him. Of his speech, he may talk at times as a drunkard or one without knowledge, but it is a secret he keeps to himself and I dare not question him. Do not be distracted by it and do not try to hide something from Kealin. The power of his mind is useful both in dagger work and conversation alike."

"What was going on earlier? He brought a bag in and, well, you were a bit secretive," Garoa said.

"I feel I can trust you, given the events thus far. You know the state of things as we have presented them. If an attack was to come from the Legion, there is reasons to believe we would be first. Thus, we have worked on weapons for our defense. In the far north a forge has been found."

Knasgriff stood, walked to the doorway, and lowered the latch. Outside ears now could not hear into the hall.

"Kealin found it. He spends time searching for relics of old and upon finding this, he deciphered that the runes were of dwarvish design. Little by little, we were able to sneak supplies to the island and began firing it up on foggy nights. Ore has been an issue and having enough for the refining process has been thus far difficult. Yet, the Island nation has worked to scour the region searching for materials. Kealin found shells of particular hardness and thus had created spears and even an ax. By using what stone and shell we have, a number of weapons have been manufactured and hidden."

"But the Legion is more than a few soldiers,” Garoa said, crossing his arms. “A single Legion is around 5,000 men. If only one was to attack the village, it would do very little good to have mere spears to throw at them."

"We are not mere land fighters, as other people may be,” Knasgriff advised. “The Island Nation is more adept at fighting from ships than we are group formations. What we lack, however, is a fleet. The Legion patrols have made such things difficult for us to hide, but still not impossible. But the time is not right; the other Chieftains do not wish for war, as do those of us along the outer islands."

"Makes sense," Slats said. "You will be taken first, like the edge of a cake put in front of me."

There was a quieted laugh amongst the group. The chieftain paced beside the fire.

"I shall go tomorrow to meet with the others and I bid you all to come with me. Perhaps you were to come here to assist us," he said.

Berie tapped her fingers on the table and then sighed, "We have more to do besides prevent a war that was brooding before we were here. It seems, Chieftain, that you are preparing for something greater than even you understand."

"Are we not also?" Sviska asked.

"We need to be careful of all. A war will not serve us well."

"The elf has a point," Garoa said. "The elves and dwarves fought longer and harder than any of the world of men, and even the Rusis went into hiding. Men did nothing for those like us."

Knasgriff grimaced. Garoa’s words angered him. He shook his head as he stomped toward them.

"And the Island Nation was the first to respond for the call for help when the dwarves of the southern mountains went into open war! It was not Lokam, or the Taria Region, it was the ships of Kersa, of Lunis, of Ukka. Our people died with the elves and the dwarves. When word was received that a trap had been set for the great host heading north through Taria, we sailed south and assaulted the Legions chasing after those moving in the shroud. If it was not for our blood, they would have all been massacred."

"That was you?" asked Berie, her eyes filled with tears at his words.

"That was the Island Nation. You say we are preparing for something we do not understand. We understand war. If it were not for us, you would not even be here to discuss it. Do you think your bow has only ever protected elven lands? That bow is a legend amongst us! It is said a beast arose from the sea, as it reached onto the land the Bow of the Elves was drawn from atop the very temple we gather in upon the mainland. The creature was struck back to the sea before its horror could be unleashed upon our people!"

Knasgriff then became quiet, turning his back to the others. In a low voice, almost as if a depressed man, he began again. 

"I have seen the people dragged from their homes. At first only men, but now children. We have lost our zeal for war and maybe we are not strong enough to face the Grand Protectorate, but I will continue to ride into the night to try to stop any more of my people being snatched up like wild animals. For what purpose the enemy has, I cannot see, but I need you four. I need you to inspire the others."

Berie stared toward the man, his form sunken and his shadow from the fire dripping tears. The children of the Estate in Elinathrond returned to her mind, and in the faces of the memory in her mind, she felt sorrow.

The elf knelt before Knasgriff and said, "I have been wrong in words, Chieftain. It is true: had those of the Island Nation not come, many more of our people would have died.”

Slats came alongside Berie. “I was there, too,” he said, “and though I try not to remember some of it, I do remember the ships that night. It was the last we saw of the lands outside of Elinathrond. I will accompany you as you wish."

"Thank you," he said to them, reaching down, "but do not kneel. Enough have been brought to their knees as of late."

She stood and Knasgriff looked to Sviska. "You two will join me in the morning. Garoa and Slats, you may come also if you wish, but do not feel obligated."

"Slats and I will join," Garoa said, speaking for the both of them.

Slats scrunched his shoulders and said, "It works for me."

Knasgriff nodded. "Very well. At first light we will go. I bid you goodnight."

He left without another word, opening the latch of the hall before he disappeared to his sleeping quarters.

"It is what we need to do,” Sviska said. “Kealin spoke with me of traveling to the far north, a place of the gods.”

“Then the half-elf must know more than he speaks?” Berie asked.

“I see no other to trust in such paths,” Sviska replied.

"I know it just seems strange. Are we sure it is what we are to do?"

"With no magic and no other direction from the gods? Seems good enough," Garoa said. "What else are we to do, eat fish stew and be done with it?"

"Bluckers not!" Slats moaned.

The night was peaking quickly at the hour Slats and Sviska laid down to sleep. Berie and Garoa stepped outside and began to walk from the hall. Down the plank walkway and to the ramp leading to the second level, the followed it on, coming at last to the third level and the docks under the city.

Salty air and the smell of fish permeated their noses. The waves smacked the docks and both of them stared at the dark waters. The metal gateway shut tight along the edge of the wall did not keep a certain person from swimming through it. Garoa nearly fell off the other side of the dock in surprise as Kealin pulled himself up onto the dock.

"Hello, my friends," said Kealin. "A nice night dat youse want to be by the waters."

"Are you half elf or mermaid?" Garoa asked, still catching his breath.

"No mermaid! I am not mer nor a maid, however tricky beasts they are now. Been near them in the past 100 years, quite voracious as of late, or so the fish say!"

"Thank you for earlier," Berie told him.

"What? For not slicing your pretty hair with my daggers? I would not dare! I do not draw blood from such creatures so rare. Rusis, perhaps you can leave me and my half kin alone for a while?"

Garoa shook his head. "Well, um?" He looked to Berie.

"Go on," she said, squinting her eyes at him. "Besides, I will cut off his hair if he tries anything."

Kealin rubbed his twisted seashell-encrusted hair. "Perhaps I would rather talk to you," he joked, looking at Garoa.

"Well friend, you have fun!"

Garoa left them and walked back toward the great hall.

Berie stared in the water and asked, "You are half elf?" 

"Not so loud now my dear. Cannot have the peoples hearing such things. But yes, but to my question to you, how is it you escaped The Order's wrath?"

"Why do you ask me such things?" she asked.

"It is a curiosity. The curse is gone and it has been for some time at least in some places. I have wondered long of others of magic, and rumors of that city have been in existence many years. I had a friend once that went there. Besides, I seek the path to magic in the world and have so far been without."

"Why do you need magic? It seems you have what you need in the sea."

He scratched his chin, "Well yes, I do. But I will find more when magical seals are broken. I explore old things and seek out the lost. I could travel south, but I must leave my beloved water to do so. Not an easy choice."

"I do not know of magic or how to obtain it. I believe magic is all gone."

"I do not think so," Kealin said, "Der has to be some somewhere."

Berie was tiring of the conversation and noticed an odd gleam in Kealin's eye. She could not tell, but his speech changed and a strange cloudiness came into the white of his eyes. She questioned what power he had and what Knasgriff had spoken of earlier.

"I am tired and need rest," she told him.

"Very well, go sleep and do well with your journey tomorrow." His eyes were again clear.

She stood and began back up the ramps, wondering how Kealin knew of the journey. The hall was sealed when they spoke of it.

 It was at that moment she remembered Elinathrond and the words Brethor had spoken to The Order in his final moments. Brethor had known of Kealin. Perhaps the Lord of the Estate was the friend Kealin mentioned.

 


Chapter 4 Many Chieftains

 

The morning came fast and the assembly of the four, beside the embers of the dying fire, smiled to one another as the servant brought in fresh wood, placing log after log on the embers. Flames birthed around the dry wood with a crackling sound.

"I wanted to mention,” Sviska began, “that the name Kealin is what we heard Brethor speak of the last night in Elinathrond.”

"Are you sure?" Garoa asked.

"I had thought I had heard his name. It was of whom he spoke to The Order," Berie said, “He spoke to me before sleep of a friend who went to Elinathrond.” 

Sviska nodded. “Last night he told me he knew of what we carried, the Galhedriss Arcana. He didn’t say the name, but he knew enough.”

"Do you think Brethor knew he was alive?" Garoa asked.

Berie shrugged and sighed, then said, "I do not know, but if he is friend of Brethor, we can trust him more than I feel anyone else."

"I can agree with that," Slats said.

Sviska thumbed the shell given to him by Kealin and said, “I believe our path will take us with him.”

 Knasgriff emerged from his quarters just as the fire caught the new logs in earnest. He spoke nothing, other than a faint grunt, and hurried them outside. The Chieftain of Kersa was not keen on early mornings. 

Proceeding down to the dock level in a single line behind him, they followed twisting wooden platforms until at last they ran into a passage of stone before the entering another area of the dock level. A large ship, much larger than any fishing boat, enamored with yellow flags and the emblem of the bear awaited them. The sails were up and deckhands stood tall as they boarded.

In mere moments after boarding, the ship lurched forward. The large gates of the city docks opened before them, and they made way. The flagship of the village of Kersa was only a glimpse of what used to make up the fleets of the Island Nation. 

"Upon a time, it was not uncommon to see ships of this size, and by our devices we hope to procure more before war." Knasgriff said. "We were allowed to keep the Chieftain vessels at the surrender of the Island Nation, a small show of confidence, or to more easily note us if they sought our death. I will let you four decide which one you think is more likely."

"So you surrendered?" Slats asked.

"In more words than that, yes. We disbanded our armies and sunk our ships in exchange for us to retain fealty to ourselves. There have been struggles between the the islands of the Island Nation since, and we have fought ourselves, but it is unity the Grand Protec . . .  or Order, as you know it, of course, fears."

“So there are only five other ships?” Slats asked.

“Yes, other than fishing vessels, but none of those compare to the these ships. We call them the High Ships. At the pinnacle of power for our islands there were many. Most of the inner workings were fashioned by dwarves. I am surprised you have not heard of them, dear dwarf.”

“Many dwarves in the world, sir, or at least there were.”

Sailing for over an hour, the sun shined above them and the white capped waters were not as angry as two nights ago. They passed many fair-sized islands, but a smaller one was now the focus of their course.

"Although five ruling heads make up our peoples, we are all somewhat similar. Many islands make up this region, but most are inhabited by only a few families, with the exception of our chief villages."

"What will be their opinion of us, do you think?" Garoa asked.

"We will see,” Knasgriff replied.

The ship turned into a narrow firth. The clear waters parted as slender-hulled vessel broke water upon the shorelines. Along a barren bank flanked with bluffs on all sides, there was a sandy beach. Other ships, similar to the ship they were on, lined the shore. The helmsman turned them toward land, and they made up the fifth vessel to come to rest along the shore. 

Disembarking, they walked together up to an assembled group of people on the shoreline. A female with a banner flying above her with an orange flag with a red half circle at the bottom of the flag met them. She was younger than the chieftain with blond hair that hung down near her waist. Leather stitching went up her legs and a large knife was at her hip. A black coat hid her chest, with belts across her stomach and another three knives tucked into the belts.

"Knasgriff, we have been waiting for you. We had thought that perhaps our message was lost to you," she said, and embraced him.

He gave a large smile and said, "Tvila! Good to see you! And how is it upon the shores of Bovika?"

The other chieftains formed a half moon around them. It was clear to Sviska that their presence was not only unexpected, but concerning to their onlookers. 

"Knasgriff, it seems your normal accompaniment of guards is different this time."

 The man was tall and girded in red, which matched his flag. An emblem of a seabird was on the ring on his left hand.

"Why yes, Maerin, I bring news from the west," he told him, "News that should be of importance to us."

Tvila nodded and said, "As well do I. My shipwrights have finished eight new vessels, and they have remained hidden and safe."

"We also have news," said a taller man. He had a deep black mustache and a partial beard that was half the length of Slats’s beard. His arms bulged from his black tunic. Above him, a black flag with a bloody ax furled in the wind. The others with him were also large, more so than anyone else standing on the shore.

"The People of Ukka have continued working with those of Kersa. The dwarvish forge has produced for us many weapons. The shell-based weapons are lighter, but just as strong as iron-based. We near capacity to arm our warriors."

"Very good, Ruir," Knasgriff said and smiled. "We now wait for your people, Maerin, as well as those of New Srun."

A grey-haired man, who was sitting on a stool, struggled to his feet. His attendants assisted him.

Knasgriff said, "Colui, your city was once the strongest in the entire island nation. Have you prepared for the war?"

The older chieftain closed his eyes and rubbed his hands together. "I wish not for more war in my time."

"And well he shouldn't," Maerin said. "War brings more suffering and loss."

"You talk of loss?" Tvila countered. "Loss? My people have been asked to provide three times the fish as before to the Grand Protectorate."

"Your problems of the east do not concern me," he replied.

"And what does?" Ruir asked. "Perhaps we will burn your village first. Sounds like it would be the start to a well-needed war."

"Mind yourself, you brute. The only thing you ever wish is war. But your numbers are less than half of mine."

“I need less than half still to deal with your petty men!”

Ruir began to stomp toward Maerin. Maerin’s men swarmed around him, and Ruir’s did not halt their advance. Knasgriff stepped between them.

"And that is why we need to work together. Maerin, your forces more than make up what both Ruir and I can provide. You have been against war, but I understand you, yourself, have dealt with forced conscription into the Legions."

The two groups of men looked away from one another. 

"Conscription? How do you conscript a 4-year-old child?" Tvila questioned. "Raids in the night have robbed many families of their children. Over the last month I have been a common stop for the Grand Protectorate slave ships."

"Slaves?" Maerin asked, shaking his head, "Hardly. The life of a legionnaire is peaceful in these times. Those of the cities of the south live in comfort. There are no slaves ships, only trade vessels that get rowdy in their journeys. Perhaps you are too sensitive. The early morning sun makes you first to wake and you feel a bit tired. Take a nap, child, while the elders discuss things further."

"War is upon us," Knasgriff said, “We are on the brink of loosing more than are meeting place. We have this meeting now because we must. If we are not united in our attack we will not fair well.”

"There is no war yet, save the war you brew here," Colui said.

Berie had begun to pace near the rear of the group, and hearing the last had made it impossible for her to hold her tongue any further.

"Listen!" she shouted.

Sviska, Garoa, and Slats turned to her. Sviska himself had been at a loss of what to say, if speaking was even appropriate. The chieftains did not expect Berie's sudden interjection. They stared at her, eyes blinking, speechless to her demand to be heard. 

"Debating if war will come is senseless. It is now within you. Chieftain Maerin, war has already come for us. Our home was decimated, with no surrender offered. What little remained of my family is now gone."

She threw back her hood, showing her ears.

There was a gasp from some within the group. There was continued silence, each of them staring at her. 

"I am an elf, yes."

Tvila approached, staring at Berie, and said, "Your kind still exist? I had thought the elves’ fall was long ago.”

"Aye, the dwarves yet breathe, too!" Slats added. 

"So a dwarf and an elf?" Colui asked.

"Yes,” Knasgriff said.

"And what of the other two?" Maerin said, his eyes scanning them.

Knasgriff motioned for Sviska and Garoa to come forward. 

"Sviska of the south is a companion to the others, and this is Garoa, a Rusis."

"Rusis?" Tvila asked, "Magic casters?"

"Conjurer, caster. Keeper of rare animals of most recent," he said. Garoa and Sviska shared a glance and a wry smile.

Ruir grunted, "Magic is gone. It ended after memory sickness wiped out those of magic. How does this happen? How do you have them with you?"

"We wrecked," Sviska said. "The storms from a few nights ago sent us into the shores of Kersa."

"And from where did your ship leave?" Maerin questioned.

"The shores of the north. We are of the city of Elinathrond."

"That place is a myth,” Maerin laughed, “Knasgriff you bring people that tell us of made up stories?”

"No, it is no myth. But it is no more than burning rubble now.," Berie said. “The Grand Protectorate, by the hand of the First Legion, attacked it."

"My spies have affirmed that the First Legion marched from Lokam headed toward Taria," Knasgriff added.

"That makes sense. Most of their fleet, if you could call it that, has been watching us. They would have to march over land as opposed to taking to the sea,” Tvila said. "Although, they have been drifting west more of late."

"No doubt looking for you four." Maerin said, pointing at them. "I do not see why some washed out cultural vomit has anything to do with our affairs."

"I have no respect for magic,” Ruir said. "A cold, sharp weapon is more reliable."

"I, for one, disagree,” Garoa said, "but as of now, magic is no more. And for that a good weapon would do us all good."

Knasgriff stretched out his hands to the others and said, "We know the gods of the sea and air have long blessed us with fish and good winds. May they now bless these with assistance? I affirm that these four shall make the journey north to the Glacial Sea and to the Mouth of the North Winds."

"Another fable," Maerin squeaked.

"With the same truth as your last statement of myth," he replied. "We have continued to offer thanks to the gods, even though they have left us. I do not believe it to be an accident that these four have come to us now."

"Kealin has told me he wishes for us to go there with him," Sviska said.

"Kealin has returned?" Tvila asked.

"Yes, he had been with us at the forge," Ruir said. "He found it in the ice, mined it from the glacial prison of time, and lit the fires of dwarven coals. They burn bright now, and weapons are made in the shroud of the foggy seas."

Knasgriff nodded and said, “Kealin Half-Elf has returned as further proof that it was a curse and an intentional plot by The Order. We believe the Grand Protectorate has weakened. You all know the rumors of what is held at Lokam."

"The war god is a deity of the land peoples, not of us," Maerin said. “Still, we speak much of fables.” 

"Just because you stay in your boats doesn't mean the Ukka do not regard the blessing of Kel as we jump from ours!" Ruir yelled.

"The war god being at Lokam, be it true or not, is not the matter as of now. We all swear fealty to the old gods and, thus, should help these four in any way we can. They in turn will help us, is that right?"

The Chieftains of the Island Nation glared toward Knasgriff and his group of outsiders. Knasgriff had placed the other chieftains in an odd position. The four stared at one another; Garoa placed his hands on his hips, saying nothing. Sviska pondered the best path forward, but felt as lost as did the others. He was wary, but it seemed that such an alliance would be useful for all. 

He nodded his head and said, "Be it the will of the gods, we will help you."

The others nodded and a silence fell upon all of them. The wind blew through the cove, and the ships in the water rocked with the gusts.

Ruir pointed at them and said, "We still must prepare for war. Perhaps, they can help?”

"I agree, but their help to us will not be in the way you think. If they can somehow return magic, I am sure we will have an advantage over any number of the Legions," Tvila said.

"Four people are not an advantage," Maerin stated.

"Perhaps not," Colui said, "but they would inspire people. Perhaps the others of the southern lands."

"It seems the Chieftain of New Srun has made a joke," Tvila said.

"He has a point," Knasgriff said. "If others see us rebel, it is a way that makes sense. With magic on our side, others will join. We are not the only ones that have suffered at the hand of the Grand Protectorate."

"Even so," Maerin warned, "I find putting our fate in such peoples distasteful, at the least. None of us deny that the Legion has troubled us, but war, I feel, is still not the answer."

"We have been an island nation," Knasgriff said, "and with a vote decide things, even with the Grand Protectorate banning are meetings out of fear. Our place of gathering lies abandoned on the mainland, but I hope soon we will return to it, as did our ancestors. If you continue to think as a lone island, we will lack your numbers, but we will not stop, Maerin. The people of Lunis must not all doubt as you do. I bid you see a sight which saved us before and will be wielded in the fight with us. Berie show them."

She knew what he meant without thinking. Whether the story of the creature emerging from the seas was true or not, the elf drew out the bow of her people.

There was an odd feeling in the air. An unknown warmness that the gathered chieftains felt that none of the Saints could. The stories of old had told them of the Bow of the Elves, and the protection once given to them returned to their minds. Now to see the bow before them, in the hand of the last elf of the land, there was a renewed vigor and wanting amongst them. 

"The people of Bovika commit in honor of the old ways," Tvila whispered.

The stout man Ukka drew a small knife and cut his hand, throwing the blood on the ground before the Saints of Wura. 

"I, Ruir of the Ukka, commit to honor the old ways. We are ready to fight regardless of any help, be it magic or not." 

He nodded to Garoa.

The older man of New Srun stood up slowly, pushing away the assistance of his men. "I, Colui, though I do not seek war, agree on these four as having importance, and thus will follow their lead, even if the path leads to unfriendly happenings.”

Maerin gave a small laugh, shook his head, and said, "Sure, we will agree. But know we remain in protest of such paths. I do not desire to stop the Legions. They do no wrong to us, and I pray you all will see that a few minor incidents do not force our hands in such a way before our actions go too far."

Knasgriff looked away from Maerin and then back to the Saints, "Then it is decided. You will go north and seek what wisdom be there. Once you have learned what knowledge is needed we can discuss further steps."

There was a bow between the Chieftains. It seemed the council ended just as it had begun. A few more laughs and quick words proceeded each farewell before the leaders returned to the ships.

"Garoa," Tvila called.

Garoa looked to the woman.

"Be careful up north. I would hate for some ice to scratch up that face of yours before I get to." 

Sviska raised an eyebrow as the chieftain went to her own ship. Sviska smirked as Garoa approached him. 

"Just met someone and already wooing her?" he asked him.

Garoa shook his head and said, "It is not so and do not speak of it.” He held a stoic stare and continued, "I do not seek love anymore. I cannot. I was wrong to hint a smile toward her. I have not been without love in my life, but every day I feel that life is further from me, and I hate it. I despise that I was forced away and I do not forgive myself for I should have stayed and risked the curse."

Sviska followed him onto the ship. It was clear Garoa was not in the mood for conversation of any kind and this was the first Sviska had noticed the Rusis’ disdain for such topics.

The sails lifted into the air and, one by one, the ships took turn leaving the cove. At last, the ship of Kersa brought up the rear. Making it to the mouth of the firth and open sea, the sails ruffled and pulled the ship forward. The wind caught and blew them into open waters.

“Our peoples have always been proud,” Knasgriff told Sviska. “A deep pride that has caused us to rally to fight outsiders just as quick as one another. In times before that, the dwarves indeed blessed us with such novelties as the High Ship you stand upon, but we are not the numbers and the terrors upon the Grand Protectorate we once were.”

“Numbers can be folly when the men are right,” Sviska told him. “The Legions are many, but you cannot think open-field fighting to be your aim.”

“It is not. But I fear division may strike us down before the blades of our enemies. The unification felt at Srun was but one last hint of what we once were. The great city, long-swept to the sea, the hall and keep with its crumbling walls, reminds each of us of time before. I hope to honor those halls in time, and rebuild Srun to greatness.” Knasgriff looked down, gripped the hilt of his sword, and said, “Of many things we wish in times that come upon us.”

He looked back Sviska and said, “I have hope for your presence, all of you, though I do not know yet what it means for us.”

A fog was in the air. The ship of Bovika had turned southeast, and catching a good wind they moved quickly. Sviska watched as the fog billows rolled over the water. He was just about to turn to speak to Berie when he caught view of something moving in the fogs behind the ship of Bovika.

He stared through the white caps of the surf. He discerned not one, but two shapes moving through the fog. 

"Knasgriff, look toward the Bovika vessel!" 

Knasgriff looked and shook his head. He ran to the left side of ship. A large horn with a silver mouthpiece mounted on the deck of the ship lay waiting for him. With pursed lips, he blew into the horn, an echoing sound causing the other chieftains to take notice, the Ukka and New Srun replying with two short bursts. 

The ship of Bovika had made a single sound but it was hurried and faint. The billowing fog now obscured the vessel. 

"The oars! The oars!" Knasgriff shouted. 

The men on the boat reached into compartments near the ship’s edge, pulling long oars from their storage space. The ship had long not needed to worry of its speed, but today had played out differently.

“That is no ship of the Islands,” he told them.

Garoa, Sviska, and Slats also took position at the oars, as Berie stood at the bow of the ship. An arrow waited resting on her bow.

Across the water, the other ships stroked through the water. Ruir was at the bow of his ship, a large war hammer in hand. He shook it above his head, shouting as he did. Those of New Srun and Lunis were behind, their oars not placed. They were quickly falling behind the ships in pursuit of Bovika.

They had entered the fog. Shouting and sounds of clanging metal rang across the water. With great momentum, the ship moved blindly into an unknown. The oar men stopped. The ship coasted along, as the sounds grew louder. 

A definite shape emerged from the fog. It was a large ship, and atop it, men threw spears in the opposite direction. Berie drew an arrow to her cheek and caught the first of four men in the chest. 

He fell off the ship and struck the water.

Another arrow flew to its mark, that one catching the attention of the other two remaining spear tossers. Before a shout could come from either, the elf loosed two more arrows, each silencing its target. They made it around the ship to find the ship of the Bovika swarming with soldiers wearing brown tunics. These were no warriors of the Legions.

The High Ship of Ukka was just behind that of Kersa. Sviska drew his dagger and leaped onto the Bovika vessel before it was even near enough for another person to follow him aboard.

He ran forward, slicing two men from behind across the sides of their necks. Blood splashed the well-polished deck.

 A third man caught sight of him. The man lunged and missed Sviska by just an extra hand length. Sviska took advantage of his folly, driving Sishan into his ribs with a cracking song. 

Tvila shouted from behind him, "Sviska, I’m happy you have come to help!"

The others had arrived now, and in between the shouts of Ukka men and the roar of the chieftain, the arrows of Berie landed surgically between warriors of each nation. 

A loud horn called, and the attackers withdrew, leaping to their ship as they cut away their hold on the Bovika vessel. A cheer erupted amongst the defenders as the ships lurched away, heading into the fogs. Shouting followed the retreat of the enemy.

"Pursue them!" 

"Let’s show them!”

"We cannot," Tvila replied. "We lack the force to take on a ship and it is too risky as of now. But do not fear — you will have your fight in time!"

The ships of New Srun and Lunis had arrived at last. Maerin and Colui both stared at the sight upon the bow of the ship of Bovika.

Bodies of the attackers, as well as defenders, littered the ship. Those bodies of the Bovika were to be honored, and so were gathered away from their attackers. Those of the enemy were to become food for the sea.

A slightly out of breath Tvila took her dagger back from the neck that had stolen it for a time and wiped the blood on the shirt of her victim.

"What Legion is this?" Slats asked.

The dwarf had noticed a tattoo on the hand of one of the brown robed men. Once again, they spotted the image of the red trident.

"I know not that mark," Ruir offered. "He is no man of the island regions.”

Tvila shook her head and said, "Those were no Legion vessels. It had tasteful curvatures, adornments. Although I know no other sea faring people like ourselves, something else is at work here. These men had heart only while they kept their advantage. Their force was small, limited. I think that money was their only inspiration to fight. When the odds shifted, they ran. It makes some sense to me."

"A theory," Knasgriff said, "but just as well a staged attack from the Legions might look the same. They would dare not fight the Island Nation with ships at the peak of our power; perhaps their fear remains. Perhaps the fogs fooled them to thinking you were a lone ship. We must take further guard upon the seas."

Sviska and Berie stared at the image on the man's hand. It was the same as the assassin back at Kersa. Knasgriff made eye contact with Sviska and put a finger to his lips. He did not wish for others to know.

Knasgriff looked up to the tattered sails and spiked lines still laced into the wood of the Bovika ship. 

"Is your ship well enough to get you home?" he asked.

"I will manage, Knasgriff, Thank you," Tvila said.

"We will escort her to assure they do not return," Ruir stated. "We will be ready for a fight if they do." 

"Very well," Knasgriff said.

From his own ship, the chieftain of the Lunis shouted, "If all as well, we will be headed out."

Knasgriff waved them away, and the ships started away from the others.

"Their lack of haste is troubling," Sviska said. "Can you trust them?"

"That is all we have, Sviska." Knasgriff said. "Manpower is needed in war. The cities of Lunis and New Srun are the most populated, each bringing around 600 able bodies to fight."

"Colui means well, but he is following Maerin too much, I fear," Tvila said, "I feel they will come around."

He nodded toward her, but the doubt was blatant on his face.

Boarding the vessel of Kersa, they began the voyage back to their own waters.

 


Chapter 5 Mouth of the Winds

 

The other High Ships began away. Ruir's ship was next to the limping Bovika ship, where the stalwart Tvila dealt with the loss bestowed upon her.

Knasgriff shook his head and said, "I thank you for keeping quiet. There has been much subversion as of late. Whispers of betrayal, of ploys if you will. The assassin from the great hall was not the first nor the last that I expect. The marks on the man's hand hints to me the plot is within the Island Nation, but the source of that deception is still not easily discovered."

"What about Maerin? He seems the most likely to betray you and the others wishing rebellion."

Knasgriff nodded and said, "I agree that it can seem that way, but also it in his exterior he hides. Behind that frowning and shady frame of a man lies someone who just wishes for further preservation of human life. But since you mentioned it, I do admit that his denial of issues is annoying. At one time, he was the only way the city of Kersa could stand against outside threats. When the village of Ukka lashed out in war against the other islands, vying for power, we were outnumbered ten to one. The village of Lunis came to our aid and destroyed much of what made up Ukka. They are still as war hungry as before, but Chieftain Ruir is not like his predecessors. He grew up in war among his neighbors, and now his nation seeks war against only the Grand Protectorate."

"We have something in common then," Slats said.

"I do not feel your trust is well-placed in that man," Berie stated. "He had next to no care to help Tvila."

"Still, elf, I know him. He does not seek to move against us. It is not his nature."

The journey was quick with the strong wind behind them, and they made it back to Kersa just at the start of evening. Disembarking, they began up toward the next level and then Kealin emerged from the upper level, running.

He stopped just short of Knasgriff and took a knee. He was winded, but his eyes held a zealous focus.

"Der is Legion in the village. Best to stay here. Chieftain, dey looking for you."

Knasgriff turned to the others and commanded, "Stay here. I know little of what they want, but it would be better for them not see you."

They nodded, knowing he was right.

Kealin looked to the others. "Der Legion is here in force and with more weapons that normal. They are looking for you four too. Dey spotted your ship on the outer cove of the island. Follow me; I will lead you to a hiding place."

They hurried back down the docks, pass the gate to the city. After a few more yards, Kealin halted and pointed them to a barely visible door built into the center structure of the village. He opened it, pushed them in, before he followed and closed the door behind himself. 

Sviska placed his hand on the shoulder of the half-elf, "We did not mean to bring trouble to this place."

"Friend, trouble was here before you, and it will be here after."

Slats pressed his ear against the door and then said, "I can hear talking. It is the chieftain."

The others huddled against the door. It was faint, but Knasgriff’s voice was clear.

"I assure you, had strangers made it this far and came to my city, I would have contacted the Grand Protectorate. We here follow the law and wish no ill will of anyone, especially ourselves."

"Well, then," A gruff voice replied. "We have been here for a while and some spoke of strangers within the last few days." 

"Mere envoys from the other islands. We have a bit of a trade dispute over supplies. It seems some nations have had issues with their fishing supplies."

"I know the Legions have taken more than their share as of late. Those Legion Legatus responsible have been relieved; I am now in complete command. I am assigning a cohort of men here to assure peace and to patrol, to augment your guards. If there is issue with them, you will have a report sent to me, Legatus Varac.

“Those we seek should be considered a danger and any assistance to them will be taken as an act against the commanding Legions and the Grand Protectorate. I assume that your confidence in the Grand Protectorate will continue?"

"Of course. Good sir, if the people of Kersa can provide you with anything, please let me know. We are happy to continue to serve the Legions."

"Very well. All seems within order on your docks. We will continue to your hall. I would like a meal." 

The steps of Knasgriff and the stranger calling himself Legatus Varac faded away.

"Well, then, Sviska," Kealin said, smiling. "Have you and your friends given thought to traveling north? I'd say you’re welcome here is ruined by our lowly Legion company."

"The chieftains have agreed to follow us, determined by the wisdom we find in the north." 

"If there be any," Garoa said. "It’s hard to see how going north into some place called the Glacial Seas will benefit us."

"What is under ice now has not always been," Kealin said. "The far northern places are not even within the reach of the Grand Protectorate, and there are enchantments of the gods that further protect that realm. I have traveled for many years of my life. Much life and death has been had there."

His last few words tailed off, and he fell into a silence. 

Berie pressed open the door. A ray of light from the cracked door chased back the darkness as she scanned the docks. 

"They are gone. The path is clear."

"Very well," Kealin said.

He jumped to the door, pushing his face against it before drawing his blade and spinning out. He then quick stepped down to the docks.

The others followed cautiously. As confident as Kealin was, any run-in with the Legions would be an ill happening for all of them.

"Give me a moment; I will return," Kealin whispered, sliding his dagger back into its sheath before into the water.

They waited and, in a few moments, the waters bubbled and shifted as a large black boat emerged from the water. It was long and narrow, carved of wood, but shiny.

Sviska reached down. It felt hard, as if it was made of stone. A single rudder and handle built into the stern of the boat seemed to be the only item of sailing. There were no sails, not even paddles. Cylindrical black etchings and runes of unknown origin adorned the hull. Images of fish, crustaceans, and other sea life decorated the wood along the water line. 

Kealin emerged at the surface of the water.

"In the boat!" he instructed.

"Perhaps we will fare better in this boat!" Slats said, finding a seat near the center of the vessel.

"Better? As long as a rain shower doesn't come, the storms that night would have tossed this plank right away," Garoa said. "I thought the island nations were great ship builders."

Not much more than a single person could fit on each seat, and after each of them took their place, Kealin climbed in, taking a seat at the rear and grabbing hold of the rudder.

"The Island Nation did not build dis boat!” Kealin said and rubbed a small crystal along the edge of the boat. There was a popping sound and paddles released from barely visible compartments.

“Now you will find paddles at your feet. We will need to paddle out to open sea."

Fumbling about, each found that a tiny hidden compartment had opened to their sides, in which they found paddles. They took the paddles, Sviska and Slats to the left, Garoa and Berie to the right. 

"Haven't paddled in a while," Garoa said. 

"I have never," Slats squeaked, pushing his oar into the water.

Berie laughed and said, "Neither have I, except for when I was very young, but it is not too hard."

"Very right, elf," Kealin said. "You will find that water is indeed your friend more than the land. It is where I find peace.”

He steered them around the other fishing ships and toward the portcullis of the harbor. Two guards above looked down and with a quick nod and a look around, they pressed a lever and the gate lifted upward.

As the ship went through, Kealin turned and tossed the two men each a coin.

"Keeps 'em quiet, and pays them for the risk. Legionnaires are everywhere in the village right now. They risk their necks opening that gate at this hour." 

Rowing away from the village, the silhouette of the dark boat would have been difficult to see as the sun sank in the west. With each motion from the paddles, they moved farther away.

Coming to a large rocky outcropping, they took the eastern approach, passing monoliths that rose into the skies. 

"Border of the village," Kealin said. "Time now to stop the paddling."

Although they had not paddled very far at all in the grand scheme of a trip, they were tired and relieved when allowed to stop.

Kealin reached into his pockets and rummaged about until he found a silver hammer. He leaned over the edge of the ship and placed the tool in the water. He began to tap the boat underwater at a constant pace before slowing, speeding up, and then returning to the original pace.

"What needs fixing?" Slats asked.

"My dwarvish friend, those of the mountains know not what dwells in the sea of the north. My friend needs no fixing!"

Just then, a large silver spike rose from the depths causing an explosion of water and a loud rushing sound as a white creature broke the surface of the sea.

"This is my friend, Tulasiro! She is a narwhal, and no beast is smarter than her!"

The narwhal rolled on the surface and then circled around the ship. Never had any of the four seen such a creature. Its long body cut through the water with ease, and as the moonbeams began to rain onto the water, the horn of the narwhal speckled. 

"And who says no magic is in the world?" Kealin asked.

" ‘From the lights of the moon shall the horn of the unicorn and sea dwellers alike shine!’ " Berie said. "I have for long pondered this verse from the land of my people, but never a creature like this crossed my mind. She is the most beautiful of such watery life forms."

Sviska looked at Berie; her face was beaming as he had not seen since the time in her sanctuary beneath the trees of magic and her fairies. Even Garoa, who had not truly smiled for many days, looked happy.

"Now," stated Kealin, "let us continue on!"

Before he could say a word, Slats picked up his paddle, sighing.

"No, no! Paddling is done. Let Tulasiro take us now!" 

Kealin went around them, running along the edge of the ship more nimble than any save Berie had seen a person go. Now at the bow, he reached down and pressed on the front of the ship. Two ropes with a metal clasp fell from another hidden compartment within the boat and began to sink in the water.

 The narwhal circled around behind the boat and came up to the rope, biting the metal piece and floating forward, situated now like a horse to a carriage.

"Aye, now you lay back in your seats and secure your feet in the way most appropriate for you. We are heavier than she is use to, but the fishing for her is good where we are going. She will have plenty of stock to replace her energy."

Kealin danced, running along the side of the boat back to his spot.

Sviska slid just behind his seat, to where he was laying down. There were lips off the boat that were appropriate for somewhat solid footing and slight elevation to where his back had support.

"If we are all ready then?" he asked, looking over the somewhat nervous passengers.

Nods and further tucking in of hands and feet preceded a shout from his seat near the back: "To the Mouth of the Northern Winds! On Tulasiro!"

The boat lurched forward, splashing seawater over the bow of the boat. The gleam of the narwhal's horn flashed in front of them as it rose up and then dove into the water. The pounding of the animal's tail beneath the surface of the sea vibrated the deck with each rhythmic wave that propelled them forward.

The twisted clouds above passed faster than even the ship of Meredaas had moved. The wind whistled by, and Sviska turned to see Kealin smiling as the boat hopped just over the surface of the water.

They continued on throughout the night. Other than the wind rushing by and the occasional sound of the narwhal’s blowing of air, the trip was silent. Not that anyone wished to sit up or otherwise try to converse. They struggled to sleep and stay warm. The biting, icy air made even the simplest actions painful.

Behind them, Kealin hummed a tune to himself. Seemingly not tired, his wide-open eyes scanned the horizon, remained alert, attuned to their surroundings as the others drifted off to sleep.

 

The sun began to warm the sky, casting a deep red and subtle orange over the far eastern horizon. Opening his eyes, Sviska noticed they were moving slower now and sat up.

What had been open sea and endless waves was now monstrous mounds of ice and smaller, broken chunks floating in the water. They had reached the region known as the Glacial Seas.

As soon as Sviska rose up, he bumped the others, who awoke with haste and looked around.

Kealin laughed and said, "Sleepy polar bears, you four are! Wake up now and see the wonder of the glaciers."

Weaving around the icy peaks of the icebergs that dotted the landscape like floating mountains, their ship shattered through smaller ones as the narwhal pushed forward. Its spiraled horn broke the path and pulled them into the further northern regions of the world. 

The winds grew stronger, and a whistling sound filled the air. Arches of ice, reaching high in the sky like gateways, formed shapes unlike any other region of the lands.

"Place of honor, this here," Kealin whispered.

"For the gods?" Sviska asked.

"For my kin, my family."

Berie turned to Kealin and asked, "There are others?"

"There were others," he said with a dreary tone. "My two brothers and our sister. Much of a stand we made here against such horrors that you of the south have never dreamed of. We kept the world safe from harm, but now only my friend Tulasiro remembers such things, and even she was not without loss in those days."

He closed his eyes, a deep breath followed, and he opened them again and looked out over the waters.

Slats stared at Kealin, his mind racing at the thought of a new history he had not read. But the half-elf did not speak of it anymore. His lips were tight and his head he struggled to hold high as they passed rocky outcroppings built onto the ice.

 Berie turned and looked back out over the water, knowing too much of the pain of losing family. Garoa said nothing at all. His mind was elsewhere and to other subjects that had not left his thoughts since Elinathrond.

"Garoa," Sviska said. 

It was clear that Sviska had caught on to the sudden aversion of the Rusis to snide comments and otherwise joking manner. 

"Fine, fine. Do not worry of me right now," Garoa said, opening his hands and conjuring an ember of flame between his palms.

"Very nice trick you have," Kealin said, admiring his spell craft.

"I am surprised I could do it. That was more of a habit. Is there magic here?”

“In the ice, forgotten, weak. Not like as you need for a strong spell.” 

The sky was the bluest any of them had ever seen, and a strong gust built against them. Through a blanket of rolling fog, two crags jutted up high into sky. A dense bank of clouds were atop it.

Passing under a large cliffside, snowdrifts shook as strong winds tore in all directions from stone passageways above them. There was no source for such power, but a cyclonic ice storm raged above them, the winds fed from a large, open passage that reached up between the two crags drawing closer to them.

Sviska thought of the conversation this morning with the others.

"Kealin, can I ask you something?"

"I have few secrets."

"Do you know of Brethor Srivnann?"

"A friend. He was with you where you came from, yes?"

Sviska nodded and said, "He has fallen in battle."

Kealin seemed unmoved. "I doubt he would fall without my knowing. Enough of your questions, you should all prepare."

The current had quickened and the waters crested white. Shards of ice sprayed on them as the narwhal struggled to pull them forward. They had come to the base of the crags, and a dense, rolling fog that seemed to stay within the base of the mountains covered over them.

"Best secure yourselves again," Kealin shouted. "Even I do not like this part."

Dropping low in the ship, they looked around them as the boat began to move faster in the water. The narwhal sung a strange tune as they felt the boat tilt to the right, turn sharply, and begin to circle an invisible force. Faster and with violent shaking they went around and around. The boat snapped to the right, and the entire narwhal became visible, no longer in the water.

Through the howling wind Kealin shouted, "Almost there, Sviska! Your token to the gods I gave you, get it ready!”

Struggling to hold his place in the boat, he felt in his pocket for the shell that Kealin gave him the other night. What purpose he could have for it he did not know, but as the boat banked further to the right, he saw the portal of his offering. A maelstrom of twisting ice and blackish water drew closer like a monstrous pit.

"Give your offering!" he heard behind him. 

In a single motion, he tossed the shell into the mouth of the whirlpool. A moment later his head pulled backwards to the bottom of the boat, and his stomach felt as heavy as the mountains that flew downward on either side of him. Above, a bright light and then nothing, a flash of black, and then white again. A sweet smell filled his nostrils.

 


Chapter 6 Temple of the Sky

 

He laid back, focusing on a black sky above him dotted with stars. Dizzy, Sviska sat up in the boat, and he looked over the others, who surveyed their surroundings. The sky appeared to go on in all directions. Their were no mountains, no hills, no trees. Snow was everywhere; although, after looking closely, he did not think it was snow. He looked to the side and saw Kealin already out of the boat and standing next to a small lake. Tulasiro swam back and forth.

One by one, they stepped off. There was no crunch of snowflakes, but simply a step into a soft substance that was hazy, like fog around their ankles. As Sviska took a step, he noticed that the haze cleared and polished white stone made their path leading upwards. Looking forward, a gray stone structure stood on a hill in the distance.

"Welcome to Sky Temple, birthplace of the winds of the world and most important to all of us, home to a deity of the old! The air is the most freshest here. I dare say it smells sweet."

They began to walk, following Kealin. As they drew closer to the large, domed building, they passed two pillars with miniature cyclones spinning atop them. Coming to a hedge of flowers made of blue ice that circled around near other pillars, the cyclones seemed to dance like creatures upon the temple.

At the pinnacle of the temple, one cyclone grew taller than the rest as it spun around. A harmonious hum of chimes above each pillar rang as the winds rushed around.

"I happened upon this place in der time of der enlightenment of my mind," Kealin told them. “Now watch that cyclone there. As it spins, the winds of the north, south, east, or west are born and are sent unto the world.” 

The gusts atop the temple wrapped downward into the clouds, and the chimes upon the temple stilled.

They came to a stairwell and, ascending ten steps, they passed under two archways before coming to a white door. Kealin paused. 

“Saints, you stand now upon hallowed ground. The blood of my family indeed stained these steps. They were like you in some ways. We served the gods’ will and gave offering of life for them. I cannot say it was wasted.”

With a gentle push, he opened the door, and they entered into a hall of pillars surrounding a single pool in the center of the room.

The walls were bare, but smooth in appearance. Kealin led them forward to the pool. Looking up through a skylight, they saw the white stars of the night, which shined down into a pool. An icy mist hovered in the center of the water.

Kealin bowed, took a shell from his hair, and kissed it before tossing it into the water. There was slight swirl, similar to the maelstrom from before, and a small glowing orb emerged. In a twisting of blue and white, an image of a face appeared, curved and pointy. For each direction the wind blew was a single spike and an eye. However, it was a ghastly sight and not like the forms of Kel or Wura from the fall of Elinathrond. The form held to its place above the waters and bounced as the eyes went to each that were present in its sanctuary.

"Who makes this journey to the place of the winds?" it asked, the voice echoing through the temple.

"Kealin, dat whom you blessed before. I bring with me those of the world that speak of magic and the city of Elinathrond."

"Then you bring me those saints of my brother. It seems at last their time has come to set right the world and restore a balance."

"We were told our path would be made known to us after following the sea god's instructions. We have made it here following Kealin, and we desperately seek your wisdom," Sviska said. "We have brought the Galhedriss Arcana." 

He pulled out the book out and set it on the border of the pool.

"Long has that been lost to the world. It is well it should return to your realm. I am Dimn, Keeper of the Winds. Although not of form like my kind, I cannot be destroyed, for my sacrifice was made long ago. I live on, for I am the breath of the wind and of the winds I forever exist."

"So are you alive?" Slats asked. "I mean, you are here, but you are not of form like the others from what you said."

"Saints, you are wise. I am a life form, but not alive as I was. The other ones called gods murdered me, those that are unlike those you know as Kel and Wura. The gods of the south known as the Itsu."

Berie bowed before the pool and asked, "How may we return magic to this world, as it is said we must do?"

"Berie, of the Elves, welcome. To ask such a thing makes me wonder if, Elf, you know what happened to begin with."

"We have heard the story,” Garoa bluntly stated. "Magic was bad. Curse made. People of magic died and others hid, magic became no more."

"If only, Rusis, that was the truth. Then it would be a task to simply return it from the realm in which it is, but magic is not gone. It is sleeping within your very world. It is why some items of magic enchantment will work, but others will not. Why some still can use magic, and why The Order has begun to fear as they have.

“Without magic in the world, my brother Kel became harder to hold and eventually began to rise up. It is why they sent you, Sviska, but they, too, sent a far a more direct attack against Brethor, even with a world used to a false peace watching, as their pawns of war marched through the land. Magic was sealed away, but The Order has used power channeled from the Itsu as of late, and it is of them we fear."

"I know of the Itsu,” Sviska said. "Their time was well before now. The reasons for the wars and the trickery behind Kel's capture."

"It is also who gave The Order their power," Berie said, shaking her head. "I know of the horrors they brought upon my and Slats's people."

"The Itsu seek a way to return to the world. It was I who sacrificed my physical body to seal those of malice away. I have thought that they may be seeking a path back. With magic returning, we will have but a chance against them. However, if they are released, I lack faith that the remainder of the gods of the north can stop them."

Garoa lifted his hand and conjured a small spark. "Then let us bring magic back. It is simple enough. You are a god; I am sure you can do it."

Sviska gave Garoa a sharp glance, and Garoa looked back toward him.

"If I could do such a thing by command, I would. Even my brother Wura would act only upon the world in a circumstance of critical need and there is much risk in doing so.” The god’s many eyes closed and opened, “Dwarf, elf: did either of you witness the alliance of the two races?"

"I was a young boy then, still tied to mother in most happenings, you might say," Slats said. "I knew of it, but did not witness it in full form."

"I remember my father talking of it,” Berie replied, "but I was not there. I, like Slats, was young. I saw only a small transpiring of events, as did Slats, but that was near the end."

"It was the elves and dwarves that sealed away magic, protecting its use and its full absorption by the Itsu. With elvish crystal and a staff of dwarvish design they completed a deed that not even the us gods expected. It is the Dwarven Hand, the staff, and the elvish crystal that you will need. With those, you may release magic in the world.

“Next, there were two other crystals, differing from the smaller elvish crystal. These were larger and meant to encase magic itself. One was in the West and the other in the East. The one in the west was set in the mountains upon a granite altar. Of the eastern one, its location I do not know. It was the second to be sealed, the act itself veiled in protective magic, and so, not even I can speak of it.

“Find the dwarven hand and you will have the key to unlock the prison in which magic has been held. You will need to unseal magic in the east and west to return all magic to the world. However, if only one is opened, you will have power within the realms north and south, but as to how far west or east, depending on the crystal's resting place, I cannot say."

"This Dwarven Hand, is it locked in a dwarven hold somewhere, do you know where it is?" Slats asked.

"And what of the crystal?" Berie asked.

"That I cannot say, for even I do not know. It was no creation of the gods and, thus, I can only say that the sealing of the east was last. It is there I would believe them to be, but it is up to you two, Berie and Slats, to find where your people hid away the objects."

Sviska placed his hands on the book, "Do I leave this with you?"

"Sviska — or Resua, as you are more known among my kind — you must keep it. It will be needed to stop the Itsu in the final times, but of that book not even the gods have read, for it is forbidden to learn of arcane lore. You are the saints of my brother and of all tasks. You work to bring back a life force to this dying world. It is in you four that we trust to renew what we gods failed to maintain."

Sviska picked up the book and tucked it into his coat. A wind from the east blew into the room, and the god before them closed his many eyes.

"It is time for you to leave soon; there is work to be done in the Island Nation of needed haste. My final two biddings: Kealin, your blessing will be of use to these four, and I bid you use it as well as the blades at your ankles — both shall be needed. My second bidding is beware of magic. With such things come further power and malevolent forces in the world. Old dungeons will release their captors and true desolation will be known in the lands with their return."

"What are they?" Slats asked.

But no other answer came and their time in the realm was done. A sharp twisting wind lifted them from their feet. In a flash of gray, their bodies twisted and their eyes became shrouded as they left the realm of Dimn. Feeling as if they had just awoken, they were back in the water, south of the Glacial Seas. The narwhal's horn was over the side of the boat, and coming too, also, Kealin patted her on the snout. She sunk back into the water and began pulling the boat south. 

Sviska looked up. Kersa was in the distance and smoke rose from the village walls, trailing into a dark plume over the sea.

 


Chapter 7 Greeting Party

 

The tug of the narwhal was sudden. The ship lurched forward. Kealin leapt from his seat near the aft and ran along the side of the boat to the front, rocking with the jolts of the ship on approach to the village walls. 

His hands slid down to his daggers. By the surges in Kealin’s arms, Sviska noticed that the half-elf’s pulse had quickened. Kealin scanned the wall; the guards he had paid were no longer there. 

Before the narwhal slowed, Kealin leapt from the ship and grabbed hold of the outer earthen wall.

They found the gate leading into the harbor down and sealed. Kealin had disappeared over the top of the wall now. Moments later, the gate rose and the narwhal vanished under water after giving the boat the momentum to move forward.

Sviska was ready, his dagger in hand he jumped to the docks ahead of the others. He ran to the ramp to the second level and sprinted up the planks into a thick smoke. He peered around, spotting no one else.

The second level was in shambles. Carts were in disarray, windows broken, and drag marks were in the dirt. Smoldering rubble burned, and where one house was untouched, another burned just next to it. Tables were toppled and broken belongings strewn out of doorways. Something had happened.

 He began up the plank ramps to the third level. Creeping slower now, he could hear raised voices ahead.

Below him, the others followed. Berie had an arrow set to her bow, and Slats ran in strides to catch up with Sviska. 

Just as Sviska made it to the top of the ramp, Kealin fell in front of him, just catching himself on a knee. His daggers were dripping blood.

"Legionnaires. Seems the new Legatus is worse than the last. They have Knasgriff and the other guards in the hall. The townspeople are being bound as we speak.”

"Bound?"

"Dey wish to outsmart us, I think. But I am in their minds. Seems they are looking for you, dear Saints. But that is not why dey have bound these."

"How do you know?"

Kealin laughed and said, "I told you, I am in der mind. Were you not listening to what the deity said? I have a gift. I told you." His curved teeth grew as he smiled.

The others arrived behind them, sliding against the edge of rocks.

"What is going on?" Berie asked.

"The Legions."

"We can take them," Slats said, his fingers flexing around the body of his ax.

"No."

"Perhaps the dwarf is right," Kealin said. "I believe the other of the Legions are not here yet. Der is not so many.”

The sound of a drum pounding hard at a steady and strong pace resonated around the village of Kersa. Over the sound of the rhythmic beating, a voice shouted above them: "Village of Kersa, as an example to the rest of the Island Nations, you have been found guilty of hiding those that are enemies of the Grand Protectorate. It is by the power of the Grand Protectorate I come to you now in this form. Bow before the Legionnaires in your presence, and submit to their blades the first of every line in your family. We will kill all family elders as punishment. Per the doctrine submitted to your chieftain, you shall also give us all able-bodied males and children as payment this day. The Grand Protectorate is faithful and will use these that we take to assure your further safety.

“We will not do it. You cannot simply take us away from our families. You cannot slaughter us as animals.”

There was a sudden scampering of feet. The same voice that had shouted before now bellowed and screamed.

"Those that do not submit as requested shall be dealt with as so," the voice announced.

Sviska and Kealin peeked around the corner to see legionnaires holding a man by his arms. A third legionnaire drew his sword and held it above his head. 

“Do it,” a voice said.

The legionnaire slashed into the victim’s neck and his corpse fell to the ground, twitching and spurting blood over the ground.

Sviska looked to the people. Everyone was on his or her knees, their hands bound behind them, and many were crying.

Above them near the Great Hall, Knasgriff, as well as his guards, stood helpless. A large group of the legionnaires stood around them, staring down.

 Sviska counted twenty legionnaires around the chieftain. Another ten were along the back line of the imprisoned villagers, as well as fifteen more near the front.

A man holding a silver box stood near the front. From within the box, the image of a hooded man was visible, shining as a light above the box. It was unlike anything Sviska had seen before.

"You cannot do this to us! You must do as the law has always been!" another voice said. 

It was a woman, near the rear of a line. She was tearful and bowed to the ground crying.

"Just please bring me by baby back! Please!" 

Sviska recognized her as the woman from when they first arrived in the city. They bound her husband in front of her, smacking his face into the ground.

"Please!" he shouted, "Please, you must bring her back! Bring back our children!"

"Foolish man!" the hooded image shouted. "Bring him to me."

The legionaries took hold of his bindings and dragged him away from his wife. She jumped to her feet, lunging at the soldiers, but fell to the ground.

"No! Please don't do this!"

Kealin drew his daggers. He emerged on the third level spinning his blades as he walked.

"Now, now, let us not get anything messy!" he shouted.

"Kealin!" The Legatus shouted, "I heard you were dead."

"It has been thought in error many times before. Der has been need for my absence, which relates to the price on my head. I am surprised you would pay so much, and I feel quite honored."

The others of the Legion did not draw weapons to attack nor step out to challenge him. Their pulses had quickened and what stalwart heart they had sunk away at the sight of the red blades. Since their times as recruits in the Legions to this day, whether one year or thirty years a veteran, the horror of the legend of Kealin had haunted them.

As Kealin circled around to the husband and wife, the two men holding her dropped her arms. He knelt down to her.

"I will fix dem up, since your anger is of pure reason. Your family will not suffer without payment. Dey names is Aoscu and Lurta? Those are your children?"

The woman nodded as Kealin smiled, his crooked teeth flashing toward the commander.

"I need de ones called Aoscu and Lurta. In turn for them I will allow your men to leave this place."

The legionnaires who stood near the box and the conjured image looked to each other. There was discussion before the image in the box grew to the height of many men.

"You! Defiler of the Grand Protectorate! I will not have you spewing threats! Silence him!"

With hands quivering and blades pulled slowly from their sides, six men from the front group of fifteen began a careful advance toward Kealin.

He bowed his head, his smile turned flat.

He lunged forward, his right blade slapping the open neck of the closest legionnaire as his left dagger sliced into the ribs of another. He spun into a third, both daggers held above his head as he made several strikes to the top of the man's chest, his armor now nothing more than a case to contain his bleeding corpse. 

Sviska noticed a properness to his killing. As those that were now dead collapsed, he saw Kealin’s satisfaction in the cracking ribs and easily sliced tissue. It appeared a warmness, long cold, returned to him.

The remaining three began to fall back, their blades lowered and their eyes wide. Kealin looked at them, jeered, and leapt at twice the distance. They stammered backwards. The forth stumbled and fell, and Kealin leapt upon him, crushing his neck. A twist and his neck cracked under his boot. The last two turned and ran behind the eight others, who huddled around the silver box.

"Unless you have another me that is on your side in that box, der is no hope for you."

The image in the box grew even taller, and blackness poured forth like a rolling fog. A grey finger, outstretched from dark robes, pointed at Kealin.

"Do not fear him! He is of death!"

The man holding the box set it down. Spurred to act and young in years, he drew his sword and a small knife, running at Kealin.

The half-elf waited until the last moment, then stepped to the side and dropped to his knees, his left dagger turned in the direction of the Legionnaire. He kept his eyes set on the others. His blade pierced his attacker, who coughed and slumped down to the ground, gasping.

Kealin pushed the man off his arm and swiped his blade across the dying man’s neck. He stood and began to walk toward the box.

"Leaders lead from beside you; der is no leader in a funny box." 

Those that surrounded it backed away. Kealin lifted the box and then shut it. "Quiet."

The legionnaires that were still near him backed away.

"What say you, Legatus Varac?" he asked, his blades held outward toward the Great Hall of Kersa.

Varac looked around at the fallen bodies, knowing very well that this was the only pause to come from the half-elf. Kealin stared back at him and he chewed on his nails, passing time until it was determined if further blade work would need doing. Glancing over to where Sviska and the others were, he noticed Sviska just around the edge of the corner. Lifting his hand nonchalantly, he signaled to the others to not proceed, brushing his hair back so to not look as obvious. 

"Kealin, for today we will leave you with the islanders. I will not risk further of my men this day."

"I am happy that you have sense enough for that. And the children?"

"I must fetch them. Do know that you will remain wanted and your crimes today will only push you further toward the beheading you have earned."

"And you should know that further crimes against the Island Nation will push me toward worse things for you that will cause you to seek a beheading instead of what I would do to you," Kealin said in answer. He smiled and tilted his head in a bow, "You better return those children. I am a nightmare for those that lie to me. Do you need me to escort you out?"

The remaining legionnaires sheathed their swords without an order from their Legatus. They formed a line, leaving the people of Kersa bound and further untouched. 

Sviska and the others fell backward, quickly running through the lingering smoke toward the dock level of the village. They looked up as Legatus Varac, as well as the legionnaires, passed quickly toward the gates of the city. They were disheveled and shaking. Looking back, they scurried against each other trying to move away from Kealin with as much haste as they could muster. The legend of the half-elf was true, and a fear would spread out toward the rest of the Legions with his return.

As the last of the Legions went out of view, one by one villagers cut free began swarming the lower level, some headed toward their homes, wishing only to be with loved ones and happy they were all alive. Others instead wished to help those whose houses still burned. Soon a line from the dock level went up the second level as townspeople free of their bounds began trying to save their structures, tossing water onto the flames and turning a steady black smoke to white.

Knasgriff and Kealin stood with the other guards as Sviska, Berie, Garoa, and Slats emerged on the third level. There were still some families huddled together, thankful that Kealin had stopped the Grand Protectorate.

Knasgriff shook his head, staring around at the bodies strewn about. Kealin cleaned his blades, and an assembly of guards began cleaning up the mess caused by the intruders. 

 Behind them, the newly rebuilt windmill burned again. There was a somber feeling in the air, an uncomfortable shudder as the winds blew over them, icy and bleak.

"What happened?" Sviska asked.

Knasgriff shook his head. Bowing down, he brought his hands up to his mouth before looking back up with a welling of tears in his eyes.

"The Legatus had asked for some food in a good nature and hope for continued peace, at least for now. I opened my hall to him. It was then some of his men came in and set down with me and then more joined us, pushing my men in. I asked what was meant by it, but he stated that he knew you four were here."

"So we caused this?" Garoa asked.

"No," he shook his head. "If it was not this, it would've been something else. We remained there overnight and then the Legatus returned. He told me that the voice of the Grand Protectorate had come to speak and instead of a person, they brought that box to me that Kealin had closed. The figure told me that punishment was upon the village and myself. It was then they took us outside where they rounded up the townspeople. In the chaos that ensued, fires had been set. Of course, my windmill, you see, was not spared." 

He pointed up to the charred frame that still smoldered. "I had pleaded with them to release the people, but they were set to take everyone. For what end I cannot guess."

Kealin presented the chest. It was silver with black stone on the edges. A sapphire sat in its center, and the chest itself seemed to feel cold to the touch.

"Have any of you ever seen such a thing as dis?" he asked.

Slats shook his head and said, "I have seen something similar, but it was lost long ago. They were a way to speak with the gods in the old times. I had understood they were lost to time. I would not believe that The Order would use such a thing."

"You seem to forget they used beasts of all sort when attacking Elinathrond," Berie remined him. "Could this be just something new to us now?"

"That I do not know," Knasgriff said.

The couple Kealin had helped collapsed at his feet. He slid one foot back and looked down in disgust.

"Thank you for your help. You saved not only my life, but the life of my wife!" The man wept, kissing Kealin’s foot.

"Get up, I say! Do not kiss my feet for such things as I did." 

The husband and wife both stopped and recoiled, sitting on their knees. 

"Embrace one another and then prepare for the coming tides that will truly test your resolve. When the battle line calls you forth, will you answer and beg for more? Will you do it for your kids, taken as slaves?"

There was silence between them.

"When you can answer dat, come kiss my feet, for I will be who leads you dat day."

"Will they return our kids?"

"They will. Or they will die."

Kealin turned from them, leaving the box on the ground before Knasgriff. He jogged down the ramp toward the lower levels and went out of sight.

Knasgriff patted the weeping man on his shoulder and said, "Well, I would like you to meet these that you spoke with before, but did not have good dealings with. These are who the Legions search for. I will not say all, but know that they are friends of the Island Nations. This is Sviska, Berie, Slats, and Garoa. They have already worked to protect my life once and plan to help us against the Grand Protectorate."

"Many thanks to you!" the woman said. "I am Helgi, and my husband is called Tegon. May we beg forgiveness for our past misunderstandings?"

"It is well. And I am happy to meet you," Berie said, her hand outstretched to Helgi.

She took her hand and then looked up quickly before saying, "You are more than you say. I feel the life of the gods in you."

A glare came from Slats and Sviska, but Berie nodded and confirmed, "I am of magic, and I will not hide that from you. What was known as a sickness in your land was a curse to my people. I am the last of the Elves."

She uncovered her hair, her pointed ears visible to both Helgi and Tegon.

"Blessed be the gods," said Tegon. "The times are changing in the world."

"And not too soon," Knasgriff said. "Come, let us at least go in for now. I know that Euso is still tending to your mother, who is fairing much better, I hear."

"Yes, in fact he had planned for us to leave tonight and we are eager to return home."

"It is your choice, but a meal before travel will suit you well."

They entered the Great Hall. After taking seats at the table, they enjoyed a meal of roasted fish and sea vegetables of a stringy kind.

Both Tegon and Helgi ate their fill rather quickly, and as soon as Euso arrived for food himself, they departed, taking with them their now-healed mother, as well as the horse and cart in which they had arrived in haste days ago.

Knasgriff poked the fire, kindling it further, and Slats puffed on a pipe of herbs provided kindly by Euso. Sviska also smoked. It had been since the cleaning of the winery, sitting on the promenade of the Estate with a pale moonlight above the snowy mountains, that he last smoked. He took deep breaths, drawing the spicy-yet-sweet herbs into his mouth; a warming sensation filled his face.

Knasgriff went to the door, lowered the latch and sealed the Great Hall.

"So," he began, "I feel you found what you sought in the far north?"

"We are to return magic," Slats said, exhaling a plume of smoke into the air above him. “But with Kealin around, the Legions might simply walk away if faced with rebellion.”

Knasgriff nodded, “If there were more of him perhaps! His zeal for blood is unmatched and his legend truly is larger than even he among men of the Protectorate, though I dare say he gained that reputation fighting with us alone.”

Garoa sat crossed-armed, nearly in the dark. He tapped his foot and stared at the door every few moments, not making eye contact with the others. Sviska noticed, but said nothing. It would do no good to point it out in front of the others, but it was clear something was on the Rusis's mind.

"Return it? How?"

"Our peoples sealed away magic at the time of The Order's war against us. We must break the two seals that hold it."

"But first," Berie said, "we must find two artifacts."

"Artifacts?" Euso asked.

"Perhaps Euso can help," Knasgriff suggested. "He has explored many places that the average person has not, seeking his herbs and such."

"Have you heard of an object called the Dwarven Hand?" Sviska asked, his interest piqued in the fact Euso had surely traveled much in his searches.

"No," he replied, "but on the mainland there were dwarves. There are mountains that run along the isthmus that I journied into many years ago. There is a village there also — not of the Island people, but I know they spoke of dwarves. Said there was a mountain past that saw many a traveler during the wars."

Slats beat the charred herbs from his pipe and tucked it away. "I believe if the dwarves were to hold something of secret it would be placed in the mountains,” he said. “Perhaps near the old city of Harrodarr, my home when I was younger. I did not travel much then, but if we can get close, I am sure I could find it. If only I had my books, but they were lost in Elinathrond."

The dwarf reached down to grasp his cup of ale and then took a long drink. "Not very much a good happening, If I’d say."

"So you plan to search out these objects?" Knasgriff asked. "And then upon finding both, break some seal and then magic will return?"

"Breaking one seal will return magic to one part of the land; the other part requires the other seal," Sviska explained.

Berie stood and said, "I feel the Hand would have been protected by my people. Though of dwarven design I do not doubt, but such a thing would have been better protected in the deep woods, where less-than-pleasant creatures wait in the trees. I feel the crystal would be with it." 

Knasgriff shook his head and said, "The forests of the elves were overrun long ago. I do not know by what power, but the place near the southern realms was a place of great tragedy and one of the final stands of magical kind. There were no survivors at that place."

A silence took the room. Berie's face was struck with angst for a truth she knew, but ignored. In all the years of her life, the sorrow she felt now welling within her was unlike any sadness, save her father's death months ago.

"Is there any way to know for sure where it was last held, do you think?" Slats asked.

"No," Sviska said. "We should head to the place that Euso spoke of first. There we may find some clue to its actual location. And further south, the realm of the Elves will be our second location in which the Dwarven Hand and the crystal may lie. The east was sealed second; there is a chance they could have went to either place afterward."

"It is well to do that," Berie said. "During that time the dwarves and the elves were fighting to do what could be done to preserve our people. It could be among the ruins of either of our people, in truth."

She stood from her seat and rubbed her eyes. "I am tired. I will see you all in the morning."

Berie departed into their room and shut the door. Knasgriff coughed and took another drink of his ale.

"We will be a home for you, if you need it, until you are ready to leave."

"We thank you, but we will leave at first light tomorrow. The Legion will return and in greater numbers, I fear," Sviska said. "Magic renewed in these lands will help us to fight them as the time comes."

"Aye!” Slats said. "I don't have quite the vigor as I did in Elinathrond! My ax is missing the heads of those men already."

Knasgriff grinned at the stoutness of the dwarf's remarks. "How did you ever stay calm, locked in that city?" he asked him, referring to his time at the Estate.

"He was a servant," Sviska said, "and a good one, too! Spent a lot of time hacking wood and reading books!"

"It is true," Slats said. "Although the stories I read of my people I felt were forever to be of the past, I believe further writings of the dwarves shall yet come!"

"I say it will, Slats," Knasgriff said. "I myself pen stories of interest to myself; perhaps one of the last dwarf of the land leading the people of Kersa next to the chieftain shall be a grand writing one day!"

There were shared laughs and mutual exchanges of tiredness as weariness was in all. One by one, they stood and bid goodnights. All except Garoa. A silence was in him of concern to Sviska and was not unnoticed by Knasgriff.

They each went into the room and went to their beds. 

Sviska lay awake. The snoring of Slats was the first sound he could hear and the crackling of wood in the great hall followed afterward. Berie had been motionless for a while, and he assumed she was sleeping. His reason for waiting proved valid when Garoa slipped his feet from his blankets and into his boots. 

 As Sviska watched him leave the room, he followed to the doorway. In the light of the fire, Garoa threw his pack over his shoulder and began toward the door of the Great Hall.

Sviska scurried to put on his own boots and bound himself in his coat. He ran with careful steps after Garoa, pushing open the door of the hall.

The guards had just left for their patrols around the third level, and thus the only form Sviska saw was Garoa standing at the steps.

"Go back inside." 

"What is wrong?" Sviska asked him, taking a few steps closer.

"You wish to know what is wrong, Sviska?"

He nodded.

"Perhaps you didn't see earlier. Because of me and this crazy task we seem to need to do, many innocent people were set to die. Because someone helped us, they were to be punished."

"I saw just as you did. We are working against the Legions and can only help them in that way." 

"Well, Turmin — or Sviska — since you knew nothing of magic before, you will be fine with the Elf and the Dwarf as they go seek out some lost object of their people. My people had no one. We were together only for mutual protection in the last days of magic, and then we were alone. I do not work with others very well. I like my dragons and I like my magic. One of those I cannot even use and my dragons have since found some roost away from me."

"What do you mean?"

His eyes squinted as he said, "You ask what I mean? Have you seen them flying about, curling up near the warm fire in the Great Hall, chomping of dried meat and fruit?"

Sviska did not speak.

"I did not wish to abandon them, but my whistles have gone unanswered! I pray my friends are alive. But no longer will I wait to fulfill some other destiny for some god and a dead lord of a burned estate. At least you, the elf, and the dwarf received weapons to guide you. I received gauntlets that are useless to me now. Garoa, forsaken again. Three things I am without. I have nothing from my life in Elinathrond. Therefore, I seek something from before my time there. If there is one thing I have learned, it is that I may have blood within the lands to the south, and I intend to find her."

"Who?"

"My daughter!"

"I didn't know you had a child."

"Neither did I, but I feel that searching for her will do me better than searching for some Dwarven Hand and crystal."

"I understand your desire, but magic . . . "

"I do not care of magic; it is gone. I want family, Sviska. One can only wander so long."

The Rusis's menacing glare turned to softness. Garoa said, "I had sense of that family while in the Trials in Elinathrond. I go now. I go south, and I know where I must go. Your place is here, with them." He pointed to the Great Hall. "I go.”

He turned with his pack over his shoulder, exhaled, and then began down the ramp. Sviska watched him disappear and then turned, spotting Berie, who stood in the darkness near the door of the Great Hall.

"Sviska, go with him." 

He shook his head. "I need go with you to restore magic."

"Slats and I will see to that. Brethor did not intend for us to separate, but at the least, you need to go with him and assure he gets back to us."

"He believes in finding something he saw in the trials. I don't feel he is thinking right."

"That is not the point. If you had word that you may have family, would not you seek it out? It is what he is doing, and whether the stars will take him to a place where he finds it or if it is only his mind conjuring that thought, he believes it. That is more of a reason for you to follow him."

"What about Slats?"

"I will talk to him."

She held up his pack and he took it, bowing to her as he did. She leaned forward, kissing him softly on the head. He felt a rush of warmness over his body as the cold sea air blew upon them. He looked up and a wisp of green polar lights danced above. Berie’s eyes shined brightly, and he smiled at her.

She retreated and began to fade into the shadow of the Great Hall. He set his pack to shoulder and hurried down the ramp to catch up with Garoa. Atop the Great Hall, unnoticed by Sviska, Kealin looked on, his own mind deep in thought of the coming tasks and of those he wished to help further.

 


Chapter 8 A Father's Will

 

Sviska jogged down the ramp and through the second level to gates of the city. He needed to catch up with Garoa, who would be well on his way now.

Two guards standing at either side of a small fire blew breath into their hands as a light snow began to fall. He nodded as he passed them, slowing down as he left the entrance of the village. The path ahead was dark, but the sky above was alive with stars and a curved moon.

He did not know where Garoa was going, just that the only path he could take was down this road. A boat, or some type of transport, would be at the far end of the island, or so he guessed. He began to walk, tucking his coat around him to keep out the breeze.

The road was hilly and began to become slippery as a rain and snow mix speckled the ground. Trudging up a large hill, he looked back to Kersa in the distance. This was about where their run-in with Knasgriff had been. A burning on the back of his neck caused him to take a deep breath. He wished to calm the annoyance he felt toward Garoa. This was not what was supposed to happen, and a self-centered journey was not what needed to be priority now; at least, not to Sviska.

A few more hills passed, and Sviska saw the glimmer of the moonlight on the sea. Down the road, a lone structure that looked no more than an outline of black against a pale gray stood beside the water’s edge.

The sparse clouds that had dusted icy rain now began to smack the ground with large flakes as he made it to the structure. It was a simple house of no more than a door and a single window. The moss-covered roof of the house built into the hill rose sharply to a point, continuing up in broken rocks. A boat, or more appropriately raft, sat in the water, with a guide stick standing up near the dock to the left. A hooded figured stood on the raft looking out toward the water. The sound of a slamming door preceded an old man emerging from the dark hut with a torch. He wobbled toward the raft and then paused, looking back toward Sviska.

"Do ya need a ride to the mainland too?" he said in a crackling voice, tilting his head.

He looked past the man to the figure on the raft and said loudly, "I am following a friend."

"Very well, very well!" the old man replied. "Onto the ferry! We need to get across before the tides pull completely out!"

Sviska boarded a raft that was not much more than logs tied together and three posts with metal handles for passengers to hold onto. The old man took hold of his guide stick and pressed it into the sand below the raft, pushing them into the shallow bay.

"When ya come during the day we have to go to our bigger raft, but at night the waters go out to sea and a little bay forms between the two rock formations to our sides."

Sviska looked to his sides and noticed two rocky outcroppings that led from the island across the water to the sliver of land visible in the dark.

He turned his attention to the figure, and he knew without a doubt it was Garoa, as the coat given to him by Brethor was easily noticeable in even the dark.

"You can ignore me as you wish, but there is no point. I will follow you until I get you back on course."

He turned to Sviska and said, "But your course and my course are different. Perhaps you should take the trip back across with the old man. I am sure his path will direct you back to what you need."

"Aye! What you need is history! These rocky shoals are the foundations of bridges burned by the Legions long ago. But it is well, now you have the ferries!"

Sviska looked at the old man, who smiled a toothy grin and shook his head with a cackling laugh.

"I’ve come to take you back," Sviska said to Garoa.

"I cannot go back."

"But if you wish, you can with enough gold!" the old man interjected again. "Speaking of, I need two pieces for each of you!"

Garoa started to reach into his pocket when Sviska grabbed into his, pulling out the coins. 

"For both of us."

He dropped the coins in the man's hand, and the ferryman quickly hid them in a coin purse at his side.

"Pay the ferry man, pay him fast.

Or your trip might be the last,

For thieves are one thing he detest,

He lays them down for eternal rest!"

The old man ended his rhyme in another cackling laugh as the shore came into a closer view.

There was another landing, and another man stood on the dock.

"Hullo, dear brother! A good night to see you so late!" 

The man sat on the dock with his feet over the water; a simple stick and string went down into the depths. He tugged it every few moments.

"Good to see ya, too, my brother! How are the fish this night?"

He smiled, "Not very good! I believe they swam to your side, didn’t much like my shores!"

"Very well! I shall fish when I get back, and we can meet to compare!"

The raft came to rest on land, and both Garoa and Sviska disembarked. Garoa walked ahead, picking up his pace as he left the ferry landing. The two brothers laughed and carried on behind them as Sviska jogged to catch up to his distant friend.

Sviska grabbed his arm and turned Garoa toward him. Garoa bowed up, his right fist tightened, and he held a spark of flame in his right. As the bit of fire fizzled out, there was a twitch in his eye.

"And that is why we should be helping Slats and Berie." 

He pushed off Sviska's hand and shook his head. "I need not magic to further prove my worth. I will find better things in this life. If you wish to help me, fine, but know I do not walk the path you do."

Sviska nodded his head, agreeing. "I would hope not, but I would pray the destination would be near the same."

They began down the road side by side in a southerly direction. The thick, green grass on the rocky ground began to give way to a more typical thatch.In bunches along the road, white and bluish flowers could be seen in the moonlight like tiny torchlights on the ground. Their petals reflected the light in an almost magical glow.

As they came to a fork in the road at about daybreak, they took a southwestern path and continued. The land became flat. A long path was ahead for them, up and down the hills of the northern highland regions.

The sun was now high above them, beaming down on the Rusis and Sviska. The southwestern path had evened out and stretched before them. Leaving the hills behind, they descended near a brook that rushed downward to a large bay that was to their right and, from above, appeared speckled with gold.

Soon the road reached out toward the bay, avoiding a gully of rocks and pushing them toward the bay. Crabs snapped and chased after little mice that jutted back and forth between the rocks that lined the shore. The path came to two posts crossing a narrow waterway and continued on — only the bridge was no longer.

Garoa shrugged, leapt over, but struggled on the far end, slipping on the rocks and grasping for one of the posts. He steadied his feet and turned as Sviska leapt then, making it in a single bound.

"Good for a winemaker," Garoa said, shaking his head, "I have not asked, but I do know you are no winemaker. Your hands seem more fit for knife work than handling berries. What did you do before Elinathrond, Sviska? If that indeed is your name."

"Knife work," he replied. His eyes closed with a sour churning in his stomach. "I spent much time to the far west, the barren desert lands and yes, Sviska is my actual name." 

Sviska thought for a moment, his memory still fresh with the small life he was to take before The Order sent him to Elinathrond, and he shook his head.

Garoa did not push him to speak any further of it, but grumbled to himself.

"What?" Sviska questioned.

"It was rude of me to ask about something I knew was not good memory for you. I do thank you for coming with me, but know I will not turn to help the others. I have a new path. With the curse likely gone, I can make a new life."

"We will make a new life and restore magic in time."

Garoa stopped and looked at him.

"If that is your purpose, I beg you, leave now."

Sviska stared at him, "I come to remain beside you in what you do. Berie and Slats will do the other. But I must know what it is you seek. How do you know that some child is here?"

"I do not. But I know of a woman that may be.” He stopped speaking to grimace. "I left her, and I mean to do as I should’ve then. We must go to Lokam."

Sviska raised his eyebrow and shook his head. "That is a central city of the Grand Protectorate in the northern lands,” he said. “I have never passed that way, but I know the Legions will be there. How would you expect to get past them?"

"I will walk as will you. The Legions do not know our faces; it is only our actions that draw them. For all the Grand Protectorate knows, it is Berie and Slats they should fear more than ourselves. The First Legion will still be marching from Elinathrond, if they are even to return."

"Which they won't. Not that quickly, at least," Sviska said. "I know much of the Legions, but I still feel that going to Lokam to be ill-advised."

"I did not ask your advice, Sviska. I am no stranger to that place."

The Rusis turned and began walking again. Sviska exhaled, wondering what path he had chosen to follow in going with Garoa. 

The road before them turned to cobbled rocks and then overgrown weeds, which partially shrouded stacked stones and splintered, rotting wood, at one time of use to the inhabitants of the area, but no more. 

The road passed more ruins. Dwellings of different sizes, as well as pieces of pottery and bits of bones riddled the area. Opening up to a larger area in the ruins, a large stone, coated in now-rusted metal, rose above them.

"This was a place of magic," Garoa said. "I have been here, many, many years ago. I was only a boy then."

Sviska did not recognize the place; his work never brought him to this region. The north was nearly as alien to him as was Tar Aval, Tar Sol, and Elinathrond.

"We use to come here to seek herbs. My mother loved to make compounds for wounds and such that my father would get when he was working."

"And what did he do?"

"What did all Rusis do? Blend, hide, wait in the shadows, and then take every penny from unsuspecting persons."

"So he robbed people," Sviska stated.

"Well, when you say it with that tone . . . The Rusis were not always that way, but we became that."

They began to walk around the statue and follow the path out of the ruins.

"Robbed people," Garoa laughed, sniffing. "That isn't all my father did."

Sviska turned to his friend, who was now more emotional than he had ever seen him. His face was red, and although his eyes watered, he smiled.

"He was a great Rusis, and through two winters kept not only us, but two other families warm when we were hiding from The Order. As the other families did not know what The Order searched for, but hid anyway, as we all did in that time. Most magic peoples were gone, and so, when The Order sought us, no one knew, unless we showed them deliberately that we had powers. But he had to. He cooked and made light, as well as fought off the wolves of the woods not once but twice as they sniffed us out. We made it for a while after that winter, but then they died . . . both of them. I buried them myself, just ten years old at that time. I was alone from then on. Kept up my father's work, you might say."

Garoa trudged on, looking up straight now he quickened his pace. They neared Lokam, and Sviska stared ahead noting a single monolithic structure that reached into the sky. It was still a far journey ahead.

Passing a small farm tended by a man and a woman, they stopped, after an offering of snacks by a youngster at a roadside table.

"Now I told you, Mama, we would be sellin' some on this road!"

A young boy with a crooked tan hat offered rolled oats in a leaf, stuffed with some form of berry. The boy's father worked the ground behind him with a hoe, and his mother came over to see the transaction.

The boy's mother stared them up and down with a large but somewhat forced smile. The strangers’ clothes set them apart from the typical sort she saw.

"Not so often we have travelers this far to the east. Where are you headed?"

"Lokam," Garoa said. "We are pilgrims."

"Traveling pilgrims," Sviska added. "We have been traveling the roads, making maps, noting such finds such as a place to find a fine snack."

Sviska looked around and said, "I'd say we have found one."

His charade was cut short by the mother. "Please, Selu, go to your father," she said.

The boy backed away slowly, staring at them before turning and jogging toward his father.

"I'd warn you to avoid Lokam," she said, "There is much going on there, of late. A lot of fighting men have been there, and there are some unnatural happenings in the clouds, as of late. Out here, we see everything, and I swear that many days ago we saw a horrible creature in the storm clouds."

"What?" Garoa asked.

"Something like the gods of the stories my own mama used to tell. But angry. The ground has shaken in a way like the ground below you is going to erupt at any moment. If you can avoid that place, do so; but if not, be careful of whom you speak to."

Garoa tapped his foot and looked over at the woman and then to the man. "I head to the tavern of moon and star, the way of good drink and sour pipes. Where must I go to get some bread?"

The woman looked to her husband. His hands no longer held a hoe, but were at his side, rubbing the dirt on his shirt. The woman closed her eyes and looked down before holding her own head high.

She replied to him, "Might should go to the baker of the red morning, lest you will be as the dead baker's dough and not rise again."

Garoa nodded. "It seems something of old survives."

"You were a boy yourself when I last saw you. I did not recognize you after such time," the man said.

Garoa smiled and said, "Yes, Father Emun, be it fate I should find you."

"I thought you were lost long ago, both I and Telis here."

She smiled and said, "It is good to see you, Garoa."

"I am seeking Lucia," he said bluntly. "I have reason to find her."

A shocked look came across Emun's face. 

"The girl from the tavern, the barmaid?"

"You know we had time together before. I wish to seek her out in Lokam. Her parents are there still, I hope."

"The tavern was raided shortly after you last departed. Tore apart everything searching for the tunnels, but we lucked out and they did not. I know not where Lucia could have went. We all went into hiding for a while after."

"After that," Telis said, "we feared to operate the guild anymore. Most members are scattered or mostly dead, we guessed ourselves."

"Hullo, good people," Sviska said. "I do not know you as Garoa, but I feel a greeting is in order."

"So are you one, too?" asked Emun.

"A what?"

Garoa shook his head. "No, he is not a Rusis. But a good friend and one who is helping me."

"Very well, then," Emun said. "But yes, welcome to our farm. Please, take more of our son's bars. It is all we have to offer, as it is well before dinner."

He wrapped the oat bars in a sackcloth bag and handed them to Garoa. 

"Thank you."

"We want to get to Lokam before dark," Garoa said. "If others like us past this way, or if you hear rumors of things happening in the land, know that our old creed stays true."

"Always," Emun replied.

Emun and Telis bowed, and Sviska and Garoa began walking again.

"I take it there is more to you in Lokam than you have told me."

"We both have our secrets, Sviska."

There was a silence between them for a moment. Sviska knew a breach of secrecy for most guilds was a punishable offense, but such guilds of secret were no more, he thought.

"You may have dirtied your blades on the necks of innocent or guilty be as they judged, but the occupation by the Grand Protectorate and the Legions in Lokam was not well received by the people long ago. Lokam was not always a place of the Legions."

Sviska had heard of Lokam before. The chief arm of the Legion for the northern forces resided there. It was large city and populated by many thousands of people, one of the largest cities of Order control.

"In the times before Elinathrond, I was a young man. After a few drinks with some others, including the father and his good wife back there, we had some ideas. We decided to use the old city tunnels to run raids on the Legions, spreading propaganda against the Legions, and causing issues everywhere we could. As silly as it was, thinking of it now, locking a gate behind a cohort of soldiers marching through and then locking a second gate sealing them between the two was good fun, but nothing more than child's play. More of a drinking guild than anything, we called ourselves the Children of Lokam." Garoa smiled, paused briefly, then said, "A good time."

“Did the people of Lokam ever wish to rebel?”

“Yes and no. The Grand Protectorate did not do to Lokam as what the Island Nation deals with now, but the people did not care for them. The hands of dwarves and men alike built Lokam. It was in a time well before magic was threatened and well before my birth, perhaps even Slats’s birth. You have heard of the city of Finar, to the south?”

“Another place of the Grand Protectorate, I know of it only from rumors. It was a place of magic at one time.”

“A place of darkness, if I could point at one. It was a holy site for the Itsu in ages before. Beside the sea, its bounty proved profitable to other lands, and so, at my time in Lokam, many dealings happened in regard to trade and war with that city.”

“So the Children of Lokam did nothing else against the Legions?”

Garoa shook his head and said, “I know not much else. Apologies, but I am not too good with history. I will say that the children of Lokam harassed the Legions for a good while. Perhaps they became more violent after I left. I cannot say.”

"Why did you leave them?"

"What?" 

"The Children of Lokam. You left."

"I had found a girl."

"This girl we are seeking? Lucia?"

"No," he whispered, "another girl . . . woman more, really. She convinced me to leave Lokam. According to Emun, they raided the tavern just after that. Anyway, that was just before I went to Elinathrond. The curse was always a fear of mine, and I feel given that I was at risk for it to find me, it would. Thankfully it never did."

"Who was the woman?" 

"I don't remember."

Sviska glared at him.

"Really, I don't. There was a lot of drinking, and I followed her out the city, down the road, and away from Lokam. I always say it as my defining moment where I felt I should finally seek out the rumored city of our past friend Brethor."

"And this woman?"

"Oh, of the worst kind. Not a real woman, a beast actually. Curse likely wiped them out, but to their name I will not say in fear one might yet rise from the grave to find me. I will say more than one drunken man has been seduced and then eaten like does a wild dog with a fresh kill. I was lucky. As I said, I had a defining moment.

“Elinathrond was quite a journey after that, and it was summer when I got there. The sun does not set for many days during that season. I know you did not get to see that, but when you first do, it is something surreal as the polar lights, if not a bit disorienting."

Sviska noticed a depth to Garoa he had not seen before. Much more conversation than of late. Sviska welcomed it.

"You have me thinking of things that I have not thought of in many years," Garoa told him. "I am glad you have joined me."

As the sun began to lower from its trek in the sky ahead of them, they spotted the outline of Lokam. It was magnificent and old, and the stories Sviska had heard of its grandness were true.

The walls, tall and stalwart, ran up from a mountainous base to jagged points that served as towers. In its center was a tower, a long and flat structure that reached upwards; the monolith they had seen from earlier ascended into the clouds above.

Below that, the city was not visible from the road. There was a grand wall, taller than many men and near triple that of Elinathrond, making the refuge in the mountains inferior in comparison. The tops of trees that nearly hid other buildings on the outside of the wall did not even reach the crenellations, where legionnaires watched over the plains.

There was a tall bridge ahead, reaching from the ground high above a river that ran from the bays and waters of the north and flowed south in a large breath. It must have taken many a man and many days of toiling against the swift current to build it.

The bridge itself was stone, with torch basins lining it, lit by legionnaires that took little notice of the two of them walking past. They were not as armored as the legionnaires of the First Legion, or even the men that had been at Kersa. Most likely, they were not of the Legions at all, only trained like some of the militia town guards that stood watch at outlying western villages that The Order felt needed augmented security.

About midway down the bridge, Sviska took note of a cove where the river wrapped around an earthen mound and ships docked around it. It was true: the Legions did not have a grand navy nor the berth to field one. It seemed that land armies were of more importance than sea to the Grand Protectorate.

The road wrapped down the river, following its flow to what was the north gate of the city. Under them, the waters broke from the main mouth of the river that flowed through the center of the city. It then ran along a smaller arm of the river that followed toward farmland, before twisting back to the main body that flowed further south.

Before them a drawbridge crowned in silver spikes pointed down toward the road as if they were the waiting jaws of an open python. As they headed toward the drawbridge, two legionnaires approached them.

"Travelers, do you know of the ordained curfew in affect around the city of Lokam?"

Garoa shrugged and said, "Our apologies, we were not aware."

"It has been determined for the safety of all, that all dealings be made before sundown, and there is to be no one outside the city as the sun crests the trees from the watch of the Northern Guards."

Sviska turned to look behind them; the sun had just began to reach the top of trees.

"We are pilgrims," said Sviska, "We know not customs of southern cities. We hail from a desolate region of Taria, north of Tar Sol."

"That would explain your dress. It is different and covers your arms. Looks warm."

The small talk between them was a comforting change from the exchanges of late with those of the Legions.

"Very well, you will find the inn just into the city. But do not leave your rooms until morning and do not walk the city. Curfew extends to then, and you must not leave your house past moonrise."

Sviska and Garoa nodded as the guards opened the path to the city. Passing the void of the gate, they turned to see the guards staring at them.

"A bit tight with the law now," Garoa muttered. "I don't remember such rules, even in the midst of the guild's shenanigans.”

"There is more than mere jokes that has them spooked," Sviska whispered. "The Order attacking Elinathrond was done out of lack of patience. Something has spurred them to act."

They followed a path of stone lined with elevated paths on either side. Intermittent doors and even varied signs hung above them, capped in ice that reflected the glimmer of torchlight along the buildings. Lokam was a city of many services for the entire north and a center for trade like no other. Even though, Sviska noticed no obvious sign of normal trade, like when he first went to Elinathrond’s market. Lokam was less than welcoming.

They recognized the inn by the array of wagons and horse stalls outside of a two story, balconied building. It looked over a cliff that dropped off the side of the city and through the lower areas.

They entered, pushing the door open and coming to a large room where candles lit the walls. A tall, slender man looked up from a book as they approached. His robes were red and a silver necklace hung around his neck.

"Two rooms or just one?" the man asked, staring at them.

"Two and some food?" Sviska asked.

"You will find apples in your rooms, and a porridge served tomorrow. Ten gold pieces for the night, for both, please."

The man held a skinny and frail white hand to accept the money given to him by Garoa. He slid them two bronze keys as his other hand covered the coins.

"Take the stairs, rooms are on the end."

Passing through an archway and past a dark room with a dying fire, they ran up steps that were over a darkened hallway below them. In either direction from the crest of the stairs were four rooms. They took a guess and went left, finding their rooms unlocked by their keys. 

A very simple accommodation, but warm. No more than a bed and a small table adorned the room, and the bed was less than the best a city such as Lokam could provide, but it worked.

 Sviska removed his coat and stretched. Although tired, he walked toward a wooden door opposite the entrance and opened it.

It was a balcony and linked to the railings of other rooms on this side of the inn. Garoa had come out, too.

From the balcony, the city sat in a bowl around the center keep that reached into the sky. From the level of the inn, it was many stories and twisted roads down to the river level that was far below, now speckled with a crest of moonlight on the water. The western portion of Lokam sat higher than the east, and it delved into the rocks going upward from the watery center.

Punctuated by many four story buildings, the city rose up on either side of them. Although many different areas linked together with large bridges, others had roads than took sharp turns around jutted rocks rising from the riverbed below. 

Near the lowest portion of the city, a single bridge led off to the opposite side of the city from an island in the water. This island sat at the center and was circled in iron and stonewalls. Torches glowed from atop it. A causeway went from this fortification in a single half-moon turn, rising up to another large rocky outcropping. It was there a large tower rose up into the clouds. This is what they had seen on their approach, but as massive it was, the tower was dark and lacked the light of the rest of Lokam. 

“The tower of stone. Rumored to be the resting place of Kel,” Garoa said.

“We saw Kel at Elinathrond,” Sviska replied, “So we at least know he is not fallen.”

“A prisoner to it then, though I can say never have I seen that tower alight in the night or the doors at the end of the causeway opened. Lokam has many secrets beyond just that. But none are important for our task tomorrow.”

The morning would come before Sviska and Garoa knew it. They both needed sleep and took their leave of each other. It took mere moments and each of them were asleep. Unknown to them, things were not to be peaceful that night.

It had been no more than an hour into their slumber when a thundering sound like a great hammer smashing stone shook Sviska from his bed. His heart thudding in his chest, Sviska's hand found his dagger and drew it, a fear overtaking him.

Sviska scrambled to the balcony. He looked toward the center tower spotting rocks shaking free from the structure near the center keep of the city. High above in a swirl of clouds there was lightning, but instead of down from the clouds it shot upwards in flashes of whites and blues. Garoa joined him looking upwards.

Shouts below them echoed in the near-empty streets as cohorts of legionnaires ran from one place to another. It seemed they headed to the center island, but it was hard to tell from the flashes above. The ordeal lasted for a while before the lighting ceased and a howling wind blew in. 

Garoa shook his head. "Never had a sight as that been seen here when this was my home, never," he said.

Sviska did not know what it was they had seen either, and, perplexed, they each laid down again, hoping that slumber would last until morning and the sounds would not return. The howling wind was like a sad gale, singing into the stones of the keep a solemn cry. With that sound for his lullaby, Sviska forced himself to sleep.

 


Chapter 9 The Eastern Journey

 

Berie remained within the shadows, watching and listening to the quick jog of Sviska’s steps as he chased after Garoa. It would be up to her and the dwarf to seek the Dwarven Hand, and the task was already heavy upon her.

Opening the door of the great hall, she entered to find Knasgriff staring into the fire.

"They are gone then? Sviska has followed after Garoa?" he asked.

"Yes."

He shook his head and said, "I could tell something was on his mind, and that he was not as zealous to the task as you others."

"Sviska will direct him back to us, but we will not tarry on our task, as well as our promise to the Island Nation."

"I trust you all will continue on? You will leave tomorrow with the dwarf?"

"Yes, at first light, I hope, but it will not harm us to start a bit later, I feel. I am quite weary as of now."

"That is well with me. You may use this as your home as long as you need and afterward, when you return, if you wish." 

Knasgriff took a drink of ale from a tankard on the mantel. 

"I would hope you would not mind Euso joining you."

"Your apothecary?" she asked. "I would think he would be most useful here, given the issues you have had with Legatus Varac.”

He nodded and said, "Why yes, he would, but his stock of supplies can be managed by his assistants and will well last. Besides, it is you that may need his help before your task is complete, and he is the best at what he does."

"We would be happy to have him, but I have sight to see it will not be an easy road ahead."

"He has known much strife and though he does not look it, he is a warrior as much a healer. If you do not wish him to go . . . "

"No, Knasgriff, he is welcome to come with us. Slats will very much like that. I will like to have him, too. My father was an apothecary, so aside from being familiar with herbs, Euso’s company will be pleasant."

Knasgriff smiled. "Thank you. I know that your task is most definitely your own to complete, but I am happy that — such people as you are — you would take help from us island folk still. We fought a hard battle for your kind."

"Thank you, from all the elves, and dwarves, for your sacrifices. I have wondered for many moons if I would meet those responsible for my own saving that night."

Knasgriff placed his hand on her shoulder and said, “It was an honor to say we could, dear elf, and a tragedy we could not do more. I leave you for sleep now."

They both departed from one another and laid down for the night.

 

It was as if she had not slept at all, as an almost jubilant Slats awoke and began knocking around things, packing his few trinkets and putting on his coat. He puffed an empty pipe as he walked toward the door, not noticing until now that other than Berie, the others were not there. He shouted to Berie, who was only half-awake, "Come on, come on! Get up we must get going! The others are already awake!"

He chewed the end of his pipe again and went out the door. 

Berie sat up. Sliding her feet into her boots, she looked over to the wall where her bow and quiver sat. It would be just her and him until Sviska managed to get Garoa back to them. They were responsible for a great task, and now they were only half of what they were.

Slats made a quick search around the Great Hall, and when he did not find his other companions, he quickly returned to their sleeping chamber and burst through the door. 

"Berie, come quick! They are not here." 

Berie stood and held her head high. "They are gone, Slats. It is up to us now."

"Gone?" 

His eyes narrowed in, and he tilted his head. He wondered if he had heard wrong. Sviska and Garoa both knew the importance of what they were to do.

"Gone where? To get some supplies, perhaps an animal to ride instead of traveling on just our own two feet?" 

He rather liked that idea and, in fact, he was sure that was it as he began packing his pipe with tobacco, preparing for the wait for their return.

"That is good! We shall travel a bit easier now!"

"No, Slats. Garoa left for his own convictions, and Sviska went with him to curb him back to proper path. He bid us continue to seek out the Dwarven Hand and the elven crystals. He assured that he would meet back up with us as soon as they could. But we need to continue as planned."

There was sadness from Slats as his eyes slanted away and he turned toward the doors of the Great Hall. Berie followed him and found him lighting his pipe, slouched against the wall of the Great Hall.

"I cannot believe it," he told her. "Of all the snares in which I thought we were to get caught, the twists of fate for our journey, I did not believe this would be one of them."

"Slats, in my many years I have seen many a ploy and plot come together as well as fail. It is often the very thing we do not expect that is what happens. Such it was in our journey to Elinathrond. Such will it be as long as we breathe in this life.

The long winded words of the elf were more than the dwarf was used to, particularly in the early morning. He puffed his pipe, nodding along as if he actually understood it, but Berie could tell her words were a bit too much for him. He thought of the Estate, the crackle of bacon cooking as he sipped a stout tea. Berie’s monologue continued.

"Our paths are no different, and I trust that Garoa will return to us, as will Sviska. We are to take this path ourselves."

He coughed on his pipe. "Bluckers. Sometimes the jobs of a servant are easier than this fate we are dealing with. I might very much like to be back in the library in Elinathrond." 

He stood and stretched his neck before reaching down to pick up his ax. He held it out in front of him. "But, my kin had not such a history sitting around chomping bread. We made it out there."

Slats pointed over the walls of the village and across the land of the island. 

"All right, we will go it alone,” he said to her.

"Ah! I say you won't!" a voice said from below them.

Up from the second level came Euso, a large satchel at his side and a walking stick. "I can hear your journeying talk already, and I say I will be joining you on this bit of a walk."

"Euso, I am happy you were up and ready to go this morning. Knasgriff told me you wished to go!" Berie said, walking down to meet him.

"I had not the courage to ask myself, but I am ready. I have brought herbs that will aid us, I am sure."

"Euso, do you journey with us to seek the Dwarven Hand?"

"Why yes, my dear Slats. Two shorter people are better than one I'd say."

About that time, Knasgriff emerged from the Great Hall, also with a pack. At first, Berie and Slats both thought the same. That indeed another was coming, but the Chieftain waved his hand in front of himself, seeing their surprised stares.

"Oh no, I am not going. Although I would if I could. There is much to oversee here. We have a fishing trip to prepare for."

He gave a slight wink and opened up the large pack.

"Some traveling fare, rations, a bottle of mead. Just some items that I thought might be useful. I would give you some bread but uh, the mill." He motioned behind himself. "You know."

They nodded.

"Thank you, Chieftain," said Slats.

"You are welcome. Take the path south, as I know the other two did. It is there you will find the ferryman who will take you to the mainland."

"I will take care of them," Euso said.

They turned toward the ramp leading down, and there was unified clapping from Knasgriff and those guards of the third level. A happiness stirred in both Berie and Slats as they made it to the second level and began toward the gate. People stared at them, pointing and talking amongst themselves. However, the stares were not of disrespect or mocking, but of wonder. It had slipped throughout the town that an elf and a dwarf were among them.

They passed through the gates where both guards bowed before them. Slats smirked at the occurrence. The people of Kersa respected them and long had it been since such respect was shown from men to elves and dwarves.

They followed the road and under a rising sun the town faded behind them. The air was fresh and blew over their path with a salty warmness.

The companions treaded with haste toward the ferry landing, reaching it before they had realized it was a path that the elf and the dwarf had never taken. Berie looked toward the grass-covered home with a peculiar look.

"These people live almost as the elves did. The leaves upon the roofs remind me of home and the great trees."

"It is for warmth," Euso told them. "It helps keep the houses insulated from the cold and looks well, too, I think."

The ferryman sat on the dock with a fishing pole, not minding the fact he had customers waiting. He had a bite and jerked the line, setting the hook.

As Berie, Slats, and Euso came onto the dock, he pulled from the waters a green and silver fish, jumping in an ecstatic joy.

"Aye! My brother will not believe this one, biggest one I've caught in a while!"

He turned with a crazed smile on his face and to his customers said, "Strange travelers, again!"

"Hello, good man!" Euso said.

"Greetings to you, friend!" the man replied, and he smiled as he took the fish he had caught by the lip. "Waters gave me a winner here!"

"I see, I see. The ferry is up and going then?"

The man slammed the fish a few times on the dock, rendering it dead.

"Of course, ya got here just in time. Tide is in and the water is calm. Going to grab some more herbs for your healin'?"

The ferryman took the fish and tossed it into the larger raft of the two. 

Euso shook his head as he boarded the raft. "No, no. Quite personal, actually. I would like you to meet my friends Berie and Slats."

The man rubbed his hand dry before giving a stout hand to Slats. He then took hold of Berie's hand, who proceeded to squeeze against the soft grip he offered.

"Strong woman and a short man you have here! Strange people come this way as of late!"

"You have seen others?" Berie asked, boarding the raft just ahead of Slats.

"Of course. Just this early morning! Bit of a quarrel of sorts between them, but I think they sorted it out. Took the southern road, I think."

Slats looked to Berie and said, "Do you think he might have convinced Garoa to wait somewhere on the other side?"

"Doubtful. Rusis are stubborn. His mind is set, and I fear it will take much convincing to pull him away from his task as long as he sees it so."

The raft lurched out, the guiding stick pushed far into the depths below against shoal formations and the occasional crab house of boulders, slipping along into mud.

The sun shined above them high and hot, even though the coastal winds brought a chill over Slats’ skin as he looked out over the water.

Across the way, the other dock was starting to come into view. Yet, as they floated closer, it was clear that the brother of the ferryman had less than happy tidings this early morning.

A large man, nearly twice the size of Brethor, slammed a wooden club on the ground near the cowering ferryman, who scooted backward, holding out his hand.

Their ferryman gave a hard push to the raft, and they lurched forward. Behind the large man, three others holding swords walked down the dock as the ferryboat came along side.

"All right," one of the two gruff men shouted, "out of the ferry and empty your pockets on the dock!"

Slats's hand felt for his ax. He challenged, "And who exactly is requesting such a thing?" he asked.

"The name's Remor, and it is necessary for you to follow my commands."

The other man behind him snarled and laughed, "Yea, yea! His commands need following. Now, ya short, lumpy man!”

"You impede our path and harm the unarmed," Berie said, pointing toward the ferryman, who cowered in the shadow of the larger man taunting him.

Remor pointed his sword at her and yelled, "Quiet! What we have going here is our business. The Legions paid us quite well to acquire the services of the ferryman. Seems your islands are gonna be the Legions' before too long!"

In the confident shroud of conversation, Berie had already reached behind her and grasped the bow still hidden under her garb. The question now was the arrow and her hand fumbled behind her even as the dull Remor looked on.

"How about you just walk away," Slats advised. "Go on down the road, and we will have no quarrel with you."

There was an eruption of laughter from the three of the highwaymen. The large man actually fell backwards as he did, giving the ferryman time to jump to the water and began swimming briskly underneath the surface.

"Duma! You dimwitted oaf! You let him escape!" Remor shouted.

"No matter, master! I've got him," the other man said. 

He ran down the dock and took up a large boulder. So large in fact in took two hands for him to lift it above his head as he ran along the opposite dock just near the ferryman, who was nearly at the bow of the boat.

As he reared back, the ferryman with Berie and Slats cried out, his feeble form gave way to quick movements and the tossing of a pair of spike shells. The two shells flew in unison, striking the man's hand. The boulder fell, and the man tumbled backward. The rock struck his foot, pinning it, and the man landed with his head just above the water and unable to get free.

Remor pushed aside the larger man, going to aid his friend, who squirmed and splashed, unable to free his leg. 

Berie leapt to the dock, her bow now drawn as she moved sideways to better angle her shot. Slats’s ax was now out, and he followed behind.

Remor managed to free the mangled and bleeding foot, and pull his friend from the cold bay waters.

The man coughed and shook his head as Remor patted his back.

"All right, there! I got you out!"

The man was well, save his foot, and he looked over Remor's shoulder to see their other companion in a quandary.

Slats rushed the larger man, bashing the blunt head of his ax into his stomach. The man swung his blade, but missed. Slats punched upwards, catching him in the jaw. The man stumbled to the ground and, before he could rise again, the head of the dwarf’s ax was against his head.

Berie aimed her bow at the others.

On the raft, the ferryman helped his brother out of the water and walked him to the dock. Sharpened shells were in both of their hands.

"Now, new terms," Slats said.

Remor raised his hands, as did his injured friend.

Euso walked along the dock, looking at the injured person across from them.

"You three," continued Slats, "will return to wherever you came from, and you will not harass these men again." 

Three heads nodded together.

As the one man helped the other hobble toward Berie and Slats, Euso looked at them both and said, "We cannot just let him remain as such. That foot is bad off, and I can see splintered bone."

"They are of the Legions," Berie said.

"No, I do not think so," Euso replied.

"If I say to you three ‘I wish to kill those of the Legions,’ what say you to myself?" Slats asked.

Remor answered, "We say kill whom you must. We are only men for hire and will help you, particularly if you pay."

"Surely you must have your own convictions? Have you not also had friends taken by the Legions?"

"Say nothing of it!" shouted the gimp man through his tears as tried to walk faster.

Remor helped the man to sit and then said, "My friend here has had further injury to an already injured soul. The Legions kidnapped his brother many weeks ago. But as there have been stringent restrictions place on bounties from our own sowing of plants, we are left with few resources for income. Even the weapons we have are on loan from the Legions."

As the injured man looked at them, he placed his hands on his legs trying to halt the flow of red that trickled out onto the gravel.

"As I thought," Euso said. "Let me treat that leg. I can help you feel at least a bit better, I'm sure."

Berie gave a slight shake of head in disapproval; however, Slats looked on in curiosity. Euso knelt before the quivering man as he pulled a bag from around his waist.

"I have a salve for pain that I will apply first."

"N . . .  n . . .  no . . .  no!" he stuttered, "not magic!"

"This is not magic, but an herbal remedy that I have perfected. This is nothing but nature used in a way to heal you."

Euso took a green and white compound and sprinkled it over the open skin. 

"It burns!" the man shouted.

"It will for a moment, but that will go away. Will you tell me your name?"

"They call me Noumo, after my father, Noumo Humerran. He was a miner in the eastern mountains. The eastern mountains are no place for men anymore. Too dangerous.”

Euso nodded along. The man seemed to have forgotten his pain as Euso continued with more salve and bandaging. 

"Sounds like you need some dwarves to deal with mountain dangers,” Slats laughed. “But tell us, why do you fear magic?”

"Why shouldn't we?" Remor replied. "Aside from memory sickness, the legionnaires tell us that powerful wizards and elves, and even dwarves, dwell now in the Islands. They say Kealin the Blood Blade has returned."

"And you believe everything the Legions tell you?" Euso asked.

"Well, um. They wouldn't lie, but . . . "

The man was suddenly aware of an issue with the information he had.

"It is no matter," Berie said. "I can assure you that no dwarf or elf is upon the Island Nation, as well as that no wizard is running amok. But of these things you should not fear. The Legions are taking your people, and of that you should fear. Do not judge the Elven or Dwarven people, nor magic. It is by the power of magic than many men have been saved through the ages."

The men seemed perplexed but in wonderment of her words.

Euso finished the bandaging to a well-relieved Noumo, who now had a slight smile.

"Better?"

"Yes sir, much better. The ache is gone."

Euso reached into a different pouch and said, "Take these as the pain returns." He dropped four small red seeds into the man's hand. "They will help keep the pain away."

Slats jumped to the ground, allowing the large man to get up. He rubbed his neck with his hand as he joined the other two. 

"You are all free to go, but do not trouble the ferrymen again."

"We will not, but other's may. The Legion is seeking easy access to the Island Nations."

"And tell them that doing such will end unwell for them." Berie warned. "Tell them that these waters are protected by Kealin, and you will not have a soul that wishes to come this way."

There were firm nods from the three. The large man picked up Noumo and began walking away from the docks. Remor went to the ferrymen, both of whom stood side by side with slight grins.

"Forgive us and the trouble we have brought to your waterside."

He threw a few coins on the dock and turned, joining the others walking hurriedly south.

Slats strung his ax over his back and walked toward the ferrymen. He asked, "You two are well?"

They both nodded. The one who had taken them across tucked his shells back in his garbs and bent down to pick up the dropped coins.

"You owe nothing to us, good travelers. Know that even without Kealin the Half-Elf here that the Brothers can protect this way. We are not just feeble old men."

The two men both smiled. "As we stand on the same shore, we become as a race of old. Tell your friend that his dagger is well to see on the mainland again."

The two men turned and jumped into the water, disappearing under the surf.

Euso laughed and said, "Something tells me there is more to my old friends that I knew!"

"Perhaps of Meredaas's kin,” Berie supposed. “It is strange to me, more half-kin of magic."

"I had always heard that the people of the sea and men had crossed blood at some time. I did not know such offspring actually existed!" Slats exclaimed. "Very interesting." 

The three bid farewell to the ferry landing and began walking down the southern road. It was near noon now with the sun floating high above. To the far east, the mountains ran beside them like serrated teeth sticking into the blue sky. They continued for a good while, taking at last a hard, eastern trek that was rocky and even hillier as they went further into the foothills.

Slats pointed at an etching on a large stone overgrown with flowery vines that obscured the etchings.

"It is old Dwarven language. I just saw it with a glance, but I am happy I did. Books on Dwarven histories tell of how they were skilled in hiding their paths, except to their own. I hope I will continue to see signs as we draw toward the mountains."

Euso agreed and said, "Although I cannot decipher it, the past I know of is this way. However, the actual village was further south. Dwarves were all in this area, from what I could tell."

"Indeed, we were," Slats confirmed.

Their path was bleak with black, cold stones and no signs of plant life, only cracked rocks. The dark stones that rose along the path were narrow and tall. Though it would have been more comfortable for them to be above the crevice that ran the land, Slats insisted on staying as low as he could, so as not to miss any signs. The narrow walls beside them turned smooth and an archway, adorned in hard-edged shapes, caused the dwarf to pause.

"I am near the place of my people, the land of the Dwarves."

"We are not yet near the mountains," Berie said. "Are you sure?" 

She stared upwards at the symbols of the horizontal stone overgrown with green vines.

"I am. Although it is peculiar that stone would burst forth life as so. You see, nothing else grows. This is strange."

They passed under the archway and went through a narrowing path where no more than a single person could walk through at a time. The path then opened, and from the side of a hill they emerged, looking down on the remains of a stone road that stretched up into the mountains.

Slats gasped. He knew this view from etchings in a book back in Elinathrond. The place of the dwarves was through this valley of stone columns. In his tongue he knew it as Harrodarr —  Dwarven Hold. It lay beyond a great expanse where the rivers of Tita and Rodal flowed from the mountains, met and flowed further south from the hills and across the plains as the combined Tirdal River.

From where they were standing, they could see its darkened crest capped white by occasional stones jutting from its surface.

Night approached. As they made it to the Tirdal River, they crossed over the remains of fallen archways that had once stood above the river at the joining point of the upper rivers. Long ago, an altar sat there, one which paid homage to the blood of the mountain as it met with the life force of the rest of the world. The large stone blocks that still stood offered a place off the ground to lay for the night.

They ascended the steps, overgrown in a red moss, and made a fire in the remains of a stone torch basin.

Slats laid upon his back and looked up at the stars, for as Berie and Euso began to eat he found no hunger. A weariness and a sadness came upon him. His hand felt his ax, the last great weapon of his people, and he was sad. His people, being gone, had never been at the forefront of his mind, but looking now upon the gateway paths of his ancestors, a deep sadness was upon him. 

He thought of his passing from Harrodarr on the road to Elinathrond. He would not eat tonight, not that a bit of hunger had not begun to creep upon him, tightening his stomach in a knot and causing a rumbling, but he chose to not eat out of respect. The fields they looked upon were a grave. In the times since this was his home, he knew a great massacre happened upon these grounds. He turned over, looking out across the grasses. A stillness lay upon them. He closed his eyes and went to sleep.

 


Chapter 10 Of Lucia and Beasts

 

Sviska awoke the next morning as sunlight began to stream through the top of the walls of the city, shining over the river and onto the balcony of the inn. He stepped outside and looked down to the city. What had happened last night he could only guess. Other than a few militia-like guards sparsely patrolling, most of the town’s road were busy with people going about their daily chores.

Garoa soon joined him, and they headed down for the promised breakfast in the dining hall. Two long, wooden tables flanked one another in the dining hall, and a large stone circle sat in the floor before the fireplace. On the walls above them, the antlers of deer as well as other items of curiosity — a strange wooden bear holding a sword and a random cast iron pot —  sat next to another mounted antler. 

"You know the story of the forest man?" a voice said.

Neither of them had seen the person talking, but he had spotted them. They both shook their heads.

If any knew of any forest man, it would be this character. As he came to their table, they noticed his boots were covered in dark mud and leaves, and left a littering of dirt as he walked. A wrap of vine hung from his leg over brown trousers, and he wore a shirt likely torn by thorn bushes and sharp stones. His long beard swayed, and he carried a large ax strapped to his back, the ax’s handle made of animal bone.

"I tell ya boys, there is a creature in those woods of late! I heard story when I was little, some bear that they said you could come across cooking up his latest kill in a big pot. Sounds like rubbish to first hear such a thing, but I swear it is true!" 

He pointed to the wooden bear on the wall. 

"Looks like that I bet!"

The man took to his porridge, finishing it quicker than either Sviska or Garoa could fathom downing theirs.

He took his bowl to a table near the front of the room. The innkeeper, turning the page to a book, looked up unamused, at the very best, and stared back down at the words. His only guests for the night had been that strange smelling man, Sviska, and Garoa. He was ready for midmorning and a break from dealing with people. His quick glares upwards had not been unseen.

 "You ever get the feeling that being an innkeeper wasn't his first job?" Garoa said.

Sviska looked over and nodded, agreeing.

"But it wasn't!" the man said, sitting back down across from them. "Most of us aren't having things how we'd like them. As soon as the Grand Protectorate made a curfew, I moved out. Took my things and threw together some sticks in the woods. Now I live how I want. When I come in for supplies, I stay here and my good buddy Leurka there fits me up a nice room and this tasty breakfast!"

Sviska reached out with his hand to shake with the bearded man. "The name is Sviska, and this is Garoa here. We did not catch your name."

"Well of course you didn't! Can't let that get out on its own. It’s a secret 'round here. Call me, um . . . " The man scratched his chin as he looked around. "You can call me Nupp. Yep, sounds good to me."

"Nupp?" Garoa asked.

He shook his head and winked. "Y'all aren't the only ones that don't won't trouble around here. With the entire Legions of Lokam about every night and strange happenings in the land, I understand some privacy."

Nupp stood and adjusted the straps to his ax before glancing around the room. 

"Well then, boys, I reckon I’ll be off to the woods again. It’s been a good time meeting you. As short as our conversation was, I enjoyed it."

He turned toward the innkeeper and gave a deep nod, bending at the waist. He said, "Thank you, Leurka! I will see you next time."

Leurka brought up two fingers as he passed by, keeping his gaze down at his book.

Upon finishing their food, Sviska and Garoa exited the inn and began down one of the ramps leading into the inner portion of the city.

Looming before them, the stony monolith of the city, lit by the bright morning sun, was not as shadowy as the night before. The stonework adorning it ran to alcoves and balconies that jutted off the structure in even ascent, an unexpected quality to the architecture.

As they drew near the lowest portion of the city, they looked up at the causeway running from the island in the river to the monolith. Lines of guards stood motionless along it, leading up to a sharp curve and what looked like the entrance of the tower high above. 

While difficult for Sviska to see clearly, it seemed the men that guarded the causeway were of a different sort than men of the Legions. Sviska had never seen any like them in all of his travels. 

Where the Legionnaires normally had layered metal chest and shoulder pieces, these men wore black robes, and silver armor rose high in points along their shoulders. Their circular helmets featured curved, multiple blades, fashioned as horns, that curved just as the scythe-topped staves each held in their hands. 

Passing under the causeway, they turned their attention to the great bridge of the city that spanned the river, dividing the east and west of the town into seperate districts. The larger and more ornately adorned bridge was unlike the one to the north of the city. The river was a grand expanse, slowed into a great lake within the city itself. The river rushed under them, slowly descending from a great gate on the northern portion of the city before stilling into the lake portion. It turned into a larger waterfall further south of the bridge and then ran out the opposite side through an opening in the walls. Small boats went to and from the islands in the sort-of lake that formed between the massive tower and the tiered structure in the center island.

“In my time here, many more ships made their way through the gate bringing supplies from upper Taria and other regions of the northern seas,” Garoa said.

Walking along the bridges, Sviska noticed statues of prominent Grand Protectorate figures along the rails every few paces, their names and titles on plaques at their feet.

Near the center of the bridge, the river was white with water spray from a waterfall near an open courtyard of larger statues that showed men of the Legions conquering over their enemies in triumphal glamor.

The forms of an elf and dwarf, trampled under the men of the Legions, lay opposite a spell caster of sorts, obvious by the open hand to the heavens and stony image of fire. A larger statue of a spear wielding old man and an angry face opposed others also using magic, who reached for the skies as they fell.

A plaque, encased in a crystalline covering on the ground, read, “In honor of those that fought against the evils of the realms for all, may their deeds be honored here and always.”

Garoa scoffed as he cleaned his boot over the plaque leaving dirty scrapes across the lettering.

"Bastards," he whispered.

Sviska noticed the fortress walls of the center island. Garoa nudged him.

"You would do well to avert your eyes from that place,” he advised. “It is home to the Legatus Grand Commander of the Protectorate. Also, a good place to hold a large dungeon away from the city. Back in my younger days, I spent some time in there. Aside from being a captive criminal, Lokam law forbids any citizen to even walk near the bridge that leads to the main island.”

"Well, we will avoid that place, but where are we going?" Sviska asked.

"The home of Lucia; or more, her parents. I hope they can tell me of her."

"That is, if they remember you."

They made it across the bridge and then took a ramp leading toward a darker eastern portion, where shambled houses and even more shady people lined the streets. Beggars reached with dirty hands and from tattered hoods begged for a single piece of change.

“This was a more prominent region of the city at one time. I see it is no longer.” 

They came to an alleyway and walked further into the slum of Lokam, until at last they came to a walled yard and a rather large home set near an old tree. Looking further down this section of pathways, Sviska noticed other homes of similar size that ran just across the street from the dank structures they had passed by.

The rusty gate creaked as Sviska passed through it, following an antsy Garoa toward the door. 

"Do you think she will be here?" Sviska asked, staring up at the dark windows and rotting timbers.

He knocked on the door and then looked to Sviska. "No, I don't,” he said, “but I pray they might be still and can tell me of her."

Moments of silence passed, and then Sviska heard slow approaching footsteps from the other side. There was a pause and the door slowly opened, and two eyes stared out from behind a covering of gray hair that straggled down its face.

"May I help you two?" the voice said. It was cracked and soft, and it would have been difficult to hear if a strong wind had come. The eyes scanned them both repeatedly.

"I am searching for the parents of Lucia." 

The door opened and the person stepped away. They both lowered their hoods and stepped through the dark doorway. 

The bleak and chilly room contained fallen debris from years of neglect and untouched belongings horded for some unknown time. They followed the woman’s path through rows of junk on either side of them, from the door to a large red-cloth chair near a small table no bigger than for one person and a small fireplace near a window.

The dank and musty air accompanied a thick layer of dust, now hanging about almost as though the mere presence of more people excited it.

Signs of what was once a grand home lay all around, although the area lit by the fire illuminated stacked furniture thick with cobwebs. A stairwell led to a second level, but the steps were broken and had not been used in some time. 

 Short and sunken in stature, the figure went back to the red chair. She was elderly woman, and stream of tears rolled down her face as she sat.

"You ask me of Lucia," she whimpered, "but I have not seen my dear child in almost the same amount of time my lovely husband died."

Sviska stayed near the entrance to the room, but Garoa went around to the woman’s feet, kneeling. She looked up at him and grasped his hands kissing them.

"You have come for her, yes?"

Garoa nodded, "Yes, I have. I search for Lucia."

She smiled and said, "So did my lovely husband! But he was never found."

She clinched closed her eyes, "I miss him."

The woman began to wail. Garoa look up at Sviska, who knew not what to do. Sviska joined Garoa at her feet when the woman stopped crying and worked to catch her breath.

"I can tell you something of her,” the woman continued. “She was shamed many years ago. She would not say what, but only that her heart had been broken, for her love had left, and she had heard he found another." 

She paused and lifted her finger pointing at Garoa. "But I told her it was not true, that her love would not do such a thing, but she would not have it. She told me she wished to not make me a shame to our friends, and I know not even now what she meant, but I gave her what I could, and she went to the woods to the west to start anew."

She shook her head and closed her eyes, "Please, my tea, dear sir."

She pointed toward the table.

Sviska went to the table and found the cup empty. Looking around he spotted a kettle of water that he found was cold. He went to the fire and sat it on the cooking hook to warm it.

"We received a letter sometime later from our dear Lucia. She said she was doing well and said she had a surprise for us. She insisted we come to her, but only my lovely husband went to her to bring her home. He didn't make it back."

The woman paused again. Sviska took the time to add tea to the pot, stirring it into the now tepid water.

"I do wish he would've," she continued. "It has been some time I have been alone in this grand house. It was left to me by my family and has been worn down just like this ol' body of mine. I do wish I was younger, you know?"

It became clear to them that the woman's age had affected her thoughts and mind. As the teapot began to rattle and sing, Sviska removed it and poured the woman a cup of tea, careful to let very little of the tea leaves into the cup. He handed it to her, and she took the cup with a smile, 

"Thank you, young man!"

He nodded and then looked to Garoa, who shook his head, unsure himself what to say next.

"We seek Lucia, and any help you may have in getting us to her would be wonderful," Sviska stated.

He felt any direction that her mother knew would be helpful to them, even if it lead them to a dead end. As harsh as that was, perhaps that would propel Garoa to give up, and they could go back toward Berie and Slats. The woman drank her tea and did not respond.

For a while they stood in silence. Garoa looked around and redness flushed his face as he wiped away a tear. Sviska looked at his friend, but remained silent.

The woman finished the cup and sat it down on the table, folding her hands in her lap as she stared outward.

"You said your husband did not come back?" Garoa asked.

"No, he did not. Attacked by animals in the woods. They found his body mangled like, oh . . . it was so horrible.” She began to tear again. “I have not heard from my daughter since."

"How did he know where to go?"

The woman looked to her side and picked up a wooden box. Sliding a lock, she opened it. Her fingers filed through papers until at last she came to one that she removed and opened.

"The letter she sent us."

She offered it to Garoa, who took the aged parchment and began to study it.

"It is her handwriting, Sviska!" he said.

He took further time, muttering to himself as he read. A smile grew on his face.

“Does it say anything?” Sviska asked.

"Northwest of here. Near the border of Taria."

The old woman smiled and said, "I wish you luck to find Lucia and please, if you find her, tell her that her mother wants to see her."

The woman began to tear again, but Garoa was already walking toward the door. Sviska bowed to the woman, filling her tea cup once more.

"Thank you, kind mam."

She grabbed at his arm and kissed it. "Thank you, for visiting an old woman alone at the end of her life."

Smiling, she patted his arm before she said, "I miss her, but I know in my heart she is gone. That is a true gift and curse of a mother’s heart. Be there and take care of your friend."

Sviska nodded with a sorrowful smile before following after Garoa.

Exiting the house, he closed the door and passed through the iron gate, shutting it behind him. Garoa stood on the road.

"We need to get going. I know the woods of that place. We may be able to reach it by nightfall."

Sviska stood staring at him.

"What are we standing for? We can get to her."

"Garoa," he said quietly as he shook his head, "she is dead."

Garoa turned and punched him in the mouth, then threw Sviska to the ground.

Sviska exhaled and pushed himself back up, tasting blood.

"You do not know what you speak of!” Garoa shouted. “I told you to go back; I will find her and in finding her, find my child."

For a few moments they stared at one another. Sviska could not think of further words to say, and Garoa did not back down.

"Fine. I did follow you, so let’s go."

Garoa turned and Sviska followed behind him. His friend was angry, but it would take more than a single punch to dissuade Sviska.

They went back the way they had come, past the dilapidated houses, as well as the beggars and other low lives of Lokam. Walking back on to the main road, a large crowd had gathered along the road, blocking the view. 

They pushed their way through the crowd to the second row of onlookers. Looking across the sea of heads, they spotted banners of the Legions and the tall helms of the citadel guards coming across the bridge. In front of the main group, another man walked, jumping from side to side of the road yelling, "Make way for the High Council of the Grand Protectorate! Make way, people of Lokam!"

The man was jubilant and audacious, his voice shrill and an almost forced cheer spilled from the spectators like a wrung rag. A discontent obedience was in the air.

Cohorts of legionnaires paraded by, with a horse drawn carriage following after. The eight large white horses’ snouts hovered above the heads of even the tallest people in the crowd. The carriage itself was black, with curved edges as if adorned with downward-facing horns. The carriage had no driver that Sviska could see. This was a carriage meant to be protected, and even the driver was covered in the case of attack. A set of reins came out of what looked to be a mouth in the carriage and guided the horses down the road.

The carriage passed where Sviska and Garoa stood watching. Their hoods now over their faces, they each took care to look down slightly when it stopped and the side door swung open. From within the carriage, a black staff emerged. At its end, a white ball, glowing with a brilliance unseen in Lokam for many ages.

The crowd gasped, pointing at such a sight before them.

"What is it?" one said.

"The Protectorate is dealing with strange happenings of late," another commented.

There was a series of discussions from all over the crowd, but then they silenced. The lighted staff began to glow brighter. The glowing orb danced around from whomever held the staff and then it drifted in the direction of Garoa and Sviska, and then stopped.

Garoa tugged at Sviska and whispered, "We should go now."

Sviska nodded. There was something of magic upon them, and running into an adversary in a city of the enemy was not a good situation.

They ducked away, walking within the crowd as the staff stayed centered. As they walked past the carriage, they spotted a grayish figure within, veiled in black and with an almost smoky presence about it. A burning feeling came upon their necks. Their faces both cringed, their heads shook, forcing them to look away and take steps sideways away from the crowd.

One of the Legion centurions went to the carriage and exchanged words with someone within. The door of the carriage closed, and they began walking again. 

Sviska and Garoa were now at the back of the crowd, behind stacked crates near a supply shop.

"Who do you believe that was?" Garoa asked.

"I do not know. I have never felt what I felt as I did then. There is something at work in the shadows of this city. Something works against us, and I feel it will become evident."

From the again-growing noise of the crowd, there was discussion again, another sign that unrest lay upon them.

They looked toward the road, and Sviska felt tearing in his stomach. Veiled in all black, their faces covered save one, a group of ten Dark Ones walked behind the last group of Legionnaires. With each stomp of their feet, the people nearest to the road stepped backwards; the very presence of them made most look away. A shadow was upon the host. Sviska felt cold. The Keepers of The Order, to whom he had sworn fealty, would never have paraded as that.

At the forefront of the Dark Ones, Sviska saw Kasis, whose eyes looked from side to side to the crowd and his hand was on a large sword at his side. Sviska had seen the power Kasis now possessed, back in the woods near the unicorns, and now it was clear that the task of killing Brethor had been complete, seeing as Kasis had returned. 

The procession turned toward the river and the island gates, passing out of view of Sviska and Garoa.

"Those men were at Elinathrond," Garoa said.

"And now they are here. We must tread carefully to have no further run-ins with any of their sort."

"Agreed." He motioned with his head toward the bridge. "Back that way."

They made their way back over the bridge. Garoa walked toward the statues in the center of the bridge and spit on the effigy of the Legions overwhelming the elf and dwarf. 

He scoffed and then continued walking. Sviska looked over the bridge as the river rushed down below. His mind went foggy for a moment and he shook his head to clear his vision.

“Sviska.”

He heard a voice; it was low, less than even a whisper.

“Sviska.”

Again, but louder this time. The hairs on his arms stood, and he felt himself very weak. He fell to one knee.

Garoa went to him, kneeling.

"What is wrong?"

Sviska did not reply. 

“Sviska, Lokam is not a place for you, but nor is the company of such you have held as of late. I see you survived Elinathrond. I may not have seen you, but I felt you, as did my master. I will find you.”

Garoa placed his hand on Sviska's head. He had not the magic for much, but drawing upon what magic still lingered on the dust of stones, the dew of flowers, and the mists of the river, his hands warmed and he cut the tie between Sviska and what ever was  weakening him.

Sviska blinked his eyes multiple times and then jumped, feeling a burn on his body. "What did you do?!?"

"What was necessary, I’m just happy that it worked. Elemental magic has been known to mind powers of dark magic before and my assumption of your ailment was right. What happened?"

"I do not know, but my old friend from my time before Elinathrond knows we are here. He walked with that procession from before."

Garoa looked back to the other side of the river. There was no one watching them on either side as witness to what transpired.

"Do you feel you can walk?" 

He shook his head again, and his vision began to clear; he stood and placed his hands on the rail of the bridge and looked toward the river. The weakness in his arms and legs started to flee, and he felt himself returning to normal. 

"Let us go, now," he told Garoa.

The two of them crossed the rest of the bridge and headed back up toward the gate and, after passing through the void of the gateway, there was a relief upon both of them as they made it outside. The road stretched out ahead of them, taking them past the way of the bridge and back east.

"I apologize for earlier when I struck you," Garoa said to him. “I let my emotions get to me.”

“It is no matter, friend. I do not hold such happenings against you. I will stay with you until we find what we must. I hope we find her where you say she is. Where do we go?”

“North, near the border of Taria.”

Sviska thought of how the entire ordeal of the Estate’s new winemaker began in the northern region of Taria. If they stated to the far south, it would be well, but he feared further northern regions.

"What is it you actually did before coming to Elinathrond?" Garoa asked.

"I killed."

"Who?"

"Whomever."

Garoa stared at Sviska, who stared back.

"Is that all you did?"

"Yes. For the greater part of 10 years. It is what happens when The Order takes you as a child."

"So Kasis is like you, a simple killer?"

“Assassins for The Order, but killing was our primary goal. Kasis was like me, but after our initial training, I never saw him or any of the others with us, again. I do not know what he is now. I fought him in the woods south of the city, and I can attest that there is power beyond that of an assassin that he wields now, as do all that were like me."

"How many are there like you?"

"The number is unknown. However, there are many of us. As I have said, I was used in the far western and southern regions. My final task was in central Taria, and it was from there that I then headed to Elinathrond. Such is why I am wary to go this way."

"I am sure none know of you, given you killed those that saw you."

"I did not kill the last."

Garoa looked at him again and said, "Why — not that I want you killing people for The Order — but it seems you have skill to have survived so long. I cannot see how you would have such an issue with someone in Taria. Most of the towns are no bigger than 200 people. Given, that was 20 years ago when I was there."

"I was sent to kill a woman, I thought. But upon finding my target, I hesitated. A child lay where I expected a woman. Why The Order sought her dead I was not told, but I could not do it. Her father came into the room and did what he could to protect his daughter. In the end, I was pushed from an upper level of the keep and I know he saw my face."

"Do not worry of it, friend. I will not allow some senseless fool to take you."

Garoa gave him a confident smile, but the pain of what Sviska had been still troubled him. No capture or punishment could assail what pain and guilt he felt within himself.

They followed the road as the sun began to sink further into the horizon, coming to a large brook that ran from a grove of trees that jutted out into the fields. The trees here grew sporadic, twisting up at random like gnarled crags. The road turned back toward an open area that completely avoided the woods through the Tar Valley. The road went through a barren, bushy area that was much more easily traversed than the woods.

Mountains loomed ever closer to them now. The eastern arm of the Tiken Range went this way, and the snow-dusted peaks began to glimmer with the disappearing sun behind the pinnacles.

The woods darkened as they progressed. Garoa took the letter out multiple times, referencing it before staring up into the boughs. There was a clearing in the trees and though overgrown, it was obvious a road had been here due to the very young saplings that now dotted the path.

"This was an old mining road. I can assume the mine would be toward the mountains," Sviska said, pointing south. "But there were many homes that the miners would use for shelter, as well as hunters and what not. I remember hearing of mountain men, high within the Tikens, who caused many issues for those of the valley villages. Although it was only rumor."

Garoa nodded and said, "That was after my time here, but I do not doubt it. We will stay east of the actual mountains. I believe if we head down the road here, there should be a stone marker of sort, when we reach that we will be nearly there."

They walked again, tromping over weeds and fallen logs; their sight hampered except for a few moments when the dense cloud cover would allow the moon to shine down. 

Descending into a creek bed and then back up, they climbed over fallen stones and emerged through a thick bush line onto a clearer section of the road. Garoa soon spotted the marker. Several stones were stacked one atop another, with an arrow pointing toward the continuation of the road, and helpful in deep snow or, in their case, when the road is no longer one traveled.

As they walked, Sviska thought of how the chances of finding anyone Garoa sought seemed very slim. Looking when he could at Garoa, he noticed him more somber. Sviska wondered if he began to realize that truth as well.

Garoa shook his head and rubbed his hair, and then looked off the road to their left. He took out the map again and held it up to the moon.

“The cottage has to be here.”

Through a dense growth of vines and bushes, they headed into further darkness. The trees above prevented all-but a small touch of light that shined down ahead of them. The thick trees gave way to an open area of tall grass and fragrant flowers. Lightning bugs dancing at the top of the blades and scattered as they walked through.

In the center of the overgrown field, in a grove of the woods, sat a structure. It was dark, in shambles, and showed signs of fire on the cracked wood. Years of snow, ice, and rain had worn it down further, and as they stepped through what remained of a door frame, Sviska raced to grab Garoa, who collapsed to his knees.

He sobbed, and Sviska held him, unsure of what to think. Garoa stared at the shell of the very house he had seen in his trial back in Elinathrond. Only instead of a little girl calling him Daddy, and Lucia, in her beauty and all the goodness of herself, welcoming him for dinner, he found nothing. What warmness of the thought of a family he had fled his heart, and he quivered with a chill that swallowed him.

He pushed Sviska's hands from his back and curled up on the ground.

Sviska stood, looking around the structure. Fire destroyed much of the house, but what wood remained was splintered and smashed by some unknown force. He left the area that was the kitchen and went to another area where overgrown green bushes covered the frame of a bed. A small chest sat unopened and undamaged near a crumbled bit of stone. He picked it up and smashed it open with the hilt of his dagger. The lid broke off and fell to the ground. There was a book inside.

He opened the cover and noted dates and cursive writing. He immediately took it to Garoa, who moaned upon hearing his footsteps.

"And what are you doing, further breaking things?"

"I found something of interest to you."

Garoa looked up and then stood, snatching the book from him, opening it.

"It is Lucia's," he said, his eyes widening. He flipped through the pages and laughed, turning the book to Sviska. 

A hand-drawn image of a baby, etched in the parchment, gazed outward from the portrait.

"I told you! It was a child! I have a child!"

Sviska raised his eyebrow and felt a sorrow within him. Be it true that he had a child or not, there was no one here now, and he began to prepare to deal with what fallout that might further come from the book.

Garoa flipped through the pages to the final page, hastily written. His hands began to sweat, and he grimaced as he read: “On this night I sit alone in the cold. I dare not risk the fire for sake of them seeing us. I will get her out, be it my death by it. I am alone. I have no one but myself, for my parents have not come, nor do I expect them to. I would have hoped we would have had my love here, but he has been lost to us. I pray he thinks of me, for I seek any hope of love this hour.”

He turned the page, but found not another written word. He flipped through the rest of the book and found nothing but black parchment likely damaged by moisture and time. He closed the book and brought it to his lips, looking over it to Sviska.

"They could be somewhere, somewhere close. There is a village nearby . . . I remember it. We can go there, maybe we will find them."

He tucked the book into his robe and began out of the back of the house. They walked through more tall grass and further into the woods.

What Garoa termed as nearby was in fact a rocky hike far up the slope of a hill. Although there were fewer trees, the ground was treacherous. Narrowing walkways, ruined to the changing ground, went straight up, making Sviska wonder if a climb up the actual hillside, as opposed to the road, would have been simpler for them.

The moon above them, free of the burden of cloud cover, shined down, painting more ruins in its glow. Sviska was sure that was where Garoa led them. Nearing the gateway of the town, they looked at the desolation before them.

"This place was a thriving village back then," Garoa said, kicking at a fallen timber. "Now it is as rotted as the cottage."

"A lot can happen in twenty years," Sviska said.

The winds swept across the hilltop, rustling leaves from around a stone set just inside the gateway in the center of the road. Sviska went to it, brushing off a thick layer of weathering and leaves. There was a plaque of sorts, faded with time, but the inscription was still deep in the stone: 

“In remembrance, The People of Tar Wunak, may their stand be remembered.”

"Garoa."

He walked over to the plaque, placed his finger on it, and read to himself.

"Let us go back to the cottage," he said and began back the way they had come.

They took the path back down into the woods and toward the grove. A storm seemed to be blowing off the bay. The trees rustled above them, as the moon, veiled by the encroaching clouds, blunted out the light.

The grove was ahead. Flashes of lightning cut through the trees, and the tall grasses of the grove around the cottage could be seen rippling back and forth. Garoa quickened his pace a bit, his feet leaping over the fallen trees and limbs tossed about by the wind. 

They entered the grove with the boughs of trees dancing around wildly; Sviska was behind him when he tripped. 

"Are you okay?"

Garoa pushed himself up off the ground and then turned to see what had tripped him.

A rectangular marker, black, with cruelly chiseled lettering, wrote out the words: Lucia.

Sviska emerged at his side, looking down at what Garoa's eyes were set. Reading the plaque, he watched as the Rusis fell to his knees, cupping his face in his hands, a torrent of tears likely falling from his eyes.

He stuck the ground repeatedly before letting out a neck-tensing scream that shot through the trees around them.

Sviska said nothing, for no words he could find in his mind would have done any good for his friend. Garoa grieved at the loss of his once love.

Sviska looked at the marker, noticing flowers laid upon the grave.

“Garoa, someone has been here. The flowers.”

Garoa looked, but grasping them he cried more, squeezing the petals until they crumbled to the ground.

As he continued to mourn, Sviska kept watch around them. Although the wind had begun to howl, no rain further worsened the occasion.

His nostrils suddenly caught whiff of a pungent smell. He looked toward the direction from which the wind came. Ahead in the bushes, he noticed something staring at them. He did not move or make a sound to alert it that he saw it.

It crept near the edge of the grove, pacing back and forth, walking on four legs. It appeared to be a large dog, or another animal of sorts.

He felt for his dagger, taking a step forward, setting his feet in place in case the beast attacked. However, it instead sat near the edge of the trees, simply staring back. He looked down to Garoa to point it to him, glancing down to tap him but upon looking back up, the creature had vanished.

"She is gone," shouted Garoa.

"Boys!" a voice shouted. Sviska turned to see Nupp standing behind them. "What are you doing in the middle of the woods with such a northern blow storm upon you? Let us get to a shelter! Now, now!"

Nupp went to Garoa, taking him under his arms, and said, "Come on, and let us get you somewhere safe."

Crouched down, they began north past the road to Tar Wunak and continued deeper in to a dense area of the woods. Nupp was to take care of them this night.

 


Chapter 11 Trouble in Tar Mena

 

"You boys gonna get a bit off the worn path a bit more bein' with me."

He led them to the side of the cliff face and they ascended a root-layered path that snaked around the cliff side. A large stone platform against the cliffs offered little comfort as the wind slammed against them from the north. Leaves swirled up and the bite of the frigid gusts came from over the peak of the mountain. Beneath them, the sea of trees rocked and swayed below.

Nupp felt along the rocks about halfway across the platform. In a flash of lighting, he pushed Garoa in and motioned for Sviska to follow.

From within the mountain, the storm outside seemed deadened and not so violent. Nupp picked something up in the dark. Clapping two stones birthed sparks, which he fed with dried wood to make a small fire.

"We got some light now." He said, and tossed them both something from his pack.

"Meat, from the bear. Got it just last month. Had to sneak into the lair myself with just my ax."

Sviska took a bite of the flat dry meat. It was powdery in his mouth, made better by the water served with it from a sack Nupp had on him.

Garoa laid back against a stone and turned his head away from them. Nupp kicked off his boots, which Sviska wished he had not done. The putrid odor, though not surprising, was more rancid by the fact that he swore a live plant grew out of the side of the man's boot.

"So what were y'all doin' in the woods this late and at the same time as a Northern Blow Storm? That alone should have kept you out of the woods until morning. Don't wanna add to the numbers already dead in the woods!"

He could not have known of the current state of Garoa, or the fact that his words caused further hurt to him, but Garoa ignored him. Sviska looked at his friend and could see a tear in the corner of his eye.

"Ya see the woods keep secrets well. Not even the Legions dare come here at night."

"Why not?" Sviska asked, "I have never known the Legions to intentionally avoid an area. It’s almost a challenge to them, a right to boast, even."

"You are right on that boy. They like a challenge, but ain't none like a challenge as this! Imagine, you are in the woods alone. It is dark and you think you see a dog, but it is bigger, bigger than a wolf dog, bigger than an alpha wolf even. The largest canine you've seen. Its shoulders stand at yours. Its feet got claws like razors, and its mouth is full of shiny teeth. It has stone on its back, and even if you had a large spear thrown from the mountain top, you couldn't pierce it. If there be a way to kill it, it isn't known. They are Moon Wolves. We call 'em that 'cause they only feed when the moon is new and dark. They like the dark."

Garoa thought of the trials back at Elinathrond. The description of the beast was nearly the same, and now after seeing Lucia's grave, it kindled his anger.

"They say that the woods below are infested with them. They don't like climbing up high, especially with the winds. So we are safe. But that is why no one lives in these woods. About eighteen years ago there was a horrible massacre of people in the village further north."

"We saw ruins near where you found us and the plaque."

"A good fight we had. We did our best to hold off the wolves, but not even the Legion that chose to come help us could come in time. Three times the wolves came and not one of them fell. They didn't like fire and so we could deter them, but I bent my other ax trying to pry one of 'em off this traveling man."

"Traveling man?" Garoa asked. "What man? Who was he?"

Nupp scratched his nose, and then said, "I don't actually know, but I know he was looking for this girl."

"Lucia! What did he say of her?"

"Slow down there, boy. Lucia was the name of a lady who lived in the woods with her child. She was hiding, or so I reckoned. I chopped them some wood once or twice with this ax here." He motioned at the ax now held at his belt.

"They were quite friendly."

"So they were lost? Murdered in the massacre?" Garoa questioned with a tone of dreary assurance in his own assumption of the answer.

"Well no, she was killed before. We buried her near her home, but her child we took to the village. When the traveling man told me he was looking for Lucia, he asked that I find her and take care of her. I, of course, could not do so, seein' she was dead, but I took the little one in my arms and ran her out of that place before the wolves got her."

"So he or she is alive?" Garoa asked, standing to his feet.

"A little girl, yes. Not so little anymore." He stared at Garoa and then pointed his finger, "You are him!"

"Excuse me?"

"Him, that him that she talked about. Ran off with the lady into the night."

"Um?"

"Well, I ought to fix you up right now." He drew his ax out slowly. "Should slice you from your lip to the back of your head. But I won't." 

Sviska's hand released Sishan and relaxed, as did Nupp's grip on his handle.

"Your reasons for leaving a pregnant lady are not gonna be good enough for my likin', but I tell you your girl is not with the most scrupulous of kind. If you want her, you can find her north of here in the capital of the Region Taria. 

Sviska drew a deep breath and tapped his thumb on the hilt of his dagger. He knew that place. It was where his last task for The Order occurred, and although he wished to avoid such a place, he knew Garoa would have no care to do the same, even if it meant going alone.

"So I can find her. Do you know the house, or where she can be found?"

"It is a tavern, the only one there, but a father wouldn't like it much. I left her with good people when she was a little girl, but girls do what they wish at a certain age. Those two that raised her caught that memory sickness, sadly, and died before she was ten, I heard. After that, I went every few moons to check up on her, make she wasn't dead. The least I could do for the traveling man."

Garoa walked to the entrance of the cave and said, "When will this storm end?"

"By morning, I reckon. Normally these storms happen and you just stay put where you are. I had a late kill and was cleaning it up when this hit. I hope no wolves make off with it."

Sviska had decided to keep the sight of the wolf earlier to himself, figuring it best with Garoa out for blood, as it were. 

Garoa stood the rest of the night staring out into the woods. For the Rusis, an incessantly snoring Nupp made it difficult to remain relaxed, in any case, if he could have even slept to start. Sviska slept hard, even with the winds blowing both inside and out.

Garoa imagined his fair Lucia, believing that he had ran off with the woman for no reason at all. But he had no guess that he had a child, that they even were expecting a baby. Perhaps had he known, he would have taken her to Elinathrond.

Nevertheless, they could all be dead had that path been traversed. He thought of his daughter, wondering of her face, her hair, and who she was. He had not been there for her as she needed, but he would be now, and that was where his mind  centered.

The sun peaked on the valley below, casting long shadows from the trees and warming the dark blue sky to a warm red when Garoa stirred the others.

They bid farewell to Nupps, who took off to check on the kill left in the woods, humming to himself as he went down the path.

Descending downward, they made it back to the road and Garoa went alone back to the grove. A single orange flower in hand, he knelt at the grave of his love.

"I will be what I never was, I promise, for you and her." 

He kissed the stone and laid the flower next to the remains of the other flowers ragged from the storm last night. 

Garoa stood, tears welling in his eyes as he felt a coldness burn into his chest. He looked a last time at the cottage and nodded, then joined Sviska back at the road.

"I do not expect you to be well," Sviska said, "but I hope you are hopeful."

Garoa nodded, but said nothing.

The two of them made a hasty journey. By midday, they had crossed Tar Valley and passed through a larger, open expanse of green fields surrounded by woods to the west and the bay to the east. The road was one of the central roads heading north from Lokam, and it was better maintained from that point on. A sign hanging over part of the road made mention of the Region of Taria and the city of Tar Mena. They would make it there by the evening.

"Garoa, although I am happy that you have been directed to your daughter, I fear returning to this place."

"Do you really think they will recognize you? It has been a few months, and if I had to guess, you were veiled and not seen."

"Not until I was in the room of the child. In the scuffle with her father, he knocked my hood open and at one point, his ax handle was against my throat. I cannot believe he would have not seen my face."

"Well, then let’s not run into the lord of the town. From the sounds of it, we will not be going to a place someone of his status would dare go to. Not to mention, you've grown a bit more hair than you had back when my little dragon was so brutally murdered!"

Although he had a small smile, Sviska did not see it.

"Garoa! You know that was an accident."

"Yes, yes. I am just saying. The point I attempted to make is that you are different than you were. They will not recognize you. Heck, you have half a beard! I just wish to get to my daughter. Wherever we find her, we will take her from there. She will be with us, and then we will decided what you will do next."

Those were not the words Sviska expected. At least if he found this missing daughter, he might be more accepting to return to Berie and Slats.

"You do know she is around twenty years old now, and, given she has been alone, she may not be so open to just going with some stranger."

Garoa looked at him for a moment and then said, "I am her father."

"But unlike me, who does not want to be seen and have been, you wish to be known but are not. She doesn't know you."

Sviska could tell Garoa pondered his words. It was true. He had the diary but any random stranger could of came across that. He lacked any real proof of his claim, and Lucia was not there to say whom he was.

Ahead of them, the road ascended through dense trees and wound around a stable and a fenced-in farm. A farmer, working the garden as the day now neared its end, waved at them. A crow atop the fence flew up into the tree as they passed.

The wooden walls of the city were ahead. There had been tense times between the Grand Protectorate and Tar Mena of late. The people had been part of a soft rebellion in which the Legions lost ground and retreated. Instead of a harsh response, negotiations had been discussed and fought over instead. The city was not manned by Legions, but soldiers of Taria.

It was only because of the wish to avoid open war that the Grand Protectorate had not simply marched in and taken back their province. His task here would not even have ended the strife, so now, as he walked the same path he had taken that faithful night, he wondered of The Order's purpose in his killing of the infant child.

The gates of the city stood open. The two guards on watch wore plate armor on their chests. Their heads covered with dark tan hoods, they held longbows in their left hands.

As they walked past the guards, there were stern looks watching them, but Sviska felt as if a nod of approval followed them. He thought of how their armor had been difficult to penetrate with his throwing knives, and he remembered the man’s throat under his neck. For a first time in his life, the thoughts of his acts unsettled him. He shook his head and kept focused on the current task.

The village was under active construction, reinforcement of with stone and wood augmented the size of the walls. Much different in the evening sun from the black of night, Sviska noticed the stone fences lining the road into the town. Most of the buildings were of two or more stories. Atop the roofs of each of them stood at least one person, a bow at the guard’s side. It seemed they were on higher alert than normal. If this was a reaction to his attack or the Legion’s activity, he did not know.

They came to the center city circle. A fountain sat there, and the statue of a bear holding a star looked down on them. A river went through the northern edge of the circle, shallow but steady. It wrapped under the center road and headed down the hill, where it was met by a waterfall coming down from another waterway, and the water splashed on rocks under a bridge leading further north. Sviska’s thoughts once again returned to the last time he was here. The image on the door of the girl’s room. He shook his head again.

"Where do you think it is?" Sviska asked Garoa.

There did not seem to be a tavern of any sort in the immediate area. With some luck, Garoa noticed a man walking with stupor indicative of where his last few hours were spent. He stopped him.

"I am in need of drink and a place to lie down," he told him.

The man coughed a few times and belched, "Well, then head up the road a bit, over the bridge, and in the direction of the citadel you will find the inn. A good ale is easy to find there, as well as other things you might need. Just came from there myself!"

The man continued on, and Garoa and Sviska watched as he nearly tripped over a rock and fell into the fountain.

"He makes little since, but it appears he should know," Sviska said, shaking his head.

Following over the bridge, they ascended the hill and found a series of buildings dimly lit by a torch basin burning under a sign.

"The Lazy Coin Licker," Sviska read aloud. "Sounds like quite a place."

Garoa did not care for his sarcasm. The Rusis pushed open the doors and went into the boisterous tavern.

It seemed that no one else noticed their arrival, what with all the many patrons laughing and carrying on. The bar was well-stocked, with tapped kegs behind the bar flowing an almost constant fountain of beer. To their right, a series of long tables held a mix of drunken men and flirting women, their bosoms nearly hanging over tightly tied blouses as they carried on with the men who were still sober. A large man sat at the far end of the bar. He carried a wide stick, which he slapped on the bar when he noticed Garoa and Sviska standing in the doorway.

Two women, one of whom was blond and the other with brunette hair, snapped up from cleaning a table and jogged toward him. As he pointed at Sviska and Garoa, he then slapped the back of their legs as they began toward the new arrivals.

"Do you ever get the feeling this is more of a brothel and less of a typical inn?" Sviska asked.

Garoa nodded and crossed his arms as the women approached.

"And what can we do for you fine men tonight? Do you want a beer, or two, or maybe just one or two of us?"

"Tell me," Garoa commanded, "where might one go to find a lone orphaned girl of about twenty years?"

They gave him a confused look, their eyes shifting between each other. They did not expect such a quick question.

"If you want an orphan, this is not the place."

The blond girl shook her hair and said, "This is a place for men, not people seeking children."

"Irony in what you say, a lot of irony," Garoa said. "Especially given the servings of this establishment." He glanced over at the drunkards and women for hire.

Sviska noticed that the large man at the bar looked annoyed, and he gazed at them. He pulled at his beard and rubbed the coarse brown ends in his fingertips. He finished his beer and looked over at the others. It seemed some of his patrons were now staring at the developing scene in their tavern.

"I will tell you what I wish," Garoa said. "Go to each of your little whorish misfit brats and find the one whose mother was killed eighteen years ago, just before the massacre of Tar Wunak! That is what you can do for me."

The womens’ eyes became large; they backed away and went toward the other tables. The large man now stood. He slammed his mug on the bar and walked over, holding his stick.

"Is there a problem with my choosing for you gentlemen? Are you not pleased?"

"I will tell you what I wish," Garoa started again, but Sviska stepped in front of him, pushing his chest back and quieting him.

"We seek the girl he spoke of. The orphan of Tar Wunak. We hear she is the best from our friends."

Sviska had been to a place like this before. Causing an uproar would not help, particularly when they were the smallest of many other bulky and less sober types.

The man stood up tall and pointed a chubby finger at him, and said, "I do not know who your friends are, but perhaps they lied. She is not the most, how do you say, flexible, with her inhibitions. However, she is mine, and I will make her yours for now. Perhaps you can make her more giving. I’ve kept her around for times when this place needed calming down with a good fighter. That is all she is good for, even as small as she is. The price is fifty pieces of gold for both of you."

Garoa tightened his fists and bit the inside of his tongue as, again, Sviska pushed his chest back and then pulled his coin purse from his belt and dropped fifty gold pieces into the man's hand.

"Room two," he told them, pointing upstairs.

Sviska walked behind Garoa and gave him a nudge. The large man stared down at them with a peculiar glare, but would deliver on their transaction.

Up the stairwell, they came to a narrow hallway. Windows at either end let in moonlight from outside, given the fact that the candle-lined walls provided little light.

The second room had an enameled "2" on the door, and they pushed it open to reveal only a plain bed with no adornments to the room.

"What are you doing?" Garoa urged in a hushed voice.

"I am getting your daughter before you end up having us thrown out. Those women know nothing of what you said. Most have probably been lied to longer than the time they have been here. The desire tonight is not arguing with the prostitutes of the brothel, but getting your daughter!"

Although annoyed, he agreed, shaking his head and crossing his arms again. He took a spot in the front corner of the room, away from the door. 

Sviska stepped to the center of the room, turning just as footsteps caught his ear approaching the room. The door opened and a young woman stepped in. She did not smile like the others, nor was her dress pulled down to show off her bust. She stood up with her hands on her hips. Her hair draped down over her shoulders in blond curls, and her eyes were tense and squinted as she walked forward.

"Seems you requested me and my master, as it is, he says I must come please you. I don’t please anyone. Keep your money and I will have one of the others comes to tend to you."

Sviska placed his hands behind his back and said, "That is not why I am here, nor why he is here."

He nodded toward the corner of the room. and she turned and looked at Garoa.

For the first time in his life, he looked upon his daughter, but he was in a trance of memories as he did.

"Lucia," he whispered.

The girls eyes widened and her stern look gave way to shock.

"No," she said. 

"But it was the name of your mother," Garoa confirmed with her.

"Yes, but my mother died when I was but a child. I am Asnea. What does this . . . ?"

"At last! I have found you." 

"Who are you?" 

"Lucia was the love of my life. Looking at you is almost as looking her, but you lack her blue eyes. Your green ones tell me you got that from me."

A silence befell the room, and Asnea looked between the two men standing before her. Sviska walked toward the door, and, hearing someone else nearing, he listened as the steps paused outside the door.

"You are my father?" 

"Yes. I betrayed your mother in only the fact I left for there was never another woman. There is much I can explain, but for now I need to get you out of here."

"This is not the time," she explained, "and I hear your words, but they mean little to me. I am a grown woman without family for the past ten years, and I know not why I should trust a thing you say. I wondered how my typical ruse was not enough to keep me from these damn rooms but my supposed father must’ve been really convincing to to the fat master."

The door suddenly swung open, just missing a leaping Sviska. It was the large man.

"I knew something was not right about you two. Get out, get out of my brothel! You come here spewing lies trying, to fill this girl's head with stories and such. She already gets out enough without you trying to steal my property right out from under me!"

Two other large men, not quite as big as the first, but bigger at least than both Sviska and Garoa, entered the room. Sviska wondered of how they could have even made it up the stairwell without being stuck.

"My men here will escort you down to the door, and if I see you again I will call the guards."

Sviska looked to Asnea, who stood with her head down. 

"And for you, little bitch, I will beat the sense out of you until you learn to leave before such lies can be told to you."

Garoa lunged forward, moving to strike the largest man, but was caught by the other two.

"And what is this?" he asked. "Threaten the great Yul, Brothel Keeper of Tar Mena? I do not believe so! I choose mercy on you this night and will simply have you carried out. Do not assail me again."

He pointed his finger down, and the two men carried Garoa out. Sviska followed.

"It seems at least one of you is smart," Yul said.

Sviska did not reply. His mind worked; he had sized up those that carried Garoa, as well as Yul. He weighed his options. 

Now downstairs, Asnea stood in the tavern room next to the other women and stared as the men dragged Garoa down. Her mouth hung open as she looked on.

Garoa looked up, saw her, and begged, "Please Asnea, you must remember something of your mother's stories of me, please!"

As they half-pushed, half-threw him out the door. He rolled toward the other side of the street. Sviska pushed past the two men and went to him as he stammered up, staring at the door.

"Sviska, I will not leave until I have her!" 

He went to jump for the door where the two men still stood watching.

"This is not the way!" Sviska yelled, grabbing at Garoa’s tunic.

From the road they could see past the brothel henchmen. The larger man dragged Asnea along the bar, his stick in hand raised into the air to slap her legs. 

"I will teach you to leave my care again!" he shouted at her.

"No!" Garoa yelled.

The Rusis ran forward, and, in a summoning of faith and heart, he pulled what magic he could draw from the land. He gripped the faces of the men that guarded the door, and by some force he summoned enough magic to burn them before bloodying their faces with rapid punches.

He rushed into the tavern, leapt at the man who held Asnea, and struck him repeatedly in the face, too. Shouting filled the brothel as women ran out in droves, screaming in a rambunctious rabble. Sviska pushed himself through the doorway.

The man then gained the upper hand and threw Garoa across the tavern. His body slid across the tables and slammed into the opposite wall. Sviska went to Asnea, who he helped up and found to be uninjured as she looked toward her father. Garoa did not move, and the large man closed in on him with his stick held high.

As other patrons began to stumble out, Sviska drew Sishan. He ran a few steps and took stance against the man. 

"Do not touch him!" he said. 

The man turned, smiled, and stomped forward, swinging his stick. Sviska jumped from it, rolling toward Garoa. 

He put the dagger out in front of himself, turned sideways, and slid his left foot back. Yul had yet to wipe the grin from his face as he rose the stick again, this time swinging to the side and just missing Sviska's head.

He stumbled. The weight of his large stick was not something he was used to having to use in such a way as this. 

Outside the brothel, the upheaval of the women and the shouting, garnered the attention of the town guard, which  responded to the clamor going on inside. 

Sviska flipped his dagger into his right hand, passing it in a back and forth motion in front of him. He ran hurriedly to the left and then back to the right. Yul now halted, unsure of Sviska's next move.

When at last Sviska found the man following him repeatedly, he ran forward, jumping to Yul’s left and sliding Sishan over the side of his neck as he passed. The blade of the Meredaas slid easily through his gluttonous fatty tissue, lacerating the man’s arteries. Sviska landed on his feet and turned to see his victim.

Yul still looked the other way, but his hand now held his neck, which poured forth a red flow as he slouched down to his knees. Garoa was now conscious and staring at Sviska, who stood from a knell as the large man fell backwards, his last breath of life masked in gargling blood.

The town guard of Tar Mena arrived and poured in, surveying the scene in quick fashion as they surrounded Sviska. He stood and dropped his dagger.

"He was attacking my friend and sought to kill him. I only did what I did to stop him."

One of the guards, who by his age and stature must have been in charge, pointed a finger at him. 

“An admission of guilt. Place your hands, entwining your fingers, behind your head."

Sviska did so even as Garoa reached out toward them, shaking his head. They bound him by his wrists and began to push him out of the brothel.

"Who is he?" a guard asked, pointing down at the gasping Rusis.

"He is no one,” Asnea said. “A victim from my master's attack. It is true what the man you have bound said."

"Why would I trust someone of your regard?" the guard said. "The Lord shall arrive tomorrow morning, and we will deal with this man we take. I say, you deal with your customer and leave the rest to us."

The guard scoffed, following the others as more guards arrived.

Asnea went to Garoa, helping him to his feet. He stumbled, pointed at Sishan, left on the floor and yet unclaimed by the guards. She grabbed it as he fell to the ground, then grasping it by the hilt, hid it in his robes. He tucked his hand to hold.

She pushed him to the back of the building, out a back door, and down a hill toward a rocky ravine that led near the wall. Running under the wall, a crawl space, no bigger than for one person at a time to pass through, had overgrown weeds partly veiling it.

Asnea directed him in and pushed him under the wall. The path was out of sight of the guards and was one she had used to leave the brothel many times. Following a pathway of bushes leading away, they came to stop near a dense grouping of trees, out of earshot of any of the guards and safe for the moment.

"Now, sir. You know my mother and can say much that has me thinking of who you might be, but I have yet to hear a name from you."

The dizziness from being tossed and knocked out was still heavy on his eyes. He struggled to focus, to string words together, but he understood what was asked to let out a whispered response.

"Garoa."

She smiled and said, "Well, Garoa, your friend is in a good deal of trouble. I was not as helpless as you two might have thought, but given the circumstances I believe it worked out for me to act as I did. It was a matter of time before that fat man threatened someone better than him, and he is better now than he has been in all my time of knowing him."

Looking him over, she felt around the base of the trees until she found a box. She opened it up, revealing several vials. She took one and unscrewed the top, rubbing oil on her hands before spreading it on his forehead.

"It is not much can help ward off the headache. I keep such items near the city in case I need them, but you can thank my other acquaintances for such items."

He managed to smile and muttered a hushed acknowledgment.

"Thank you."

His daughter was alive and well, and though beaten as he was, he had not been happier in many years as he was now, his life feeling as if finally it had a purpose.

"We will rest here tonight. It is safe and out of the way of the patrols. Tomorrow, we will get back to the city and check on your friend. The Lord of the Realm will return just after breakfast, if he keeps to his normal routine. He has been out gathering support for his cause of late."

He nodded, grasping the dagger in his hand.

She looked down at the golden hilt and silver blade. The jewels and effigies of mermaids surprised her.

"I believe we have much to talk of, given not only your purpose of being here, but what items you carry."

He nodded again, trying to stay awake, but felt tiredness overtaking him.

"Sleep, Garoa. I am capable more than most at watching for trouble in these woods."

He closed his eyes, uneasy to sleep, but unable to resist. However, he did not yet know that his daughter was much more capable to defending them than he believed.

 


Chapter 12 Captured

 

With morning, a glint of sunlight cut across Garoa’s face, and he opened his eyes to see his daughter staring out into the woods. She possessed a short bow, and had a quiver of arrows strapped to her back. Swinging on her side hung a curved sword, partially veiled by the brown tunic and cloak over her head.

Garoa sat up, and his head still ached from the night before, but his vision was now clear. He felt the fight in his arms and legs, but he was uninjured otherwise. 

"We will head down to the city. I know where they will hold your friend."

Asnea grabbed his arm and pulled him to his feet. He wobbled and found his footing. Looking him over, she pulled his cloak over his head.

"I have left flowers on the grave of my mother every week since she departed, even when I was too small to go alone. However, the woods now are much more dangerous. Strange for a man of your sort to not carry a weapon." 

"I'm not used to weapons, a bit more about me that you don't know, but it is of no importance now."

She raised both of her eyebrows, not sure of what to say further and then led him down beside the walls of the city. They walked a fair distance away from where they were and then turned back down a western leading road toward a side gate. 

The guards looked them both up and down. Asnea looked no different from any other traveler coming through, and in such it meant, the town guard would not recognize her.

They went past the center circle of the city and headed east down a small road. 

Targets for archery and numerous wooden weapons in a rack lay against a far stone wall. To the right there was a rocky outcropping where the brook that ran through the center of the town turned and disappeared under the wall. It was there that tall wooden racks held metal cages swinging in the wind.

“Not only a place for prisoners,” Asnea said, “but this is also a training ground for the guards and even the militia of the town. There has been talk of rebellion of late.”

“A common theme in the world it seems,” he told her.

In the cages above hunched an emancipated older man, his bones showing through skeletal thin skin. Flies buzzed around him, and with the wind gusting around his flesh, a rotting smell infiltrated their senses.

It was in the cage to the left that they found Sviska.

Doing much better than his companion, he was alert and staring into the skies. He still wore his robes and clothing, but they knew not his condition.

"Sviska!" Garoa shouted.

He looked down at them, his tired eyes opening slowly.

"Go."

"Go? What do you mean with ‘go’? We need to get you out." 

Asnea and Garoa looked around the area. There were no ladders, crates, or other climbing implements to reach him. At first glance, it was clear that there was no intent to either hold for a long while and feed the prisoners or otherwise access the cages once they had placed the occupants.

Garoa then spotted a single chain secured into the top of the grate of the cage. It led down to a locked box that hid the pulley system for the chain itself, and with the thickness of the links there was no way it could be broken open.

"Can you force open the door?"

"I tried that last night. After a long beating prior to putting me in here, I have little strength to do much more than what I am. Beware, you are being watched." 

He looked behind them, and Garoa also peered back that way. Two men stood talking to themselves atop a raised platform overlooking the training area. As docile as they acted, this meant not only would escape be improbable, but also that an entire contingent of guards would halt any escape attempt.

On top of the palisade wall behind them, one of these guards watched them, his bow in hand.

"It is fine," Asnea said, "as long as we are just talking, they will not bother us."

"We have to get you out, Sviska."

“Unless you say words like that,” Asnea commented. 

Garoa glanced up to the guard. He hadn’t seemed to notice.

"You need to get out of here,” Sviska said. “Get back to Berie and Slats, then find me. The lord is approaching. I can see his banners entering the city. It would be best if he does not know you are associating with me."

Behind them, the clapping of the approaching horses drew closer. The town guard would report on state of the prisoner immediately upon his return, and as the horses began up the hill, Garoa knew they were running out of time.

"I cannot leave you here, Sviska. This is my fault. You are here because of me."

"You are wrong. I am the reason I am here. I killed that man, and when the lord arrives it may not be enough that a beard and my garb differentiates me from the man I was the last time I was here."

Garoa shook his head and said, "Am I supposed to let them kill you?"

"Go with your daughter," he commanded.

Asnea pulled at his arm and said, "We need to go. The lord will come here soon. I have people that can help us, but we need to go now."

Sviska stared down at them and urged, "Go, both of you."

Garoa ground his teeth and blew out a frustrated breath. 

"If only I had magic," he told Sviska.

Asnea looked at him with a confused glare.

Sviska shook his head. "But you don't,” he said, placing emphasis on the words. “Now go!"

He could more than take the guards around them and bust the chains holding his friend, but Sviska was right. As a shout came from the far road, he began away from the training area with Asnea, but did so with a growing anger. She pulled him behind a house to a small alley and a short wall. They hopped over the wall and then turned to watch as the lord of the town arrived to deal with their friend.

Sviska looked down at the assembly below him. There was a man not dressed as the others. From the look of him, he was from the northern Tar region. His dress reminded Sviska of those of Tar Aval. With him were two guards wearing the dark red as accustom to that town. The others were dressed as the Tar Mena guard. Perhaps this man was the Lord of Tar Aval. Sviska did not know.

The lord of the city was dressed in thick metal armor; an animal skin of light brown covered his chest and fell down his back in a cape. On his right side, his war hammer, the same one that Sviska faced many weeks ago.

He walked near the cage looking up. 

"It seems you have made a poor choice. I am Lord Utros of Tar Mena. You have disrupted my day with Lord Yuas of Tar Aval. What do you say, prisoner? This accusation of your murder admitted by even yourself, I do not know that much discussion should be had."

Sviska averted his eyes, trying to avoid the gaze of the Lord Utros. He look down, but the lord already pondered what Sviska feared as he scanned him in disbelief.

"Lower this cage," he commanded.

A guard went to the locked box and opened up the chain system with a key from his belt. He pulled free the second lock inside and lowered the cage to the ground.

"Bring him out."

Two guards went to the cage and opened the door. Reaching under his arms, they held him with a tightly and dragged him to his feet before the lord.

Their forceful hands ripped open his flesh where the lash marks on his back ached and stung as his tissue was torn from what healing had been done in the time since he was in the cage.

Lord Utros stared at him.

"This is not the first time you have been to this city, man of the darkness. You are of The Order."

Sviska said nothing. The lord paced and scratched his chin. Sviska sensed further words would do no good.

"What did you think? The neck of my daughter still pure and you hope to finish your job, but had a bit of yearning first. But you are not use to paying, so you killed the tavern keeper after your deed with his wenches?"

Sviska remained quiet. The man was angering fast. His brow wet with sweat and his breathing now deep, he stomped toward Sviska, balling his fist. In a sudden motion, he struck Sviska in the stomach.

"Talk to me, prisoner. My daughter is but a child, but The Order sought her death, and you were their hand!"

The pain radiated from his stomach toward his lungs and made it hard to breathe. He held out his hand in surrender. He did not want them to strike him again. The culmination of pain from the beatings, and now more abuse, took its toll on him. And given that this was not his first time to be captured said much of his condition.

"I am that man," he forced from his lips. He gasped his breath, which was hard to draw up, but the pain was receding. "I am he who was in your daughter's room, but I am no longer of The Order, nor did I come to harm anyone in your town."

"Is that correct? Then why are you here?"

A guard brought Sviska's belongings to the Lord. 

"It is all he had on him; the scabbard for the dagger was all we could find. The blade itself was gone. There is this book here also, but I cannot open it."

The lord examined the scabbard. "Mermaids,” he said to himself. “I have not seen such an item in a long time worn by anyone younger than myself. The Grand Protectorate would not allow such a thing, and The Order would not either. And a jeweled book that will not open? What tricks are these?"

"No tricks, and I am not of The Order any longer. I beg you to hear me out."

The lord stared at him. The look of his beaten form would not easily chase the image of his daughter's potential murderer with ease. However, he was not a hasty man of things in these matters, and he pondered Sviska's words.

There was a coldness, a sharp wind that tore through the city; a sudden gloom fell upon those that stood around Sviska. Even Garoa and Asnea looked up, the storm clouds above them rolled in from nowhere.

A fog also came in, and in the shroud of gray, black forms appeared next to the lord of the city, as well as the one of Tar Aval.

The twangs of bowstrings filled the air, but their bolts were shredded before reaching their targets. Others drew weapons within the company of men near the lords. 

A center figure of the black ones rose its hand, and those with weapons fell to the ground unconscious. The two lords of the Taria region looked on as the fog cleared, and a man with no face, the one from the cart back in Lokam, lowered his staff, and the fogs receded into the orb atop it. The figure emanated light. He was faceless except for a grey portal of nothingness within his cloak. He held his staff out, the orb atop proving to be the source of the fogs flowing outward and around them all.

Sviska raised his head. The black forms were no strangers to him. They were the same as in Elinathrond. The same as he, or as he had been. Dark Ones. Kasis was with them.

Through the clearing fog, a contingent of legionnaires marched down the road at the center of the town. With them came a a passenger cart and a horse cart drawn by four horses. They came to rest at the edge of the roadway, and out stepped a white-robed man — The Order was now in Tar Mena.

Kasis stepped forward and approached Lord Utros. He said, "Within your city someone used magic, and we have sought them out. I have no quarrel with you, nor anyone else here. Your men are well, I assure you, but we have come for the one of magic."

"Order scum!" shouted Lord Yuas as his hand went for his sword.

Before he could draw his blade, the faceless man lifted his staff and unseen hands snagged him. A cracking sound snapped in the air, and his body slumped down with his eyes still open.

The man of The Order spoke: "I am known as The Order Hand. Although I know you are not an ally, I would hope with our guests here you will be respectful and do as we wish." 

He motioned toward Kasis and the faceless man. 

"Do know that if we meant to usurp you from your place of power we could, but that is not yet our plan."

Lord Utros looked on his friend, now dead. "I have none of whom you seek, but you must know enough of my dealings with the Grand Protectorate to know I would not give up one of magic, regardless that they are all dead and have been so for some time."

Kasis nodded and said, "Yes, The Order knows your dealings with the Legions, as well as your rebellion, but it is not of my concern at this time, as he told you." Kasis pointed at the old man. "What faith you have in that bastard child is your own. We do not assail you, for our reasons before were short sighted, and further more we do not care of that. As for magic, you must know enough by now to know magic is not gone."

"You will not find my daughter,” Lord Utros said. “I have assured her safety. But I know what I know, and I have none of magic. Only a murderer."

He motioned toward Sviska, but did not mention of his belief of Sviska being of The Order. It seemed that Sviska's word had gave some reason to this, but of that, it was no help to him now.

Kasis glanced over. His attention had not been on the bleeding man held up by the guards that remained standing, having not drawn their weapons before.

He laughed and then drew his sword, yelling, "Sviska!" 

The Order Hand pointed, and the legionnaires were upon Sviska, pushing the guards from the town to their backs and dragging the prisoner toward the cart.

"He is not who we seek, but we will take him, too," the Order Hand said.

Kasis looked to The Order Hand and said, "Could he be the source?"

"I do not believe so, but I feel where we find him, the one we seek will be close."

Garoa sank behind the wall, and Asnea followed. 

"What is it?" she asked.

He shook his head and put his finger to his closed lips. She nodded and continued to listen.

The Order Hand pointed to the Lord of Tar Mena, "Lord Utros, know that your reign is nigh over, but we leave you now. My friends here shall be taking your men that took arms against us. Our guest here has need of them."

The ethereal form nodded and bowed, fading from view as did Kasis and the other Dark Ones.

The legionnaires went around to where guards had dropped around the area and threw their bodies atop the carriage, tying them with a rope.

Lord Utros shook his fist at them and shouted, "You will not remain in power, deceivers!"

The Order Hand shrugged. "We are done here." 

He pushed Sviska in the chest. 

"Put that rabble at the back of the cart and have him walk. He needs to learn his place once more."

He then paused, staring at the items that they had taken from Sviska.

"It seems as if fate is with us this day. I will take that book and scabbard off your hands."

He smiled widely as he placed his hands over the Galhedriss Arcana. "It seems the Lord of the Estate's failure has come to pass."

The legionnaires took Sviska to the rear of the cart and bound his hands to it; they both snickered as they went back to formation. Sviska looked up to see The Order Hand holding the book. Tapping it with his fingers, he climbed into the carriage.

The driver closed the door and took his place, picking up the reigns and clicking the horses forward. He circled around the Lord of Tar Mena and began back to the center of the city and toward the gates.

Those that were unconscious began to awake, stumbling and falling over one another as the carriage of The Order and the Legions left the city. Lord Utros stood motionless.

"Secure the city," he said at last. "Be watchful. I do not trust any of what has transpired."

Garoa and Asnea began out from the place they had hid. Sliding under some low beams of a storage area, they emerged in an alleyway that led to the center of the city.

"We need to go."

Garoa nodded and followed her out of the main gates and down the road at a quickened pace. Those that had taken Sviska were no longer in sight.

Asnea said, "If we are to get him back, you must trust me, as well as trust those I take you to. It is our best chance to know what to do."

"We must help him," Garoa told her. "It is because of me he came here under protest. I am responsible for him."

"He was to kill a baby? What kind of man is he?"

"He had no choice, but he did not do it. He is against the Grand Protectorate."

"Then he will find many friends in these regions, if he can survive his capture."

The road went south some ways, and Asnea took them off the dirt path and through a green field. Tall trees stood before them, much taller than even the ones surrounding the vale. A rocky road, known only by few and used by fewer, forgotten in time, led that way.

Through the lower range of the mountains, they followed the old trading road carved by the dwarves long ago. Leaves and rocks covered the path, and even though many years had passed, grand bridges with smoothed sides and blocky designs had been untouched by time, their artisanship beyond that of the current days.

Following back south, they crossed a valley between fields overgrown with mushrooms of different colors. A river snaked through, frequented by animals of all kind seeking a cool drink and the shade of the larger white mushrooms that grew on the banks of the waterway.

They jumped over the stream, and a hare that was drinking was startled and fled into the thick bushes ahead of them.

"We have crossed into the protected lands. We have no fear of attack past these trees," she told him.

Into the woods they went, deeper and deeper. A large stone archway overgrown in vines passed over them, and they came to a series of steps that went up the side of a stone structure. 

"These were once dwarven lands. You will find structures like this all over,” she told him.

He nodded but it was not his first time he had been in these woods though he admittedly had never went this deep.

Upon reaching the top of the stairwell, a man appeared.

He was tall and wore the same garb as Asnea. His bow was at his side, and he had no thought to grab it seeing Garoa.

"Asnea, you bring a stranger here?" he asked her.

"Yes, he is a stranger, but not as you might guess."

The man nodded, "Welcome to the realm of the Leechers." 

Garoa gave a slight bow, but of what to make of the other man, or understanding what Asnea had brought him to, he did not know.

 


Chapter 13 Journey into Harrodarr

 

The morning came quickly, or it felt like it did to Slats. He opened his eyes to a firm push on his shoulder to see Euso hovering above him. The sky behind was still dark, but there was a glow of light in the clouds.

Berie stood and looked out from the ruins. 

"Storms are coming from the seas,” she said.

There was thunder in the distance, and cold winds blew in.

Euso offered Slats some food, but he refused. Gathering himself up, he followed the others back down to the stone road and began the ascent into the mountains.

Down either side of the road flowed the two rivers, their paths snaking down between rocks breaking in small waterfalls as they fell.

They trudged upward, avoiding broken stairwells and soft spots of ice yet to melt from the rising sun. The clouds behind rolled in, and the flashes of lightning pushed them at an ever-increasing pace as they made it to the halfway point on the mountain stairwells.

In the large open area, they found a place that had a good view of the valley. As they took time to catch their breath, Berie kicked through broken pottery and took notice of a peculiar, dark red mark on the stone.

Slats looked out upon the valley. “T’was black as night the fields that day,” he said.

“What?” Euso asked.

“When I left Harrodarr as a child, the field was blackened with battle scars, as my brethren fought to stem the advance of our aggressors. Dark times.”

Looking closer, Berie noticed there was more of the red. It was blood. She followed it around the stairwell and noticed a glint of armor and a white hand hanging out from under a sackcloth.

She knelt down and looked at the body. It had not been there for more than a day. She took hold of the arm and tried to move it, but found it stiff. Euso and Slats came up behind her.

"What is it?" Euso asked.

"One of the Legions. But he has been dead for quite a while. His skin is white and his arm stiff."

"The Legions were here?" 

"It doesn't matter," Slats said. "I know the dwarves would have a trap or two to stop unwanted intrusions. They would not have been able to get very far inside, and if they have, they will not leave."

The dwarf began around to the back to the stairwell, ahead of the rest. Euso and Berie followed.

Jumping multiple steps at a time, he ascended upwards. Coming to flat ground and an open expanse jutting into rocks, he looked up at towering cliffs. Great trees grew upon the summit, their branches reaching over the recessed rock and blotting out the storm clouds that were now upon them.

Slats felt a deep pride looking up the cliffs. The sheer walls of the mountains looked down at them with dark portals of black, long-left dormant with the passing of the dwarven torch lighters who would have brought flame to speckle the sheer cliffs in light when a great host would have returned from afar. He was at the place of his people after many years away.

From an unseen height above, the sources of the rivers going down the stairwell fell into a pool at the opposite side of them. The river wrapped around one side of a large building sitting in the center. 

The structure in the center of the clearing, crowned with a tower featuring three spikes in a circle, was ominous and of nothing that the new world had. Slats noticed that, strangely, it was not sealed. As they ascended the small stairwell that led into a covered entryway, the door rested open, and forcefully so. Bent poles and splintered lumber lay around the place, and it was not a feat done too long ago. The broken wood appeared fresh.

They pushed the door open further and entered. The immediate dark path flashed white from the lightning behind them. Briefly, Slats caught the sight of fallen green branches strewn at the doorway, cut through by blades of some sort.

"I had never heard of my brethren using such plant life around our homes,” he said. “The trees outside atop the cliffs were one thing, but these vines are large and not likely placed by accident."

"Did you not say that there may be traps?" Euso asked. 

"Yes, but dwarven traps are of things us dwarf like: stones, earth. To be as honest as I may, It would not have been green things."

"I agree, Slats," Berie said, "I have never heard of a dwarven cave that had such growing life."

Euso rummaged in his pack and found unlit torches, as well as lighting stones. After a few good cracks, they managed to light a torch that, in turn, they used to light the others.

The rain began to come down hard outside. The sudden downpour propelled them toward the deeper bowels of the mountain.

The path twisted down for a good while. There were little adornments. Slats stopped twice to check an item left on the floor, but both times threw it back down as a mere trinket. 

Continuing on they came to a lower level with high walls and ceilings. The torches they had gave little light to the regions around them, but from the echo of their steps, it was clear they were in a massive room. Traversing through was limited. The cracked ground in many places made careful movements an unfortunate need. Rubble lay around, blocking the pathway through archways adorned in dwarven metals and precious stones still affixed to pillars. 

However, a definite path lay ahead; it was clear someone had come before them. There was a distinct lack of grime on the stones. Boot prints of at least twenty men had to have come this way also, but not quite as many seemed to have returned. 

"Do we even know what we are looking for, Slats?"

"A central location, an arch room, or so it was called. It would have been a storehouse of information. I cannot guess where it may be. I was not of age to know of its location, but something will push us that way, that I feel."

The room began to tremble and the three stopped, glancing around. The shaking stopped as quickly as it had begun.

"Dwarf, I fear this place not to be the safest in the world," Euso commented, "and I say that with respect for dwarven building skill."

"Dwarven architecture is the best, that I assure you!"

“No doubt — I have made my way into many old dwarven places, but this place just does not seem safe.”

It was then a series of stones fell from above, smashing a large pillar to their right. It collapsed and toppled over.

Euso and Berie both looked to Slats.

"As you said, the best, sure," Euso told him.

Slats shook his head. "This way," he said, and pointed toward where the archway had fallen to provide a bridge over the rubble and to another area.

"And what do you feel now?" Euso said. "To show us further wreckage? There is nothing in this place save more wreckage."

The dwarf hastened his climb up the rubble and ran along the pillar, followed by Berie and then Euso. There was a large doorway in the side of the mountain. This one, too, led to a path that went deeper. As they entered this lower chamber, they found flickering torches dwindling with the last of their fuel.

 There was a large staff in the center of the room, as well as etchings on the floor. Upon closer examination, it was clear the staff was a statue of sorts, and the floor was a large map of the lands of the world.

To the far side of the room, a bookshelf lay ransacked. Slats immediately went to a long stone table that ran along the edge of the room and began looking at documents and open pages of a book. 

"These torches did not light themselves," Berie advised.

"I am sure you are right, but that just means we must be extra quick to learn what we can," Slats replied.

"Except, that what we search for may have already been taken," Euso suggested.

Slats looked up, in thought, but then returned to his reading.

Berie looked at the edge of the room and noticed that there were three stone sculptures looking out to the doorway. She walked across the room toward them and saw that they were dwarves, sculptures of uncanny realism.

Euso noticed the floor. An obscure etching on a small plaque near where the staff lay.

Etha.

"Does the name 'Etha' mean anything to the two of you?" 

"No," Slats said.

Berie jerked to look toward him. "Etha was a priestess god of the elves. Why do you ask?"

"There is a stone here by this staff. ‘Etha’ is all it says."

Berie looked at the staff, but could not see of what importance it could hold. She said, "Etha was believed to not hold a staff, from my recollection. She wore a necklace of the color of a fiery sunrise, but no staff. She ruled over balance and renewal in the world, but I know not of her faith at the time of the great wars."

"Okay!" Slats shouted. "I believe I found something. This parchment reads of an alliance called the Hasten Truce. It talks of the end of magic and the flight to a city of safety prepared in the mountains."

"Elinathrond," Berie said.

"Yes, but it talks also of the god Etha and her being the key to sealing away magic. It also says we require the Dwarven Hand, as we knew, but that for its safety it went with the Armies to the south. It reads as this:

'In the times then came the clans of the Elven and Dwarven Nation, together, from the far west to the holy mountain keep of Harrodarr. There with the god they were made, Hand and Solace Stone, and Solace was to be with the tree folk and the Hand, the dwarves, but in these days came war. 

The official parchment stops there, but continues on in some hastened script:

‘We flee this place and prepare to cease the magics of the land until a time when our descendants can return. This I write in secret for it is to be left. 

The others have all gone; the enchantments of the Elven People are placed and will endure for times of many years. The Itsu have released a horrible curse and their priests have worked to turn us that hide into stone, but we have not faced that terror yet.

The might of the dwarves will remain, and if the host is caught before they can seal the magic world, it will be for naught. But Truesong the Elf, as well as the Dwarven Hammersongs, are strong; they will not fall without a resounding clamor. I write this, my last, as the beasts of the Itsu search. I too, will join my stone Brothers.’

"That is it," he told them. "And I finally know the fate of my people and the Hammersongs."

"Hammersongs?” Euso asked.

"The Hammersongs were the most skilled warriors of our culture. They earned their name as such due to the sounds of almost music present as their axes and hammers would decimate the enemy. I had one with me when I met Berie; his sacrifice allowed us to reach Elinathrond."

"A good man, and one of many that died that day," Berie said. “Both elves and dwarves lost many that night.” 

"Well, one part of that text helps makes sense of what we are seeing here," Euso said. "Perhaps the strange vines and trees above are part of elven enchantments?"

"And it we now know the Dwarven Hand went south."

"As well as the Solace — the crystal, I presume."

Berie looked toward the inscription on the floor. “I believe it is a necklace, worn by the god Etha. Many knew she had a necklace of power, the Solace Stone may have been added during the time these events transpired. Crystals can contain different spells. It must have been used somehow with the Dwarven Hand."

"Well, that is likely south then, too," Slats said. "That is the elvish crystal the wind god spoke of."

"Then the home of my people is next for us?" Berie questioned.

"Seems likely of a place," Euso said, "And I'm sure a place of better airflow!"

"We will go there, but I feel it will be where the Armies of Hasten Truce ended their journey. However, it will be well to search there if the Armies were destroyed and a second plan had to be enacted."

"Then perhaps the Elven Palace of my people is where it rests. As the enemy came upon this place it was laid to waste. Since we know they did succeed, it seems that the next place to hide such items would be the Elven regions."

Slats nodded and added, "And that is assuming that such artifacts were not taken by The Order in the years that have passed."

The three of them shared slow and steady nods.

“Let get out of this place,” Euso suggested.

“I agree, as  the air is foul,” Berie said.

They both began out. Before departing, Slats went to the statues at the opposite end of the room and bowed. He took his ax from his back and held it in front of him. “By the grace of you, my people, may this ax not tarry in bringing you justice."

The dwarf kissed the feet of each statue, the encased prison placed on his for-bearers, and then stood.

It was a somber journey back from the Harrodarr keep for Slats, and a soft rain pattered the face of the dwarf as he emerged, looking out over the mountains as the rivers Tita and Rodal rushed to his left and right. The water striking his face helped hide the tears that fell from his eyes.

The cool wind pushed the storm clouds away, and as the rain slowed, they began back down the mountainside. They came again to the halfway point and Berie looked back to where she had found the body.

"A lone legionnaire . . . " Euso said.

"Or not, and the traps were sprung before our arrival into the mountain, and the bodies were out of sight," Slats noted.

They made it back to the valley and had just neared again the joining point of the rivers when the sound of shouting came from behind them.

"Good sirs! Excuse us, good sirs!" 

It was the sound of children, their voices meek and out of breath even from a distance.

They turned to see two boys running from the direction they had come. Slats jogged toward them and knelt as the two children fell to their knees. He caught them in his arms, nearly falling over himself.

"P . . . p . . . pl . . . please!" the child struggled to breathe. "We tried to catch you near the mountain stairs!”

"Slow down," Slats said. "You have well caught us, so rest. Give us time and we can provide some food and drink for you."

"There is no time, sir!" the other child said. "We must go now."

"What is the matter?" Berie asked.

The boys looked up at Berie and then to Euso and Slats.

"You are not the like the soldiers of Lokam?"

"Of course not!" Euso said. "You should be happy for that."

"No, master, sir. The Legions that had come to help us are different from most Legions that had been this way. They had said they did not work with the others. It was well, but then a blackness came from the clouds and into our village. The good men tried to help, but many were hurt. We came this way to find others to help."

"Legions or not," Slats said, "we should go. We cannot simply ignore such a sign."

"What sign?" Berie wondered.

"The children came to us just as we were headed back this way."

"But we must go toward the southern road. It is this way," Euso said.

"It may not be time to leave this region, and I know I am not the only one that has wondered of what we found near the steps of Harrodarr."

Berie nodded her head to agree with Slats.

"Then yes, dear boys, take us to where you need," she said to them.

The two boys, barely having caught their breath, began back across the rocky fields at a hastened pace. It was at this time that Euso thought of how much easier a journey this would have been with a horse, for he as well as Slats felt a burn in his legs, his stout form not being one made for running.

To the foot of the mountains and then south they went for a good while until even the boys were tired. They walked for a longer time, and it was clear that the two children had indeed traveled a great distance looking for help.

The ground was greener here. Fewer rocks and more grass and flowers dotted the landscape, as the place of the dwarves was well behind them.

They turned into a gentle sloping hill that went into the mountain and rose upwards. A smell of burning wood already met Slat’s nostrils. They followed the boys up a narrowing path and to wooden bridge that spanned a distance between two large boulders.

The ascent continued until they were many paces than higher for a safe drop to the ground. The cliff side jutted out from the mountain, creating a large, fenced-in area ahead. A simple thatched house lay against the mountain, and a greeting came from a bleating goat at the gateway.

Following the boys, they proceeded through the gateway and past the goat that nipped at Slats as he walked by.

"Dwarfs must be a rare delicacy to goats!" Euso joked.

Slats shook his head and replied, "Perhaps apothecaries are good, too. I hear they even come with their own spices!"

The two shared a laugh as they made a corner and came to the interior of the mountain village.

It was well that fence ran along this path as it did, for the entire village of the town was set in the corner of a deep mountain gorge, the chasm traversed by rope and wood bridges reaching from either side. Along either side were one story thatch-covered houses, broken in monotony by a random shop or two-story building placed in between a row of two to three houses. In total, there were around thirty structures.

 At the far end, a tall wooden house sat as a center building in its own island of stone that reached down into the chasm. It was there the boys led them with a certain haste. Jumping over knee-high gateways where there was no way the dwarf could simply follow, they made it to the large house after leaping and running across a bridge.

Slats, Berie, and Euso took a path around the gateways, eventually coming to the large wooden bridge, at which two men held wooden sticks, but did not hinder their travel.

Slats peered over the edge of the bridge and saw the sliver of river far below. He felt queasy and looked back to catch up with the others.

Euso went at first to the closed door, but before he could knock, the two boys below him pushed it open.

"They are waiting for you and will be worrying of us!" 

As they entered the hall, the smell of spiced meats hanging up along the vaulted ceiling met their noses. Though a darkened room, a large fire burned at the far end. The seating was set up in a ring that followed the walls of the building. Although, at first glance only this was normal. There were many pallets made on the floor and men lay everywhere with numerous cuts and bruises.

It was clear their arrival was not expected. Some of the men sat up, short knives in their hands, and an attendant who wiped a man’s brow with a cool rag stopped him when he reached for his sword.

Berie looked up and down at the men who lay in the hall and noticed their armor as a type she had seen before.

"They are men of the Legions," she said firmly to Slats.

The dwarf's hand felt backwards to his ax, but Euso coughed harshly as he nudged him with his elbow. 

"They are injured and not seeking violence. Let’s learn more before we begin hacking away at them, hmm?"

Slats nodded, but still his hand was ready. His dealings with the Legions, as well as Berie's, had been less than civil thus far.

From a doorway on the far end of the hall, a woman emerged from a back room. In her arms were stacks of blankets, and a trail of assistants carried other items for making an evening meal. They placed their items on a long table near the fire as the two boys from before went to her.

She bent down to them and abruptly stood, looking toward the three of them. 

"Come to me, travelers," she said.

They proceeded in a line, careful to not step on an exposed foot or a sleeping man's hand as they went before the woman.

She was tall and wore a leather tunic that had long feathers. It formed a drape of sort that hung down her chest covering her legs. Her braided hair fell down to just below her elbows. She looked down upon them.

"Are you of the Legions?" she asked.

"We are not," Berie said.

"I figured so with a woman as yourself in the midsts, although you cover your hair, and I find that strange."

Berie said nothing.

"And you two men are a bit short for us of the mountain. Your legs lack the length to build a fine house or hunt the cliff sides. I say to you three, what is it you have been searching for in this land?"

"Herbs," Euso told her.

She stared further at them. Taking a moment to scan each of them before finally settling on Berie.

"And for herbs you need an ax, as well as what I believe to be a bow strapped to your back, woman."

Berie raised both her eyebrows and said, "The children stated you needed help, and we are here to offer it."

A silence fell on the hall.

"Very well, I will leave questions for later. My name is Sediya, Mistress of the Mountain and Leader of Swunock village."

She stepped forward, motioning to the soldiers laying on the floor.

"These men were attacked by a cloud of smoke that had chased them from the old dwarven places further north to here. We have dealt with them in the past and provided sanctuary before, but it seemed that even our power was not enough, as this was no Legion force as before."

"These soldiers are legionnaires," Slats said.

"They are of a rebel force that has seen some sense and has joined our cause; however, that is not the issue. They are under my care and I will see to them. You have come to help and thus I will show you to where you are needed.”

 


Chapter 14 Swunock and the Lost Legion

 

Sediya turned from them and began walking. The three followed after, led first to a small door at the back of the hall that opened up to a long hallway. Candles placed every few steps painted a shadowy glow on the adorned walls, decorated with furs of mountain animals. The preserved trophies stared at them blankly and were of little welcome.

They gave a tug to the door at the far end and were outside again. A wooden balcony that stretched over the chasm had a bridge pulled up that cut off the hall from the mountainside. Sediya lowered it with the release of a taunt rope near the door.

"Follow this up the mountain path."

She pointed to the peak. A dark cloud hovered above it. Smoky blackness seemed to float down the crag, and the air from above was foul.

"I can tell you that is no rain that is held in that cloud. Although I cannot tell you what is, it is beyond the power of this place to protect you. Weapons are of no avail to this force."

Berie looked at the others and nodded, indicating they should go forward. Slats ran ahead at once, his ax in his hand, regardless of what the woman had said.

Euso turned to the woman and said, "We will return. Thank you for showing us out."

She nodded, cocking her head to the three as they went across the bridge way. With a clanking sound, she pulled the bridge close again.

Beginning the ascent up a winding pathway that reached into the clouds above them, the air became thin, and if felt as if a strong warmness waited ahead of them.

The sun was not nearly so warm as they crossed into a line of snow, noticing trickles of water as the ice melted atop the peak.

Berie threw back her tunic and felt for her bow. Grasping it, she placed an arrow in place and ran to follow Slats, who was now quite a distance away.

The path turned, cutting back above the previous path. It would do this a few more times, as the actual road narrowed and a few spots of road required jumping across small breaks to continue.

After seven switchbacks, they came to an open area where three bodies, garbed the same as the ones in the hall below, lay lifeless. They paused for a moment as Euso went to each of them. The first two had been stabbed multiple times. He noticed that their swords were still in scabbard.

Coming to a final corpse that lay with his eyes open, a bloody short sword rested on the lap. His lacerated neck lay open, and dried blood covered the wound crusting down over his silver armor before congealing between his legs. A glossy look covered his peering eyes.

Euso closed them. 

"It seems that this man took his own life, if I can indeed guess correct."

“We should question their purpose,” Berie said. “Why were they here? I sense a darkness in the air.”

"Mind yourselves, then," Slats said. "He was not the first person to be drawn to fall on his own knife — I have heard of such things in books. We must be careful."

They began up the final ascent to the top of the mountain. Soon, the black clouds were around them and blotted out their view.

Slats made it to the top of the mountain first. A ring of trees, bare of leaves, and a large stone basin adorned the otherwise rocky mountaintop. The clouds swirling around the edges of the rocky area turned to a sheen silver, and the dwarf spotted a man sitting on a stone near the basin. His hands cupped his ears and his helmet, with a white plumed crest, sat next to him. His skin was pale, and he breathed rapidly.

Berie moved on tipped toes around the side of the basin, approaching the man opposite of the direction Slats did. 

The man seemed to be quivering. Sweat dripped from his forehead. He looked up abruptly, spotting Slats. His eyes were wide and pupils small. He stood at once, his sword on his hip drawn, but then he dropped it, the blade and hilt clanging on the rocks. The man then collapsed onto his face and began convulsing.

Slats went to him and knelt, as Euso came to his side.

"Back up from him," Euso commanded. 

Euso reached into one of his pouches on his waist and drew out a dried herb. He placed it near the man's nose. The shaking began to slow and then stop as the man rolled onto his back.

"Help me roll him to his side," Euso said.

Slats and Euso rolled the man, who then began to take gasping breaths.

"What sickness is this?" Slats asked.

"I do not know, but it has deeply affected this man."

The man wore the same silver breastplate as the men from before. The image of a blue-clawed bird was imprinted on his armor. Numerous dents and slices covered the dull metals stacked upon each other, running down the sides of his torso. White feathers, tattered and dirty, were flecked with what looked to be blood, and fresh blood ran down one of the man’s arms. 

"This man is a general, a Legatus of the Legion, considering the plume on his helmet," Euso suggested, “like Varac.”

The silver clouds surrounding them flashed with a sudden bolt of lightning and turned black. There was a flash of red and the sound of approaching footfalls drawing closer. 

Berie spun behind her to the sound of snarling. Like a dog, but trailed by a wispy gray smoke, a beast ran toward her.

Her bow sang, and its arrow struck the animal and caused it to collapse and roll. She drew a second arrow and turned the opposite way, firing over Euso and Slats, who had just turned to see another beast charging them. The second arrow found its mark, and Euso stood as Slats jumped up. Another beast was atop the basin.

He swung his ax, smacking the creature and hurling it into a nearby tree trunk. It slumped down dead.

"Euso, your knife!" Berie yelled. "Protect the man!"

More flashes of light followed and the smoke began to dissipate as more creatures attacked them. Slats sprinted forward, meeting the creatures as they materialized, hewing their necks.

Berie was atop the basin now, using her elven arrows to catch the ones Slats missed.

The dark cloud around the mountain was all-but gone, as a final flash of lightning proceeded a group of four of the beasts coming at once. 

The dwarf and elf made quick work of them, too. The mountain became cool, and a breeze came from across the nearby ranges, blowing off the dead beasts’ morbid stench.

Euso looked down to see the man staring up at him.

"Are you well, Legatus?" he asked him, curious in his own mind if the man could even respond.

The man blinked a few times and looked up to Berie and back to Euso. He mouthed a few times, then managed to say a word.

"Yes," he said, choking as he spoke. He closed his eyes again.

"We should get him back to the hall," Euso said.

Slats and Euso carried the man. His weight was a struggle for them, and though manageable, by the time they reached the last stretch of the mountain pathway, they were relieved to see help coming from across the drawbridge.

Sediya was there, also. Seeing them, she looked up toward the summit of the mountain and smiled. They went across the bridge following those now carrying the Legatus.

"It is well you were led here," she said to Slats and Euso. 

Berie came behind the others, and her hands held the man's sword and helmet. She had been unable to cover her head in haste to get the Legatus down the mountain.

Sediya looked at her, smiled and then quickly sank her head to her chest.

Berie stopped before her.

"I apologize, dear elf. I did not know your kind was still in existence, and in such I should not have treated you such. But please, cover your head for now. Those that have seen may not have noticed, but I can see your ears beyond your hair."

Sediya took the helmet and sword as Berie once again covered her head.

"It seems the words of the mountain were true, and time is renewed. I will speak with you and your friends in private soon. The times are as I fear then."

Sediya said nothing else and beckoned Berie to follow the others.

Inside, the Legatus had been placed on the long table and his wounds bandaged by the women of the hall. A line of legionnaires formed, most on one foot or leaning on one another, to see their downed leader. His eyes were open and from a wet sponge, he drank.

"Were any more injured?" Sediya asked.

"No," Slats replied. "Three more were dead. But that was all."

The men who stood near lowered their heads. A soldier came to Slats and Euso. He stood only with the aid of his walking cane. His leg, bandaged at the knee, showed signs of needing a change of dressing, and he was unsteady on his remaining leg.

"I served my Legatus well, but have failed the men. I had fallen behind in our retreat and should have been left."

The man drew a knife and handed it to Euso.

"Take what you need of me to fix him. I can tell by the bags you carry that you are a healer. If I, or any part of me, can make him or any other men here whole, by my body cut first."

The man had a firm grimace and looked to Euso in earnest. The bandages on his arms had begun to soak through and a stream of blood trickled down his arm.

Euso smiled at the man and said, "Take rest, soldier. I do not wish to cause further harm to you, and your leader will be well. Let me tend to that bandages, and perhaps you can tell us of what pursued you?"

"If my Legatus be well, I will allow him to tell you. I feel it would be best from him, and I am not to talk of anything of our work with others. It is the oath we made in the separation."

Euso began to wrap new towels around the man's arm.

"Separation?"

"Yes,” the soldier replied, “but not even that may we speak of. We are all wanted by the Grand Protectorate, and a large sum of money is own our heads, as well as our Legion's. Not even of them may I speak, for them I will never lead again. You are of the Island Nation, are you not?"

"I am. They call me Euso."

The man nodded and then looked to Slats. He said, "You are not. You do not wear the garb."

"You are correct, but both of us have secrets and for now that shall remain. My name is Slats, and the woman with us," he said motioning toward her, "is Berie."

" ‘Slats and Berie.’ Strange names and unlike those I know. I am Nrath, centurion and second rank master. My Legatus is Arsus, and I thank you for helping him."

A voice spoke from behind them.

"Nrath." 

The Legatus sat up, and under protests by those tending him, attempted to stand.

A rush of hands from other Legionnaires supported him. Nrath hobbled over and bowed to his master.

"Yes, Legatus?"

"You are well to take blame, but enough has been taken by you. Perhaps in the coming weeks you may take back your leg from the enemy."

His voice was deep and strong; the feeble and tired voice from before had rested out. He tapped his men away from him, having gained the balance to stand, and felt about his waist. 

"My sword?" he asked.

"I have it, Legatus Arsus," Sediya said.

He turned and knelt before the woman, but not without significant struggle to steady himself.

"I am sorry, Priestess. Once again we asked too much of you and your kindness. We did not know what had pursued us, but I hope none of your village was harmed."

"No, we escaped any injury for now."

She placed his sword before him.

"It is the young boys that found your rescuers, and they have since been given food and time to rest. But those that they brought are here, and I feel we will all have mutual interests of which to share words."

Slats and Euso went to Arsus, joining Berie, who stood behind him.

"Are you well, Legatus?" Slats asked, looking up to him with a curious stare.

"I am well now. I have feelings that my current set of questions, as I stare upon you and that ax, are better left for another time. But I say to you and those two with you, thank you. It should bring you comfort that we are not of the Grand Protectorate any longer and should be of no worry to your kind."

The dwarf and elf both nodded but were surprised by the Legatus.

“But just as we cause questions for your mind, we are confused at your words,” Slats said.

"Very good," said Sediya, "A meal shall be prepared, and it will be had atop the great hall as the sun sets. Our newest guests shall have time to wash themselves, if they please. We have hot water from the mountain springs that can heal tired bones."

 

The warm spring offered by Sediya was something Slats remembered from his childhood in Harrodarr. He had enjoyed it  many times, and more so once he began training in ax fighting, with the bruises and sprains that came afterward. 

Going ahead of Berie as well as Euso, a female servant led Slats away from the spire of the great hall. He soon found himself at the end of a long hallway that twisted into the depths below. It was here, past a red cloth doorway, that he saw a torch lit grotto. The water glowed a bluish hue, and Slats could not see a source for such a light.

The servant left and he disrobed. Stepping into the warm water, he felt the soothing spring caress him.

As his body relaxed, the soreness in his legs lessened as the tension caused by their hikes and sprints over the past few days left his muscles.

 He thought of the beasts on the mountaintop. He knew of those creatures. Literal offspring of a demon, known to be capable not only of direct attacks but also to drive a person insane and to commit heinous acts. It seemed to him that their enemy from Elinathrond had followed them and gained further power. The Demon of Ustavis lived, or so it seemed.

Finishing his bath, he went to put on his clothes and found that his belonging were gone, save only his ax. A brown robe awaited him, and, although not his own, it was relief to wear less weight than he had for some time. Besides, his old clothing still smelled of seawater from their time on Meredaas’ ship.

The others each took their turn in the bath, and as they cleaned themselves, their clothes were cleaned as well. Berie and Slats both insisted on keeping their weapons, and there was no protest from Sediya, who led them to a circular stairwell that took them to the highest point of the great hall.

It was an open-sided terrace. Covered with a thatched roof, a sweet breeze came off the nearby snowcapped peaks. 

A large wooden table greeted them, laden with plates of berries, as well as grilled fish, and a soup with vegetables. An enormous, carved, wooden falcon sat on the far edge of the terrace, its wings outstretched. To the sides of it were perches for the real version of the bird. Slats curled his nose, catching whiff of a foul smell.

As they took their places around the table, a falcon flew into the terrace, and to Sediya it flew, landing on her arm.

"We hold the hawk and the falcon in high regard here. This spire above the chasm has been their roost long before us, and as priestess to them, I do not take well to any harm coming to a bird upon these mountains."

A warm setting sun in the far distance colored the horizon in a blend of red, purple, and blue. In the far distance, the mountaintops cut into the light, and, just visible from as far away as the mountains, the ocean sparkled.

They each sat and were told by Sediya to serve themselves, and she waited until they were finished eating.

Soon after they had all began, Arsus also joined them. Upon his arrival, Sediya looked to the servants and guards and motioned them to leave.

"I am happy that I am the one to get to meet those that have come in these times to bring back the old."

Berie looked to Sediya, as did Slats and Euso.

"I am a keeper of secrets of the elves from long ago and was given my post by one of the last in this region. It is not just my people that protect this land. I know much of these mountains, and not even The Order can unravel the riddles set here."

"If we are talking of elves, then I trust that Arsus here is no mere Legion Legatus of the Protectorate.”

"It is true," confirmed Arsus. "I know the truth, and it is the Grand Protectorate, or Order, if that term is understood among present company, that is at least partly why my Legion came here.”

Through the window came another bird. This one did not go to Sediya, but took to the ground near Arsus.

“My friend,” he said to it, “how have you liked the companionship of other feathered brothers and sisters?”

“You, too, have a falcon?” Slats asked.

“Every commander of a Legion, whether here in the north or near the seas, or further south, has a bird of war. This is Rokias, and he is a faithful servant. The Legions operate as separate but unified armies; our birds can carry messages across the field of battle or the entire land. It has been a long time since open war has been upon us, though, and most of our operations have centered on less than glorious actions. The entire Protectorate is in turmoil. If it is not the sacking of towns for every person of worth, it is punishment and fighting against rebellion within. As my centurion told you, I am Chief Legatus of the Second Legion. It is a title I hold in name, but to the Grand Protectorate I, as well as my Legion, are traitors. Lokam has searched for us, and Finar to the far south, has sent out scouts. We remain yet hidden."

"The Legatus was sent to the east in search of the Passage of Solitude, a rumor, if you can say, of a way to the east and a supposed place of magic,” Sediya explained. “The Grand Protectorate has taken many paths that before it would have avoided. In this case, it was folly for the Legion. Arsus found himself lost within days and turned back."

Arsus continued, "It was then, upon returning to Lokam, I was told of a new 'cleansing,' something to which my men and I would be subjected. A man of the fogs, unlike any I had seen before, had 'blessed' the First Legion following their march to the far north. The officers of that Legion that returned were not the same as before. They were barely still men, if you can believe that. Their eyes burned with fire, and their bodies could alight with a bluish hue. I did not understand. The Second Legion was to meet this 'man of fogs' and be as the others, blessed. I did not agree of this cleansing we were to receive, but not even my superiors in Lokam listened to me. 

“The First Legion had marched to battle days before with an unnatural storm at their heels, and much talk spread through Lokam of the arcane nature of events. It was as something from stories of long ago. When the men returned, I heard of a battle against a city of magic, and I still could not believe. After that battle, well, as I said, the First Legion was different. I had grown up with the Legatus of that Legion, and he was no longer a man of honor. He fought not for the Grand Protectorate — his fealty lay somewhere else. When we were called for cleansing, I ordered my men to flee while a large group of my closest soldiers attempted to distract the garrisons of Lokam.”

"How many men do you have?" Euso asked.

"In total I hold command still of two thousand. Although, that is less than half of what I had. Within the caves below this place we have made camp and mourn our losses. We attempted to kill the Man of Fogs, and it turned into a blood bath, with legionnaires upon their own brothers. Dark-veiled warriors familiar with blade and in skill beyond that of my Legion were among us, cutting down and then vanishing as a wisp of smoke, if you can believe such things. Never have I felt imprisoned in my own city, but Lokam is lost to us. I fear for the Legions that remain unblessed, but I cannot think too much of it. The priestess here has given us a place to call home in return for fishing the river deep below to feed ourselves and to provide food to the village. A small price."

He nodded in appreciation to Sediya.

"Who is the man, the Man of Fogs?" Slats asked the Legatus.

"I do not know. I did not stay in Lokam long enough to learn much more. Bah, I do not even know if it is man or woman. But it is not natural. He is robed and holds an orbed staff. If he is not in his carriage and followed by dark figures, he walks with an encompassing mist of fogs, hence his name."

Slats took a deep drink, slammed his cup on the table, and pointed at the commander.

"Aye, I've heard your story until now, so tell me why we found your man near the dwarven ruins,” he demanded.

There was a glance between Sediya and Arsus.

"I was searching."

"For what, exactly, was a Legatus doing at a dwarven ruin?" Berie asked.

"I needed to know the truth, whispered by many, if it was indeed truth."

"Truth?"

"It was one thing to be a standing army, but to do what we were asked, to rip people from their homes for no reason and then have those people given over like cattle to be swept to the depths of the earth . . . it made no reason or sense. There was no logic to it. I searched for this eastern path, but could not find it. But with the priestess here, I was not going to find it.”

He looked to her and back to the travelers, then continued, "After we were provided shelter, I began to study what was found in the caves below. Elvish writings in caves was strange, but even stranger was dwarvish next to it. I found the same in the dwarven ruins with the Elven Statue in a dwarven place. Not to mention the cruel vines that struck my men as we entered. I think, had we been elf or dwarf, we could have passed. I know the folly of the two races was their lack of peace, but something united them, and it was not just a threat from men like the Grand Protectorate. They, like all of magic, were not, I fear, the cause of the problems of our ancestors. They worked together, though still their destruction was not to be avoided.

“I could make little of what I found in the dwarven place, and it was no time we had before the darkness came from the passage, as if waiting for us. It was then we ran. In the most deepest regret I wish it would have been me that had fallen instead of those that I took with me to that place. I feel even more at loss, putting my men at risk."

"Now, the rest of the puzzle,” Sediya said.

She looked to Berie and Slats.

"Tell us, strangers, what news do you have?"

Slats looked to Berie, who stared between the Legatus and the priestess. She reached to her head and lowered her covering. 

"I am an elf, and this here, Slats, is a dwarf. It is with a careful trust we tell you this.”

The Legatus covered his mouth, though stalwart and knowledgeable of the world, a deep confusion came upon him.

"I know not of a magic race that still lives," he said in amazement. “I saw the ax wielded by Slats, and thought it of dwarven design.”

"Aye, it is. And I am indeed of dwarven design, as well,” Slats said. "And there were more of magic, but Elinathrond, that city of magic you spoke of, has been destroyed."

"We seek to return magic to this world," Berie said bluntly. "If you know the truth of The Order, you know it is by magic's destruction that your world was brought its peace, but it will not last."

"That is the story," he replied. "Memory sickness was an unfortunate happening in those days, but magic was not to be and peace did come."

"That peace was bought by the deaths of many, and it was nothing but a guise for old men to gain and keep power. But their time is limited. That sickness was no ailment, but a curse. A curse that we are free from now. The old gods of the far south, the Itsu, have made their presence known in the world."

"I agree with you, elf; I fear darker power is at work," Sediya said. "That black shroud was no creation of The Order."

"That is true," Slats said. "And I fear it left too simply. The beasts we killed atop the mountain were but spawn from the demon of the mage Ustavis."

"That name is known to me," Sediya said. "Though it was many years ago, I remember a traveling man by that name. Where is he now?"

"Dead,” Berie told her. "Yet he was no simple man, but a Lich of the netherworld in the end, his powers of necromancy quite formidable to summarize the events.”

"That as it is," Slats continued, "the demon has gained strength and became its own entity, if it is creating creatures of its own. There must be some source in these mountains it is drawn to."

"There is," Sediya confirmed. "This is a central location for veins of old magic. Many ranges of mountains have such places, and it is here dwarven magic was abound; however, knowledge of it has been hidden from me. The Passage of Solitute has remained sealed, for the stars would not allow its opening. The rune locks sealed shut, with the taking away of magic in the world. The lands it protects hold much of magic, but it was not for the elves and dwarves. I was told another place would be made for others, and such it must have been for you two to be here."

"Elinathrond was our home," Berie said, "but it is gone, as said by Slats, and was destroyed by the First Legion."

"I had wondered of where they marched, for other than rebels, there is no actual standing army to face the Grand Protectorate,” Arsus said.

"Not yet," Euso added.

“I recognize your type, of the Islands?” Arsus asked.

“I am.”

“Does the Island Nation plan war?”

“I know not war, only fishing trips.”

Euso and Arsus stared at one another before Arsus shook his head.

“If they do plan war it will be wise advice to say they not do it alone.”

"We must work together," Sediya said, "to assure that not only you two, Berie and Slats, but also those that seek freedom from The Order, can obtain that as well as fight for it. We are fortunate that we are protected, as such, here, but villages to the south not on this vein of magic have been raided and their people taken."

"Do you use magic?" Slats asked.

"Only as a veil. I cannot wield it in any other form, and only as long as the east is sealed do I have this power. When you unseal the east with the restoration of magic in the land, I will lose that power."

"You give that up without regret?" Berie asked.

"I was given this power for a reason, but in so I cannot leave this place. With magic, I can once again leave the mountains. I have long watched the path to the east, long enough to where most do not even remember the way. I much desire to leaves these cliffs."

Arsus stood and said, "Well, it seems the question now is how to help everyone. What do you, Berie, and you, Slats, need?" He opened his arms. "I wish to help, however I might."

Sediya nodded, also awaiting their answer.

Berie said, "We are headed south. To the place of my people. We know of two seals that hold magic from the land, and we seek we keep to ourselves as of now, for it is by charge of Wura that we do this. But I cannot think we need anything."

"Horses would be nice," Euso offered.

"Aye, horses!,” Slats agreed. “I have read of them, but cannot imagine they are any harder to ride than a goat!"

"But," Berie continued, after an annoyed look at Slats, "further help, if you wish to make it, Arsus. But please forgive us if our opinions of the Legions are ill. Perhaps your men can change those thoughts?"

"I will change that. I feel a deep desire to help you. My men, if the priestess allows, can remain here. I will come with you."

Sediya stood and said, "That is well with me."

"And Euso, Slats — horses will be provided. We will cover much more ground faster, for it is a decent journey to the old place of the Elves."

"Thank you. But it is not necessary for you to come yourself. Your men need you here," Berie said.

"If you will have me, I want to come. I lost many in the dwarven caves, but I seek to continue to learn of the old ways, and I will be able to give my men more of the true histories. We seek not only war, but knowledge. My men are well-cared-for, and my report of you two will be the best for their opinions. It is not only you two that question the hearts of strangers among you."

Berie looked at Slats and Euso, then asked, "Is it well with you?"

A nod came from Slats, but he said, "If you give us reason to suspect anything ill, you will die."

A silence came upon all of them. Slats stared at Arsus.

He nodded, "Very well, dwarf. That is fair, by my thinking. I expect nothing less."

The night air began to blow in, and the last light of the sun had just faded out. Past the overhang of the thatched roof, the stars began to shine.

"I bid you three take rest and go tomorrow. The horses will be brought to the upper levels, and you may join the men in the hall for sleeping."

"I will speak with my men," Arsus said. "It will be strange that I leave, but they will sleep well knowing I go with an elf and a dwarf. Many of them have taken to believing in the old ways. Some even whisper of prayer to the gods. My news will give them hope."

As the company departed and headed downstairs, the priestess stopped Berie as the others descended down to the hall.

"Go well, elf. I have for long admired your kind, and I respect your ways."

"Thank you for your kindness to us, as well as your guardianship over the eastern lands," Berie replied. "Although my father told me much of my people, I knew not of the east. But I hope we all can repay you for your guarding of our sacred places within the mountains."

"In time," she replied. "The east was at one time a place where many magic peoples dwelt. But the gods separated them from the rest of us, even before the time when the war against magic happened. Go well, with blessings on the rest of your journey."

Berie followed the others and left the priestess alone on the terrace. Upon reaching the lower level of the hall, she found Arsus was already talking to his men, who seemed to stare her down as she passed. Slats did not avoid their glares, either.

After a few moments, Sediya came down and talked with her assistants. The women went into the back room and brought bedding for the three of them. Slats joined Berie leaving the Legionnaires to talk among themselves.

"It seemed quick for us to tell them all our tasks," Slats said.

"Yes, but if we are to do what we need, I feel though hasty, it is the answer. I have never wished to do something with haste, but I feel every second that passes we draw deeper into the enemy's plan."

Slats nodded. "Never thought we would be working with someone of the Legion." 

"Are we adding that to the many tasks we could not have guessed to be doing that we've done. You’re a bit out of place, not serving Brethor and burning pies, are you not?" she teased.

"Funny! Real funny there, elf! Although, that reminds me of Sviska. I hope they are well."

"We can hope. I know you, too, hope that he and Garoa will join us soon."

"I can hope, but I do not know. It seems as we get farther away that becomes a more distant hope. I do not know about you, elf, but it has not been the happiest seeing ruins of my people, as I am sure seeing your own ruins will be less than joyful for you."

She nodded and said, "As long as we can complete our tasks, I shall be happy."

The two said little more and settled down for the night. The hour grew late and their tired bodies, though partially restored by the hot springs, still needed further rest.

 


Chapter 15 Narisond

 

The morning was upon them, and they awoke ahead of most everyone else in Swunock. Arsus had gathered his items, including his helm, but planned not to take it. He threw a cloak over his shoulders, but his armor was still partially visible.

"A Legatus riding through the countryside is not normal occurrence without a Legion at his back!" he told them as they walked outside.

Just visible in the darkness of the valley were four horses. Euso snickered, seeing that one horse was smaller than the rest.

"It seems the priestess accounts for the dwarf among us," he said.

"I am not the only one of small stature here, Euso!" 

"That is true," Euso confirmed, "but since that is true, I will give you first attempt at riding a large horse."

The dwarf snarled a bit and spat, "I can do it!"

He took hold of the reins, but could not pull himself up. 

The others looked on smiling, but struggled not to laugh.

He tried again, gripping the saddle and trying not to let the leather strap slip through his hands. He grunted and pulled, sweat forming on his brow. Then with a shout, he gave a hard pull and his feet were up. Kicking, he tried to scale the height but slipped, rolling away from the horse. The horse neighed and kicked, and Arsus grabbed its rein, calming it.

"Fine!" Slats said, "I will take the pony!"

They each laughed, not to the approval of the dwarf, and mounted.

Berie patted her horse. "This makes me miss my old friends in the woods south of Elinathrond," she said, referencing the unicorns.

"I do not know what horses they have in the far north," Euso said, "but these are larger than anything I have seen. It really isn't sensible to have a large horse on the island."

Arsus mounted the horse obviously suited for him. Armor affixed to its breast ran up the horse’s neck. Just before the saddle was a place for his sword, and a large spear sat in a holder to the side of the saddle. He draped coverings over these as settled into the mount.

"What kind of horses do you speak of, Berie?" he asked.

"Unicorns," she replied. "But I fear that they may not be anymore." Her voice softened as a sadness was upon her and evident once again.

He smiled. "I had wished to see one, as a boy, I mean. I hope they are not all gone."

"Perhaps not," she replied.

In a careful trot, they exited the vail of the village and passed again the bleating goat that had greeted them when they first arrived.

"Goodbye, friend!" Euso called.

Down the narrow pathway and to the open plains they caught sight of a pale sunrise shrouded in clouds. Their path turned them south and, going into a gallop, they went down a dirt path made through large bushes that ran the length of the mountain. As the sun rose higher, the rocky grounds and occasional boulders gave way to tall, green grasses and sporadic trees.

They soon passed a series of waterfalls that came from the mountains and fed the lower plains. The river was crisp and clear, and the horses stopped at its bank for a drink. The four riders dismounted to stretch.

"We are beyond the range of most patrols of the Legions," Arsus said. "As well it is known that not many reside this way, as well as further south into the red rock regions. There is a fishing village some ways southwest of here, but those people keep to the water."

"Good to hear," Euso commented.

Berie pulled a piece of dried meat from her pack and offered it to those standing. Slats gladly took a piece and smacked it as if he had not had food in many days.

"Have you not ever journeyed to the elvish homes?" Berie asked Arsus.

He shook his head no and said, "It is forbidden. Many forbidden places exist, but especially going near any site of ruins of any of the magic people. The catching of memory sickness is still thought real by most, even if some of the younger do not care and try to go on their own. The Grand Protectorate has had hands in the deaths of some of them that came back speaking of what they saw."

"So you cannot even visit a place of history?" Slats asked.

"The Order is too scared that someone would learn something that differs from that of the commonly told knowledge. When you are trying to continue a lie, it does no good if people wander into the truth on their own."

Berie stared around at the trees and the river. She closed her eyes and remembered a starry night and a hastened walk. She was with her mother picking berries. It was not this place, but further downstream. Coming out of a grove of trees, the beasts gave pursuit.

Near a side path into the city, the beasts caught up to them. She still felt the arrow points passing just over her skin as a host of their brethren came to their aid. Her father took her by the hand and pulled her to safety. Her mother had been good with a bow, too, and had remained there to fight off the rest of the beasts.

A tear formed in her eye and she shook her head, rubbing her eye quickly to avoid others seeing. For a moment, a glimmer of light seemed to appear in the trees and then fade. She questioned what her eyes saw. 

"What do you think?" Slats asked her. He had not noticed her tearing, and thought she simply stared out.

"It is further from here, of course. By night, we should be near the place. I will need the stars to know for sure."

Arsus stretched his arms upwards and said, "So around sundown will place us just on the edge of these woods, and the start of the red rock regions. Are the elves not of a place in the trees?"

"Yes, we were. But I fear that much has changed there," she said, mounting her horse again.

As they began again and the horse crossed the river, Berie whispered a song to herself.

 

Clear springs flow freely from the mountains high,

Arcane torches burn, bright flames to the sky.

The trees grow tall and to the clouds they rise,

In Narisond, the elves do meet.

 

Starfire upon leaves under moonlight shine,

Elf paths hidden trodden by those divine,

Harps plucked in wondrous song and rhyme,

In Narisond, happiness is life.

 

Darks days fell as elf bows did sing,

Swords held high in sunlight gleamed,

But a curse of fate coming unseen,

In Narisond, we were doomed. 

 

A home of many for years so long,

And of life, birth, and fairy song.

My soul weeps to see my home,

In Narisond, I am now alone.

 

The sun trekked further west, and their horses carried them into a deep borough of trees that made traversing further difficult. They dismounted, choosing instead to lead the horses nearing a mire that stank of a rancid odor. In the distance, they could see a large pond, surrounded by a thick overgrowth of dark green weeds that extended as far as they could see without climbing up a tree.

"We are nearing my home," Berie said, "but no mire was here long ago. It was a lake with soft stones. I remember playing here as a small child."

Slats spotted what seemed to be a path of fallen timbers and tiny islands in the water. He stepped to the bank of the swamp, but stepped back quickly — the log he had used as footing sank into the mud.

"I wouldn't risk it," Arsus advised. "We would do well to find a way around."

They began walking south. Berie knew the path north would lead them to just more of the mud, and the bank of the river could be crossed once again and they could turn back into the woods once clear of the mud. Although she remembered the lake, it was still a great distance to her home, and the way was lost to her.

The path around the thick mud was long and any hope of using a bridge was lost as stone posts that showed where one had been. The river came to life in the woods, and they crossed over it, and, coming again to an open area, they were able to remount and walk a ways along the woods.

Night approached, and their change in path had delayed them. Quickening their pace, the gallop of their horses proceeded the chirps and buzzes of night bugs. Lightning bugs flashed in the bushes near them, reminiscent of fairies to the saddened elf.

The sun finally set. The green ground turned dusty as they came to area of bare trees, skeletons of what they once were, going on for some time east from where their horses slowed to a trot and then stopped. 

Berie dismounted, but signaled for the others to stay on their horses.

She went to a tree and felt its trunk. Closing her eyes, she sensed the roots of the tree were frayed and dry. The ground below her feet was dead, and not even worms burrowed below. The air was rancid, and not from the swamps of the old lake; all life was gone from this land.

Staring upwards, she looked to the stars. Her eyes closed again, and she imagined laying in the trees as a child and what stars she had seen then. 

They have drifted some.

But she knew the way. The large star that once set over the Chief of the Trees led to the grand city. In the old tongue, the elves called it Narisond, Fortress of Wood.

The star was high above, faithfully shining ever bright, the mountain peaks below it, like two fangs. Upon their bleak summits were two great towers long dormant and dark. They had once been shining beacons to elves everywhere. Now they were cold and without life, like all save the last elf.

She remembered the way. Their path was east through the edge of this now-dead woodland region. Turning to the others, a steady wind blew upon her. She lowered her head.

"My home is this way," she said in a hushed tone.

The others looked ahead at the bleak surroundings, the dead shrubs, cracked ground, and blackened trees. Berie mounted her horse, and they began down a fractured pathway at a trot.

As they went, the ground itself began to show signs of brickwork, and further ruins showed tattered bridges overgrown and leading over nothing more than a small trench that was as dry as the dirt on which they rode.

There were large hollowed trees lining the road. Once great trunks were now home to emptiness and shadows, their life force no more than any thing that once thrived here. 

A large stonewall lay ahead. Straggled vines, frayed and tattered, covered what was once the outer border to the chief city of the elves. The stalwart gateway had been battered inward and thrown down, broken, and blackened pieces littered the path. Crumbled pillars were all that remained, and such had been after the fall of Narisond.

Passing into the gateway, they came upon the ruins of the city. Berie led the group, and her horse was well ahead of the others. Although a darkness was upon what could be seen, Berie's eyes looked upon her homeland with a welling of tears and quick jerking motions. The moon above splashed upon the rubble, on which only occasional frames of intricate woodworking and jeweled stones were visible through a blackened ash that covered nearly everything. 

"Strange the jewels remain," Slats said.

Arsus shook his head. "People do not come here. Just as it was at the dwarven caves, we were the first to go there after it was abandoned. There are many stories among men of such places being haunted, riddled with horrid curses and magics. We do not dare step upon these grounds. If I was not with you and Berie, I would not even be here."

"Seems a good ploy to prevent people from going places you don't want them to. How clever of the Grand Protectorate," Euso laughed.

Berie turned her horse as they walked and took up a spot beside the others as they continued.

"Long ago, the kingdoms of men sent visitors here and our Lords would meet under the stars,” she said. “There was a sharing of cultures then and even the dwarves, when you could drag them into the trees that is, would come here. This was not a place of war; although, in later days it became as such. I have long-desired to return, but this is not the place that it was.”

There then came a sound in the wind. A ringing, almost a melody, and Berie looked around to find its source. Slats, Euso, and Arsus looked around, also, although they did not hear what the elf did.

"Berie, what is it? What is wrong?" Slats asked. 

The dwarf had his hand on his ax, and Arsus slid off his horse, drawing his blade.

She stopped looking around and set her eyes to the right. Dismounting, she began into the ruins, following a pathway that led toward the sound she heard. 

Slats dismounted, his ax now in hand. He chased after her, followed by Arsus and Euso, who ran to catch up as well.

She heard the sound again, which grew louder as she began to run, much to the disdain of her companions, who barely could guess why she was running, much less keep up with her nimble pace.

The lack of lighting made it even more difficult, though they could see the elf ahead of them, their eyes could not see as well as hers. If it were not for Arsus being able to see above the rubble toward Berie, she would had left them far behind.

Berie had heard this tune before. It had been a very long time, indeed. It was one only she would know, for her mother used to sing it to her as a child.

She came to a large circular fountain. A tree trunk had made its edge a resting place as it fell well before this night, but it was here the sound again stopped.

Berie stood looking at the fountain as the others made it to her side. 

The dwarf bent over, his hands on his knees, and he struggled to breathe next to Euso, also out of breath.

"Next time we can find a path for the horses, I am sure. My legs can't take much more of this!"

She did not reply to him, nor even look up. 

"My mother used to bring me to the fountain when I was young. It was a place of fairies then. They would come from the trees above on nights when the sky was cloudy and the moon glow hidden. They liked to play in the water. She used to tell me to mind my hands when I touched them. Their wings were fragile. I use to walk along the edge of the fountain, but that was something she disliked rather much. She would say I would trip and keep falling if I fell into this fount!"

Slats stood back up. Walking to Berie's side, he patted her on her back. "I know you miss your family, but why is it we have come to this place? I do not mean to be rude, but we must find the Dwarven Hand."

Berie shook her head, "It is well known among elves that when a spirit dies, there are forces in nature that will determine how it might remain for a time. My mother said I would return, and I followed her song to here."

Arsus walked toward the fountain. As he came to the edge, he looked over and noticed that it was no dried-out basin or collection of rain water, but a passageway opening into the ground.

"Um, dear elf? Might I ask why there is a no bottom to this fountain?"

Berie, her interest piqued, went to the fountain. 

"It is a secret way to the tunnels," she said, “left open in the final days of the city.”

"How is there a passage where water should pool? How did it not run out?" Arsus asked.

"Clearly, it was enchanted," Euso said, raising an eyebrow.

Berie looked in and to the side of the circular hole in the fountain.

"I see some source of light down there,” she said. 

"Well, I for one will not be going first," Arsus said. "I found myself a bit overwhelmed with the first ancient place I visited. Lead on, dear elf and dwarf!"

Slats and Berie looked at one another before Slats shrugged.

"I will go," he told them. "Dwarves like tunnels."

He climbed into the fountain and looked into the hole. There were steps that led down, which thankfully for the dwarf, were not slippery and actually quite dry, which was not what he had expected.

Berie followed him, and Arsus and Euso came after her. It was a few paces to solid ground again, but Slats looked around, assured his footing was firm, and then ran toward a large tree trunk of stone with a burning flame atop it.

He went to the stone and noticed dwarvish writing next to the elvish. Though Elvish was not something a dwarf of the time would have known, he read the dwarvish one.

Old path to the Center.

Berie came behind Slats. 

Although Slats did not know what it was, Berie read it aloud.

"'Old path to the Center'. The Center is the palace. There is dwarvish here also because there were times the dwarves would come by way of tunnels to this place, and it was a marker that they had found the correct path."

"Could you not make simply one path?" Slats asked.

"We didn't make them," she replied. "It was a dwarven siege tunnel system, used to try to destroy the city. Many of the tunnels collapsed, and not even the elven people knew where all of them were. These pillars were set up underground to guide the dwarves safely during times of peace."

"And in times of war?"

"I do not know. My father would never tell me when he would talk of the city."

"Vines," Arsus said. "Living, tangling, vines. At least, at the dwarven place that was the case."

"Elven traps in a dwarvish place," Euso said. "Let us hope we have not dwarvish traps here! I have sprung one before in my travels through ruins. They can be quite nasty."

Berie looked past the torch. "This way," she said to them. 

She began walking and heard the hum of the song that her mother used to sing, which made her smile.

Faint light from the torch lit the pathway from behind them and, though still dark, a torch ahead gave light to their path ahead. They passed three more torches and came to a large door, sealed shut with no obvious opening.

Berie placed her hand on the door, and it cracked open. 

"Only an elf may open this doorway unaided. It assured we were the only ones that could control the door under the palace," she said.

The doors opened fully, and there was a great flight of stairs numbering around fifty. They began their trek up.

A light suddenly shined out, like a flame roaring to life, and there came a rumbling. The four fell to the ground, hugging the stairwells as the shaking broke pieces of rocks from above. Slats looked up, spotted a hole above, and through the dust a glow began to appear.

"Roll to the right! Everyone now!"

The four rolled as best as they could as a liquid fire poured from above them, splashing the steps just a few paces from where Arsus had been.

"Is this ground defended? An oil trap?" he shouted.

The Legatus began looking above for whoever could have poured it.

"Defended, yes, but that is no simple oil trap!" Slats said. "Euso, you had spoken of dwarvish traps! We must run! There will be more!" 

As the rumbling began again, the four struggled on hands and knees to scale the remaining steps. The dwarves had worked their defenses into Narisond, as did the elves at Harrodarr.

More rubble dropped, and then fountains of fire fell from the ceiling. The sizzle of the molten rock caused a rush of heat that sapped the air from their noses as they made it to the top of the stairs. But that was not the last of the traps. 

Berie was the first to discern the false platform. Her eyes spotted the difference, its surface above the rest of the floor. However, she was not quick enough to stop Euso from staggering over the last step and tripping it.

As his foot pressed it, a trigger pin let loose and a large stone pillar began to fall. Berie pulled Arsus by his arm up and out of the way, as Slats ran past Euso and grabbed him, hearing the sound above as the stone fell.

The pillar struck the stairwell and sealed it, the trap once again just missing Arsus.

"This place seeks my death!" he yelled, shaking his head. He took a deep breath.

"Do not take it to heart!" Slats told him. "It’s not like it’s only men and elves that these traps affected!"

"Where are we at?" Euso asked.

"The lower hall," Berie replied, "but I do not know where it is we should go. The elvish items from this room are gone. At one time, this place was a room where we kept some of our most precious cultural treasures. It seems they were moved somewhere in the last days.”

A light appeared in the room: a hovering orb, not much larger than the elf's hand.

At first, there was a scramble for weapons and firm footing. Slats and Euso both stared at the orb, although Slats already knew this was nothing of dwarvish design. As they began to calm, Arsus peered at the sight, unsure of what to do. 

“Another trap?” he asked.

The orb began to float toward a distant stairwell. Berie followed, and a calmness came over her.

"What if this is another trap?!?" Arsus shouted again. 

He began looking around and above them.

"Then it is not of dwarf or elf design," Slats said. "Let us follow her."

The three followed Berie as she ascended several hundred steps, raising higher up into the second level, which Berie called the Upper Hall. They paused for a moment and looked out from this level, even as Berie continued up another stairwell to the left of them.

A large ramp led down to a lower level, and a distant door that was the front of the palace. From here they could see across the entire city, looking over the walls of the lower area well to where they had left the horses and beyond. The moonlight above outlined the skeletal trees that bordered the city and showed in further detail the razing done to the home of the elves, for not a single structure stood out from the field of rubble.

They looked to one another, and then looked up the next stairwell, following Berie. After they traveled up many steps, they found Berie standing in a short hallway. Books lined the way on either side, and they saw another sight, a female figure.

She had long hair, much like Berie, but her raiment flowed, and though she was already only as solid as a soft fog, a silver sheen adorned her hair. The figure smiled and then dissipated.

Berie did not move. The others came to her side and noticed she had a small smile.

"My mother has helped us," she said. "I longed to see her again after I departed this place. At last I have."

The others looked back to where the figure had been and saw a large domed room ahead.

"In here," she told them.

As they entered the room, the travelers noticed a large table set under a skylight. In spite of the dreariness of the city, the stars still shined down above them. Berie walked around the table. It was bare except for a glassy stone slab placed in its center.

"My father used to read here late at night." 

A small ledge was above with a pole, with a covered object atop it. A stairwell led to the ledge and as the others watched, Berie went to the ledge and uncovered the pole. The pole began to glow blue, catching light from the revealed starlight. The pole changed to a shaft of crystal, and a beam shot toward the table.

The slab burst into green flames and then went out. Glowing red runes, invisible before, appeared before them. Though seen clearly by all, they could not be understood by any save Berie. She went down to the table and began to read.

"Let the runes shine only for one wise enough to journey to this place and remember the secrets of our people. Our last descendants shall read and know: Magic has been taken from the west and sealed. Truesong has come to this place with Etha also. Most of the Dwarven Hammersong are gone, but those remaining are strong, though we bleed with failing resolve. A great force seeks to stop us, and with them come the wretched Itsu.

We fade in this darkened hour upon our dying land. Those that went to Elinathrond may well be lost. News of their attack in Taria has brought much suffering upon our hearts.

 We do not know of what their fate has been. However, if you are reading this, someone lived and was the one to continue our race.

We leave this place under dwarven devices, for the natural ones have failed to the curse upon our lifeblood of nature. Perhaps our traps in Harrodarr can protect the place of the dwarves.

For now, we etch this final message. Be it with our death we will seal the east to prevent the Dark Gods’ rule. This is the last stand of the Dwarves of Harrodarr and the Elves of Narisond. May Etha be with us in the forever realms, for we depart now to bleed upon hallowed ground."

There was a pause, and both Slats and Berie stared at one another.

"Do we know where this hallowed ground is, Berie?" Euso asked.

"It speaks of the Field of Etha, a great plain where both dwarf and elf bled fighting one another in times well before even the rise of The Order. It is hallowed to both. We built a shrine there to Etha, I remember. It was not too old when I was last here."

Arsus laughed and said, “Excuse me, elf, but that is quite relative, considering you remember times well before my father was born."

She gave a slight smile and said, "Indeed to that."

"Then it is there," Slats began, "that both the Dwarven Hand and the way to renew magic to the land will be found. Let us finish this task." 

He gave a firm nod and then headed out, followed by Euso and Arsus. 

Berie waited, looking up to the place she had seen her mother appear. She heard the song once more, and then it faded and no further whisper of her past was to come to her again. She ran to catch up with the others.

Taking the path from the upper hall down to the main doors, she slowed as the others waited on her touch to open the gates. 

Berie looked down the halls, and to the palace of her people left untouched. She wondered how many had perished in the place they were headed now.

Berie went toward the door and opened it. They made their way with haste through the desolation of Narisond. Coming again to where they left the horses, Berie took to her mount and turned her horse toward the west.

The others mounted and joined her.

"It is not far," she said.

She kicked her horse, and they sped down the road, passing the ruined gateway. She proceeded a few more gallops and then made a sharp turn up a stone roadway overgrown in weeds and partially buried. None had seen it before, but it was clear the elf remembered it, as a cloud of debris rose from her horse as she pushed it faster.

They came up the hill and went through the dead woods, the black skeletons of trees passing by at their sides as they wove in and out of the trunks and scraggily limbs. The forest path turned to that of red dust and rocky terrain. Berie stirred a murder of crows from the branches at the end of the woods. This region was not at all as Berie had remembered. They ascended another hill, and she turned their path further west and into bare foothills.

In her days these were green fields and dense woods, and a river flowed through the edge of a grove. That river was now no more than a red sand gully, scattered by the horse as she leaned back, the horse jumping it at full gallop.

The path climbed up and over layered flat boulders that grew in steepness as they traversed further up. They came to a place where the horses could go no further and dismounted. Arsus took hold of his spear from his horse and laid it against his shoulder.

"Never is it ill to plan ahead," he told Slats, who nodded in liking of his weapon.

They continued on foot, passing over a stone bridge where a shallow stream flowed from a high, unseen spring down south to where the land returned back green. They stopped, at last coming to a series of monolithic stones that lined a stairwell of eight steps toward a wall of sheer rock. 

"This was the altar stone, the first place you would stop before proceeding to the shrine on the other side," Berie said.

 She remembered the greenness of this place before. The great trees and pools that she sat by, staring into the starlight many nights of her childhood. However, no green remained now.

As they passed the altar stone, Berie gasped as the ground fell away in a crater that sunk the entire grounds. At what was a further horror to both elf and dwarf, it seemed a large assembly of statues stood all over the crater that were not crafted by any dwarf or elf smith. 

At the very center of this strange crater was a large domed stone structure. An archway of stone was in front of it, intermingled with the barren trunk of a large tree. A stone wall ran around the base, but most of it was broken and crumbling. 

From her childhood, Berie remembered the roots of the tree forming an even taller wall. There was a single opening in those times: a silver gate and a stone stairway leading under arched branches that provided a roof to the archway. 

But the tree was dead, leaving just the stone foundations, and it was clear even more statues were on the shrine.

"This is not as I knew it, but the arches mark the shrine. In my time this place was atop a hill, the highest in the region."

They proceeded toward the stone shrine. Slats stared at the statues. There were many that had been broken, their faces smashed, arms missing, and some were no more than just piles of rubble with markings simply like their brother's and sister's that were with them. This was the fate of the dwarves and elves. 

Drawing closer to the shrine, skeletons lay all around. Their armor, rusted and broken, remained these many years later, regardless of the simplicity of design. Arsus knelt down at one of them.

"Legionnaires, but of long ago. Perhaps before they held that name. I did not think The Order was so heavy handed in battle then."

"Perhaps not," Berie said, "but the bodies of the ethereal armies of the gods could've very well become as flame or water upon death. That we do not know. But I am sure it was everything within the grasp of The Order, once they learned the purpose of the seals. These may have been the only humans who fought, but perhaps it better they died in battle and returned to their natural form. I fear a sudden horrid death fell upon the defenders of the shrine, for these statues were not chiseled from stone."

As they came to the steps, there were large piles of bones strewn higher than Slats’s head. A silver gate still stood sealed and unbroken. They had halted the enemy at this point. Two statues sitting atop either edge of the stairwell at the shrine’s base were no larger than Slats himself.

Coming to the gate, Berie placed her hand over a series of symbols and the silver gate unsealed without a sound. 

As they went up the steps, they could see the statues clearer. The one on the left held a hammer and a large ax. The blade of the ax was on the ground, buried into the neck of a skeleton that had somehow made it up onto the same level as him. His hammer remained high in the air, its swing stopped before it could pound the already dying victim. 

The one on the right had also been killing many. In his left hand, the broken head of his ax was firm in his stone grip. In his other hand, he held what remained of a neck and spine; the rest of the body was now a pile of bones beneath him.

But there was something else of this dwarf, Slats saw. While his partner to the left had his back turned, this one gazed out over the battle, not even looking at his cornered enemy. His expression, caught in stone, was of surprise, eyes widened and mouth open.

Slats looked at this one in particular, turning and looking in the distance toward the outer edge of the crater.

"This one saw his forsaken end coming," he told Berie. "Whatever it was that was the final moment for our kin, this dwarf here saw it. The writings in Harrodarr did not lie of stone brothers."

Slats looked him up and down, and then looked over the ground and found a helmet of the finest metals. The statue above had indeed dropped his helmet in battle, and in all the years since, dwarven refinement had stood up to time. The helmet was etched with a curved ax pattern as well as an effigy of the stairs to Harrodarr. Slats knew these engravings. 

"These two here were Hammersong!” Slats cried. “Although their fate was ill, it is well they went down as this, a pile of bodies beneath their feet!"

"May we be so blessed," Arsus said. "I am sorry, as my kin were a part of this. I am new to thinking of dwarves and elves in a different respect, but I can say that my ancestors were wrong."

"Let us right things in time," Berie said. "The shrine is here, and we must find the Dwarven Hand."

 

 

Chapter 16 The Cliffs of Tuonia

 

Garoa followed Asnea and the strange man as they entered a narrow alcove built into the trunk of a tree. The tree was unlike any he himself had seen. To another layer of steps and further up they went. Passing a large storage area, Garoa spotted boxes and sacks full of every type of grain and vegetable he could imagine.

A line of spears, new swords, and a plethora of arrows stacked in bunches sat next to them. He continued on, following them to a sitting area that hung over the trees. He looked to the levels below and saw other Leechers sitting in the trees on wooden platforms they themselves had built as watch posts.

Above them, in a stone room at the top of the tree, sparks and flashes flew out. Garoa looked on and saw a blacksmith smash the anvil and form the blade of a new sword, but no sound came.

"How does he strike an anvil without even a clinging?" 

"It is dwarven, and in such it was made to let them continue to form weapons even though they were hiding from others in such a place as this."

"I expect the forge, but hiding?"

"Near the end of their time, they became much like the elves in some ways. Stories are told of elves living here, too, but of that we have not found proof."

"Where is Master Naskin?" Asnea asked.

"There were legionnaires along the southern mountain road. A strange happening for such a broken up group to be as such. He left with others to eliminate them."

"We are searching for a friend of this man. And for a proper introduction, Garoa, meet caretaker of the hold, Imia. He is one of the truest archers of the Leechers."

"Truest is a bit much, but I can out shoot Asnea, here!" Imia laughed. "It is well to meet you, Garoa; however, my first thought was that our mutual friend here had brought you as a recruit. I hope we can help you with your search. How is it you have found Asnea here?"

"She is my daughter," Garoa told them.

Imia looked to Asnea with a confused look.

"My mother spoke of him, and he knows much of her," she explained. "My mother described him well. It seems he has changed little in twenty years."

"Again," Imia said, "not my first thought of you, but Asnea has kept the cover as a brothel girl for a while, sneaking out when she could. It is only because we are not welcome in Taria."

"Why is that? It seems the entire realm is moving against the Grand Protectorate.”

"Correct you are in that assumption, but the Leechers are not of any army or any one province of Taria. If we are not criminals of some sort, we are runaways or otherwise those wishing to not be seen. The Grand Protectorate is an issue that has plagued the lands for a while, and for years there have been movements against them. That is what creates us, a united alliance, if you will. Even our name, Leechers, comes from our desire to leech the power from the Legions, even if it is literally bolt by bolt as it seems to be of late."

Wind blew through the trees, and birds scurried and flew to perches built atop the blacksmith's house above them. The trees seemed to be shifting back and forth, as vines swung from tree to tree.

 The Leechers were returning. Around twenty men and women of ages of Garoa's to younger than Asnea began assembling along the different levels of the tree. A group also walked along the bottom level, laden with supplies from their raid.

A man began up the stairwell with a sackcloth bag in his hand. His bow was larger than the ones the others had. It was green, and a carving of a black snake curved around it. What appeared to be horns about the size of a small kitchen knife came off either end.

His arms were bulky, and he seemed more ready for a large ax than a bow. His dark skin was in contrast to the tan cloak he wore, but it helped in hiding him in the shadows. He came to the level of the sitting area and looked and Garoa and Asnea.

"Master Naskin, I see your raid went well," Imia said.

Naskin said nothing as he and Garoa locked eyes.

"Man," Naskin began, "What do you say to this? I head to the tavern of moon and star, the way of good drink and sour pipes. Where must I go to get some bread?"

A smile crested Garoa's lips. "Then I would need to tell you that you might should go to the baker of the red morning, lest you will be as the dead baker's dough and not rise again."

Naskin nodded and said, "Garoa, it has been many years since our days in Lokam."

"Indeed."

Asnea and Imia looked at them both, "You know each other?" Asnea asked.

"Yes, it seems your father has at last came to find you. I knew your mother, child, and when your father left I searched for him, though I knew that he had gone farther than one would go with a bar wench. I found no trace of him. That was after the knowledge that you were within your mother."

"I headed north and there I remained."

"It is well to me that memory disease did not find you. I had feared it when you did not return."

"I was well," Garoa told him, "but now we must find my friend, Sviska. Aside from that, I fear an object of power has fallen into the hands of the enemy."

"You sound of the old peoples of long ago, rambling about magic and sorts; nothing gives power other than ourselves," he said, and patted his own arms. "This is what power you need."

Garoa raised an eyebrow at him, but Naskin said, “Yes, I remember from Lokam. You little spitfire, not big in the arms, but I wouldn’t want to be in a fight in a dark corner with a Rusis.”

Garoa laughed and said, “You might still do well enough with a bow from a far. But of importance now is my friend and a book he carries. If the Grand Protectorate gets it, we will have more issues than worth mentioning here."

Naskin shook his head and said, "Garoa, if there is something that the enemy should not have, then we will do what we can to retrieve it. My consideration is your friend. We saw no strangers within the legionnaires in our raid, though it was a small group."

"The Legions, as well as a man of The Order, was in Tar Mena," Asnea said.

"A battle?" Naskin asked. “And you speak of The Order? They themselves were in Tar Mena?”

Asnea shook her head and said, "There was no battle. There were dark men with them, as well as what seemed to be a ghost in robes. I, too, was surprised by The Order’s presence."

"Now, now, Garoa! You have Asnea talking crazy!" Naskin said.

"She tells the truth. I tell you, we must move quickly to get him."

"Very well,” Naskin said, “but to do so we must find him first.”

Master Naskin made a circular figure with his fingertip and began clicking his tongue. From eyries above came many small yellow birds no larger than an apple.

He clicked more, faster and slower, with varying loudness, and pointed to Garoa. The birds fluttered and flew around him before taking to the skies above and each heading in different directions. 

"They will search for your friend. My men and I need rest, but we will leave as soon as they return with word of him."

"You can speak with birds now?" Garoa asked.

"I always have been able to. I have actually taught some here to do it. Animals are wonderful spies and guardians of areas such as this. Rabbits, snakes, even beetles watch the surrounding woods and give me word of their sightings. In fact, it was a lone tree toad that told me of the legionnaires near our borders."

"Well," Garoa said, surprised. “I thought I knew you well."

"You do. But I never brought it up in Lokam back then. That would've been a bar trick that I never would of not been able to do being around the old group!"

Garoa nodded along, “That is true."

 

Sviska struggled to keep up with the cart. As they passed the gateway of Tar Mena, it was clear that no sudden rescue would come from Asnea or Garoa. Not that he wanted it, but in some hope, he had thought it might happen, and he would not have minded.

It was soon as an hour after they had been walking that he could no longer keep up. He slipped and was dragged by the cart that had no plan of stopping. The legionnaires behind him laughed and pointed at him, even while he struggled to stand.

Rocks and dirt scraped against his stomach and legs, tearing his skin and tissue. Larger rocks, stepped over by the horses, became like fists striking his face repeatedly. His mind pondered the Galhedriss Arcana taken by The Order, as well as Kasis and the strange man that was unlike any he had seen. It baffled him, but then fell from his mind as the pain over his body surged.

He worked to twist his arms in their bindings. By twisting and further tearing his skin on the rough ropes, he could at least have his coat, the garment from Brethor, take the brunt of the scratches and scrapes.

The horse slowed as they rounded a corner, a welcome pause. A whip snapped, followed by neighing to get the horse to pick up its pace. Sviska gained just enough time to snap his hands around and make it to his back. He still felt the bumps and scrapes, but they were not as bad now.

He watched the sun traverse the sky, which told they had been traveling for a while. The sound of a horse galloping from the opposite direction up the road caused the entire column to stop.

“Get him off the horse,” a voice said.

Sviska looked ahead as a man was pulled from his horse. He wore the garb of the Legion, but he had two arrows in his back. The others supported him as he coughed blood and pointed. 

"Do . . . not . . . go . . . this . . . way!" The man couched again, “we . . . we were . . . attacked.”

The carriage door opened, and the Order Hand stuck his head out and questioned, "Attacked? By whom?"

"The trees . . . from the trees . . . sent for reinforcements at Lokam, but for now . . . do not go this way."

"We turn south then."

"But master, there is nothing in that direction that can help. It is just wilderness."

"My young man, if you know where to look, that is not so true. Driver, take us to Tuonia." 

The man of The Order sunk back into his carriage, the door shut, and they began again. The horse made a circle in the grass lining the road and began south off the road and over hilly terrain into the valleys of the mountains.

It was a long path, crossing meadows overgrown with bushes of all kinds and streams that poured from the mountains. To Sviska’s dismay, the path got rockier. The further south they went, the stone turned a reddish color. The trees all seemed to be dead, or nothing but sad frames of the beings they once were.

A path ran along the edge of the mountain and the horses made their way to it. Between his legs, Sviska watched the nearly invisible path. It was an old road, and one would have missed it if not looking for the stony climb up the edge of the cliff side.

Sviska looked down toward the legionnaires as they ascended. How far they had walked he did not know, but it gave him a slight pleasure to see them wincing in pain as they struggled to march up the steep embankment.

The path was straight, but then would turn and began the opposite way, leading further up. They were high upon the cliff side when the path at last widened, and Sviska turned to see a black citadel, built off the face of the cliff behind a sealed gate and large shiny wall that ran from the mountainside off the wall of the cliff. More cliffs ran above the structure, making any escape from the mountainous hideout impossible, save through the main gate.

It was difficult to see in the dwindling light what was going on. The carriage door opened with a loud slam. The Order Hand stepped out, speaking just out of earshot before the carriage began to move and the scraping sound of the gate opening permeated the stillness.

Just as he passed the gateway, the carriage stopped and the gate closed. Those of the Legions were not allowed in.

Sviska glanced around as footsteps aroused his attention. A sack went over his face, and he could see no light. The same person whom had veiled his eyes flipped him around. A metal object cut his bindings. He fell to the ground and again they began drag him along the ground.

“What of the ones from Taria?” a voice said.

Another voice answered back, “Kill them. We have no use of their wretched forms.”

Shrill screams filled the air as those of Tar Mena met their fates.

Sviska shuddered as he felt himself ascend rocky stairs and then into colder air. He was now inside the citadel.

There was chanting in the air: deep and thunderous, like the mountain's moaning from the depth of forgotten caves spewing forth the filth of time echoing in repetition. It was familiar to Sviska, like something heard in a dream and now forgotten. 

He felt himself moving upwards in a circular way, dragged until at last the ascent ceased. His face struck the ground, a door slammed, and then nothing.

 

Some time passed and it was nearing night when a lone yellow bird flew through the branches and leaves above, folding its wings inward to speed down to the old dwarven fort where Garoa and Naskin went through items in the armory. 

It landed on Naskin's shoulder, tweeting to him things of which Garoa could only guess. In a sudden flutter, it took to the air again, vanishing into the woods.

"It is well you found a sword to your liking," he said to Garoa. "Your friend was taken to an old fortress in the mountain. Tuonia, in the old world languages."

"Then we must go."

"There is much evil in that place. It is an abode of old magic. A sect of men inhabited it at one time, and now it is rumored that a vein of magic burns in a furnace that the elves used to craft weapons long ago. I have seen people enter, but none leave. I do not even know of what use it has now, but it is a place so foul that birds are even afraid to fly over it."

Asnea had seen the yellow bird and came up the stairwell. 

"Word of Sviska?" she asked.

Garoa nodded. 

"Prepare everyone. We will need every arrow that can be loosed to rescue this man." 

Asnea went back down the stairs to wake those that were sleeping.

"I thank you, Naskin. I did not expect to find you here."

He winked and smiled at his old friend. "I am happy you did, as well as return for your daughter. You will have to tell me someday of how you found out of her."

He nodded, "Someday."

In moments they were ready, a group of thirty five men and women, bows upon their backs and anxious to go. Garoa and the Leechers followed along the forest paths in haste toward Tuonia, unknowing if Sviska was still alive, or what horrors or torture The Order had done against him. Under the light of the moon, they ran.

 

The distinct sounds of chanting echoed in Sviska’s ears. His hands now free, he reached up and pulled the covering from his head and looked around. He was in a narrow, circular room. A tower, from the looks of it, he thought. Windows lined the upper portion of the room that was no more than twice his height. Moonlight shined in, painting the floor with a faint glow. He looked down at his legs and observed his tattered clothes. They were blood stained, and his forearms displayed bruising and scrapes. The rash along his stomach burned. He felt over the rest of his body cautiously. He was sore, but alive. 

He went to the door, but it would not budge and there seemed no way to pick the lock. The windows above him were too small to attempt escape, even if he had the energy to do so. The moon passed out of sight, turning the room dark. He propped himself against a far wall, shivering.

The shadows of the room began to twist and change. A darkness grew in the corner and parted as a figure appeared.

“Sviska,” the voice said.

“Kasis?”

Red eyes lit up in the darkness and then darkened. Kasis stepped from a wisp of shadow. 

“I had thought I would not see you again after Elinathrond, but then in Lokam I felt your presence.”

“You waste your breath,” Sviska said. “I am no longer your brother.”

Kasis ran toward him and gripped him by his shirt. The Dark One’s hands burned against Sviska’s chest. Kasis shoved him into the wall.

“In all my time, I had thought if we were to be free of our tasks it would be together.”

“Then you were mistaken.”

Sviska felt a shock to his stomach and gasped. He fell to his knees, and then a fist struck his mouth. He spat blood and collapsed to one side.

“Is this it? Are you to torture me to my death?”

Kasis laughed. “No, not until your death. The Order Hand does not even know I am here.”

Kasis kicked him again.

“I do not know what is planned for you, but I laugh to think you actually believed you good enough to escape. I told you once, brother, our power was growing. You should have joined us then.”

Soon footsteps approached the door. Sviska looked up as it opened. Veiled monks of some sort brought in a table and chair, their faces devoid of features — they had not noses nor eyes, and the skin was wrinkled and pale. How they could even see where to go he did not know.

Moments later, the Order Hand entered the room, holding the Galhedriss Arcana. He looked at Sviska and Kasis.

“Be gone with you, Dark One,” he said. “This one has deeds beyond retribution for betrayal.”

Kasis sneered and turned to shadow. “I return to my master.”

The Order Hand slapped the table twice.

"Sviska, join me here."

Sviska struggled to stand. The Order Hand stood and made an upward motion. Sviska floated into the air and stared weakly at him.

“I cannot have you so near death.”

With his other hand, he made a circular motion and Sviska felt his wounds heal. He was put back on his feet and felt no pain at all. The man of The Order had used magic.

“Now join me here,” the Order Hand commanded again, tapping the table as before.

Sviska went to the chair. This was the man from Elinathrond, the same man who candidly spoke to Brethor in obvious disdain and teasing. He had a wound to the side of his head still healing and bandaged that Sviska had not seen back in Tar Mena.

"Seems you have an injury," Sviska said to him.

"As does it seem you did also," he said, staring him up and down. "I am the Hand of The Order. I am he who does as the council of The Order seeks, as well as gives commands to lower levels."

"I have seen you once before."

"Your blade has touch me, young one. But Brethor is no more now. It seems you forget your purpose in this world, assassin."

"Winemaker, actually."

The Hand looked up. "Excuse me?"

"That is the job I was given, to make wine and to await orders. I was unable to poison the wine because it was not ready yet."

"Do not attempt to fool me further, Sviska!" he yelled. "We knew of your betrayal by word of Kasis well before now. He is one that The Order can trust. When you were unable to do as we asked we sent him, but by then it had been decided that a more direct approach was needed."

"You couldn't wait. You wanted it done faster and direct then?"

"Yes, we did."

"Why?"

It was clear to Sviska that the Hand was becoming uncomfortable with his return questions. An amusing occurrence, given The Order and their reputation.

“Tell me of Wura. What does the old god want?” The Order Hand tossed the sheath of the dagger of Meredaas on the table. “What dealings have you had with the one of the sea?”

“I am but a lowly assassin. I know not the will of the gods. I had thought gods did not exist.”

“I have little time for you to mock me further.”

“Forgive me. I spent too much time with Brethor. Perhaps you should tell me of why you worry? Why don’t you seek out the Lord Utros’s daughter? She still draws breath, or do you not care?”

"It does not matter to you," the Order Hand replied, gritting his teeth and leaning forward. "I do not know what other truth your mind has to tell me, but I will. You will be subjected to the Rites of the Damned, and then your mind shall be extracted and every memory will become knowledge to myself. It is here in Tuonia, this mountain temple of old, where there is but magic deep below that you will spill your secrets to me. 

“That is the least you should worry, for after the Rites of the Damned and your sharing of knowledge, you will be as a reborn one of death, useful as a puppet against the friends with whom you escaped from Elinathrond. You will find yourself unable to help them when it comes time for greater deeds. You will be blessed to be unable to deny the will of The Order!"

Sviska shook his head, "I would rather die."

"Die you will, my son. As will all of your brothers in the coming war. When our masters return, it will be damnation for all of you!"

"So will you be releasing your puppet god?"

The man's eyes widened and she shouted, "Do not mock our power! Kel is of no regard to you, and soon The Order will have obtained the power to subdue the northern gods forever. The Priest of the Itsu is upon us now and is living between the two realms holding power unimaginable to you. The people will cry out in a mass death and in that, his power will increase magnitudes, and the path for the Itsu shall be opened. The blood of the people of these lands shall make old bonds renewed and it will be done. Even the rabble gods of the north will cower in the coming times. Do not worry, Sviska, such things will be seen by you, but not as you wish, for you shall murder your friends in turn as we command it. So it will be." 

The man stood abruptly, a curved dagger in his hand. He slashed hard and fast across Sviska's chest. Sviska bellowed grabbing at the wound.

 The Order Hand then slammed his other hand into the blood now pouring from Sviska.

"It is to be done and so it shall be, at last it shall pass, until all of them bleed!"

Sviska looked down at the man's hand and a bright green glow came from it, and the wound on his chest was sealed with scarred flesh. The man stood back from him and stared down. He had used magic again. The Order was using arcane powers of old, and somehow in a world lacking magic.

"It is done. If you attempt to tell anyone of this, it will happen no different, and whoever you tell will share your fate in turn. And do not think of ending your life, for this curse will stretch to all you know, and you will have betrayed them all!"

Sviska shook with the shock of the blow, and the curse was upon his mind. A tinge of sourness and blood danced on his tongue.

"Now, we go to the Chamber of Revealing, and you will tell me all I wish."

There came a sound from outside, a shout, and then fire and ice erupted through the room toward the Order Hand. He recoiled, casting a shield of magic in a greenish hues spreading out from his hand and deflected the oncoming spells. He then grabbed the Galhedriss Arcana before Sviska kicked the table and another blast of fire and ice forced him from the room, sending him fleeing down the stairs. 

Garoa slid into the room from the windows above. His gauntlets were alight, and in his hands he held a fireball as well as a sword.

"Sviska!" 

"How is this possible?"

"My daughter and an old friend. Their forces are taking a beating though. We need to hurry. Can you walk?" 

Sviska stood, uneasy at first, but he steadied himself on Garoa.

"Good?" 

"Yes, but how do you have magic?"

"I do not know, but I am not caring of how. I have this for you."

He pulled the dagger of Meredaas from his belt and handed it to him. 

"Let us go!"

Sviska stood still for a moment. The sounds of the battle outside were loud and constant, as the chanting below that had continued until now faded and turned to shouts. He placed his hand on his chest where the Rite of the Damned had been placed on him.

"Sviska! Are you okay?" Garoa said as he jumped back toward the door to check that it was still clear.

He shook his head, and looking down at the floor he saw the sheath for his dagger and placed it back on his belt.

"I am good," he said in a low tone. The curse was on his mind, but he forced that thought away. He centered his mind again, took a deep breath, and said, "Okay."

Garoa began down the circular path, ducking as he made it to the lower level. Then, one of the strange monks appeared before them. It formed a large, smoking sword from the air and swung it. Garoa was upon him, and in a burst of flames he threw the monk across the hallway.

Sviska made it to the lowest level and looked left to right. There was a long hallway on the far edge of the structure. The ground was stone, stained red in such a way he did not know if it was blood or the dirt from outside. The only light came from small candles opposite the archways every couple of paces.

Garoa led him further, hurrying toward the double doors of the hallway. Just before reaching the door, it swung open. A warrior of the Leechers appeared. 

"Come quickly! The legionnaires still cannot get in, for whatever reason. But it does not stop them from throwing their spears!"

Sviska looked around at the surrounding cliffs burning from random fires. The strange monks were the keepers of the citadel and wielded staves like those of the priors back in Elinathrond. But running around they were hunched over and made strange hacking sounds as they spoke to one another. They lifted their staves, shooting flames toward the rocks while arrows came whooshing back in response.

Ropes thrown down to all levels of the courtyard were overwhelmed in fighting, and Leechers descending to the citadel fell at every turn.

"We must get to the southern wall!" Garoa shouted.

The Rusis ran ahead, and with his magic returned for a time, he summoned both ice and fire, throwing cylindrical balls toward every entity that came upon them as they ran for the far wall.

Sviska had yet to use Sishan, but the fight was thicker as they ascended a stairwell and reached a section of inner keep, leading toward a small spire jutting off the cliff side. 

It was there a circle of monks, as well as the Order Hand, chanted and caused the spire of rock to glow brightly. In the Order Hand’s arms, Sviska saw the Galhedriss Arcana.

"Garoa! He has the book! We must not let him have it."

Master Naskin shouted from the far wall, "We are holding them here. You must come now!" The ground Naskin stood upon was their only escape from the ever-growing hoard of the enemy.

"Signal their arrow fire to that spire!" Garoa shouted back.

From a bullhorn kept under his coats, Naskin pressed his lips and blew four times. He then drew back his bow; the sounds of a hawk calling split the air as the arrow rushed toward the spire.

In response, arrow fire struck the platform, barraging the circle of monks.

They held their ground, not moving or wavering, even as arrows struck their arms, legs, and backs. From the spire, a swirling light shot upwards, piercing the bleak cloud cover, and The Order Hand began to laugh.

Sviska went into a sprint toward the spire. Garoa followed, but looked to spot Asnea retreating against a lower wall. She was alone, with few arrows at hand.

“Asnea, here!”

She turned and acknowledge him before punching at a monk that had drawn too close.

He went to go to her, but then looked at Sviska as further monks filled in behind him. He ran forward, spraying fire and tossing ice balls at every one of them he could see, but they poured from every window and door of the citadel, running like beasts on their hands and feet.

Asnea managed to pull herself up to another ledge and worked to make her way toward Garoa.

Sviska was now within the monks, slicing and cutting down each as he went for the Order Hand and the Galhedriss Arcana. But before reaching his target, winds of blackness came from the sky, striking all along the citadel. The Dark Ones arrived, called by the spire and The Order Hand. They were between him and the Galhedriss Arcane. 

Kasis was there, and Sviska took no pause in lunging forward with his dagger. Kasis drew his sword in a rapid parry, catching Sviska’s blade before pushing it aside and driving his elbow into Sviska’s face.

The other Dark Ones drew blades as well, and Sviska made a circle in place, looking at them as they took drew around him. He pointed his dagger at Kasis. 

“Is this how I should die? At the hand of my own?”

Garoa was beyond Sviska, and as more monks swarmed him he fought to see beyond his own hands. The Order Hand had backed away from the Dark Ones and now was alone. 

Garoa broke free of the monks and engaged The Order Hand himself. The Order Hand summoned a barrier spell that surrounded him in a green hue. Garoa responded with an attack of fire, attempting to shatter it. The green and red magics melded together.

Sviska stared at Kasis.

“Do not touch him — he is mine,” Kasis told the others.

Sviska and Kasis ran toward one another. Their blades met and in slashes and clangs. Back and forth; thrust, slash, and parry. Of near-equal skill, they continued until Sviska made a feint, jumped to the side, and slashed low. The robes worn by Kasis in his new form has slowed him in his blade work. 

Sviska’s blade proved red with Kasis’s blood.

Kasis turned, and from his hands came a glowing orb of blackness, punctuated with sparkling light.

“Back to magic? Is that the only way you can defeat me?” Sviska jeered.

Just then, Garoa broke through the circle of monks and managed to knock The Order Hand into the circle, as well. 

“Damn Dark Ones! You must get me to safety!” the Order Hand wailed.

An arrow whizzed past his shoulder just after he spoke. He slapped Kasis and said, “We have the book. Let us go.”

Sviska ran forward toward The Order Hand, but the Dark Ones rushed around the Hand, surrounding his once unknown master and the Galhedriss Arcana.

The Order Hand laughed. With the book in hand, they lifted into the sky and out of reach of either Sviska or Garoa.

“He’s escaping!” Sviska shouted.

A dense fog began to roll across the citadel.

Garoa looked out for Asnea, as the legionnaires were now within the citadel grounds. The remaining Leechers retreated up the side of the cliff in a frantic action, not wishing to match their bows against the swords of the Legion.

The steady tide of monks seemed to wane, but still they came. Sviska and Garoa found themselves cut off from the planned escape. The platform jutted off the side of the mountain, and they would need to move back away from where they were to get to where Naskin was.

Asnea appeared at a distance from them, striking down more of the monks with her knife at the far end of the path leading to the spire. Garoa was relieved to see her. 

“We must go!” she shouted.

 She turned back away from them just as the encroaching fog rolled over her. A figure appeared in the shadows, taking a form much taller than Asnea.

All went silent in Garoa's mind. He focused his eyes and took a deep breath. He ran forward as the ethereal form he had seen before in Tar Mena took to shape and grasped Asnea. Her screamed pierced the air, but fell silent as she faded from view, taken by the one Sviska knew as the Itsu priest.

“Asnea!” Garoa yelled.

The Rusis flew into the fogs, finding himself deep within the line of legionnaires. He recoiled off their shields, swinging his gauntlets in such a way that the fire formed whips, knocking the entire shield wall back many men at a time.

 The legionnaires reformed and returned, and a second time Garoa sent more to their deaths.

Sviska noticed the lights around the spire beginning to fade, the blueish glow turning into a dimming hue of light and then black, as the glow completely faded.

Garoa went to cast more spells, but found that just as before, he was powerless. What magic had been in the place was now gone.

The legionnaires rallied and cheered, rushing forward. Sviska ran for Garoa and, taking hold of him, pulled him to the edge of the platform.

There was only a cliffside and jutting rocks to jump to, but it would have to do. They both leapt from the side of the citadel, the rocky precipice of rocks their only lifeline as the legionnaires filled the platform on which they had stood moments before.

Struggling to climb sideways, they were relieved when a rope from the cliffs above fell between them. 

They both grabbed it, their hands tight on the rope, and pulled themselves up. By a chance, Master Narkin as well as two Leechers had waited for them. 

"We must go, now. More of the monks are emerging from the citadel," he said.

They followed the remaining Leechers down the cliffside and a small hill. There were more ropes waiting to assist them down to a lower level. Looking back, they were well away from the citadel now, and another area of ropes lead straight down to the forest level.

At last, on the ground before the mountain, they looked back toward Tuonia and took deep breaths, each struggling to calm themselves.

Sviska looked up at Naskin and said, "Thank you for your help back there."

"Anything for a friend, although we lost a few good people there. We will have to gather who has survived to take true note of our losses. I did not believe that such evil would reside there.” He stopped to catch  his breath again, and then continued, "We need to get back toward the valley and to our woods. We will meet up with the others, as well as Asnea," directing the last words to Garoa, who sat with his head against his knees.

Garoa did not move.

"My friend, we must go now," Naskin told him.

"Asnea was captured."

Naskin looked back toward the citadel.

"No, she is not there," Sviska said. "The man of fog, like the one that came in Tar Mena, took her. Perhaps to Lokam, but I do not know."

Naskin looked down to Garoa, and then knelt by his side.

"You must go after her. You are her father!"

"I know who I am!" he shouted to him, taking to his feet in a jump.

"Then think with your head and find where she was taken. I will send every animal I can muster to search for her, but I need you to keep thinking as you should be. I will be there when it comes time. Asnea is a dear friend and a sister to the Leechers."

"Had I went to her instead of helping Sviska, she may have been fine."

Naskin shook his head, "You do not know that, and it is because of you that your friend is well."

Sviska took him by the shoulder and said, "We will find her, and I did not come all this way to abandon her once you finally got to her."

It was then a sound of howling split the air. A bird flew toward Master Naskin, fluttering near his ear.

"Wolves, large ones!" he said. "We must go now!"

They began to run through the trees, jumping over partially shrouded logs and pushing through vines and thorns until reaching the large expanse of fields of the valley below the citadel. 

Sviska turned to see black forms in the grass, much larger than any wolf he had seen in all his travels. They were coming from behind at speeds faster than the men could run.

When he looked back, he saw not Naskin, but only Garoa, who turned his run toward another group of trees. 

"Where is your friend?" he yelled to Garoa. 

"I do not know," he replied. “He was just with us.”

They made it to another grouping of trees and the edge of the road Sviska was dragged up earlier. The pain from his injuries became more evident as what adrenaline he had began to fade. He started to fall back, as the howls of the wolves continued as they entered another dense area of woods.

They could hear water in the darkness, but could not see it. The ground became rocky and from unseen sources, water trickled around them toward a creek that ran into another valley further down. 

They began into the water, sliding on stones and algae growth, and they then leapt again to the far side of the river. The heard the sounds of sliding claws, like sword blades scraping and gnashing at metal, from behind. A splash of water told them the wolves were almost upon them. They made it to another steep climb riddled with roots and stones when dark forms appeared in the trees above them.

Sviska turned to see a wolf upon him. It was large, and its head was the size that Sviska stood tall. What seemed as stone was upon the creature’s neck and chest. Its mouth snapped toward him, pushing him into Garoa who then stumbled. Both of them rolled down off a large rock into the river. 

The wolves took places in form around them. Sviska held Sishan in front of him, and Garoa remembered his sword, unused while he had magic. He drew it with a ring and took a stance with his back to Sviska.

The wolves spaced themselves every few feet in a circle that went directly in front and up the cliffside wrapping around them.

From the trees above the encircled men a dark form appeared. Neither of them could make out what it was.

"The old man Nupps was right; he said a beast was in the woods," Garoa said.

The figure leapt down to the ground, still veiled in darkness and not speaking.

"Leave us!" Sviska shouted. "We offer no ill will to you or your wolves!"

The figure leapt down, coming within distance of a lunge that Sviska prepared to make. He was ready. His hand tightened around Sishan, and it mattered not that many wolves would be upon them a moment later. Neither were prepared to die doing no less than a valiant stand.

The figure stood still and said, "You had to hold onto that book, and not even that could be done."

The voice was familiar and not of Kasis or any other of the people that they had met of late.

The clouds above gave way and the moon at last shined down into the creek bed. The figure stepped around the light and knelt to the ground. One of the wolves dipped its head, and breathed heavily, its tongue flapping as it went to the figure, who rubbed it on its head.

"Your pets can wait! Deal with us!" Garoa shouted.

"Patience Garoa, Rusis, Saint of Wura. I have not gone through what I have to not praise my friends here." 

Into the light, the figure stepped and Sviska could not ponder how it was possible that the man had survived. 

"My friends, we have much to speak of. There is much that Brethor of Elinathrond has yet to do."

 

 


Chapter 17 Hallowed Ground

 

Passing the gates, now a lonesome memorial to the dwarven defenders that still stood in a stony grave, Berie and her group  continued forward.

Two walls of stone, covered in vines, stood before them. The passage was laced above with stonework of the boughs of trees and led to a large circular open expanse, in which the rising sun had just begun to cast a faint orange glow. Pillars supporting the massive dome was riddled with cracks and debris. They were a reminder of the time since the sacrifices within these walls.

A shallow pool sat in the center of the temple, covered in algae. A sharp wind lapped the feet of a statue of the goddess Etha. Standing before them, her hands reached toward the heavens.

There were more statues throughout the room. A host of elves and dwarves, appearing caught in motion and moving toward the gateway in haste, blocked the main way through, forcing them to traverse around the statues to the right of the room.

It was there, along the edge of the distant wall, that they found two other statues. One a tall elf, with long hair and wide shoulders. His hand in front of him was partly closed, and his other hand reached behind him, but for what he reached was no longer there.

Berie walked toward the statue, and, pulling her bow from her back, she placed it in the open hand that held out, her quiver, she pulled from her back, placing it near the back of the statue. She looked upon the stone and then took back her items.

Her hand touched the chest of the man, she bowed her head, and said, "Here is Truesong. His bow I now hold, and may I fall when it is time in such a way as did he."

There was silence among the others, none save one knew of such deeds, as did Berie. To Euso, and the people of the Island Nation, Truesong was indeed a legend. The stories told to the children, and his sacrifice here, was no less outstanding than the myths among the people of the unwavering bow of the elves.

The second statue was of a woman on one knee. Her face proved fair, even in stone, and her hand hovered over a large oval rock beneath her. In its center was placed a short golden staff, no longer than her arm, but emblazoned with blue emeralds and sharped adornments.

Slats ran to the staff and exclaimed, "This must be it! The Dwarven Hand This craftsmanship is of my people indeed!"

He took hold of the staff with a firm grip and pulled. With no success, he twisted and pulled some more. His hands wrenched around and slipped wildly as he found himself unable to free the device.

"Oh wonderful," Euso said. "A long trip here, and we can't even get it out."

"I will attempt," Arsus announced.

He placed his spear on the ground and took hold of the golden rod. He, too, strained to pull it free, at last letting go and faltering back. "It's placed in there well. It would take many a well-striking pick to free it from that stone."

Berie looked at the statue; in her mind, she saw all go dark save a starry sky above and the statue. A whisper in the air said something that she could not make out, and a golden light began to shine from the chest of the statue. She blinked her eyes, and it was once again twilight. The others stared at her.

"What is it?" she asked them.

"Oh nothing, really. Just you talking to yourself in some chant," Slats said. He looked at her with a raised eyebrow and let out a sigh.

She turned her attention back to the statue. "It is Etha," she said.

Arsus stumbled backwards and fell to his knees. The others looked to him as he grabbed his head. 

"Are you well?" Euso asked, kneeling next to him.

"I do not know. I feel warm, warmer than normal, and I feel as I may vomit."

Euso reached into a pouch and removed a vial of liquid.

"This will cure your sickness," he told him.

Arsus grabbed the vial, tore the top off, and chugged the mixture. He began to breathe heavily. Sweat rolled off his face.

Slats went to his side and said, "Lie down and take a rest."

Slats and Euso assisted in laying Arsus on the ground, resting his head against the stone of the pool.

As the two attended to the suddenly unwell Arsus, Berie looked again to the statue. It wore a necklace, and though she did not know why she felt so compelling, she pulled her bow tight with an arrow and took aim.

Slats looked up and said, "Berie, what are you . . . "

She released the arrow, and it struck the statue where the pendant hung, the rock chipping. A crumble of pebbles showered down, and a silver necklace, with a bright red jewel attached to it, fell to the ground with a clang.

The sunlight peeking over the mountaintops struck the jewel, and it began to glow. As it did, a rumbling came through the temple. Dust and debris fell, and a sharp wind began to pull through the columns back toward the fields of stones and the bones of the dead.

Euso looked up, unsure of what to make of such happenings. Slats shook his head at him, not knowing himself.

"Solace," Berie said.

She reached down and picked up the jewel. 

"The dwarven text said it took the goddess Etha and the Dwarven Hand to seal away magic. I wonder of this."

As Berie placed the necklace around her neck,she began to glow in an orange hew, Slats and Euso both stood, shielding their eyes from the light. She looked down at the golden staff.

"I understand what now to do," she whispered.

But as she reached down, confident of her next step, the Legion Legatus, Arsus, wailed in pain. A darkness erupted from his body, crowding out all spaces of sunlight. The numbing shockwave bursting from Arsus forced the rest of them to the ground.

"No path shall be awakened this day!" a voice echoed, ripping through the air.

"Forbidden this is," another voice said. "Berie, elf, you struck us with light atop the mountain as our once master fell. We sought a new master, but are held by the old spell that brought us from the death we had to serve his purpose. So, we must attend to our first task! You will face death, and we will seal you there!"

The blackness swirling above turned into a portal, twisting the waters of the pool around the statue.

Slats felt himself tied to the ground. Berie stood, the light from the jewel shining bright. She looked toward the Dwarven Hand and reached out to grab it. A shrilling shout followed by the shattering of the statue in the pool sent a barrage of stones striking her, and she flew into a column.

Slats managed to pull himself to his knees and looked up to Euso, whose eyes were wide and looked toward Arsus. The man shook violently, similar as to when he was atop the mountain. 

"Ustavis! Lord of the Dead, fallen too soon! We honor you, Master!" the host of voices said from the black shroud. "We have stopped them!"

There were shrill laughs before a thundering sound came from the distance.

Another voice, unlike that of the shroud, spoke: "Of weak magic you are, dread demon. Your words serve but a man of magic and are nothing to us of Itsu."

"What is this, brothers? Who taunts us?" the black mass said.

An encompassing fog began to wrap around the temple, and from the side, a being taller than the columns of the dome approached, wrapped in bolts of lightning that struck at the ground with each steps from its stone. It was tall, made of the ruins and boulders of the earth. In its hand it held a spear, and from his face came a bright white smile.

"Being of Ustavis, of old magic you are, but you must not quarrel with mere trinkets as these. You are nothing and think little of growing. I am a Master of the Dead. You should think fully of yourself before you fulfill such short thoughts, as did that Ustavis."

"But we are held to that task! We have no choice!" the voices said back.

"Weaklings! So short sighted you are, young ones! You should make reason for the Itsu to allow you to exist, or they will expunge you from the world. Get out of my sight!"

There was a reeling of wind. A whirlwind of explosions of blackness reached from all corners of the dome and formed the mass of the demon above the dome. In a fanged snarl, it attacked the white being with metallic clanging, shaking the grounds.

Slats was now able to stand and did so, helping Euso up. Arsus had stopped shaking now, and as Euso looked to him, Slats ran to Berie. The elf bled from her nose. Her body was lifeless.

"Arsus is well, unconscious, but he is alive,” Euso announced.

Slats placed his ear near Berie's mouth, her skin had begun to blacken at her fingertips. Like a dying plant, her skin withered. There was no breath against his ear. 

"Euso!" the dwarf shouted.

He came quickly, feeling her chest. There was no feeling against his hands. 

At that time a flash came from where the two beings battled, and the white being emerged in a grand light.

"Weakling! May you return when you are stronger and perhaps know of your own allegiance!" 

The demon fled into the sky and out of sight, and a screeching wail followed it.

A shock wave of dirt and dust sprayed the temple, and the being began to walk toward them. "I was placed to assure none returned to this place and found those cursed tools! The Itsu need not your magic to rule!"

Euso looked up at Slats, "Go! We will not escape this place carrying two!" 

"But she does not draw breath," the dwarf said. "This is folly. I must do this now!"

He looked down at the necklace Berie wore and back to the Dwarven Hand. "Hand and Solace Stone," he said aloud. 

He pulled the necklace from Berie and placed it on his neck. He felt a renewed vigor, and the ax behind him began to hum.

Like Berie, he too began to glow. Looking down at the Dwarven Hand he reached down. His hands twisted the staff and a crack formed in the stone in which it sat. A bright light of whimsical blue, green, red, and white stream of petals shined forth, like that of small fairies, and the light began to merge and spin around, heading upwards.

"You shall not do such a thing!" the voice of the white being boomed. "I forbid it!"

Before Slats could withdraw the Dwarven Hand from its resting place, he felt himself ripped from the floor of the temple and suspended above the face of the stone being. 

"Look into the eyes of a Master of Death!" it said to him.

He felt a tingling all over his body as the lightning encircling the monster whipped at his face causing, a pain that shot through his fingers and toes.

"Foolish one! No more will the dwarves of Harrodarr remain of this world. I turned many to stone upon these grounds and will devour the last of your wretched race.”

Though weakened, Slats was not without some strength in his arms. He reached with both hands behind him. His hands felt his ax and in a sharp motion, he brought it down upon the face of his captor.

The hold it had on him released and he fell rolling away from it, his face in the red dirt of the temple grounds. He coughed and stood up, holding his ax in front of him.

The being had a crack in its stone face that rushed forth a flow of electrified rocks that rolled on the ground, turning the dirt to stone. Slats stood before the bane of those of the Hammersong and the elven host.

Its entire body seemed to tremble and it raised its hands, a large gathering of bolts growing around them.

Slats ran toward the being and swung his ax, cracking into its leg and chipping away part of it. He followed that with another strike to its chest. The being slammed its hands to the ground. Though damaged by Slats and the weapon he wielded, the power of the Itsu was strong through its conjured form.

Where it struck the ground stones flew out, peppering the side of the temple as well as Slats, who took a defensive stance again as flying rocks cut into his flesh.

Slats could see that the creature staggering, weakened by his blows. The dwarf went to lift his ax again, his legs ready to charge forward, but his right arm surged with pain. A stone had struck him well, and he found himself unable to hold his ax as he did before.

The creature stomped toward him, the ground turning to a white stone as it did, knocking him down with the shock waves from his steps. He felt the buzz of the creature's electricity in the air around him, and it raised the hair of his beard.

 It lifted its foot, seemingly to stomp him. Slats grasped his ax and took hold of it with his good arm in a last attempt to strike the beast.

It was then that a mighty shout came from across the temple, and a flash of silver followed. The spear of Arsus arched over Slats, striking the beast in the neck and breaking stones from its form sending a high-pitched shrill into the air, followed by a show of lightning erupting into the sky. 

Slats leapt up in a moment of renewed strength, grasped his ax, spun, and tossed it toward the being of the Itsu. Its head struck just below the spear, and the creature toppled and fell backwards.

"Slats, now!" bellowed Arsus, from his knees. The Legatus struggled to stand and was on the verge of collapse, not far from where he had laid before.

Euso ran to Slats and pulled him up from the ground. Slats looked back to see the beast attempting to stand again, the spear and ax still within its body.

He look to the Dwarven Hand, the golden staff with its swirling lights still pouring forth and falling to the ground. He ran to it, and, grasping and twisting in one motion, he pulled at the staff again.

A flash erupted from around them, and the temple turned a clear silver. The place where the Dwarven Hand rested shimmered with that of a glowing orb, and Slats looked at the golden staff he held and then out around him.

 Green vines shot forth from the ground, wrapping up the columns and a fresh air blew upon the red dirt, turning it green with new life.

The creature now stood, but its form was no match to that of the old magic stirring in the hallowed grounds, and a great gust came, taking hold of the beast and blowing it to the ground. Grass around the temple shot outward, followed by a barrage of twisting vines, and the once stony form turned to that of a small hill and did not move again. The spear of Arsus sat on top of it, with Slats’s ax just beside that.

Silence befell them all.

Slats looked around at the renewal of the temple and then to the statues of those elves and dwarves imprisoned forever. He thought of the loss his people had suffered and then wept, looking over to his friend. Berie still laid on the ground.

"You did it!" Euso shouted.

Slats ignored him. Crawling to Berie, he placed the Solace Stone on her. Looking up to the Statue of Etha, he pounded his fist down. 

"May you have mercy this day and reverse what has befallen her!"

Euso shook his head and said, "The stones were no curse, Slats. They were a weapon just as any other. Be she a woman like those of men or elf kind, she cannot return to us. She is dead."

Slats looked down to Berie and began to weep more, his tears dropping on the Solace Stone and her blackened body.

It was then that a sharp, cold wind blew in from the north. From the skies came streaks of light, each fluttering around Berie, with a sudden emergence of even more balls of lights. The elf began to glow. The stone on her chest lit once again. Her skin became as before, and her mouth opened, drawing in the magic that had returned to the world.

Berie opened her eyes as the balls of light hovered and turned to the tiny fairies dancing above her. 

"Thank you, my friends, but how has it come that you are here?" she said to the Faries.

"Magic has returned, as now have you," Slats said joyously.

He smiled and reached down to hug her. His arm surged with pain and he jumped.

She glanced at his arm and then to his face, which bled from his fight with the Itsu creature. She looked to one of the fairies and nodded toward him.

It flew over his arm, making repeated passes and brushing its wings on his arm. He felt a tightness, a pinch, and then relief as the fairy’s magic mended the bone.

He nodded. "Thank you." 

The group of fairies made their way toward the pool and floated along the water's edge.

Berie stared at Euso and smiled, taking in a deep breath. She then looked to the others as well as the renewed temple.

"We succeeded."

"Can you stand, Berie?" Euso asked, his arm under her arm to assist.

She nodded and stood without any help at all. The necklace now in her hand, she placed it around her neck. The glow from before had dissipated as the magic spread across the eastern realms.

Arsus sat on the edge of the pool. His head was down between his knees and his hands over his head.

Berie stared at him and then down to her bow. She took time to pick it up, swung it over her back, and then walked quickly toward him.

Slats went to grab her, but she took hold of the man, dragging him up.

"You held that demon within your body! You came here with ill purpose!" she yelled. 

"I . . . " he began, but he was cut off by her fist. She punched him in the face and slapped him to the ground.

She pointed her finger and squinted her eyes, and said, "You work for The Order, and they sent you!"

"I assure you, I meant no harm," he explained. "I did not know it was within me! I have been honest and truthful to you, elf, as well as to all of you!"

He stared at the others, who looked at him and then to Berie. She stared him down. Her stance held. She thought of how quickly her bow could assure that no further trouble came of this Arsus, the Legion Legatus.

"Dying will make one make rash judgments, I'd say," Euso commented.

She jerked he head toward him and said, "I died? I thought I was unconscious."

"No, and there were moments I thought we were all going to be gone. Slats faced the creature himself, and he was on the ground when Arsus here . . . " he said, pointing toward Legatus. "Well, when he regained consciousness and saw what had transpired, Arsus made it to his spear, and, with all the force he had, hurled it at our foe, stunning it long enough for Slats to strike again and then get back to this spot and release magic. Arsus indeed proved his worth, at least to myself."

Euso ran out of breath from his long spiel of words.

She turned back to him, before shaking her head and bowing to the injured Legatus. "Perhaps, my anger was misplaced, Arsus." 

"I am glad you are well, elf," he said. "This place seems a glorious wonder of your people. I am happy to have done my part to honor the races of elves and dwarves."

She nodded and then looked back at the smashed statue of Etha and to the elf, Truesong. Slats sighed, tucking the Dwarven Hand into his belt. 

"Let us go."

The grasses grew over the stone of the temple and flowers now bloomed under the statues. Looking out, the other statues across the room grew flowers around them.

Both Slats and Berie bowed to those of their brethren and the goddess, and departed although Slats and Arsus retrieved their weapons before they hurried to join the others at the gate. They noticed now that the Hammersongs at the silver gates, as well as all that had fallen to the might of the monster defeated by Slats, were not only adorned with the many colored blooms but that their petals sparkled in the sunlight. Magic had acknowledged them in remembrance of their stand.

They went to their horses, which had sought shelter from the chaos in a nearby draw, and found them chewing on some fresh grass sprouted from the magic in the land. It had returned and restored the world around just enough for them each to get a mouthful. The rest of the ground was still barren.

"Seeds of life will sprout here," Berie said.

They mounted their horses. Berie, led them back toward the main road. She stopped and looked to her ruined elven homeland. Streams had begun to flow back into the land. From high atop the mountains, the springs were again clear, and though it would take time, the land would return.

Berie looked toward the torches of Narisond, the towers in the mount, and within them great basins of blue fire glowed, their flames licking the morning sky. A happiness came upon her. A greater hope was kindled in her heart.

Once they reached Swunock, they would depart from Arsus. They turned their path south and then made their way back north around the mire, but it was not so dismal as before. The land seemed awakened and alive. Like a nightmare fading, the lands were waking up.

They stopped at the stream from before and let the horses drink their fill, and took drinks themselves. What rations remained were of dried meat alone and not much more to add. But their journey with Arsus was soon to end, and then they did not know where to take their path. It was something they had not discussed.

As they came upon the route that at last turned toward the mountain village, they heard commotion and shouting in the far distance. It sounded as if someone was in trouble, but a the voice had a strident, commanding tone, and there were confirming shouts back.

Arsus's attention, in particular, perked up, and the Legatus dismounted his horse as they came near the village. 

They led the horses to shrubbery by the mountain and then jogged a short distance to a knoll that overlooked the valley. Dropping to their stomachs, they made their way to the edge to see a line of red banners and legionnaires marching north.

"5th Legion," Arsus said. "From the far south. They march north, but I cannot guess why."

"Looking for you?" Slats asked. 

"Not the thing to do. They send assassins for that. They march north for war. Their pace is quickened and forced. The Legions are moving with haste. A forced march."

"Aye, the Island Nation," Euso said. "We must return quickly!"

"Agreed. You will need to warn them," Arsus said. "Take the horses and head west. When you see the white stone road, cut back north."

"The Highland Road?" Euso said.

"Yes, and go hard through the evening, and do not stop until you get to the Island Nation. The horses can make it. If the Fifth Legion is being brought up, other Legions may be in place already. I go to the priestess. I will inform her of such happenings as I have witnessed. The Second Legion will come to the aid of the Island Nation to assist when we can. You will not face the Legions alone."

He slid back down the knoll and went to his horse. Berie followed him.

"Thank you." 

He smiled and winked. "All is well, elf." 

With that, he mounted and began toward the pass. The others looked to one another, and Slats exhaled sharply.

"Perhaps Garoa and Sviska will have figured out we have restored magic and will meet us there."

"Hopefully, there is a there to go back to," Berie replied.

They turned the horses back south, and then, with the cover of the hills, headed west until well after midday. They reached the Highland Road, its white stone evident out of the yellow-grassed fields that ran beside it. They began up and down the hills, out of sight of the Fifth Legion. However, regardless of how safe they were from them, careful eyes watched toward the hills and valleys. If anyone of the Legions spotted them, they would be under pursuit, given the climate about in the land.

As day turned to dusk, they began to catch sight of the sea of the northern realm. In time night fell, and as they neared the ferry landing, they noticed that no boat awaited them. They brought their horses to a halt and dismounted. 

The lights of the fisherman's hut were out, and although Slats looked at the door for signs of ill happenings, it seemed it had been abandoned.

"Not a drop of drink or bite of stale fish to be found. He doesn't look to be here," Slats said.

Something stirred in the bushes nearby. Slats's ax was in hand nearly as soon as the elf pulled back on her bow, her head alight in the markings of her people. Euso was as shocked of the sound as he was of the elf's glowing markings, and his attention lacked appropriateness.

"We don't mean any harm," a voice said from the bushes.

"Then come out, carefully now!" Berie shouted.

A trio of men emerged, each in the garb of the Island Nation Kersa.

"Elf, dwarf, and Euso!" one of them said, "They said you would come. It is well you are here. We have waited for you as the chieftain commanded."

"Why are you here?" Slats asked. "Where is the ferryman?"

"They went into hiding it seems. The Legions have set up a fort not too far from here. All the chieftains are at the Great Hall of Srun on the plateau of our fathers. We must take you there immediately. I am Erua, a captain of the men of Kersa, and I hold the will of Chieftain Knasgriff."

"What has happened?" 

"They did not appreciate Kealin's departing of them from before and sent an entire Legion to deal with us and find Kealin. Although, no one can. We are kept on the mainland with our chieftains under watch by the Legion themselves. Knasgriff wished to get word to you of our fate if you came back this way. We managed to sneak away, hiding and awaiting chance you would return!"

Berie looked around and said, "We are here now but we do not need to wait if the Legion is searching. Is it far, this fort?"

"Not but an hour’s walk, and that is taking your time," he replied.

"So the chieftains, all of them, are there?" Euso asked.

"Yes, at the old place of meeting, Srun. We will take you there."

 


Chapter 18 Ghosts of Elinathrond

 

Brethor raised his head, looking down on both Garoa and Sviska. His coat of red was no more. He wore a black leather armor, and his cloak of phoenix and dragon skin as in Eliniathrond. On either arm, his bladed gauntlets caught glints of light from above as he lifted his hands and placed them on his head.

"I had well to meet up with you at some hour in the future. I am still at work gathering those who might follow us, but it seems our paths were to cross sooner than expected."

Sviska shook his head in utter disbelief. "We saw you die," he said.

"Die? Is that what I did?"

"You fell from the Estate with pursuing Dark Ones just behind."

"Ah! Yes, those. Well, they could've pursued me for as long as they wish, but it seems that their magic is so limited that they could not pursue as long as they needed. I had made it past the village of Tar Sol when, at last, I was left alone crossing the river before finding rest in a cave on the opposing bank. The Order was left to do nothing, but assume my death, and a wise Dark One would have not said otherwise, given The Order's hectic state now."

Brethor raised his hand to his mouth and blew between two fingers to make a low-pitched howling sound. The wolves that surrounded them began to assemble in a line along the waterway. Each sat on its hind legs, with front paws forward and heads up. Even though well ordered, the sense of such beings towering above them was not comforting. Their heavy warm breath blew across Sviska's face, and it was clear Brethor was not to send them away.

"Meet my friends, the Wolves of Taria."

"You make friends with such beasts?" Garoa asked, his voice firm, and a shift in his weight to another foot showed his annoyance to such a possibility.

"Yes, Garoa. Just as you are friends to two dragons that have an impeccable ability to find even me, I was able to find my old masters, but well. They had changed some from our last meeting. They survived the magic purging and, um, became quite wild."

One of the wolves ruffled its mane back and forth along its neck, snorting.

"There, there!" Brethor soothed.

He pulled a string of meat from a large bag kept at his hip and threw it to the wolf. "I go from the Lord of the City to a Lord of Wolves, and still I have to please people. If only for once I got be pleased!""

The wolf took its treat and swallowed it down with ease, a mere small morsel to its normal quarry.

"These wolves, you let them run free, as in the Wolves of Tar Wunack?"

There was a sudden shift of large bodies behind them, and a wolf dropped to the ground and covered its snout. Other wolves looked to the one and then turned, growling at Garoa.

"These wolves were not a part of that clan, but dreaded that tragedy, as some of them lost control of their own minds in the thralls of the curse. The Pack worked to keep those that became so vain from doing such things, but these wolves were people once, too, and lost many of their own in that massacre. They are insulted by your statement."

Brethor expected an apology to come from Garoa. Something he had knew from the Rusis's time in Elinathrond was that he was understanding and respectful. But Garoa cared not for the affairs and plight of those that killed his love, be these the same or not.

"I do not dismiss their actions."

The wolf that had received his treat from Brethor took steps toward Garoa. A low growl rumbled in the back of his throat. Brethor raised his hands slowly.

"Runka!" he said, his hands motioning downward. 

The wolf looked at Brethor and then back to Garoa. It sniffed the air and then sat, staring at him with a snarl to his mouth. The other wolves behind them were quiet now. What emotions they had felt simmered to stillness by the pack instinct of the Alpha, Runka, whom watched for Brethor's lead.

"I have not idly waited for opportunity to chase you into this creek bed. I knew you sought your daughter when the woodsmen first ran into me, telling me of strangers from afar. I sent one of the wolves to check up on you and learned you had been at the grave of Lucia. From there I directed the woodsman to where I sensed your daughter was, and so you found her.”

However, when you, Sviska, got yourself captured. I dared not risk making myself known to The Order, but had planned an attack by the Wolves. Although such an assault risked them to much harm, it was necessary to save you and the Galhedriss Arcana."

"The Order Hand took it and we failed to take it back from him,” Sviska said.

Brethor shook his head and said, "Yes, I witnessed him depart from the citadel. I feel that further ill will is at work. There have been many prisoners of The Order moving up the coastline of Taria and toward Elinathrond. I have not returned there, but am wishing to seek out those left behind."

"Left behind?"

"The Asylum. With the curse lifted, I pray that some may have been saved. The priors that remain would have held up there and not left. The way into it is secret, and The Order would not have known its purpose even if finding the door was something I feel they could do."

"The Order Hand spoke of a sacrifice to take place, and there is a new power within The Order, unlike anything I have yet to see."

"You speak of the one of the Itsu, the entity of the fog, dwelling between our world and the one of the gods."

"Yes, if that is what it is. The Order Hand had called him an Itsu priest."

"It is, and such things I cannot fathom for reasoning, but it is not The Order that has the power in this world, nor is that the agenda of said power. The Itsu, the heathen gods of the old world, seek rebirth into these lands. The Order seeks to keep Kel, but even he is growing strength to be free as their power fades. I fear of what is to come with the Galhedriss Arcana. The entity is indeed an Itsu priest, and with him will be a power beyond all of these lands. The Priests of the Itsu were of the most terrible in the old times. Alas, it is but a part of their plan, and due to the loss of Master Nelkor, the staff of Kel has but no rightful bearer. I am no magic user; I have but my own strength and the blood of the wolves within me, but the Galhedriss Arcana may have such power to break what oath I placed on the staff."

"Do you think they seek the staff?"

"I would be surprised if they do not. The staff would go well with the book and the secrets long held by myself alone would be made known to others. It is with haste we must go to the city, if for no other reason to save those of a supposed sacrifice. Long has history passed where men were put down to appease the heathen gods, and that time would be well to stay away."

"Brethor!" Garoa yelled. His voice shook the air from calm conversation as he stood with his gauntlets crossed. "You and Sviska can do as you wish, but I seek my daughter, alone. You have view of this valley and know much, I give you that, but I need to find her now."

Brethor nodded, curling his lips and raising his head up higher. "Then you are well to stay with us."

"No, I will hunt them, track them to wherever they are, and I will find them."

"And where, good Garoa, do you think they are? It is best to go to where we know the key players of these working will be. Perhaps we can find your daughter there, or at least learn where she is for sure. If you have more wisdom than that, be gone with you to it. You're abandoning of such tasks as returning magic to the world has done nothing to help others, and it will be your undoing!"

There was a silence between them all. Then Brethor went to Garoa and placed his hand on his shoulder.

"I admire your desire for family and, such as it is, that desire is not unfounded, but the risk you put on her as well as yourself will do no good. Do you not think the priest can sense the Rusis blood coursing through her veins? You are the last Rusis, the great casters of the world. You hold the ground to be one of the few that can match him in spell craft. If I was the priest, I would do whatever was needed to fog your mind and cause you to jump to rash action. I would get you alone, and I would kill you.”

Garoa looked down as he drew in a deep breath. Brethor continued, “This world is changing. One does not return magic to a land as simply as lighting a torch with a small piece of wood. It is like walking through a straw-filled barn wishing to light but one candle as pieces of burning wood fall from your stick. Danger is growing in this world, and if you are not careful, the flames of a few sudden actions will envelop you. I bid you, seek your dragons, and call for them. You will see some of these such changes breathing before you. They have heard your calls in the past days, but I bid them wait. They do not as easily hide as they use to."

Garoa stared up at him, then reached into his coat. He pulled his silver whistle out and looked up to the sky as he pushed air through the instrument in a silent song. A few moments passed and nothing happened. He looked down at Brethor, who then pointed up and looked.

Branches high above shifted and leaves ripped from their limbs. The trees shook and swayed as the two dragons moved in the darkness above, circling around the creek. Garoa struggled to see them, their forms moving fast above the trees as they circled back, coming into the entrance of the creek.

The Wolves of Taria parted into two groups as Garoa's dragons landed in a space much larger than he expected them to need.

Garoa stared at his friends. They were no longer as tiny as before. Each stood about the size of the wolves, their heads curved upwards and bent like a shepherd's cane. He walked toward them, awestruck by their size. He reached his hand out, touched them, and they nuzzled their snouts into his arms.

"They have grown much since they departed you," Brethor said.

"I do not understand this. They are but miniature dragons. They have not the blood of their ancestors."

"Yes, but there is not one alive who knows of dragon lore to be sure, but I'd say these two have risen to the occasion to support you in your efforts. Though I doubt their size will continue without magic, it is but another sign of your path to return magic."

Garoa smiled and looked at them. Placing both of his hands on the dragons and nodding, he smiled.

"I know what is needed, but my daughter is my desire in this life."

"We will find her," Brethor said. "I will search beside you to the end of these lands to seek her, if needed, but for now, we must attend to other things. It is by following the clues we have thus far that we return to Elinathrond, and I feel that from there we will find her."

Garoa nodded. "Very well, Brethor. You have not led me astray in my time of knowing you."

Brethor shook his head and added, "And I will not now. Now come, we must depart quickly before the sun begins to rise. Your friends should return to their place of hiding until it is time for their emergence."

Garoa looked to his dragons and said, "Stay well, my friends. I will call you again soon."

Both dragons took a few steps back and flapped their wings, the spray from the creek splashing around them and causing the wolves to shake the water from their fur in part annoyance. In a rush of wind, they were gone into the trees and flapped away toward the night sky.

Brethor gave a confident laugh and turned back to Sviska and Garoa. "Very well, it is time to go,” he said.

He rubbed his hands and then looked to the wolves. "Come, we have need for your backs!"

Three of the wolves walked toward them and laid down on their bellies. 

"You mean for us to ride them?" Sviska asked.

"Yes, we must reach the bay and the passages secret from The Order to make it to Elinathrond, as we need. We can make it by daybreak, but we must hurry."

There was a reluctant glare between Sviska and Garoa as Brethor climbed onto one of them. 

"Come on, come on! They do not bite." He paused. "Well, they do not bite often. Just hold on when they start running. You will not wish to raise up on them like a horse either, doing such will leave you headless from a low lying limb!"

Sviska and Garoa did as instructed and climbed onto the stone backs of the wolves. The crest on their backs that formed their armor acted as a good place to anchor their hands, but it was still not as secure a feeling as they would like.

The alpha wolf, Runka, took point in the group. He lowered down and then in a force that shook the ground, leapt out of the creek bed and howled, long and deep, a sound which echoed through the woods and the valleys of the Taria region. There was a resounding howl from the others in the pack, and Sviska grasped hard on his wolf as it followed Runka up into the woods and began to walk in a quickened pace as the remainder of the pack followed up.

Another howl came from Runka, seeing that his pack had made it out of the creek, and then Sviska and Garoa both grasped tight to their animals as the pack surged forward, brushing through the woods like winds across the plains. Brethor’s laughing, faint in the air, was strangely comforting to them as the wolves of Taria sped toward the bay.

The ride was unlike any Sviska had ever taken. Akin to the unicorn in ways of speed, there was no way a horse or any other animal could ran as these did through the dense branches and trees of the woods.

His hands were tight into the armor of the wolves. Although of bone, stone, or strange metal, he did not recognize their armor itself as anything he had ever seen. His feet felt the pulsating heart of the beast, his legs felt how its massive lungs drew in air, and his whole body experienced the explosive strength of its back legs as they pushed into the rolling woodlands and then the fields of the valley.

They traveled fast, racing the setting moon and the first light of a new day as they entered another forest and continued the journey north. It was just at the time of the slightly warming sky of red and blue that they made it to a series of large rocks beside the bay. It was a secluded opening in an otherwise forested cliffside. Brethor dismounted and signaled for the others to stay put.

There was a standing stone sitting near the water. Atop it a circular stone inside a square one, and Brethor placed his hands on it and twisted to the left. Upon doing so, two crystalline stones emerged from the sides, and he took each in hand before turning them to the left. There was a crack and a slight rumbling sound.

The wolf Sviska sat upon lowered down toward the ground, feeling the trembling beneath its paws.

Brethor went back to his wolf and pointed for Runka to lead on. The wolf shook his mane and looked down into the water, and then back to Brethor.

"Go!" he shouted. 

The wolf turned back to the water and plunged in, disappearing. Sviska took a deep breath as his wolf followed after Brethor, who was almost near the edge. In a leap, they followed the splash of Brethor into the bay.

Water rushed over him in an aquatic flurry of bubbles and force on his face. He opened his eyes and blinked as the cold water covered his face. The light from above was dim, and he looked back to see the other wolves diving in.

There was further rumbling as an opening in the earth, crowned in glowing crystals, drew in the water as well as the wolves and riders.

Sviska's wolf hovered in the water, and Sviska pulled slightly forward as he felt the beast tense up. The waters drew them in, and now Runka had disappeared through the crevice. One by one, each disappeared into the hole, the water pulling them down at incredible speeds. 

Above them, glowing rocks gave light as they twisted and turned with the water, at last coming to another expanse of water. Sviska took a deep breath as they emerged from the tides. Shaking his head, he looked around and spotted Brethor on a large rock, whistling as he did before.

Sviska's wolf clawed onto the rock, pulling them both up from the water. Around them, the other wolves clung to rock as the water receded away from the cavern.

Brethor grinned as the last of the wolves made it from the water. He took in the disheveled appearance of Garoa and Sviska, who shivered from the cold bay’s waters.

"Welcome to the intricacies of the Dwarven Tunnels!"

"What dwarf would create such an entrance as that?" Garoa asked.

"It was not so much they created it, but accented an already natural occurrence. Hundreds of years ago, there was a cave that would be flooded with the high tides of the bay. They gated the way down, and it just happens that with the waters higher, it is a bit of a game to get in through here."

"That is not a game! A game is with dice or perhaps chess, if one can find a place to do such, not the sensation of ice being pulled through your face."

"Chess is a good game," Brethor said, ignoring the further complaints of the Rusis.

Above them, the glowing crystals hung down, lighting a passage that went further away from the cavern in which they stood.

Runka shook his mane, panting and looking around, and then his ears perked up as he heard something out of sight. A deep moaning and a screech rattled the air, and caused the hairs on the wolf's back to raise. He gave a low growl.

"Specters of old,” Brethor said in a comforting tone. "They are but spirits, now, my friend."

The wolf did not seem comforted, and the rest of the pack seemed to share his sentiment.

"Let us continue on — there are no more watery depths to traverse now. Only stone and dim lights toward the mountains, and then to Elinathrond. We shall travel quickly."

They mounted the Wolves of Taria once more, and Runka took lead again. Sviska gripped the fur of his wolf as they sped off, following the Dwarven tunnels further north.

The path they followed was large and open, up hills and down, turning to the left for a while and then right. They traversed under the bay and began to ascend upwards steadily as now the roots of the mountains were at their sides. The dark green sea stone that had been lit by the glint of light now was a cold gray. Splinters of ice jutted above that long-untraveled, subterranean path.

It was sometime later when Brethor halted the pack. Sviska could understand if it was rest they needed. His own wolf drew breath in with great force, its veins pulsating with the work its body did to supply the animal with the agility and endurance it had.

Brethor dismounted and rubbed Runka's head. "Rest, friend," he whispered.

"Come on," he said to Garoa and Sviska, "we go the rest on foot for now. Wolves are not the best when trying to avoid being seen."

Sviska and Garoa both dismounted. The wolves were now laying down, curling up near one another in the chilly air that caressed the stones around them.

Sviska noticed a path leading upward, but also another headed deeper into the mountain. A door to the latter way was shut and had markings and cracks within it.

Brethor pointed, “Our people escaped, and pursuit was not possible. Bless the Snow Dwarves.”

"How much further to the city?" Garoa asked.

Brethor looked up from where they were and pointed toward a snowy path that led out of sight on the edge of the rocks. It was no more than a few hundred paces, and it was from there that the cold drafts whirled in. Fresh snow flurries fell through the partially cracked doors above.

Brethor threw some additional meat treats to the wolves one by one before throwing his hood over his head.

"This way, but quiet." He hovered a finger over his closed lips.

They jogged upwards toward the snowy entrance. There were flashes of light that caused even the wolves below to perk up and look uncertainly. The winds howled, and as they came to the near top of the ramp, Brethor fell against the wall, motioning with his hand for the others to follow.

The crunch of approaching boots proceeded nonsense talking and laughing of two men posted at the entrance to the dwarven tunnels. Unable to close the great doors of the mountain that were enchanted by their own regard, the Legions had found it better to watch it with what men it could pull from the main walls and other duties. 

However, it was more an act than anything. Neither legionnaire gave much mind to looking down the path where Sviska and the others hid. They both lit pipes and turned away, looking back out toward the city.

Sviska began to draw his dagger. His desire to relieve those of the First Legion of their burden of life wailed up within him, a slight smile curved his lip. 

Brethor was already standing, his curved blades gleaming in the pale light. He placed his arms between the two guards and before they could react, pulled back sharply, his blades removing their heads and splashing the snow with a spray of red.

He looked outside, stepped between the dead men, and scanned the surroundings. He motioned for the others to join him.

"We must hurry, for I fear we have little time!" he said to them, his eyes widening as they began into the city.

The snowfall of many nights had doused the smoldering ruins of Elinathrond. The warm presence the city once had was no more.

In the far western area of the city, a large orb of light glowed in a weary way, and a rolling fog was about the city. Its source was unseen but Sviska guessed it to be of the Itsu Priest somewhere within.

Wailing accented in the air as unseen voices cried, moaned, and begged.

“Ghosts?” Garoa asked.

“Not yet,” Brethor said to him.

Long-stricken of their strength to fight, the sufferers’ words reverberating across the mountain was their only protest. The many prisoners of The Order could do no more at this time.

Sviska followed Brethor as he ascended a ladder that put them on top of the buildings. The path was precarious: damaged alcoves, fractured ceilings, and gaps in the architecture made their way one of sudden jumps and careful footwork.

Garoa followed behind, not used to being so agile, but careful to follow as quickly as he could. They were above the tavern, not that he was on the roof and able to recognize it, but because the center pillar running across the top of the ceiling was one at which he use to throw knives after a few hours of drinking ale. The burned out frame below was otherwise barely recognizable.

Dropping from the high place, they ran along Ichor Road. Brethor burst into a sprint, his blades out. In a passing slash, he took down three legionnaires that walked in a line toward the Estate. Their bodies slumped to the ground, blood pumping rhythmically from the gnashes in their necks. Brethor turned to his left. The ruins of the Temple of Wura were now before them. 

Sviska and Garoa leapt from the high place, rolling in turn to catch up with Brethor.

Sviska looked at the armor of the dead men. They did not have the fish and trident emblem on their armor. This was a different Legion.

Brethor turned and began running again, cutting west through the alleys and roads. They followed, but the blades of Sviska and Garoa were not needed, though many legionnaires fell  as Brethor left a number of quivering, bleeding bodies in his wake. A few screamed just as he was upon them, but to the trio’s fortune, the deep chanting now permeating the city helped to drown out their calls for help.

Crossing the Mirenor Road and into another section of buildings, Brethor was now stumped by a large wooden wall built along Tareh Way. He turned to the others, who stared past him at the wall.

"Up," Garoa said. "The building behind us will get us above this wall and we can see what it is that is happening here."

Brethor began ahead again, passing each of them and rushing up the stairwell.

Sviska followed as he could, looking through the now dilapidated walls to see long, arching, white flames that spun above in a strange circular pattern. They crossed up to a third floor and up a partial staircase to a landing that looked through a stone archway over what were the ruins of the Priory.

The desolation of the city was but a small distraction compared to the stacks of people that were crammed into the shattered walls of the temple and the road reaching out. On the other side of the recently build palisade, more people stretched along the walls, a mass that extended into the courtyard before the stone archway where the gypsies had been. Above them in wooden towers, legionnaires watched. 

A newly constructed altar of stone and wood now stood before the ruins of the Priory. Standing nearby, a large man with a metal hook slung wood onto a large fire erupting from the earth, casting red embers into the skies. Slain animals, fresh for sacrifice, awaited their burning in honor to the old gods.

It was the ruins of the Priory itself that stood out the most. The Staff of Kel, placed in stone and awaiting a rightful taker as decreed by Brethor, was washed in a light from the heavens, wrapped in a grasp of lighting. Before it, the Priest of the Itsu, bound in his gray garbs with a hand outstretched, was in a trance. The swirling fogs around him whished out and slapped the white-robed members of The Order, each of them prostrate before the Itsu priest.

The stone in which the Staff of Kel rested burned a bright red, and the fogs of the Itsu priest seemed to try to cover the stone, but were repulsed. The priest turned toward the bowing monks, as well as a host of legionnaires that had assembled before the ruins. Garoa scanned the grounds for Asnea, but did not see her.

"It is time for such things to now be done," the priest said in a thundering voice. "May the gods of old pick those whom they wish to embrace the fires first!"

A crack emerged before the altar, followed by rumbling in the mountain. A deep orange glow erupted from the crack with a plume of black smoke. The fogs of the priest swirled outward, wrapping around those of the people taken from all over the land.

As the foggy arms of the ethereal being grasped them, their bodies went limp as unseen forces, parting the crowd with their bodies, pulled them in.

Shouting and screaming ensued. An even deeper wailing joined the chaos as those closest to the emerged pits watched  the people fall in droves to their fiery deaths within the crevice.

Thirty or so of the mass of people were now dead. Sviska estimated it would be that four hundred remained squeezed together within the confines of their prison. An unknown amount awaited in the lower regions of the city.

"Now, through the power of the Itsu, emerge, those chosen as the First Legion of Ethona, lord of fogs and shadows. Give homage to the gods, and by the sacrifice here may the staff be released!"

From the darkness unseen, the Legion emerged, but it was not simple men in armor as before, when they fought in the fall of Elinathrond. The men killed by Brethor and those who stood guard around were not as these foes.

Bearing the banners, as did the First Legion of the Grand Protectorate, the men marched forth. Their eyes were fiery blue pits, their armor accented with wisps of smoke that rose in curls from their shoulders. They walked in a single file line, fencing in the quivering people and forming a wall impenetrable by any force.

“Ethona,” Garoa said. “I have heard the term in legends. A land to the far south. A haven of the old gods of the Itsu.”

Sviska knew it too, but in no more reference than what Garoa had.

“We must act now,” Sviska said.

Brethor said nothing. The Priest of the Itsu raised his hand toward the altar, and a white light shined upon the bones of past sacrifices and the bleeding flesh flew into the fiery pit. A great wind cleaned the altar, and the closest member of the First Legion took hold of a man nearest to him, throwing him upon its bare surface.

"With the power of his life force depleted shall I negate what magic holds this staff here! The time of magic is returning, for the East has now been made alive and the powers of old returned!"

"Brethor," Sviska said, "Berie and Slats have done it! They have returned magic, if it is true what the priest says."

Brethor still did not reply. His eyes were solemn, and he appeared lost in his thoughts.

The priest reached out toward the stone with his other hand. The fogs swirling around rushed toward the altar and then back toward the priest. In a blackness that darkened the staff there was song of metallic clinging and cracking stones that shook even the building in which Sviska and the others hid. The priest drove a knife into the man on the altar, and blood poured from him.

"Begin the purge!" 

The First Legion began to march together, pushing and forcing the people — women, children, and men alike — into the pits, casting a black smoke up into the air. Wails, shrieks, and screams, in the cruelest deaths of the times remembered or even forgotten by the oldest of creatures of the day, rose in the night air.

The people pushed back in a hopeless attempt to stop their deaths, but as they did, the fogs from the priest reached out, smacked them, and pulled the resistors into the pit ahead of the rest. As such happened, some woefully ceased their struggles, caring no further of their fate.

Sviska tapped Garoa, flipping his dagger in hand. Garoa drew his sword.

"We go down," Sviska said. "Brethor, you and Garoa will distract them; I will go for the priest and end this. I have not had a lifetime as an assassin for no reason. This is my fate."

Brethor's eyes were set on the staff. "Brother of Kel, do not let them have this, do not let this loss continue."

"We do it alone, then," Sviska said to Garoa, who looked at him uncertainly, unsure if what they planned was possible. 

They both looked down below to the palisade, and Sviska saw his path. Down from the third floor he would catch the guard below with his dagger, breaking his fall as he rolled forward. He would just come out of the roll when he would spin and catch two additional legionnaires in their necks.

In a careful leap up, he would traverse the ruined wall before leaping onto the stone archway and running toward the altar.

The large man with the hooked staff would be his next step. Grabbing his arm he would flip up and bury his dagger in his hand before pushing off and rushing up the stairwell through the door frames and to the priest that stood before the staff.

He looked to Garoa, and then a sudden shout pierced over the screams.

"Cease the sacrifices, now!" 

The First Legion halted the advance that shoved those who remained into the flames. The people looked around in discord, terrified but enthralled that the horror had stopped for now. The First Legion raised their shields, cowering.

Brethor looked up to the sky. Ribbons of green and blue encompassing the skies above as the polar lights shined down.

The large man with the curved pole fell to the ground groveling.

The Itsu priest raised his hands, and the fogs around him swell up, reaching over all of the prisoners up to the very building that hid Sviska, Garoa, and Brethor.

As the polar lights began to swirl red atop the ruined temple, the fogs began to thicken. The Itsu priest rose out of the cloudy plumes, grasping the fogs as if they were a large sack.

The Staff of Kel, encased in stone, floated near him. 

In a rush of wind, the priest, the staff, and all that were below him in his foggy grasp, disappeared from Elinathrond. The polar lights drifted from view, fading back into the clouds as the chasm of fire, the sacrificial crevice, went dark. The god Wura’s intervention had halted the incantation.

"What happened?" Garoa asked.

Brethor closed his hands and held them at his face. Exhaling, he turned to them.

"The Staff of Kel in the hands of the Itsu would bring upon us a malice unlike any have seen. Among other things, I fear that with the staff, the Itsu priest could bring even Kel to his knees. Wura stopped it. I doubted he would for a moment, but it seems that the gods are watching us tonight."

“Dimn had told us intervention was possible in a situation of extreme circumstance,” Sviska said, “But it seems Wura did little more than scare them from this place.”

"Where did they go?" Garoa asked. "The priest gathered all of them like its personal supplies and fled.”

"The Itsu fear intervention from Wura above everything else at this point. The priest is powerful, but he does not hold the full power to defeat Wura himself. Wura also would not allow the temple of his brother to be further desecrated as what was to happen this night. But of further importance, it takes a god to face another god. After this failure, I believe he will go where he feels safest. Somewhere where even Wura could be contested."

"Kel . . . " Sviska said. "Do you believe what they say of the city of Lokam?"

"Believe, and know. His imprisonment was long ago, as I have said, but as his power returns and The Order loses power. The Itsu have but a narrow window to return to our realm. It seems now is the time to move against them. We must stop them, but I fear of time. If what it said is true, magic has returned to the East, and the task of the Saints of Wura is partly done."

Brethor looked up into the sky and said, "This dark moon is a chalice that the magic of Itsu can fill and use.. It is by the gods’ powers that what we saw tonight transpired. Much magic would have been required by the Itsu priest to escape, and the incantation to obtain that staff, I fear, will work, and it will prove stronger than my own, which I placed upon the fall of Nelkor. But it will not take place for some time. My guess is not until the new moon, when the moon’s power is at peak. The Itsu priest needs that."

Brethor turned to Garoa and continued, "It is my guess that the Itsu priest has fled with his prisoners to Lokam. As you can see, both your path as a Saint of Wura, as well as a father, have aligned.”

“But where was Asnea? I did not see her here.”

“Did you see the Galhedriss Arcane, or The Order Hand? I told you, the priest does not treat her as a normal prisoner, as the ones you saw here. We will rescue her, but it is not this night nor should it be. Now we go to what I have desired most in the time since the fall of the city. We must go to the Asylum."

Sviska looked to Garoa and patted him on the shoulder.

“Come.”

They turned back toward the main road and jogged quickly under what remained of the elven trees. Making it to the locked door, it was clear many attempts were made to breach it, to no avail.

Through scrapes and pick marks, Brethor managed to get his silver key into the keyhole and twist it open. They passed through the door and then a second, and came to the large area and the rocky outcropping.

Once again, the rocks showed signed of battering and striking, but it seemed that they could not make entry into the dwarven cavern. 

Brethor pressed at the symbols and, though magic was scarce, the passage opened and they stepped through. They made their way to the opposite side and the door rolled open. 

An assembly of red robes met them, their staves outstretched, but quickly lowered as a familiar face emerged.

"Turmin!" Roega cried. "It is well to see you again!"

Roega went and embraced him, and Sviska bowed afterward. "Forgive me Roega, but my time before was of deceit. My true name is Sviska, born Resua. I was wrong before to deceive."

Roega nodded and said, "Though I will say you were wrong, seeing you as now with the Lord Brethor I know there is much I do not know besides a change in name. I am happy to see you three over the Legion scum. I had feared, hearing the passage open, that they had at last made their way in. We were ready to fight and die in whatever way it was to be."

"Roega, it is well to see you and the other of the Priory of Kel,” Brethor said. “I bring ill news as of now, as you can guess the city of Elinathrond has fallen. Furthermore, the Itsu priest has taken the Staff of Kel, and a great danger has fallen upon the land. But in all of this there is work to return magic to the land, and the curse is no more. The Order loses power.”

“A head is struck and another grows to replace it, it seems to me now,” Roega said. “The fall of Master Nelkor and the Demon of Ustavis was the last I knew before communication was lost. I had emerged once, but was nearly caught by the Legions and returned here. However, here we have moved all from the lower levels, and not another purge has been needed. It seems the cure to the curse was only its disappearance. All before affected are now well!"

Sviska saw the many faces that looked on in curiosity. The manic behavior, the erratic questioning, and the agonizing existence of the lower levels were no more. The people were well. The hope he had felt in crafting the wine had returned, but this time he knew the people were well and would stay that way, no longer needing an elixir to protect them.

"So then, the Legions?" Roega asked.

"Gone," Brethor said. "To Lokam, with the staff of Kel."

"Then it is well we shall leave this place, for none wish to remain here any longer."

In a general move toward the exit of the Asylum, the many people emerged, following the priors as well as Brethor, Sviska, and Garoa.

Many cried, others shouted for joy, and a general rush toward the two small doors leading out ensued. However, upon seeing the desolation of their once great city, few smiles remained.

In a slow breaking away, people wondered through the ruins. Some searched for trinkets of their families, others recounted of what had been in the Asylum. Another group followed the priors and the others.

Down the road, past the Priory, some priors went toward the ruins, shaking their heads in angst. Others went to the Altar of the Itsu and, in a rush of helping hands, pushed it into the crevice to remove it from their holy grounds.

The remaining few went on toward the Estate.

The courtyard was now empty. Here and there, bags and items left by those whom had tried to flee during the fall were now lost, to remain idly in the snow amongst the ruins of Elinathrond as a further beacon of sadness in an already dismal place.

Brethor shook his head. Although The Order and Legions had made home in Elinathrond, they did nothing for the dead of the city other than push their corpses away from the main roads. Many bodies lay partly covered in snow and picked at by mice that darted from the lights of the torches as they walked upon them.

Past the circular stone archways, where at one time the gypsy's carts sat, they passed the shattered gateway and came to the Estate.

Its once grand windows and doorway now lay as but a shell, gutted and thrown down by the Legions. Brethor went to the doorway of the estate, the doors stacked on top of one another to the right, splintered and broken from the Legions’ battering that fateful night.

It was there, pinned against the side of the estate, that the corpse of Captain Runa hung, pierced by the many spears of the enemy and left as a trophy of victory.

Brethor shook his head, taking hold of the spears one by one before placing his friend on the snow. 

"Your debt is paid beyond value," he said to the others. "Much loss has been here, both today and the last as I was lord of the Estate and this city."

Looking through the doorway, the atrium of the Estate was now a balcony to the mountainside. All the rest of the structure had became nothing more than wreckage strewn down the cliffs. Except the lone statue of the winged figure looking upwards, what was once the home of the Lord of Elinathrond, was gone. 

Sviska looked as those of the asylum filed into the courtyard of the estate. Roega and the priors were at the fore, and a sadness was upon them.

"The magic of this place has all but faded," Brethor said to them in a soft voice. He stared around at the ruins. "But it is well; I feel there is but a hint of enough to take you to the others." He tightened the bandage to his arm, the blood flow still steady and only partially stopped. "And that is where you must go."

"You should come too, all of you," Sviska said. 

Those of the priors, as well as the people behind them, looked to Brethor. A man from the back shouted, "Let us fight! Let us take up arms against them!"

Brethor nodded and closed his eyes. He said, "It is that sentiment that I seek from others in this region and is such why I cannot follow you. When the Island Nations move against Lokam, we will be ready in Taria. The Leechers, as well as those of Lokam and surrounding areas, shall not miss a chance to strike at The Order. Garoa, send your dragons my way to alert of the attack, and we shall come with a fury not seen in many years. As long as it is before the next dark moon, we have a chance."

He pulled the amulet from his neck and handed it to Sviska. "Go now, to the others. If what we heard this night is true, then magic has returned to part of the lands. That shall indeed make your task easier."

Garoa said, "I will find her, Brethor."

"We will find her together, friend, though many times you sought my eye within these walls, know that I did not ignore your deeds, only that your deeds are greater than the mere cities of this land. You will find favor with Kel in time."

"We know they are gathering power in Lokam," Sviska said. "With the Island Nations seeking war, we will have our path to the citadel."

"That staff has the very power of Kel within it,” Roega warned. “It must not be freed of its rocky chain by the Itsu. This night is one of a dark moon. I agree with Brethor, we have until the next one in 10 days’ time. If we do not strike before then, we will lose, be it with magic returned or not.” 

"I will not let the staff of the god be taken," Garoa said. "I held those of Kel in high regard, even before now. Master Nelkor was a friend to many, and it was he who instructed me to appease you, Brethor, for admittance into the Priory of Kel. His staff was to him a sacred thing. I will not have it defiled by the Itsu."

Brethor nodded to them and the priors bowed. Brethor embraced both Garoa and Sviska, gripping them tightly. 

"My friends, take care in your plights. Tell Berie and Slats that it is well what they have done, and we will attend to the further releasing of magic in the land together, if we can. Sviska, say hello to my friend the half-elf."

Sviska smiled and took hold of Garoa by his tunic. He rubbed the amulet, and a glimmer of light within the stone flashed, as magic still left from the Staff of Kel surged within. There was a sudden shroud of blackness as a host of bats covered him and Garoa and lifted them up.

Brethor shouted from below them, "Take them to the elf and the dwarf!" 

The winds rushed over them, and Sviska felt as before, his stomach pulled down as the bats fluttered off into the night sky.

Elinathrond passed out of sight. Unlike the time before, the bats held them from the back of their bodies, dangling them below. Looking down, the icy peaks and dark recesses of the mountains was below them. The sparkling of the moon over the sea was ahead. They were returning east, and in time aligned with the needs of both Berie, Slats, and all of the Island Nations.

 

 

Chapter 19 Siege of Srun

 

The men from Kersa motioned for Slats and his companions to remain quiet, and the townsmen disappeared behind a group of trees. They returned afterward upon horses, signaling for them to approach. They mounted and began a careful trek along the water's edge. Clouds shrouded the moon above and covered their passage in darkness.

Captain Erua directed that each of the guards take turn falling back and riding away from their trail. They had to assure they were not followed, as well as be sure that if someone was found he was dealt with appropriately.

They came to a point where the land turned rocky, and those of Kersa paused as they ascended a hill overlooking a narrow valley bordered on two sides by hills. It was clear what they wished for Slats’s party to see.

Running along the length of the valley, a large encroachment of glowing shapes, numbering higher than could be counted if one had time, marked the encampment of the Legion. A large structure, of recently cut wood and packed mud, stood in a square, with pits beneath the walls and towers at its corners. Torches showed manned walls and a considerable force guarding it. The tents set up within the fort appeared innumerable.

"A large force," Erua said flatly. “They say those within Srun are not prisoners, but if anyone is caught leaving they are corralled like wild animals and taken back. We must be thankful that thus far we have avoided their roving patrols.”

Slats looked behind them, over the waters of the seas, and he spotted a trio of ships, visible only because of their large lamps swaying in the wind. The ships were at anchor.

“More warriors, ready for battle?” he asked.

“Slave ships,” the captain corrected. “Come, let us go.”

They began, taking the road for some time before Erua pointed ahead of them.

"Srun is there."

If not pointed out by their guides, it would have remained hidden, shrouded in the blackness of the edge of the highlands that grew higher above the sea. Riding closer, it was a sheer-walled structure as far as they could make out in the dark, with a large circular structure just higher than the wall, but from a distance away it appeared to be hanging over the sea below.

Up an earthen path bordered by many broken statues, indiscernible of the original image, they came to a stone door marked by two torches. A large emblem of the sun made in red faced them. As they approached, the door cracked and crept open. Other men of the Island Nations stood in a large open atrium of sorts. All of them had weapons in hand. Berie and Slats dismounted.

"It is strange to seem so many of the Islands armed as such," Euso said, following the rest of them into Srun.

"That'd be our chieftain, Ruir," said a gruff man of similar stature to the Chieftain of the Ukka. "In fact, he said the Legions can take their legislations and clean the giant pore between their legs with it.”

The man spit and laughed, waving at them as they passed. He said, "Go on! They are waiting for you."

The doors closed behind them. The atrium was massive, at least four times the size of the one in Elinathrond, with adornments of faded paintings and rusted chandeliers. A crumbled and blocked path led away from the right of the atrium. To the left, the path turned quickly right again. An open hallway ran toward a walkway with large openings in the sides, truer to a partially covered bridge than a hallway. Looking up, they could see the stars, and over the edge the sea was below, thrashing with whitecaps of the surf.

The circular building had pillars that reached down to the rocks below. Large torches, glowing with red flames, gave light to the opened wooden door ahead.

They passed through, finding a large stone table crowned with a large glass dome that let in the starlight. Around it the heads of the Island Nations sat, passing time in each their own way, except for Knasgriff and Ukka, who stared at a map, ripping it from one another in a quarrel of sort, evident from their crossed eyes and the redness growing in Ruir's face.

Knasgriff saw them at once. He dropped the map on the table as he ran toward them.

"You have returned to us! Although I say we doubted it as these days have turned to a darker tone!"

He then paused, stared at Berie, and he then scanned each of the others.

"Her markings! Long have I desired to look upon the glow of the elves. Magic has returned to this land!"

Ruir followed after as Tvila ran over and looked to the present company with a raised eyebrow.

"Where is Garoa?" she asked.

"They have just arrived. Perhaps a drink or food?" suggested Ruir.

"No, it is fine," Berie said. "I take it by your question, Tvila, that Sviska and Garoa have not returned?"

"No," replied Knasgriff.

They went to the circular table and sat down. The New Srun Chieftain, Colui, sat half asleep, but woke as Slats reached over the table to grab at a loaf of bread, and he bumped the elder man’s hand as he settled into his seat.

"We did wait," Knasgriff continued, "but as we watched for your friends to direct them as to your path, the Legion returned and with many more men."

"It seems the half-elf's appearance was enough to send the Legion into a frenzy, for within a few days of you leaving, the entire Forth Legion came from Lokam and set up camp in the valley near this sacred ground of our peoples. It was then the ships came."

"Aye! You can't really call 'em ships. Really just stinky planks tied with mainland folk's intestinal parts," Ruir said.

Knasgriff shook his head and continued, "They came and demanded Kealin be turned in. When we told them we did not know his whereabouts, but they searched all of Kersa anyway."

"As it was also in Bovika and all other Island Nations,” Tvila added.

"All present here in Srun at least," Ruir snarled. "That Maerin is fine, I am sure. Soaking up the riches of selling us out to the Grand Protectorate!"

"You know not if that is true," Colui said. "I feel there is more to work here now."

One of the men who had led them to Srun cleared his throat from the side of the room. "Chieftain Knasgriff," he said.

The chieftain waved his hand for him to speak.

"We spotted prison ships just off the mainland on our way in."

"Then it is true!" Ruir shouted. "They take our people as we wait here for conversations with the Grand Protectorate.”

He slammed his fists on the table, sending vibrations across it.

"Men of Ukka, prepare for our long awaited battle. We attack the pigs now!" he shouted.

There was a scurrying of sounds as men came from the entry area to see why there was shouting. 

"We have not the strength for open battle against the numbers of before us!" Knasgriff said. "Sit down, my brother!"

Ruir snarled and began pacing.

Tvila leaned forward on the table and said, "When Kealin could not be found, ships with men came to each island within the nation. We chieftains were each given instructions that a council was to take place at Srun, in hope of a peace, or at least an ending of further hostilities."

"We were not given a choice in Kersa," Knasgriff sighed. "Legatus Varac sent at least ten men for every one of mine. I was taken by force here and with no contentment, I can say I at least arrived safely. It seemed we each have to take a few of our own guards with us, but no one else. Although, the box that the voice had come from, as you all saw before, was taken almost more quickly than myself."

"How many days have you stayed here?" Berie asked.

"Two, and not a further word has come of a council. I sent out three separate envoys by land to inquire, and all returned unhindered, saying that no one would speak to them at the gates of the fortress."

"And no ships by sea could come to us to offer aid off the mainland," Tvila said.

"It seems that though I sought you here in earnest, I hoped you had better news, and perhaps a way to use magic to help us."

"I know not of magic, but I can tell of the Second Legion and their Legatus Arsus," Euso said.

"The healing man has sniffed too many herbs!" Ruir jeered. "The Legions helping us? I think some sleep is needed for the little . . . "

"He says the truth," Berie said. "The Second Legion has turned against the Grand Protectorate, but I do not feel they will come in time to aid. It was with their Legatus that we saw another Legion, the Fifth Legion from the south, marching this way."

"Two whole Legions of men?" Colui pondered. ”That is assuming they do not bring any additional men from their other territories.”

"Over eight thousand men, at least," Knasgriff marveled. He stared down at the table, "No matter our place here, or at our islands — we could not hope to defend against so many for long. They do not wish to talk with us, but to destroy us all in simple battle."

"Why now?" Tvila asked. "They could have done this many years ago."

"Perhaps they know of our plan. That Maerin!" Ruir spat.

At that time there was a shout from the doorway of Srun. 

"Chieftains!" a voice yelled. "A man baring the standard of Lunis has come, but he is injured!"

Around the table, everyone, even Colui, rushed down the open-air pathway to the atrium, where the men who had accompanied the chieftains to Srun had circled around.

"I am a healer, please move," shouted Euso, forcing his way to the center of the gathered men and to the person laying on the ground.

The man had many wounds across his body, and he looked as if he had swam the distance from the island. His eyes opened, and he panted, looking around as Euso checked his wounds and stopped the bleeding.

"Scouts near the shore spotted him. It looks like the rocks had cut into him," one of the other men said.

"Is there anyone else with you?" Knasgriff asked.

The man shook his head. "None with me," he said, gasping. Another man brought a cup of water. He took it, trembling still from the cold sea.

"Others, yes. Others were coming, but I do not know their fates."

"Where is that Maerin?" Ruir yelled, his tone turning harsh.

"Dead, Chieftain," the man replied. "I bring word that you must all flee this place. When word reaches the Legions of what befell at Lunis, they will march against you here. Know that Lunis has begun out to take back the Island Nations from the Legions, but their task is that of raiding. It is best, for no force of any size could face the Legions on land. I cannot assure that any help will come."

"Set more watches out," Tvila said. "We need word of approach well before it arrives! Began gathering supplies. We need to try to escape in the shroud of night!"

"We cannot move fast enough to escape," Knasgriff said. "For every watch we have, the Legions have many more."

The man struggled to stand even as Euso wrapped his leg. 

Around them, the other men worked to package up things and gather weapons. A hasty movement would be near impossible, and what weapons they had were less than appropriate for prolonged battle.

"What is your name, messenger?" Colui asked.

"Dargi, sir."

"In what capacity did you serve Maerin?" Ruir asked.

"A chief of servants, though of no special skill."

"If you are able, please tell us of your chieftain," Knasgriff said to him.

"I feel it is ill to speak unkindly of him, but there was darkness upon him that those closest had noticed. I know not what it was, but he had late meetings and I heard shouting frequently. Even his wife had distressed so as to spend most nights in the town inn. You see, her sister owns it and . . . "

"About Maerin!" Ruir roared again.

"It was a year ago, and I tell you had he not told me anything, and just before his death I would not even believe these words. My master, Maerin, had worked a deal with a man who claimed he was of great power in the Grand Protectorate and was sent as an adviser for him, but to come and go as he pleased. Passage of the palace became allowed to those that had red tridents on their hands. I do not know why these strangers were allowed such freedom, but they were.

“The leader of these men said he had been chosen to obtain great power and rule the Island Nation as a person of authority in the Protectorate. He told him that unless he followed his commands, that destruction would come to all the Island Nations. His spies were everywhere in the city, and thus Maerin had turned to paranoia, leaving his room very little, afraid to anger them, even though at the time we closest to him thought he was just sick.

“Many changes came over many months. If any were caught in Lunis speaking ill of the Grand Protectorate, Maerin had them imprisoned. I guess the Protectorate simply needed more people under its power, but we became slaves in our homes. I do not know for sure, but he seemed to be trying to free himself of what tormented him at night. In anger he struck his wife, and she left him and hid in the city. It was then he demanded the man return, but he did not. Maerin left soon to meet you others, but upon returning an anger was upon him.

“The men of the red trident came that night and informed him that he was no longer needed for whatever reason, and of that I do not know more. It is unfortunate that at that time he told them that those of magic had returned, but their Order need not worry that their 'sudden upheaval would empower all beat down by the masters of lies'. It was then the leader of the men, though not of the red trident, turned a sudden black color, himself. A shadow befell the palace and the host of men departed upon their ship. When at last the shadows receded, and we of the palace could stand, we rushed to the chieftain. He had aged to that of mere bones and gray hair.

“I do not know what curse befell him, but he sought to tell us all of this, but in many more words, rambling on as he did. At first light, he died. His wife wept and took his ring in new power of Lunis. It was then the Legions came, and I fear they searched out those of magic. As more of the Legion came, I heard whispers of a gathering of the chieftains, as well as questioning of the people about Kealin and other strangers from afar."

Knasgriff knelt to the ground and said, "It well you have recalled your master's words."

"You are Knasgriff, yes? It is you and the woman of Bovika he wished to seek forgiveness from, for he knew of the blades sent for your necks."

Shouting from outside interrupted the shared look between Tvila and Knasgriff.

"Legions! The Legions march upon us!" 

"We cannot leave," Tvila said. "Mind the supplies! Get them to the inner hall."

Dargi coughed, then somehow gained strength to stand.

"That is almost all I have to tell, but the last is not a surprise I feel. The Legions mean no meeting here. For the Grand Protectorate has very little time for loose ends, and even if they can find those they search for or they fail, they will squelch any issue from us, of the Island Nations."

"The prison ships," Euso said. "They must have carried word of revolt in the islands."

"Or that they have captured Sviska and Garoa," Berie suggested.

With that, a silence fell upon them. Colui went to the door of Srun and looked out. He stood for a moment. The sea breeze came upon the man, furling his robe and gray hair. He looked up to the sky, and then turned back to the others.

"Long have I ruled New Srun, but never have I felt the honor I have now to stand next to my Island Nation brothers. We talk of the elf that defended this place long ago, but I remember the time where we held this ground against the enemies that slammed against our great walls alone. I remember the screams of our men as they fell, taking with them at least ten each of those that rose sword against us. I feel honor to die here, if that is my fate.

I am old, but am not dead yet. This day, and as long as I and those of our people reside upon the seas or upon these stones, I will fight until my arms are severed and I cannot even bite the enemy!”

The old man lifted his hands and shouted, "To arms! Chieftains, there is no escape from here now! But to battle the Island Nation goes, and we will kill as many as we can before the end!"

"That is right, Colui of New Srun!" Ruir also shouted. "We shall stand and fall together!"

A roar of cheering came from the other men of the Ukka, and the remaining chieftains looked at one another.

"We shall seal the doors. We can hope it holds them out long enough for aid," Tvila said.

Knasgriff stood tall and looked around to the men as he shook his head. Berie stood next to him as Tvila joined them.

"No aid shall come this day," he whispered to them. "Berie, I wish to speak to you alone."

He walked her away from the others.

She held her bow in hand. Slats was busy with the others, carrying supplies.

"Do you not wish to flee? This is our battle and may very well be our last. You must escape this place. Two of you could get by them, I am sure."

Slats had overheard his question to Berie and joined them.

"We will not abandon you," Slats said. He held his ax outward. "We fight beside you.” He turned to those around him and yelled, “Slatnichor of Harrodarr will fight alongside those of the Island Nation!”

Ruir raised his fist to the air. "Yes! A dwarf shall stand with the mighty Ukka. We shall fight well together! But come, you need some form of armor for that body of yours."

Berie shook her head at their jeering before looking back to Knasgriff.

"An escape will provide itself,” she said. “Your people defended mine, as well as myself, years ago. It is time for me to repay that debt."

"Very well. Thank you both," he said to them. "But please, elf, follow me to where your bow will do more good."

Slats motioned for her to go. "I will help them move the stores. Go." The dwarf and Ruir were to find him armor in the meantime.

Berie followed Knasgriff back toward the open walkway, and he went to a narrow door behind a pillar, hidden for years untouched. He twisted the lock and pulled the door free. He took hold of a torch behind them and led her up the dim stairwell. The sea air was strong going up and as they came to fresh air not dinged from the closed confines of Srun, the chilled wind struck Berie as she looked upon the sea. 

Crumbled rocks and broken crenelations littered the battlements. The siege from before had left it in horrid shape. However, a nimble elf with a bow, hidden in the shadows, could be effective here.

"Although we have no other archers as it is, you will do well to take a few as they approach. What is left of this ruin is the keep of the fortress of Srun. The crenelations here will offer some cover."

He led her to the high wall that stood above the gateway. The last of the supplies passed through it, then it closed under them just as they looked over.

"The earthen ramp here is called the Ocean Path; it is the one way toward the doors. However, they may use ladders to scale the cliff side. It is not common for the Legions to seek battle at night. I feel the lack of moonlight above is both a curse and blessing to us this day."

Knasgriff and Berie looked out over the fields. A long line of moving troops approached, marked by a torch every few yards. They looked like nothing more than a string of lights on the plains. Though Knasgriff could not see as clear, Berie could see their armors’ unnatural shine much better and the lack of light meant little.

"Legatus Varac will not expect an able defense. They do not question our numbers, but this being the situation, they may not react as well if attacked. If you can spot the standard bearers, kill them. We need to cause as much confusion as we can."

Berie nodded, and the advice from Knasgriff was well received. He bowed to her.

"This place was defended once by your ancestor. I know you will defend it as he did. If, and as I feel it may be, when, retreat becomes necessary, make your way not to the stairwell, but the walkway that crosses the ocean below. A path leads atop the grand hall where you can descend. That is where we will fall back when the gates are breached."

"I will kill as many as my bow will allow," she told him.

"That I do not doubt, Berie, last of the elves."

 

Down in the entryway the doors were sealed. The Ukka, being the largest of those within, lifted heavy timbers and braced the doorway.

Slats finished moving supplies and stood near Colui and Ruir, as well as Dargi. 

"We will form lines when they get closer," Colui said. "A shield wall will be placed at the walkway, and when the door is breached men will die upon stacked shields.

Slats smirked and said, "I choose not to die."

"You cannot hope to kill eight thousand men yourself," Ruir said. "A good death is all we can hope for."

Ruir passed him a large round shield.

“To prolong your life.”

"You are right," Slats replied, taking the shield, "But between you and me, we can split them to a mere four thousand each. That is a much more manageable number, and that at least has a better chance!"

Ruir let out a boisterous laugh. "I like you dwarf! What is it you did before, I mean, at the city you were at?"

"I made pies, actually, I burned them. And made some wine, too, as well as quite a deal of log splitting and serving the master of the estate!"

Dargi laughed though it pained him. "A servant?!" he asked.

"Yes, that is what he said. I do not believe him, but it means that you, servant, should also take up arms," Ruir told him, smacking the arm that Euso had bandaged.

The man winced in pain. "Fine, if I can still use my arm!"

Slats looked around at the weapons the men held. The blades were a sheen white, a crystalline-like texture.

"These weapons were made at the old dwarven forge?" he asked Ruir. 

"Yes. I had my men load them in the boat and carefully hide them. I assumed no one else would have weapons, so I brought what I had. The Legions never checked, and I, of course, never told 'em." 

He winked and flashed a mischievous grin.

 

Berie looked out from the battlements. The sky began to glow with the coming twilight before morning. The marching sound of the host of men grew louder. 

Wishing to be unhindered with her bow, she removed her long coat to keep her arms and legs bare and free. She kept her veil atop her head.

Moments passed and a fog began to rolling off the sea, shrouding the fields. Although she could make a shot at this distance, she felt it better to wait until the men were more battle hungry and had less thought to defend themselves on approach.

She could still see the legionnaires clearly, her elven eyes cutting through the mists. The men had lowered their shields and knelt.

A host of horsemen gathered at the fore of the Legions and then rode in unison, bearing the flags of the two legions.

They ascended the Ocean Path, the trotting of the horses proceeding the neighing as they stopped just before the door. 

Berie had the shaft of an arrow in her hand while looking downward. She notched it and drew back on her bow.

A loud voice then said, "Chieftains of the Island Nation, we do thank you for your cooperation in dealing with the half-elf Kealin. However, the Grand Protectorate has sought your immediate execution for crimes committed against the Legions.

“I, Speaker of the Fourth Legion, name as follows, those who have been determined guilty: Knasgriff, Chieftain of Island Nation Kersa, for the killing of Legionnaires by the Half-Elf found acceptable in your eyes; Tvila, for her open remarks of disdain of the Grand Protectorate, witnessed by a spy among her people; Ruir, found to have weapons as such being a direct violation of previous treaties, and as such . . . "

A gruff voice shouted from the doorway, "You can have my weapons! Just come in here and ask for them yourself!" 

The speaker of the Fourth Legion had nothing to say in reply and continued: "For Colui of New Srun and all others within, you have been condemned to die also for association with those guilty of other crimes. It is with this that we seek you give up now so that no further lives will be taken."

Silence befell the fortress. 

The speaker's horse began to stand unsteady and stomped its hooves. The standard bearers looked around. An uneasiness was upon them.

"Silence is not an option. We will take such silence to mean you refuse to surrender. So be it, those of the Island Nation."

The man turned his horse. With the others behind him, he began down the Ocean Path. Berie pulled back on her bow, her arrow aimed for the speaker, himself. It was then shapes emerged from the dark regions around the road. There were flashes of silver, and the horses jumped in surprise as men with large spears jabbed into their chests dropping, each of them one by one. As those of the Legion fell, other men appeared to jump upon them, hacking at their bodies with swords.

Managing to escape the attack, the speaker and another man kicked their horses forward in an effort to flee. They would not escape.

Berie loosed her arrow. It struck the speaker in the chest and he fell, rolling to the ground.

The other man on horseback kicked his horse once again, speeding his way toward the Legions. Berie took another arrow to her cheek and fired again, and this one struck the man in the head. His horse galloped back toward the awaiting Legion, carrying his dying rider.

On the Ocean Path, those of the Legion were dead. The attackers removed their helmets and went to the door.

"Chieftains! We bring word from the Island Nation!”

The doors opened in mere moments, as the word of some relief hastened those who moved the heavy timbers.

"What word, men, do you have?" Knasgriff said to them.

The twenty five men and women held swords made at the dwarven forge in the far north. Their armor was of leather, metals, and shell. Fur from the white bears of the ice lands added warmth to the ensemble.

"Word of the Half-Elf, Chieftain. He sent us here as soon as he met up with the rebels that fought to free the cities. We have chased all Legions from the Island Nation; the last of them boarded a prison ship and escaped."

"How is it you are so armed? You could not have had time to head to the forge." Ruir said.

"Kealin came slipping us away one by one, and we gathered in force at the forge. One of Tvila's nation managed to take a ship and after gathering our arms, we went with Kealin and rescued those recently captured by the Grand Protectorate.

“Chieftains, we are to tell you that a larger force comes in haste to your aid. After Kealin learned of what befell Lunis, he sent us ahead of the main force. We did not know if word had come to you, so we sailed to rescue you from this place before your demise. It seems others did come, but no news likely reached you. Many of our brothers and sisters are dead at the base of the cliffs."

"It did come," Tvila said, "but the messenger was not quick enough. We had no time to escape."

"Two Legions now come upon us, soldier," Knasgriff said. "How far is this aid?"

"I could still see their sails before the fog, but we caught a good tide coming in. I cannot say for sure."

"Come in, boys," Colui said. "It seems your have come early to help; we must hold this place until that aid arrives!"

The doors were shut once again and the timbers placed just as horns sounded in the distance.

 

Berie watched as the cohorts began to march. The reddish sky behind her cast further light upon the field, and she waited until the blocks of shields turned toward the Ocean Path and began to hasten their pace. The sound of their shuffling metal armor and clomping boots reminded her of their vast numbers.

She pulled back her bow, the chest plate of the far right man holding the towering banner in her line of sight. She loosed the arrow, and with a plink it struck home and the man fell. 

From the fourth line, a man in a high-plumed helmet looking down his ranks of men, commanded, "Forward, pick up our banner! Forward cohort!"

She drew again and the man who picked up the banner also fell dead, an arrow in his eye. As soon as the standard was lifted back into the air, then another man fell again, the elven bow singing in the morning air.

The line of shields was nearly halfway up the ramp, but the march seemed to slow even as more cohorts gathered behind them. 

She reached her hand into her quiver. Whispering a spell, the power of magic lit up the runes on her bow as she drew it back. The twang of the bowstring proceeded the breaking up of the arrow, and a barrage of razor-edged light struck the front rank, causing them to break up and fall, the pieces of metal sticking into every exposed place on their bodies. 

As men fell out of line, dropping their shields, the cohort stopped. A whistle sounded within the ranks three times. The rank behind the front rank stepped forward, even though they stood on the bodies of their comrades, and lifted their shields up. The third rank formed their shields above them, and so was it the same for the rest of the cohort. A large wall of metal walked slowly toward the door.

She fired again, but her arrow found no spot to pierce the moving metal wall.

From the base of the ramp she noticed some men who had large spears and were rearing backwards, as well as leaving themselves open. She drew arrows in quick succession, taking three men before a volley of shining metal clanged against the battlements.

She ducked down, one shaft nearly striking her as another volley came. A shout sounded from the men below as they stuck their shields upon the gates of Srun.

The volley of spears paused. She drew another arrow and pulled back, and the runes upon her head shined. Firing again, the arrow split once more, pelting the men of the further back ranks. There were cries of agony and pain as more fell dead.

The sea of shields below began to part, and a large tree carried from the rear ranks pounded into the gateway. Another centurion was now among them, shouting his orders.

"Auxiliaries to the right, keep fire upon the battlements! Send word to the coming cohorts — bring ropes to scale this wall!"

She stood back up, drawing on her bowstring before flinging an arrow toward the centurion. He raised his shield just before it struck, and the arrowhead buried into the metal.

He looked down at the shield and slapped the arrow with his sword. “Kill those archers!” he bellowed, his order repeated to the coming legion forces.

Berie smirked. She was but one, yet they assumed she was many. She looked down and saw many forms not girded as the rest of the Legions, but wearing dark robes and holding long brown bows in their hands. They were cautious, watching for sight of her, and she did not disappoint.

She stood tall and fired arrows in succession once again. Berie knew few words of magic for arrows, but as the battering ram pounded the doorway her mind thought of one that would work well for them below. She drew an arrow and loosed it toward the battering ram and a rush of ice overtook the men, freezing them in place still holding the ram. 

Berie saw a staggering of the remaining ranks, and a pause came where no one moved. But the centurion shouted, "They have magic! Curse them! Forward men and save your loved ones! Kill these wretches."

The archers had spotted Berie, and a volley of bolts came flying over the wall. She knelt just as a barb sliced the side of her arm. As she crawled for cover back toward the wall and peered over, another volley flew over, and now almost a constant barrage forced her to hide.

The battering of the door below began again. A crack formed in the stone beneath her feet. Berie felt for an arrow, but she was now out, and her quiver needed more time to replenish its supply. The legionnaires threw hooked ropes toward the top the stone crenellation. They approached her position, and she was without aid.

 

At the gateway, the stone seal began to crack. From the many attacks it had repelled over the ages, the weakened seal could not for long hold back the tides placed against it. The legionnaires under the shield wall stood at the walkway leading to the hall.

Colui, though of many years and less strength than many others, insisted of standing near the door as it was pounded over and over, a host of his own men around him. 

Slats, Knasgriff, and Tvila stood behind a line of pointed swords that awaited the Legions and above them, having climbed up a broken pillar, men, including the servant of the late Maerin, waited to leap from above.

Slats gripped a smaller ax in one hand, holding a shield in his other. His own ax rested upon his back, but the smaller weapon was of more use for him to defend the shield wall, and time would come for fighting alone.

He breathed heavy and deep, and as the stone cracked further he became restless. An anxious sweat formed on his nose and his pulse quickened, and his heart thundered under his armor. The armor was, of coarse, leather with a piece of metal of low quality. But Ruir happily gave it, and he was thankful to have it, particularly when he thought of the fighting to come.

A chunk of rock fell from the door, and a cheer from outside followed. Although Slats felt well and ready, there was uneasiness among the men before the gates. Some looked at one another — their fear-stricken faces smelled the sweat of those outside, and the dust falling from above burned their eyes as the trunk slammed again into the stone. Their resolve was about to be tested.

Another large portion of the gates gave way as the stone cracked further. The two opposing forces could see each other. Before the legionnaires could react, a thrown knife made its way through the rubble to the outside, taking one of them by surprise.

"The moles have tricks," a voice shouted from the outside. "Break down that door so we can blot out their eyes, men!" 

A final strike and the gates gave way. The ancient stone hinges cracked and crumbled in a cloud of dust. The way opened, and the legionnaires rushed to form into a line of shields.

The men of Srun slammed forward and broke upon the Legions' lines, slicing and pommeling as the greater tide tried to push forward into the fortress. From above dropped men, their swords and knives finding the enemies' necks and soft tissue, cutting and scraping at bone, and the smell of blood filled the room. 

“Forward!” a voice bellowed. The legionnaires locked their shields tighter.

“Hold these dogs from the scraps they seek,” Ruir shouted.

Tvila ran forward, and her blade made quick work of two men. Her slender build allowed her to leap atop another before driving a small knife into his neck. But another wall of shields began forcing its way in. The line of the Island Nation began to falter.

The centurion who shout from before appeared. He pointed at Knasgriff and the chieftain growled, his sword held high. He parried the man’s blade and kneed him. The centurion stumbled and let down his guard. Knasgriff smashed into the officer, bashing in his helmet. He growled and kicked the man down to the ground.

Another centurion was already inside Srun as well. Soon he and Knasgriff engaged in a duel and broke away from the others within the atrium. 

The shield wall was no more. Slats dropped his shield and tossed his small ax, and its head buried into the face of a charging legionnaire.

He drew the ax of his kind before charging forward into lines of shields. Raising the ax above his head, he brought down its force on the line of shields and then forced himself into the mass.

Shorter than the rest of them, he more easily went among the legionnaires. Smelling the putrid odor of a forced march and a hasty attack, he struck at their bodies. The dwarf’s attack left a wake of collapsing men, as many lost footing and ran upon each other attempting to stop the dwarf, who they could barely see until his ax was upon them.

He emerged from the line and turned to find himself well out of the fortress, with a mass of disordered men looking at him.

"Do you wish to taste that of the dwarven forges of old?"

The men laughed and one said, "What dwarf do you mean? We just see a little man. Put down the large ax before someone gets hurt!"

Slats cared not of further talk, and in a rush he plowed into them, his ax hewing a soldier’s head easier than the hardwood that he sliced in Elinathrond. As he spun about, he caught the arms and legs of his attackers, striking each in turn as a mound of bodies formed around him. He felt his arms tremble, and the power of his ax surged in him. He jumped up and into the further mass of the Legion, sending legionnaires flying back, a shock wave of force vibrating the ground.

It was then a horn called in the distance. But it was no horn of the Legions or some other ally of the Grand Protectorate. Even the stalwart discipline of the Legions failed, and many not directly fighting at the gateway of Srun turned to look behind them.

In a fog from the sea emerged shadowy figures that could not be described by those who witnessed their arrival, save darkness with a line of white teeth and red fangs. In the early light of a new day came the glint of swords. Slats noticed two red blades at their center. The Island Nations’ warriors had come.

As the fogs receded and the forces closed in, Kealin the Half-Elf appeared, leaping upon the lines. His two blades spun, cracking the faces of two victims, who offered a crimson offering to his blood lust. He looked up and smiled, and those legionnaires before him fled.

Slats went to him and said, “You are late to the battle, friend."

Kealin nodded, and with a good-natured tone said, "Der is more than enough for us here!"

They turned toward Srun, and the mass of legionnaires still encroaching on the door turned to them, and a horn called from the Legions still approaching Srun. Those Legions that had yet to engage an enemy dropped to the ground, their shields on their heads.

"Dis is no good, get down!" Kealin shouted.

A line of spears tossed from the cohorts below peppered the area, striking both Legionnaires and Kealin’s men.

As shields fell from stricken Legions dropping dead, Slats and Kealin grabbed at them, taking cover themselves, as did others in the host from the Island Nation.

Slats looked from behind his shield and spotted the two ferry brothers running into the fray. They both held large fishing nets that glowed blue in the morning fog.

“The brothers came with you?” Slats asked in amazement.

They took spots in different areas, spinning their nets above their heads. Another horn called in the distance just as the brothers threw their nets into the sky.

In two enveloping orbs, the nets grew in size, dropping over Kealin’s men, as well as the ferrymen who threw them. The spears of the enemy rained down, but not one made it through the shielding spells of the nets. The barrage ceased and the brothers tucked away their nets. They now each held double-ended spears.

“Indeed they did and I tell you, those of the sea are best,” Kealin said with a smile.

The brothers came to Slats’ side.

“We join you dwarf, as the Legions messed up our fishing. We can’t help to repay the help you and your friend gave us in the days ago.”

Kealin and Slats stood as did the others. The Legions, ironically, had taken the brunt of the first barrage, but it was clear now that lost men were not an issue for the Grand Protectorate. A well-formed line of additional legionnaires approached. As the last of the first waves of Legion disappeared into Srun, and Slats could see the many men who had not attacked the doorway had made it up the wall.

“Thank you,” Slats said, “but we must continue the fight. It is not over.”

There was a familiar shout, and both Kealin and Slats looked upwards as Berie and several legionnaires locked in battle.

"We must get to her!" Slats yelled.

As they ran toward the keep, the second wave of cohorts followed just behind with a great clamor. Reaching the doorway, they found many more attackers still awaited them inside. Though the wished to go to her aid, both blades and bodies hindered their path. They could not make it.

 

 

Chapter 20 The Gathering of Hawk and Falcon

 

Sviska and Garoa noticed the sun had just came up above the level of the horizon, and the waves below them undulated in a gold shine. They could see land ahead, a thin ribbon coming closer as they soared across the sky.

But as they looked down, they could see the mass of Legions encroaching upon Srun. Brethor had commanded them to be taken to Berie and Slats, and as they passed over the Ocean Path and to the top of Srun, they could see Berie kicking at her attackers, her bow atop the battlements and out of reach.

As they descended toward the structure, the bats released their grip, and Garoa learned that their friends had indeed returned magic to the land. With outstretched hands, he summoned flame and ice, tossing a ball of each at Berie's attackers.

Sviska drew Sishan and landed atop the crenelation. Leaping down he sliced the neck of one of the men and grabbed Berie by the arm to drag her away.

Garoa fought the remainder, killing them one by one with a mix of blade and spell. His gauntlets were alight as back in Elinathrond. He smiled, feeling the magic surge through his body once again. In a flurry of flames, he set fire to the ladders, shooting flames so bright that even Legatus Varac would be able to see them. He turned and joined Sviska and Berie.

"Sviska!" she said, her nose bleeding and her arms weeping from wounds.

"We are here. Where is Slats?"

"Below, but I fear they are overwhelmed by now." 

Garoa went to the edge of the wall and looked over. A sea of legionnaires filled any open space below them.

"I'd say so," he told them.

Sviska looked to Berie and said, "Stay here. You have done enough."

"No," she said. "My bow."

Garoa picked up her bow and took it to her as she forced herself to stand. Her quiver had grown more arrows, and she affixed one to her string.

"Follow me," she said, somewhat woozy and her eyes blinking many times.

She turned toward the great hall and followed the path as Knasgriff had told her, leading above the open-air walkway. There was fighting below that could be heard, as well as an occasional scream as someone was tossed to the waters below.

They found the stairwell and descended to the great hall. 

Knasgriff and Tvila were now atop the table, encircled by legionnaires. Trails of bodies led in all directions as isolated groups struggled to survive. 

Berie saw the captain of the Kersa guard, Esua, fall to a blade as he defended his chieftain.

Garoa ran forward toward Knasgriff and Tvila, his array of fire searing into the legionnaires as he came to their aid.

“Thank you, Garoa,” Tvila smiled. 

Sviska looked for Slats, but did not see him. He turned to the right, looked down the walkway, and could see bodies flying from the entryway of Srun.

Legionnaires began stacking up, seeing his approach at the opposite end of the hallway. Men lay dead and dying between them. 

He could hear the ocean, the waves below him casting salt into the air. The legionnaires began to jog directly at him. The light of the rising sun cast off their armor in a glimmer of light.

Sishan hummed in his hand. He spun the blade, thinking of the water below. The legionnaires halted and Sviska smiled. He was new to magic, but he knew that his blade could help him command it. On either side of the walkway, tentacles of water flared up, snapping and twisting.

He pointed his blade and the sea made short the lives of the men before him, slapping them from the walkway and dragging them to their deaths in the depths below.

He ran toward the atrium where fighting continued. A legionnaire saw him and charged him.

He locked blades with his attacker and grabbed him by his armor. Side stepping, Sviska tossed him into an approaching trio of men. Jumping within them as they fell in confusion, he drove his blade into each of them before they could stand back up.

Behind him, Berie loosed an arrow that caught another appearing legionnaire by surprise. It was then Slats appeared, his ax caught in the shield of one them who was pushing him against a far wall.

As Berie's arrow once again finding its mark, it gave him a moment to catch his breath and as the man fell dead, Slats pried his ax from the shield and grunted. Out of breath, he looked to Sviska and his eyes widened.

"Holy! Sviska! It is you! I cannot believe my eyes!"

Garoa, Tvila, and Knasgriff, having killed those within the great hall, began down the walkway in a sprint. Slats, Berie, and Sviska turned to the doorway where Kealin began to form a pile of corpses.

Covered in the entrails and dismembered parts of his victims, Kealin did not stop. As the remaining defenders came into the room, he shouted. His blades swung in defiance as more poured in, either from not knowing that the half-elf awaited them, or by fear of death by their own masters. In any case, they faced Kealin’s duel red blades. The cracks of their helmets and the spray of their blood added to the spectacle of unbelievable action that was Kealin.

Where the remaining defenders were now was unknown to the chieftains and Saints. The remaining few that fought did so with a zeal that Kealin himself might have had difficulty matching. If it was zeal or a blood lust, none could guess.

In a hard push, a shield line smashed into Kealin, forcing him back. As the doorway opened more men emerged, and Garoa shot forth a molten stream toward the opening, forcing back the assault as men tried to avoid the burning magic.

It worked well. However, all his casting had left him weak. On top of the events at Elinathrond, he’d had no food; he grew weary. Sviska worked to fight toward Kealin.

Another horn sounded. The tone was much different and higher pitched than any that were heard previously in the morning air. The songs of the horn calls reverberated through the entire region. Many horns followed its sounding, and then finally the deep horn of the Legions began to blow in short repeated blasts.

The legionnaires shouted to one another, "Retreat, we must retreat!"

In a rush of feet, the Legions fell back away from the door. Those that tried to run who were still within Srun were cut down by the defenders, who took advantage of their distraction.

The host of the Island Nation emerged from the shattered gateway and looked out as the Legions retreated in a disorganized mass. There was a thick cloud of dust southeast of Srun that actively circled back around further south.

"Is this some magic?" Knasgriff asked, his mouth agape in wonder.

"No, I do not think so," Tvila said. "I see horsemen."

A hawk cried above them, and Berie took notice. It landed at her feet with a rolled parchment on his leg. She knelt down, and stroked the bird’s head. She recognized it. Opening the message, she saw a simple inscription:

Survivors of Srun, we come to your aid. We are here.

From the eastern plain over the rocky recesses and amongst the fleeing Legions came horsemen firing curved bows from their saddles.

They circled around the retreating Legions, cutting them down before riding closer and firing arrows at the backs of the ones out of sword range. They would then form again, killing more in the panic.

A band of riders broke off from the other horses and proceeded toward the weary defenders. Berie drew an arrow and those who remained assured their arms were in hand, as they crowded back around the door. Within the group were both men wearing armor of the Legion design and others that they did not recognize.

A figure riding a tan and red horse, as well as another rider of the Legion, left the others at the base of the Ocean Path. They dismounted, putting away their weapons.

Those of the Island Nation did not. As they approached, the man of the Legion took off his helmet.

“I am Legatus Arsus of the Second Legion, once loyal to the Grand Protectorate but no more. We come to aid you in your struggle.”

Knasgriff stepped forward and said, “You have routed many men and for that we thank you. But how is this possible?”

Arsus motioned to the man next to him and said, “This man comes from the east and seeks those of magic.”

"It is well to see an elf after these many years," the man said. His dark skin appeared almost reddish in hue.

Berie looked behind her at Sviska and raised her eyebrows.

"Do I not speak the common tongue well?" the man with Legatus Arsus asked, "It has been some time since we had dealings in the west, but we feel it is unchanged for the most."

Sporting long, black, braided hair, the man wore a leather hat, with feathers that came off the back of his shoulders. He had a light-colored vest, to which he had two knives affixed. His boots were of fur, and each had a spike that came off the heel.

Sviska stepped forward. He had seen this type of person before. When he at first arrived in Elinathrond, he had seen others in similar dress. The man had cheekbones that were high and a bare forehead, other than a red paint streaked across his brow.

"I look for the Saints of Wura. I was sent to assist them. My people are below and taking care of the evil doers. Though our numbers are not great, we use tactics I believe they have not seen in some time."

"Who are you?" Sviska asked.

"I was sent, and with me comes a token that I am to show before explaining my identity. I must be sure you are those for whom I search."

The man reached into his vest and pulled out a card. He turned the card, and the defenders noted that it was white, blank, and held not the least bit of anything important to any of them. Any except Sviska.

Sviska stared at the man and reached into his own coat and pulled forth the white card the Gypsy Mother had given him.

"Sviska," the man said, "I am called Bloodhawk, and I come with the blessing of the Gypsies. We have come to assist you in your tasks."

The Legions were now in full retreat. Other than the few horsemen who had come with Bloodhawk, the others had taken up the fields where the fort had been and pillaged what was abandoned there. The siege of Srun was over.

There was little more than a quick greeting said between Bloodhawk and the others as he lent a hand pulling bodies from Srun, which took the greater part of the early morning. 

Those horsemen that helped them were given more thanks than to be numbered by the Island Nation, and even more so as Bloodhawk worked quickly to help the many injured defenders. As many that there were that were helped, many more were dead. 

Slats found Euso knocked unconscious, but he came to with a few swift slaps to the face. Otherwise, he was uninjured.

Ruir was in worse shape, with multiple lacerations and stabs wound, but he, too, was well, having Euso tend to him.

Kealin, Slats, and Knasgriff worked to prepare a meal from their supplies, while still others stood around in shock of what had transpired.

Bloodhawk had sent for his own healers and expected them soon.

Arsus stepped away from Srun for a moment with Sviska and Berie.

“You kept your word,” she said to him.

“We were preparing to march,” began Arsus, “but it was then Sediya noted the horsemen coming from the east. I rode with my own horseman to meet them, and they wished to be led to Srun, seeking those of magic still within the land. My legionnaires come still, and we will offer aid as we can.”

Many had fallen in the hours before. Among the dead, the messenger for Maerin, Dargi, as well as the old man, Chieftain Colui of New Srun. With them were most of those who arrived before the battle, as well as many who had come with Kealin. 

Tvila sat alone above the body of Colui, which was laid next to Dargi. Garoa went to her, but in his own mind he was troubled, the many events of the last few days still on his mind.

The healers sent for by Bloodhawk arrived, and though their methods made Euso wander of their practice. Wounds that were not too deep healed very quickly, and those deeper ones were soothed and the injured saw their suffering lessened. 

Bloodhawk went to Sviska.

"We came as soon as we could. When the Gypsy Mother read the cards of imminent attack on the Saints of Wura near the sea, we gathered our brothers and sisters among the tribes of my people and rode for the mountains. We have long-awaited your coming in the east, and it was in many moons since before Elinathrond our people had last looked upon this land." 

"Thank you for coming with haste, though there is much I do not understand."

Knasgriff signaled for them to come. Food had been prepared, and it would be a good time to discuss and ask questions among the many present.

Although Bloodhawk followed, he did not eat, but stood as the others did. Kealin paced the outside of rim of the room, also not eating. Arsus sat with some of his men at the side, doing his best to avoid hateful glances by warriors of the Island Nation.

After what hunger they had was satisfied, there was talk of the happenings of Garoa and Sviska, as well as the reunion with Brethor and what was witnessed at Elinathrond. 

Slats and Berie told of meeting Arsus of the Second Legion, as well as of Harrodarr and Narisond, and of the mountain people in Swunock and the demon of Ustavis. 

When at last they shared their stories and explained the events leading up to the attack on Srun to Sviska and Garoa, Bloodhawk joined the conversation.

"From listening it seems that much has transpired, but I fear that my story is pale in comparison. My people, The Falacar Tribes, awaited the return of magic so that we could once again be within this part of the world."

"What do you mean, return to this part?" Knasgriff asked him.

"We were sealed away."

Berie pointed and said, "We heard of this, in the mountain village. Arsus spoke of the 'Passage of Solitude'"

"That is what it is called in this land? Well, it is a place of sacred protection for our realm. There are others of magic, but it was due to deeds of long ago that we won the blessing of protection then. Even with magic sealed in the western lands, in our area it was free to use, but we could not leave. It was as like our realm was beyond that of your own."

"There was a priestess," Slats said. "She told us that she was bound to protect that past by way of old magic until magic was restored."

"The wretched Sediya! Beware that one! She is crafty and is not a friend to the Falacar."

Arsus stood, “Do not speak of her as such, horseman.”

Bloodhawk rose his hand, “I do not mean to draw quarrel, but Sediya is older than most of us in this room and of questionable alliance.”

"She showed us no ill will while we were there,” Berie stated.

"She would not. The spirits forbid her, and that must be how we stayed protected. Of her I will not speak now, but know we cannot trust her."

"You are not part of 'we' at this time," Tvila said. "The Island Nation knows not from whence you came."

"We are of the eastern region." 

"What I mean is the priestess that they dealt with is no less a stranger than you."

Slats tapped his finger. "But he did rout two Legions and save us, and Arsus’s men have done much, and they plan to continue to do much for us."

"More like one Legion!" a voice boomed from the walkway. Ruir felt somewhat better, but remained laying down. "We killed half of 'em before any of these horse-lovers came! We are the true warriors,I say!"

Bloodhawk nodded and said, "I wish only peace with you people, and I will not speak further of the priestess, but I have my opinions. What now must we do, Saints of the god Wura?"

“The Second Legion is your ally, if you will have us,” Arsus said. “We must see the glory of our realms returned. My men will fight against the growing evils in the land.”

"We must release magic in the rest of the world. There is a place to the far west," Sviska said, "but we might be better to partake in a fishing trip to soften expected resistance." 

Kealin laughed and then said, "A fishing trip, indeed, and I hear of slave ships. Dey cannot be left occupied by your peoples. I will keep well on my promise to Legatus Varac."

Tvila and Knasgriff both nodded.

"I do not understand this 'fishing trip'," Bloodhawk said.

"I feel that our trust is enough to say this given your knowledge thus far; it is an attack on Lokam," Knasgriff explained. "We have prepared and been hindered by recent events, but now with magic we will assault their fortress."

Garoa nodded, "We must not wait. My daughter is there."

Tvila looked toward him and then looked down, obviously surprised by his words.

"As well as the Staff of Kel," Sviska added. “We must hope that magic to the west extends to Lokam, or we will not have the advantage we hope. Kel is there.”

"The war god?" Bloodhawk wondered, confused. "He has not fallen?"

"I can explain further, Bloodhawk. We shall talk later," Slats said.

"Can we count on your tribes?" Sviska asked. "Will your people join us?"

"I will confer further knowledge to my people, but I can say we will fight. I was told of the horrors of the curses of this land, The Order, and other such by the Gypsy Mother. I have much disdain for such workings."

Knasgriff stood and said, “Then it is from here, good men and women, that we further our plans to not only restore magic," — he looked to the Saints of Wura — "but also to end the tyranny of the Grand Protectorate and bring back a balance to the world through magic and blood, as necessary."

The others nodded and Bloodhawk bowed. He said, "I will speak with my people and return in time to speak with Slats of the histories that I do not know."

"I will wait for you," Slats said.

Bloodhawk departed and there was a quiet laugh from one of the pillars. They turned to see Kealin leaning against a column, his jagged teeth gleaming as he looked at them and one of his daggers swinging in his hand.

"Magic is good, but much more blood is gonna be necessary for dis, I think."

His laughed grew, but then silenced as he placed his dagger back to his sheath. "Yes, more bleeding is needed."

The Half-Elf departed, and the remainder of the group at the table looked at one another.

"What more can we ask now?" Knasgriff wondered. "We have now former allies of the Grand Protectorate itself, possibly the tribes of horsemen, and preparations from Kealin and our own people."

"We can ask for sleep," Slats whispered, laying his head on the table. "Just sleep.”

With that, he closed his eyes and snoring filled the Hall of Srun.
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Chapter 1 Promises Kept

 

A cold, solemn sea breeze blew across the deck of the vessel tinged with the smell of smoke and blood. Looking out from the rails, his fingers gripped his sword as the cranking of the anchor prepared the ship for sailing. They had spent much time idle and the news of the events at Srun had reached him on bloody parchment. In spite of the news, the slave ships of the Grand Protectorate would still make their way towards the protected shores near Lokam. He would deliver news of the failure in person. The lands to the east and the Island Nation were vile and undisciplined but somehow they had succeeded against his mighty Legions of the Grand Protectorate. 

He would retire to his room. He did not care for the sea and furthermore longed for his own bed. It was his hope that what few remained of his men would be blessed as was the First Legion. But now, he wondered of his own men. What fate did they meet in the bloodshed upon the eastern shores? 

The captain’s quarters were unsettling to a Legatus so out of place. He did not care for the sea and even less so now that the ship was underway. He felt sick but it was a mix of the rocking ship and his own nerves.

Soon, I will be free of my burden.

The day faded into the deep blackness of night. He looked out the windows of his quarters. There was no moon and it had begun to snow again. He desired deeply to be rid of the wasteland of the north. He lay down for a moment, placing his hands under his head but, tossing back and forth, he could find no rest. He went back outside. 

Patchy clouds blotted out the starry sky and the sounds of the water breaking before the bow of the ship rushing them south comforted him. There were few others on the deck. A small number of legionnaires, some deckhands managing the ship, as well as a lone centurion walking between all of them.

Fog rolled over them with the deafening squeal of a whale in the distance. Something hit the ship with repeated clanks and the centurion drew his sword. The Legatus felt for his own and noticed two more ships coming alongside them. The fog had veiled them until this moment.

“To arms, now. Wake from rest, you fools, and to arms!”

The Legatus jumped, seeing grappling hooks along the side of the ship.

The centurion spun his sword in the air, “Defend this ground! Do not let them get a foothold on the ship!” He then looked to the Legatus, “Would you take command of us, Legatus?”

An arrow whizzed past the Legatus’ face, striking the door of his cabin. He said nothing to the centurion. 

“Defend this ground, men!” the centurion shouted, “If you ever wish to see your families again.”

The enemy had crested the rails of the ship. Men bound in armor and fur cloaks. He took steps back, feeling for the door.

He knew what was coming. He had not kept his word. At the far end of the ship, two red blades appeared in the shroud of night. The figure holding them ran along the rail of the ship at quickening pace.

The Legatus slipped into his quarters, shutting the door. He twisted the wooden lock in place. He backed away until he hit his desk and stumbled, then took a swig from a bottle of wine. He whimpered, drawing his sword. The shouting of his men became louder. The voice of the centurion boomed before coughing and moaning.

Silence.

He struggled to slow his breathing. His palms were sweaty and made his grip on his sword The door splintered at its hinges from a swift kick leveled from the other side.

“I am a Legatus of the Grand Protectorate, you will not assail this vessel in such manner. I am a Legatus.”

A gust of wind burst into the cabin and the candles went out. Two figures appeared in the darkness.

“I am Legatus Vara—”

“We know who you are. Dey comes a time for all ends and yours has come now.” 

In the shadows, Legatus Varac spotted a figure wielding a silver blade, a slight blue glow from its hilt. But it was the other figure he feared more. The red blades of the half-elf approached.

“De day of reckoning has come. Where are the children?” asked Kealin.

“They are not here. Most of them were taken to shore well before now. We had remained only to collect additional prisoners.”

“After the fall of Srun?” the other figure said. The figure approached, reaching out to grab him. Varac went to thrust his blade but the dagger of the figure caught the blade before another hand gripped his neck. He dropped his sword. “After you had killed most of us?”

“Sviska, do not hurt him yet,” Kealin cautioned, “Der is more he knows.”

Kealin closed his eyes for a moment and then opened them. 

“You tell the truth, Legatus. They are not here.”

“You see? Now, I will take a single boat to shore and trouble you no more.”

Sviska released him and began to walk away, “You are no trouble to us.”

Kealin smiled, “No trouble anymore.” 

The Legatus went to put his hand up but the dual blades sliced across his neck, parting his flesh into a gurgling mass. Kealin’s promise was kept.

Sviska walked back outside, hearing the sound of the Legatus slumping to the ground. 

“We did well,” one of the men outside said. “Our numbers were untouched and we have secured another vessel.”

“Dis is good,” commented Kealin, “But the slaves were removed. They have been taken to Lokam, his mind said.”

“What use are all of our people to them?” another man asked. 

Kealin looked to Sviska and then to the questioning man, “The question should be, how long until we take them back? Come, Sviska. To my boat.”

Sviska looked to the man and nodded, though the man looked lost in confusion and sadness. Sviska took his seat in Kealin’s boat and felt the tug of the narwhal force him to shift his weight as they began to move back towards the mainland.

“Sviska, I do thank you for your service this night. I know you desire sleep. But I asked you because you are like me in many ways.”

“Well I’m not an elf, so that’s one way we are not alike, friend.”

“That you are not, but you are a brother in blade work. If I had to guess, I would guess that you prefer a longer blade than that dagger you carry. You would not wish to have two blades as I?”

“A blade and a knife work well. A dagger is preferred to bare hands. But two swords wielded such as you wield them, that is a skill beyond a mere man.”

Kealin laughed, “If only to my people it was considered a skill. My older brother was a good swordsman, as well, but he detested my blade work. Our master taught with one blade, but I still preferred two. My brother could not stand my distaste for traditions.”

“To contest with you, he must’ve been quite skilled.”

“He was.”

The journey became silent with the topic of Kealin’s family lingering in the air between them. Sviska felt a dread come upon them and it seemed to him that the memories still saddened Kealin.

“My land was to the north,” Kealin began again, “A protected woods, safe from many horrors of the world.”

“I know not whereof you speak but I do not know much of the far northern lands.”

“Few do, and fewer know of what I speak.”

“But still you come to help those of the south? What of your people and their fates?”

“I care little of my people. The only souls I claimed were my siblings and of them I had one that remained for a shadow of a day. But in my time, I met many that still needed my skill, good Brethor was one. There were others. I have spent much time travelling the lands, dear Sviska, even to the west and south. The deserts and those lands were not the best place for a person such as myself. I was in the arenas even, for a time.”

“A gladiator? A slave? There is much we do not know of each other, it seems.”

“Wrong, friend, there is much you do not know of me, but in time you will learn more of your powers yourself. They will be needed, I know.”

The tone of the conversation had once again turned somber. The outline of Srun was ahead and the colors of a predawn sky were upon the waters. He still had not had slept and what drive he had to stay awake was wavering. They reached the shore and he stood, disembarking. Kealin remained.

“Do you not need rest, as well?”

The half-elf shook his head, “Not yet, I have plans for all of the Island Nation. I will join you back at the Island of Chieftain Knasgriff. You will see.”

Kealin departed, leaving Sviska on the shore. Sleepy, he found a spot upon the sand and laid his head back. He didn’t even care to go into Srun itself. An hour of sleep would not be a bad thing.

 

 

The morning sun crept up over the mountains and shone down upon a field still smoldering after the carnage from the siege of Srun. As most of the defenders slept, more men from the Islands had arrived overnight and had begun the task of clearing out the bodies and wreckage. Knasgriff paced at the doorway. With him stood Berie and Garoa, who watched as more ships arrived on the beach bringing fresh supplies.

 

“We will not give up this ground again,” stated Knasgriff, “It has been well fought for, held against our enemy, and good men fell before the gates and the inner halls.”

“It is good that we held out as long as we did. I fear we Sviska and Garoa would have found nothing but bodies had the will of the gods not been with us,” Berie stated.

“Did you find what you sought, Garoa?” Knasgriff asked, turning Garoa from his trance of thought as he stared outward. 

“You could say I did and didn’t. The enemy took my daughter. I must get her back.”

He gripped his hands and then cracked his knuckles before conjuring a small flame that hovered above the palm of his right hand.

“Magic will make it easier.”

Garoa turned and went back into the fortress just as Slats appeared at the gateway. The Rusis pushed him aside in his hasty stride. The dwarf stumbled a bit from Garoa and then rubbed his eyes, looking towards the sun. “I feel I must’ve slept for ages. Dare I ask, where is Sviska?”

At that moment, Sviska walked up the Ocean Path, joining them. Still with the look of sleep in his eyes, he smiled at them.

“Didn’t you say you were going to lie down after our meal last night?” asked Garoa. 

“I did and I planned to. I have news of the Slave ships and the prisoners taken by Varac.”

Those in the immediate vicinity turned at his words and Knasgriff looked around at the many awaiting ears. 

“Well, don’t pause,” he said to him, “Tell us.”

“Kealin and I led a raid in the dark hours of the night. Legatus Varac has been slain!”

There was a joyous cheer and clapping.

“What of our families?”

“What of my son?”

“Where is my daughter? She has been gone too long.”

What smile Knasgriff had, began to turn. 

“Silence, everyone. Let him speak and you will learn their fates.”

Sviska looked around at the many that stared at him. Eyes of fear, yearning, and sadness made the words more difficult to say to them.

“Those taken are at Lokam, I do not know where or in what state, but the slaves were moved well before our raid. The ships we found were awaiting prisoners from this place.”

Before the people began to shout, Knasgriff nodded his head and turned to them. 

“I know you have feelings of hate, rage, and desire for blood, but we must wait until the appropriate time to strike. I will be there, as will the Saints of the god Wura. We will make them pay, we will kill every one one of them!”

Cheers erupted.

“Now, people of the Island Nations, you would do well to lay to rest our fallen and prepare. The Chieftains will require much of you in the days to come.”

The crowd began to disperse and Sviska went to Berie.

He pointed to the bloodied bandage wrapped around her arm. “Does it still bleed?”

“No, it is healing well,” she said. “Did you not wish to tell me of the raid?”

“I didn’t know of it. Kealin grabbed me and said he needed help. I had no idea it was to raid a ship and kill a Legatus.” 

“A dead Legatus…death is a profound promotion that we will give to many of them,” jeered Knasgriff, interrupting their conversation, “And of late, I have heard the whispers in the halls talking of Berie the elf, defender of Srun and descendant of the great elf, Truesong. Your deeds will inspire the poets of our new world, they will write well of you, all of you. But I say we shall prepare to withdraw soon to the Islands. Much work is needed to prepare for the coming days and, in time, we will convene back here for final talks.”

“Defending against two Legions was good,” a voice stated, “But assaulting the city of Lokam will be not such a straightforward task, we cannot just bang on the doors.” 

Ruir emerged followed by Tvila joining the others on the causeway.

Tvila nodded, “We have many ships already constructed and now more of the Legion’s ships have been captured.”

Sviska smiled at them both, “My friend Brethor will bring allies from the west. I do not know what numbers he will bring but his Wolves of Taria will be a terrifying addition to the attack.”

Those present seemed pleased by his words.

“War wolves, a sight to see I am sure. Tvila and I will soon leave, “Ruir continued, “She has to prepare the newest ships and the dwarven forge will be working to craft many new weapons for the ‘fishing trip.’”

“We wait only for the word from Bloodhawk and Legatus Arsus now,” said Knasgriff.

In the distance, a group of horses galloped through the field and up to the causeway. They slowed their horses to a trot and then a hasty stop. Bloodhawk and two other men dismounted and came before them.

“Greetings, my friends,” Bloodhawk said, “The Falacar have convened and we see honor in the path you take. Our tribes are with you. In further tidings, I present to you the Chiefs of the North and South Falacar tribes. They had wished to meet you.”

Arsus rode from behind the Falacar and nodded to Knasgriff. Beside him, the first of the two men nodded, bring his hand in a fist to his chest, “I am Silverhawk, Chief of the Northern Tribes.”

The man was shorter than Bloodhawk, he had a large quiver on his back and a curved bow along his chest. Bones lined his chest and stones in the form of birds decorated it. His hair was long and fell freely down his back.

The second man approached, making the same gesture as the first. He was taller than the first but not the height of Bloodhawk. His demeanor was less approachable. His body scarred from his eyes to his knees, deep gnashes and cuts. He said nothing.

“This,” said Bloodhawk, “Is the Northern Falacar Chief, Shadowhawk. “He has begun a vow of silence in honor of the warriors he slew. It is our custom to honor those we fight and kill.”

Garoa spoke up from the back, “Very well. It seems since we are all well acquainted, we can talk of moving towards assaulting Lokam.”

Sviska turned to see Garoa raise his brow.

“What did I say, too soon for more war? We must attack prior to the next dark moon but a month is too long. It should be sooner.”

Arsus leaned down from his horse, “The Second Legion is prepared to march now but the fields of battle could change in a month’s time. We will remain in Swunock for the time being.”

“We took time to send scouts further west,” Bloodhawk, said, “we have learned that the Legions still retreat. We do have time to prepare, as is custom to you here in these lands. I will say that a frontal assault by horsemen is not wise; we are better used to support an attack. I will not demand you fight as we do but we will raid their training areas and send smaller, roving scouts as we prepare.”

“That is good but be careful not to garner too much attention too soon,” said Tvila, “we will need time to birth the ships from hiding.”

Ruir snuffed, “I agree with Garoa, we must attack soon. The Legions we fought are licking their wounds and they will not expect an attack by us and we do not know what knowledge survived those that fled the rebellion within the Island Nation.”

“Five days,” said Knasgriff. “In five days, we will return here and lay final plans. The fleets will assemble and we will finally have our revenge.”

“Very well, we will annoy and prick the enemy in that time. More of our brothers are coming from the east and we have made safe the lands south of this place you call Srun. The Legion will not encroach this ground again.”

“Thank you,” Knasgriff said.

The Falacar departed, leaving only the Legatus.

“Legatus Arsus, return in five days? Agreed?”

“I will be here, Chieftain, and we will stand with you.” 

With that, the Legatus rode away as well.

Sviska went to Garoa, “Patience,” he told him, “It will be no easy task attacking that city but I swear to you we will find your daughter.”

“I know,” he replied, shaking his head, “But I will not rest until I have thrown down the gates of that place and burned the Itsu Priest into the earth.”

A silence befell them as Slats and Berie approached. 

“I must prepare, just as I must find my daughter and take back the Staff of Kel.”

“It will be done,” said Slats.

“The Galhedriss Arcana is in the hand of the enemy,” said Berie. “We will be hard-pressed to find it.”

“It is in Lokam. Everything is about taking that forsaken city,” Garoa said.

“As important as it is to take the city, we must all have patience,” Sviska reiterated. “We cannot have victory in any battle if we rush into it.”

As noontime came and a host of ships descended on beaches, the Chieftains said their farewells and boarded. The Saints joined Knasgriff but each of them was still tired from the events of the last few days.

 The journey back to Kersa was a solemn one without much conversation. The winds were strong and the ship made it back to the lower level of Kersa in good time. As they walked on to the dock and began toward the upper levels, a cheering village greeted them.

Reaching the second level, men busy repairing the houses and shops stopped and looked as the group of greeters accompanied the Chieftain and the Saints along the way.

They shouted in loud voices, “Bless the victorious warriors!”

To the third level, they went, and upon reaching the hall, the doors opened for them.

An assembly of servants awaited. The table had been set and fresh fish, oysters, and an assortment of vegetables had been prepared. Kealin stood near the fireplace staring into it. His armor was now clean and polished. His hair was also clean and braided showing no sign of the battles from before.

He turned as they approached, “A meal for you all. I applaud you for your task against the Grand Protectorate. My daggers had grown tired of spilling all the blood.”

“You did this?” asked Knasgriff.

He nodded, “I did this and more. The people ate well at many of the Island Nations. If many are to die soon, they should have a good meal before,” he turned and stared back into the fire, “Go. Eat.”

They each took a spot and enjoyed the meal prepared for them by Kealin. After their meal, a round of smoking began, partaken by Slats, Knasgriff, and Sviska. Kealin soon joined them with a rolled leaf.

“Well, now that we are relaxed.” Kealin said, “The dwarven forge is a sight to see at night.”

“Are we needed there?” Sviska asked, puffing the tobacco.

“I believe so. The blacksmiths have wrought you armor, in time for the battle. I ordered such things for each of you, for mere tunics will not stop well-placed blades,” he smiled, “You must stay alive.”

Knasgriff tapped the end of his pipe against his chair, clearing it out, “It is well that you need to go. I have matters here to deal with. If Kealin needs you, you should all go. The blacksmiths of the dwarven forge have worked hard for the end we seek. If they have taken time to forge your personal items, it would be appreciated if you visited.”

Slats got to his feet. “I would be happy to see another place of my people. I have not seen a true forge since I was a young boy!”

Finishing their pipes, they followed Kealin towards the doors. The air off the sea caused Sviska to shiver. He pulled his tunic around him.

The sun was sitting beyond the horizon and the sky filled with reds, oranges, and faint purples. They descended as a group, Garoa behind them and silent, to the lowest level. As they entered his black boat, Kealin stopped Garoa.

“You should be happy I suspect, having magic now?” 

Garoa stared back at him, “I will be happy when they are all dead and I have back what is mine.”

“Soon you will have your desires. I sense your mind, Rusis, beware such thoughts.”

Garoa seemed more annoyed after the Kealin’s words. He shook his head as the half-elf walked away.

Berie looked to Sviska, “He is angry and maybe too angry. I think you should talk to him and try to calm him. I sense he is barely in control of his own thoughts.”

“His daughter was taken saving me. I feel that even I walk between angering him and helping with simple words. I hope his emotions will turn to a wise zeal when the time for fighting comes.”

Garoa walked past the two of them, continually shaking his head. He took a seat in the boat and picked up a paddle; turning, he shouted back to the others.

“This boat isn’t going to row itself into the bay.”

The others took their position and Kealin laughed. “I should keep you four around more. Makes less work for me when it comes to getting dis boat out.”

“Don’t expect a dwarf to be at home in water though!” said Slats, “although the salty air is nice, I prefer my feet on earth rather than floating above it.”

Sviska stuck his paddle into the water, pushing the water back in semi-unison with the others; they floated near the gate and the two guards watching outward atop the wall.

“Good friends of Kersa!” Kealin shouted.

The two guards above turned to see them and nodded. With clanking gears and rattling chains, the portcullis lifted out of the water.

The boat passed through and into open water.

“No toll now?” asked Slats.

“The Island Nation is free of the Grand Protectorate and, if dey fight well, will be free of them forever. At least for the times that pass now, no gold for the risk of opening the gate for the half-elf is needed.”

They came to the stone border of the village and stopped paddling. As before, Kealin reached into his pocket and took out his silver hammer. He reached over the side of the boat and began tapping.

The waters bubbled, and the narwhal of Kealin, Tulasiro, emerged from the cold depths. Sviska noticed immediately that a red gash was on her back. The narwhal came alongside the boat and Kealin patted her back. From a bag in the boat, he pulled out a small jar and stuck his fingers in a prepared salve, before rubbing them along the gash.

“My good friend, de Legion will pay for de pain you have now.”

“What happened?” Sviska asked. He had not noticed Tulasiro injured when they attacked the Legatus’ ship before; however, it had been very dark. 

He looked up, a concerned look as he closed his eyes.

“My friend was attacked as I worked to break the siege of the Island Nation. Two bolts missed but a third grazed her.” He paused, petting Tulasiro. His lips curved and he smiled, “I removed the eyes of the two behind the cruel bolt. I then killed all on the ship except them. I tied one to the mast of the ship, his neck noosed with a rope I attached to the other man’s neck, whom I left unbound but without hands or feet. I then pointed their bolt-casting device towards the horizon and after securing the rope to the bolt, I punished them for their sins against my friend.”

Sviska was oddly comfortable with the punishment Kealin had enacted.

Kealin crawled to the front of the boat and let the ropes for Tulasiro out. The narwhal circled and took its place at the bow of the boat. The others said nothing to Kealin for, after his description, there was nothing left to say.

He tucked himself into position and laughed, “You do not hurt my friends. Is that not the truth, Tulasiro?”

The narwhal blew up a spray of air. Sviska smiled. The bond between Kealin and his narwhal was evident.

“To the island of the Dwarven forge, my friend!” Kealin shouted.

As the sun sank and the sky became dark, the boat made a sharp eastern turn and pushed into the darkness. It went for a long while, the moon floating up above them. Its light was pale but comforting as the occasional splash of water alongside them caught shimmers of light.

Slats and Berie both had drifted to sleep, the rhythmic rocking and the toil of the previous week’s stress heavy on their body. Sviska was awake, Garoa also, but he was staring outward and not looking around as Sviska looked back to Kealin.

Kealin was staring at the sky but then looked down, Sviska turned forward and then felt the half-elf lean near his ear. 

“You can ask me a question; I am a friend to you all.”

Sviska didn’t actually have a question in his mind but, given his company, the wisdom of the half-elf was not as well-known as perhaps it should have been. 

Kealin whispered, “I have traveled by many roads, just as you have, however my blades have not been aligned with the Order. There was a trouble about Garoa that I can feel but I sense a deeper one in you.”

Sviska thought of his time in southern Taria, the curse placed on him by the Order as an almost-punishment, surely the half-elf did not know of it. 

The half-elf was still at his ear, his warm breath blowing on his shoulder. Sviska would not mention the curse but given what he did not know of the half-elf, he had conjured a question.

“Do you know if the Itsu Priest, or of the Itsu?”

Kealin sighed and sat back away from Sviska.

He looked down at his feet and then back up. Garoa had taken interest in the conversation and was now looking his way.

“I know some of those called Itsu. I know not of what you call a priest, but there were some at one time that tried to assail the northern gods in secret. There was a man then. My siblings and I faced him in battle. By the might of the northern gods we chased him from the winds of the north, but I am bound not to speak of further things involving them.”

The half-elf closed his eyes again and laid back. The boat still split the water and the narwhal turned them further north, an icy crosswind shuffling the boat to the side as the powerful tail of the sea creature pounded the water underneath them. 

It was nearing midnight when the narwhal slowed its pace. Sviska sat up, noticing the lack of wind, and peered out from the boat. He spotted a tiny crag that appeared as not much more than a black shadow against the horizon. There were no lights or torches marking its location. 

“A tiny dagger in the sea, to make the tools so others will bleed,” Kealin said with his own tune to his voice. “The dwarves had long left this place but its furnace and tools were of great use when they were found.”

The others awoke at this time with a sharp kick from Garoa who had sat up just as Kealin finished speaking. Slats and Berie both looked around.

“We are almost there,” Sviska said, pointing towards the island.

The boat slowed, passing through a stone archway lined on either side with spiked crags running off as far as they could see in the dark water. As the boat pulled through the archway and towards a forest of stony structures in the water, Kealin leapt to his feet, a small shell in his hand. 

With a loud blow, he caused a deep sound to burst from the shell three times. A single torch lit up on the island in the distance and calls went out along the water. From one of the larger ruins emerged a black mass, low to the waterline and moving towards them fast. 

Berie went for her bow, an arrow just passing the rim of her quiver when Kealin put his hand on her back.

“Do not worry, elf.”

 

Chapter 2 The Lost Forge

 

The dark mass drew closer, it seemed to sway in the water. A shout came from the blackness. 

“Kealin, we did not expect you at this hour.”

He replied in a low voice, “Dat is not why I call you. Why did my ship breach the barrier of the island without being stopped by you? Does your ship not row at night? Can the winds not fill your sail once the sun is down?”

The black mass disappeared as torches burst into light, revealing what could just be seen as a low-lying ship with a large white sail. From behind a row of shields and spears, a man stood. He had a large scraggly beard covered in ice.

“We have been sailing the perimeter every hour but our spotters did not see anything approaching. Your ship is not the easiest to see.”

“But you must be keen to see what is not easily seen. Der is not time for dis folly. Keep better watch. We head to de forge.”

The narwhal began pulling them as the men on the ship watched them pass.

“Dey will learn how to guard this place better. It was not a problem before but those men that used to guard this place were left in Srun, these new ones must be taught how to watch for de Grand Protectorate ships.” 

The narwhal led them closer to what seemed a monolith of stone jutting up into the sky. Passing along the northern side of the island, it turned into a dark narrow opening. Following the passage, there was a single torch in a curve of the cave before the waterway opened back up and a large open sky met them. Around them torches lit up shadowy buildings and figures that began to appear around them.

The narwhal pulled up to a dock and let go of the ship’s reins, disappearing under the water with a splash of its tail.

One by one, they each disembarked and stood on a shifting dock before the dock workers assisted them to a stone platform. Slats immediately went to a large stone shining in the moonlight from above.

He stood for a moment, his finger tracing the runic writings. He then turned to Kealin.

“I have not read in the history of the dwarves of any island built by dwarven arms, no palaces of the sea or ice, but yet I read of this place and know it was built by the dwarves indeed and is much more than a forge in itself.”

“The time of the world before was that of ice and water alone. It is the blood of existence and a part of all of us be you man, elf, dwarf, half-elf, and so forth as you deem appropriate. There is much history to be found beyond the books and it is why I wanted you to come here. But more of dat later. This is the peak of an old mountain, well before the common histories were kept.”

Slats nodded, “The dialect of the runes seems distant to what I know, yes.”

A man appeared from a stairwell above holding a lamp in his hand, “Kealin, it is good to see you, sir. What word from the Island Nation?”

The man was tall, slender, but had strong arms and a small scraggly beard. He brushed his hands on a tan apron and looked at Slats. “Are these the ones?”

“Dey are.”

The man bowed and knelt, “Saints of Wura, welcome to this place of old. We are honored to have you.”

“Go now, up the stairs,” said Kealin, “dey are in need of rest and a warm meal tomorrow.”

“I will see to it,” the man said. “Come this way.”

Kealin pointed for them to follow the man and they ascended a stairwell. At the top, they came to a platform where a large torch basin burned brightly. A sheer wall was before them, unadorned, except for a single small door. 

Sviska noticed that in the center of the door were runes similar to the ones at Elinathrond that led to the asylum. He felt an uneasiness at the thought. 

The man pushed open the door and they passed into a large atrium. He shut the door behind them and took a torch from the wall. 

“My name is Gwyur; I am one of the master blacksmiths and a friend of Kealin. I know you all as the Saints of Wura. There is Berie the elf, Slatnichor the dwarf, Garoa, the one of magic and Sviska, keeper of the mer-blade?”

They each nodded.

“Good then. I remembered.”

He turned them down a narrow hallway that opened up to their left. In the distance, they could see a large pool of water, with a center island built up with pillars rising out of the sea. A large fire burned in the center of the columned building and they spotted workers moving around it.

They passed again into a stone corridor. Adornments of carven shapes and spiked and curved stones lined the wall. Two wooden doors were opposite another passage that contained a stairwell leading downward. Gwyur took them to the double doors and opened them with a firm pull.

Two large tables ran the length of a long room. A fire burning at the far end cast a faint glow as they moved in between the two tables and to a side room.

“You can stay here for the night. A meal will be ready at first light tomorrow. When you have finished, exit through the double doors and descended the stairwell directly in front of them. I will be awaiting you there.”

Slats nodded, “It is well to be in a place of the dwarves and to see it alive.”

“As much as it can be, given the rising seas. To find such a place intact and not rampant with the rabble of the Grand Protectorate was a monumental find. But it is truly Kealin that has secured it for us. I leave you to yourselves.”

Gwyur smiled and bowed before exiting the room.

The four of them said nothing as they removed their coats and settled in for the night. Slats took a seat upon a stone pillar near the fireplace and began to smoke as Sviska watched Garoa sitting on his bed casting fire spells between his hands. 

He whispered to himself, creating a tiny flame before rolling it around his fingers. His gauntlets surged with a white light as he created another flame in the opposite hand, joining the two in the air before him.

Berie looked over to him and then Sviska.

“This place is old but I still prefer the trees,” said Berie. “A mountain is not too unhappy if given the right company.”

“Aye! The mountain is the best!” Slats piped in from the other room.

Garoa grasped the flame and flipped it into his right hand before creating a sparkle of water in his left, a swirl of ice chilled the air.

“I need practice,” he said.

Garoa stood as Sviska and Berie both adjusted themselves to see him better. Looking towards the bare wall on the far side of the room, he let fly a ball of fire. A smoldering trail of black smoke followed the flames until they struck the rock, leaving nothing but a seared mark. He shot ice with his other hand; the crash of the crystallizing spell shattering like glass followed by another blast of fire and series of fireballs. The wall became alight in red flames. 

“I think that is enough,” Sviska said.

He moved closer. Another series of fireballs, fired in quick succession followed by a wave of both hands, a line of flames and ice struck the wall like whips. The sounds reverberated in the room.

“Garoa, that is enough,” said Sviska again, raising his voice this time.

Still Garoa continued, moving closer and casting his spells. He reached to his side; drawing his sword, he heated the blade, a red flame took the metal as it went from the sheen of silver metal to a red glow. He thrust the sword into the rocks and it bent and broke. He dropped the broken sword on the floor and turned to look at them.

Slats now stood in the doorway, his pipe at the edge of his mouth. Sviska stood with his arms crossed and Berie turned her attention to her bow and quiver, incessantly adjusting the straps.

“That is enough,” Garoa said, “Forgive me for not being as good with weapons as you all are. I have not been alive for more than a hundred years or an assassin trained by the Order.”

He stomped past them and went towards the wooden doors. Sviska ran after him, shouting. 

“Wait.”

He stopped, but did not look at him. His eyes were dead-set ahead and it seemed he held back tears in the corners of his eyes.

“I do not know what has become of your calmness and even with Brethor, you understood what path we must take,” began Sviska. “But acting reckless and treating everyone as if they are below you is not the way to do it.”

Garoa held his glare and then exhaled, before shaking his head. “I know and I will try, friend. But I am not the type to be idle.”

“I know and I am glad of that. But take care to show others that you are calm and have purpose in your action.”

“Very well.”

The two stared at one another for a moment.

“I am not tired.” Garoa told him, “A walk will be nice. But you all should get some sleep,” he nodded towards the bedroom.

Sviska nodded his head, agreeing, and patted his back.

“Thank you, Sviska. And I meant no disrespect when it comes to your past.”

“None was taken. That is my past and I will put those skills to use to save your daughter and retrieve the staff. It is not all a waste.”

The two parted and the wooden doors shut.

“He is reckless, I fear,” said Slats.

“Reckless, perhaps.” Berie agreed, “But his zeal is unmatched and only weakened as he casts the spells; that effect is lessened by his people’s gauntlets. In the old days, his people were a force to face and perhaps that is why they were killed so readily in the wars against magic. The gauntlets of his ancestor will serve him well.”

“He is a father searching for his daughter, with the power of the elements within his own hands. Given the situation and the power, I believe he would burn this entire world for that one person, if it was needed.” 

Sviska nodded to his own words, “And before the end, it may be. I go to lie down.”

None remained awake much longer after that. Berie and Slats talked of nonsense before a last smoke by Slats and they each headed to their respective beds. Garoa came back sometime later. He held a parchment in his hand and an inkwell he had picked up some time ago. He had not written in a while and he found calmness in the flowing of words he had in his mind.

 

“A father of new, I find my mind closed,

For with the withering of my one, I gained this new rose.

Little you know me, and of that I regret,

But I deny not the choice of this path I have chose.”

I will succeed in all.

 

 He whispered the words to himself before he folded up the parchment and sealed the inkwell. His mind would not quiet and he would not find peacec until Asnea was safe.

 

The morning came with the clanging clamor of something breaking in the sitting area. Berie, already awake, headed in, followed by a sleepy Slats, Garoa and Sviska who each awoke following the resounding sounds. Sviska noticed a plate rolling across the floor.

A large man had his back to them. He squatted down, grabbing the dishes. A second tray had already been set down and had salted meats and a steaming broth ready for them to enjoy. Luckily, it was the chalices that had broken.

The man stood with the mangled dishes and turned. It was Ruir.

“Well, I brought your food but the drinks required a careful hand not just a strong one.” 

Slats went to him, “Ruir, it is good to see you again. Still healing up?”

Ruir looked at his scabbed-over cuts and areas still bandaged. “I am conditioning my skin for more cuts! Soon we will all be ready. I had come to pick up my order from the blacksmiths. When you tend to toss your ax at the enemy you need to be assured you have another one for when their necks beg for a bleeding!” He shook his head deep and slow. “I do like a good bleeding.” He looked towards the food, “I saw this food and inquired of why such a good meal had been made. I was told of the half-elf bringing guests and knew it had to be you four. I insisted on bringing it to you but I was not as careful as needed. Servant work is not my specialty!” 

“Aye, you just need to do it more,” The dwarf jeered. “I was not so good myself, but after a few, well fifty or so years, I was better at it, not to mention the other kitchen work.”

“Except for baking,” said Berie.

Sviska laughed, “I remember my first meeting with you, Slats, there were some issues with baking.”

“His ax work is good, though,” said Ruir,“and that is enough for me! Eat, eat! I will find some more drinks and send a person more capable of carrying them. I will speak to you all later.”

Ruir headed out, careful not to spill the remaining intact cups from the tray. As soon as they had finished eating, a trio of drinks arrived and, gathering their items as they swallowed them down, they exited the room and went towards the forge as instructed the night before.

Down the stairwell they found a long walkway with crenelated walls. Over the sides they spotted steaming water rushing back into the deeper part of the mountain and out to sea. The building ahead was alive with clanging and smashing. Upon walkways above them walked men with arms freshly cooled and ready for shipment to the Island Nation.

Ahead on a raised platform up a flight of stairs, stood both Gwyur and Kealin looking over a forged blade. Nearby, handling an ax and twirling a second in his other hand, was Ruir.

“A good night’s sleep and a decent meal?” Gwyur asked as they began up the steps.

The heat from the burning fires in the building was scorching. The dwarven forge was made up of not only a large fire in which to heat the ore before smiting it into different objects, but many anvils, twice the size of what would be expected in the rest of the world. As one man held the yellow orb of metal, just pulled from the fires, another two would rhythmically smite it as sparks littered the ground. In total, around thirty men worked the forge.

“It was good,” said Slats, “but it is even better to see such a place as this.”

“Yes, I can see, dwarf. This place means much to you. I am honored to be a smith within it.”

“As it did to us when I found it, though not so friendly and warm then, but we got the inner hearth lit. It took many men and several days for the system to work as designed,” said Kealin. 

“Most of the city itself is underwater, but the passages to ore that could be still mined, as well as the shell provided by Kealin, made production even faster than expected. The marvel behind such a place. Even the cold-water vats we use to cool the metal can easily be emptied towards the sea and fresh water from the heart of the mountain is funneled into them. But enough of this matter; I wish to show you what I have worked on for you.”

He led them around the forge and to a doorway in a column of rock. Following up a narrow stairwell that required all except Slats to duck down, they came to an area where the forge fires shot up through a column and the cool winds from atop the island met with the smoke, turning it into a hazy cloud.

“The deep fogs of this region help hide the signs of fires but still we must be careful as of late.”

From the level they stood, they spotted the sea stretching towards the horizon from the north side of the island through an opening in the mountain.  The ruins of two towers which sat to either side of the opening fell in rubble down the slope leading towards a slapping waterline below.

Around this level of the forge were stone tables now used as workbenches in a circle around the fires. Gwyur went to a chest that sat before one of the nearest benches and unlocked it with a key he pulled from under his shirt.

“When Kealin requested I craft armor for the Chieftains, I took extra time to refine the materials to a hardness that even Slatnichor would be proud of! But when I finished their armor, he told me that he had a special request and that the weapons of the old races were wielded again. I made special armor for each, following a rough estimate of sizes from the half-elf.”

Kealin laughed, “I have seen many pieces of armor protecting both woman and man, not to mention the occasional beast in the old days. I think I did well by my sizing.”

The blacksmith pulled the first of the sets of armor out.

It was silver, but hues of red and bluish shells made up the sides and the creases of the chest. With it he pulled out a pair of leather pants; the hardened metals from the forge had been made into plates that ran the length of the leg but were stacked like scales. 

“This is for Berie, the elf and wielder of the Bow of Truesong.”

He handed it to her and smiled. 

Going back to the chest, he took out a second set of armor; this too was silver and of similar design but smaller. A spiked helmet adorned with the horns of a sea animal in a line from the forehead and back were split by a single spike of metal. The emblem of crossed axes were set upon the breastplate and dwarvish ruins decorated the sides.

“This one if for Slatnichor. We are not perfect in our understanding of Dwarvish but we were told from Kealin, in detail, of the Hammersongs.”

“I see,” said Slats, “This reads well in the language of dwarves and I am honored to be noted as such. Now I must earn such a title.”

Gwyur smirked, “We honor all dwarves with such a description.” He turned to the others, “The inscription means, “Son of Hammer, Bane of the New World.” 

Kealin laughed, “The meaning perhaps not as significant to many now, but the hammer is the most important of all dwarven relics. If not for the hammer, not one thing here nor of many places of old, would be. In time, Slats shall prove to be the bane of this world made by the Grand Protectorate.”

Gwyur pulled another set of armor out. It was a simple silver, with two brooches permanently fastened to the front. The image of the stars engraved across the chest in a line and a downward-facing crescent moon made up the lower portion of the armor. 

“I know not of the Rusis language or I would of made mention of your people, but you are secretive as the night and have powers in shadows. I took extra care to carve in the stars you will wear as a homage to the night.”

Garoa took the armor, looking down at it, “Thank you, Master Blacksmith. It is long since I hid in the shadows. Perhaps, there will not be need for it again.”

“And now for Sviska,” said Kealin.

Gwyur returned to the chest, lifting out the armor. He held it before Sviska. 

The image before him was one carved with conch shells around the shoulders. A simplistic fish ran from the breastplate down towards the abdomen on the left side and along the right were etchings that Sviska could not understand.

“As the wielder of Sishan, Kealin had asked that, aside from the metals of blended shell and ore harvested from the mountain, that his own inscription be placed on this armor and markings of the mer-people and the ocean be included.”

Kealin walked before Sviska and pushed the armor from Gwyur towards him, “You will find the power of Sishan will flow well through you with this armor. The inscription is one of secret from the sea but trust it holds power.”

“I am grateful, Kealin.”

He took the armor and looked down at it. His time with the Order had never given him armor such as this; though he had sliced the flesh around finely crafted metals, he was happy to have some of his own. The others each placed their armor on the stone table as Gwyur pointed for them to do so.

 It was then a loud sound echoed through the island ruins. The sounds of the clanging of the forge faltered as another loud call split the island.

“No, dis is not happening,” the half-elf whispered.

Another horn called and shouting began below.

“Your armor, get it on!” he commanded.

The horn called again, deep and long, as the four worked to affix their armor before donning their cloaks given to them by Brethor.

Upon finishing, Kealin and Gwyur immediately began downward, followed by the others.

“If they are sounding the horn, the perimeter is breached and the point ships are overrun,” Gwyur said.

“We must hurry. Dey will be upon us soon.”

“We will need to launch the Island fleet to stop them, we need to get all to the ships.”

“Yes to the first but I have need of the dwarf elsewhere.” 

They made it to the second level and Slats heard his name called.

“Slats, this place had a great tower once. I had hoped to take you there, as well as the others, but it will have to do that you go now. In the times before, a beacon of light shone atop it.”

“A lighthouse?” simplified Sviska.

“Of a sort. From there you can see well the approach towards the island and it was made so that not many could see it from the water. You and Berie go there, the rest of us have blade work to do.” He pointed towards a causeway leading upwards that they could just see wrapping up the mountain. “Go there, you will find the way to awake the guardian. Don’t wait for us all to be dead.” 

“What guardian?” asked Berie.

“Come on, elf, should be a good perch for arrow shooting!” shouted Slats, in a full sprint towards the causeway.

Berie pulled her bow from her back as Slats began up towards the causeway. The others ran towards the door of the sheer cliff and to the waterway where Kealin had docked with them the night before. As they opened the doors, the masts of at least ten ships were rushing by. Many had less than full crews but not one man hid in fear. Ruir had already made it to the helm of his High ship an was holding two axes. He lifted both up in unison.

“To arms, those of the island forge! The Legions have come to test our skill in metals! Throw them to the sea!”

“How many ships?” asked Gwyur.

“They know something, I counted twelve. The large ones. The perimeter guard did not stand a chance.”

Kealin tapped his silver hammer on the dock and Tulasiro and his black boat came from the depths in an eruption of frigid water. The ship came to rest near the dock and Kealin turned and looked at Sviska and Garoa. 

“We shall move behind the main group. It is fear that will win this battle, that, and the work of our elf and dwarf friends!”

Sviska and Garoa boarded as Kealin clicked his tongue, “Tulasiro, take us out and around the ships of the Island Nation.” 

Sviska had no more than settled in his seat when the narwhal propelled them away from the dock.

The half-elf laughed, “The time for evasion and hiding has ended. My blades thirst.” 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 Torch of Throka

 

The sailing winds were swift and filled the ships’ sails. A few ships had mustered enough men to row ahead of the rest, breaking away from the main group. Ahead of them, the Grand Protectorate ships merged into a line. Navigating through the rocks required tact and control of vessels so large. Two had already passed through the rocky gateway and were on a collision course with the Island Nation counterattack.

The narwhal pulled them towards the right, Ruir shouted a loud battle cry over the sounds of the breaking water. His vocals seemed to energize those around him. Tulasiro changed course again and pulled the ship through another low-hanging stone archway.

The attack was underway. Surrounded by the splintered ships of the perimeter guards, the Legion Armada had slowed and were now three in line. Boarding them would be difficult. They were at least four ships taller than that of the Island Nation. Between the two large circular masts, the front of the ships had two large crossbows. The men aboard cranked the handles, aiming for one of the center ships of the many that rowed at a quickening speed for an attack.

Ruir spun his axes, standing at the fore of his High ship. He smiled as the crossbows slapped the air with the release of the iron bolts. Though powerful, the Armada found it difficult to aim in the rough water. The bolts flew over them, landing among the slower ships behind. A moment later, another volley flew into the Island Nation ships and in a splintering of wood and splashing water, two ships were now sinking. The crews feverishly worked to empty water and keep themselves above the sea at all costs.

The Legion Armada was confident in their actions, as the fourth ship into the ring of stone cruised forward; men atop it looked down at Ruir as his ship passed through the first three and began along the fourth ship’s bow. The men began tossing spears, the clang and clamor bouncing along the ship as the crew responded, returning fire. Ruir shouted loud, throwing two of his three axes. Each found their marks in the face of his foes but as soon as the men fell, another two stepped in to fill the gap.

Ruir had more surprises. He went to the helm of his ship. They were midway down the length of the fourth ship when he began pulling iron rods from the floor to an upward position. Dwarven mechanics switched and clanked and from the sides of his ship curved spikes sprung out, crashing into the wooden bow of their adversary, ripping and tearing at the planks that made up the frame.

 The men of the Legion looked down shouting, their ship damaged and falling to one side, as Ruir directed his ship behind and along the sides of the other ships, lining up another barrage on the already-weakened vessels. The other two rowing ships were nearing range for their grappling hooks and Ruir shouted again, his men working to speed towards the bow of another ship.

As Sviska and Garoa, with the narwhal and Kealin, sped around the two disabled ships, they looked to see the rest of the fleet bearing down on Ruir. However, it was not that which caught Kealin’s attention. A second attack was coming, and it seemed those of the Red Trident were not all gone.

     From a foggy area between two large crags, untouched yet by the sun’s rays and awaiting for word from the Legion Armada, at least twenty ships awaited. Their captains took no offense in the Grand Protectorate’s desire to handle the Island Nation first; they would preserve their ships and crews. These were not their native waters and they cared little beyond the money they were paid to support the Grand Protectorate.

Kealin raised his hand and Tulasiro stopped. Garoa and Sviska turned and noticed the quandary.

“Ruir has stopped one ship,” Sviska pointed out, “We can support him and then regroup. I do not know much of ship battles but we cannot take two fleets on at once.”

“I say attack,” said Garoa, “attack the ships waiting. If the Legion morale is low they will look for their allies. We can at least burn their masts; it will make them slow and vulnerable.” 

Two balls of flames materialized in his hands.

Kealin quirked his head, “Der is more to the second fleet than mere blades and bolts, but I agree with you, Garoa. Keep your head down and your fire handy.”

Tulasiro pulled them around and the boat sliced through the water in a direct path towards the ships awaiting their calls to action. The boat began to cut through rougher waves, the white spray of ocean splashed the ship and Kealin smiled.

Garoa stood, balancing on the ship as it sped towards the fleet. Placing his hands together, blood began to pump towards his fingertips, a slight warming sensation as a tingling began. He formed the flames in his mind, envisioning them in his hands. In a mere second, a large red burning orb formed and he reared back before throwing his hands forward, the flaming ball speeding ahead of them.

He chose the ship closest to him as a target. As the flames struck the front mast of the ship, the cloth of the sales ignited and the fog around the ship dissipated. The men aboard shouted, jumping out of the way of burning ropes and wood falling to the deck. 

The response from the ship was quick. From the bow of the ship, what looked like simple statues adorning the wood came to life, the eyes of the humanoid creatures alight with a blue fire. Like a thunderstorm birthing bolts of lightning in the sky, an arc of electrified energy bounced along the water and struck near Tulasiro and Kealin’s ship.

Tulasiro turned right forcefully, the boat sliding along the top of the water and jerking as she pounded her tail.  Kealin’s boat sped towards the enemy fleet. 

Garoa summoned more fire, tossing it at another ship and alighting it in flames although other ships began to erupt with lightning, causing the hairs on his arms to rise with static as explosions rocked the ship from the bolts striking the water. A sizzling sound filled the air.

Sviska’s ears were ringing. As the narwhal pulled them in an arc to circle around the fleet, an arm of ships move forward, seeking to cut them off. The narwhal banked left, a surge in its pace shifting the winds crossing over the boat. Kealin drew his blades before tapping Sviska on the shoulder.

“Prepare to disembark as Tulasiro delivers us to the ship. Garoa, you should hold on.”

The Rusis looked at him and then sat down, holding onto the side of the boat.

“And us?” asked Sviska.

Kealin knelt, “Prepare to jump!”

As they neared the ship, they saw the faces of their enemies were blackened and red with the trident markings and they had tattoos along their arms. Sviska took a quick look, unable to see a ledge or rope to grab. The distance was too high to jump. Kealin remained kneeling down and Sviska followed his form. Tulasiro seemed to dive down and then in a jerking motion, the sea creature broke the surface of the water, the ship trailing behind her; they flew into the air and over the bow of the ship. Kealin flipped backwards as they passed over the crew and Sviska followed, but not expecting the sudden action, his balance was not as good as the half-elf. He struck the ship, rolling along the planks. He drew Sishan and pushed himself up to his feet. Kealin was already deep into the enemy, spinning and slashing his blades. Four gushing corpses collapsed to the deck, with more to soon join them.

 Two men lunged towards Sviska, a yodel in their throats as they jabbed spears, aiming for his face. He dropped down, grabbing the knee of one as his right hand thrust the dagger near the top of the man’s leg, ripping upwards and towards his abdomen. The man wailed and Sviska spun to his right, striking the second man in the ribs.

Sviska stood up just to have his body struck with a large weighted net. Two men with curved spears ran towards him. He stumbled backwards, working to pull the net off him and found his back against the railing of the ship.  A spearhead sliced down, just missing him but cutting some of the ropes and catching itself in a plank of the ship. 

Sviska cut himself free of the net just in time to parry another spearhead before grasping the shaft of the spear and giving a forceful kick to the other attacker. But the man was ready. In one motion, he caught his foot and forced it up. Sviska felt his head fly backwards and his legs flew over top of him as he was thrown over the railings. 

The wielder of Sishan will not be so easily tossed away. 

Sviska swiped the dagger toward the water and a column sprung up from the surf, pushing against him. He rose up and grasping the dagger tighter, he pointed towards the ship and floated back to the railing. 

The men that had toppled him pointed in amazement as Sviska returned to the ship. They again went to attack him but too late, as with two swift stabs both fell dead.

 He looked up to see Kealin moving into the interior of the ship and then scanned the waters around, spotting another fireball striking a nearby ship. Garoa and Tulasiro moved around the outside, causing as much chaos as they could. The ships of the fleet were still trying to use their lightning to destroy them but the swift narwhal evaded them. 

Sviska spotted the man holding the wheel of the ship. He was larger than the others were. In his right hand he held a trident, as his left turned the wheel of the ship. Another ship of the fleet was coming to assist them and the captain of this one worked to line up the rendezvous.

Sviska sprinted towards the ship’s captain. His dagger in hand, he jumped towards the wheel and the man thrust the trident up, just missing Sviska but forcing his blade to parry. Sviska’s other hand balled into a fist, striking him as they both fell to the ground.

The man shouted and bit at Sviska’s face, his breath rank of cured fish and sour milk. Sviska buried his dagger into the man’s side. The man wailed, dropping his trident, and swung a fist Sviska’s way, landing a strike on his lower back. The bite of the punch was like a dull ache and he coughed, faltering away. He forced himself to his feet as the other man reached for his trident. They began a dance of blade and spike. The other Red Trident ship was closing in, fresh with new allies for the injured captain.

 

Moments before this, Berie and Slats had reached the top of the tower and, passing through an ornate door with jeweled awnings, they found a large circular room with narrow windows surrounding them. In the center of the room was a stone, different from the blocks that made up the forge and surrounding structure. A flat wall along one side of the room, blocking one of the windows, bore a runic inscription.

The elf looked from one of the windows towards the ships intermingled in battle, spotting Kealin, Sviska, and Garoa entering the rocky outcropping as Ruir went towards the Legion ships.

“It is a long shot, even for me, from this place.”

Slats looked out of a window opposite of Berie, noticing stacked rocks upon an island. He walked around the center stone-covered object and then looked towards the runic inscription. He began to read it out loud. 

“Of those that dwell in the land of the northern mountains, protection has come from the sons of the mountain god, ere waters rise we cannot avoid losing this place, we seal the torch of Throka. Fear, we do, they being released without a dwarf to command them.”

Berie set an arrow to her bow and drew back. Her eyes could see the bow of the ship and an enemy seeking his death, waving his arms wildly as he fired the mounted crossbows. It was far shot but her eyes scanned the surf and the way the wind moved atop it. She released the string and he fell dead moments later as her arrow found its target.

Slats turned towards the rocky structure in the center of the room. His ax in hand, he approached the stone. The stone had been encased around something. He rubbed his fingers along it.

“I can break this. It is a softer stone.”

It seemed before the half-elf had learned of the place, those of the Island Nation had tried to chip away at the rock. Obvious by the small hammer and chisel left on the ground. 

Slats needed no chisel. Lifting his ax, he stepped forward, sliding his hands together as he smote the rock. With a single strike, the stone crumbled. A large crystal, unaffected by his strike, lit the top of the tower with a white light bright enough so that Berie, who had taken another arrow to string, shielded her eyes and looked to Slats. 

The crystal began to spin; a rumbling shook the entire island. Slats felt his feet trembling and outside the towering rocks began to roll off the nearby island.

Berie and he both went to get a closer look and found a ledge that jutted out over the forge below. The highest point of the old city was also a speaking place between the Dwarves and the sons of the mountain god.

The island began to move, as more rocks rolled, crashing into the water below. A form began to appear, as well as a second form, and a third. The rocky veins of earth moving took the shape of a dwarven-looking being, but massive and made of stones. They were living rock, some entity like giants but not of flesh. They stood tall, their feet deep in the sea, standing on the old cliffs, now hidden by the ocean. One of them stood over the rest, looking over to the ledge and Slats and Berie.

It stared, unmoving. The other two stood somewhat shorter, but waiting also.

Slats breathed heavily. It seemed that it waited for a command. Slats thought of the inscription and took a deep breath.

“Sons of the mountain god, I, Slatnichor, command you defend this place! Help our brothers-in-arms!”

The lurching beings began forward, their legs following the old spines of the mountains long forgotten below the surface of the seas. Their hands reached atop the peaks of the island chain and pulled boulders free. In a bombardment unlike any of recent days, the massive stones demolished the Legion Armada ships on the far edge of the attack which had already begun to flee. The people of the Island Nation cut down legionnaires abandoning their ships to escape their deaths. Though the crossbows had destroyed half of the fleet, the damage wrought on the Armada by the giants was absolute.

 

Sviska continued to struggle with the man. He had landed two more slices. One opened up the man’s brow, having just missed his eyes. The other along the man’s leg, as he had attempted to slice the large artery there but was thwarted by a thick layer of leather and metal.

The man’s trident was broken now. An attempt to stab Sviska after knocking him to the ground had left him without a weapon, as Sviska rolled out of the way and then noticed the man struggle to remove his stuck spear points. He refused to let go but was knocked to the ground as Sviska lunged at him, breaking the wooden handle.

A low and deep thundering voice yelling across the waves caused both Sviska and the captain to jump and turn.

One of the sons of the mountain gods had made his way to the border of the dwarven ruins and stood tall, a large piece of rock in its hand.

The ship that had just pulled close to assist spotted the giants and turned away, attempting to flee. The giant threw a boulder and the men aboard jumped from the deck before it disappeared in an explosion of water and wood as the ship was pulverized.

The captain of the remaining ship ran in fear for the aft of his ship. Perhaps he was going to jump but Sviska was not sure. In a shaky glance back towards Sviska, the captain failed to notice Kealin ascending from the depths of the ship. He turned to see Kealin’s blade swinging towards his neck before falling into a bleeding heap, splashing blood all over the deck.

Sviska watched in a horrid awe, unable to move, as the monstrous form grasped more of the island, breaking through ice and rock in a trembling crackle, before tossing boulders of all sizes at the fleet. Many ships turned to flee, while others turned towards the monster, the front of their ships casting lightning upon the island, striking the creature of stone. 

The other two creatures came from behind it, having dealt with all of the Legion Armada; their hands were free to throw more stones towards the Red Trident fleet. In a series of barrages, each rocking the ship Sviska and Kealin had taken with tumultuous waves, the Red Trident fleet was all but destroyed. Stragglers of the fleet fled, their ships making for the farthest edges of the horizon to flee the attack by the sons of the mountains. 

In a monstrous rumble, the sons of the mountains roared with mouth agape. They turned back towards the dwarven forge.

Kealin patted Sviska’s shoulder, “Dis is why I needed you here. I did not know dey would attack like dis but I hoped the dwarf could awaken the old defenses I had read of. It seems he did dat. I doubt they will ever come this way while we still live. Come, back to the boat.” 

Garoa came before the ship, looking up at Sviska and Kealin, “What were those?”

“Some type of dwarven magic,” said Sviska, “Did you fare well?”

“Well enough, meaning that I avoided being pummeled by rocks, yes, and that is a nice ship you have.”

Sviska looked around. The bodies of the fallen littered the deck but it was the only ship that remained floating in the area.

“Yes, it is nice. Maybe we should go sailing. I’ve always wanted to take a ship for a jaunt to the unknown.”

“Jaunt in da cold sea is not so great,” laughed Kealin, “We all did well here. Let us return to the forge.”

 

Slats stood with Berie as the stone giants returned. It seemed that though he did not expect such a calling, he was a dwarf and as such, their master, in a way. A least, it seemed so. The taller one stood again near the tower and looked towards Slats.

“What do I do now?” he asked Berie.

The elf shrugged, “They are giants of stone that seem to listen to you, have them do what you want. I do not even know what these beings are.”

Slats stared at them, “They are guardians of old. I had heard of them in myth as a child, the ‘sons of the mountain god come with the sounds of thunder.’ They were said to be controllable only by the dwarves of old times, that is, prior to even the foundations of Harodarr in the eastern mountains. They are the oldest of my kin.”

Slats took his ax and held it aloft towards the beings, “Rest now and go with grace. Be watchful though of the waters around this place and let none with ill will towards those of magic cross these borders.”

The rocky form seemed to bow, before it and the other two, lay down upon the mountains to rest, their bodies becoming again just as the mountain tops they laid upon. The crystal of the tower still burned brightly. The light of Throka, lit by Slats, would remain.

They hurried down to the lower level to meet the returning ships.

 

Ruir was still standing at the fore of his ship. The other ships returned also but with many men bloodied and injured.

“Get the wounded off. We must search for survivors!” Ruir look to Slats and Berie, “I know not the evil that came to aid us,” began Ruir, “but aid, it did. A few more of those and we will take the Legion out with ease.”

“They are not evil. They are guardians of the dwarven ruins, sons of the mountains,” Slats said, “They will remain watchful guardians as long as the crystal burns in the tower above.”

Ruir climbed from his boat dockside and sighed, “Well then, it will be kept safe, for none can match the might of the stone creatures! We should take them to Lokam!”

Around the corner and through the wide berths of the longships, came Tulasiro and the ship of the half-elf.

“Kealin!” said Ruir, “We did well in the face of so many. We lost five ships but in men, we lost even less. We are going out to search for survivors.”

“Good. I got you a new ship,” said Kealin, “Da way was bloody but it is a happy sight seeing that those that brought the blade were so afraid they fled . Even the ones in the water that had escaped immediate death, did not dare come near. Tulasiro has gone back, to ensure none of them try to get back on the ship.”

Sviska went to Slats, “Stone creatures, something about that makes me think you, sir dwarf, were involved.”

“Good work, Slats,” Garoa said. 

“And you too, Garoa.” 

They each nodded and Garoa went towards the door into the forge.

“Berie?” asked Sviska.

“I did not do much to speak of,” she smiled, “a few arrows and then Slats figured out the secret to the room.”

“As I knew he would,” said Kealin, “I am glad of it.”

“What of this attack now?” said Ruir.

“They will not return here,” Sviska began, “But no stone giants guard the Island Nation. We also need to be wary of the people of the Red Trident; they, too, may return and attack the Islands.”

“Da Legion is who pays them so maybe, but mercenaries do not work well under conditions where giants of stone are found.”

“I am happy of our numbers today, but the number of ships lost is not good. Though we can rebuild, this is not something we needed just before an attack where we need every ship we have. 

“We have more within the Island Nation but another attack may not leave us in such a good position even with giants guarding the forge. We must make further preparations for our attack. Waiting much longer will prove disastrous. We will press our attack on Lokam. I will send word to the other islands and my own men and go directly to Srun.”

“Then we will return to Kersa and then continue towards Srun with Knasgriff,” said Sviska.

“Do not forget the ship,” said Kealin, “I will bring it in with Tulasiro; you can stock it with weapons and some crew members, and then take it to Knasgriff.”

Ruir laughed, “I thought you had gotten that ship for Ruir!”

Kealin smiled, his curved teeth showing, “I was mistaken. It is not good for you.”

“You know us of the Island Nation well, those ships are too large. We like making the shallow water our ally! I will keep my other ship.”

The midday sun burned above them even in the cool northern waters. Kealin had towed the ship nearer to the forge and the smaller ships made trips, delivering cases of armor, axes, and arrows, as well as extra supplies, as men from the forge planned to leave to join the gathering forces of the Island Nation.

Slats joined Garoa, who had begun in to carry their armor to Kealin’s boat but then turned and went towards the Red Trident ship to load it. The armor was stacked in the ship’s hold except for Slats’, who gladly wore the fine metals and images of his people, no matter the weight on his body.

Before the afternoon sun had begun to set, the ship made way towards the south. The crew were busy working to open the main sail as a cold wind blew over them. From the far north, a gust began, catching the sails, and pushing them forward. They each stared back at the forge, the lighthouse atop the island now shining brightly with the crystal alight, and the stone giants watching the waters around the forge.

Before they could find any rest on their journey, they had a bit of work to do. In particular, tossing the remaining bodies overboard and cleaning the deck. Sviska was not particularly used to cleaning up after he killed someone but it needed to be done. Now they moved towards Kersa over calm seas.

Sviska went to the front of the ship. Peering over the bow, he looked at the stone statue that had cast such random blasts of lighting at them before. The image was that of a maiden, her hands held out to her sides, her hair like a flowing raiment but encased in stone. He did not know how those of the Red Trident had used such magic and there was no instruction he could find on the ship.

“Do you only care to spend time with women of stone?” a voice said behind him.

He jumped, turning to see Berie. She smiled at him as he sat along the rail of the ship.

“We have not been able to speak as of late, it seems,” he said to her, “at least, not on any personal level.”

She said nothing. Resting her elbows on the rail, she looked out, her eyes scanning the horizon as the wind blew through her hair. Her blue eyes seemed to be one with the sea.

“Not like the woods of your people,” he said to her. It was an obvious fact but one intended to produce relaxed conversation.

“No. But there is a sense of peace here,” she looked at him. “I have not forgotten, in all of the weeks that have passed, our time under the trees in the Estate of Elinathrond. I wanted you to know, I had not partaken in such a peaceful and, well… happy time in a long while before.”

Sviska was not sure what to say. He looked towards her and a strand of hair that blew over her face. Before she could tuck it back over her ear, he did it for her. She smiled and turned from the railings. Sviska smiled also. In his many dealings with people in his life, he had never felt as he did at this moment. The times under the trees with the elf had not left his mind either.

The evening sun was beginning to sink as the island of Kersa went from a bleak outline to smoking chimneys, and the ship came to rest outside the walls of the city. With a clanking crash followed by a plunge into the depths below, the anchors set the ship in firm placement. 

From down below, a small ship met them and they made their way off the ship down rope ladders. A quick row to the shore and they were on land again. Knasgriff and Euso approached in a hurry with a contingent of many soldiers. 

“I had a thought to raise an alarm, seeing the masts of that ship, until I saw the Island Nation ships escorting you. I received word from the others that the forge was attacked, are you all well?”

Sviska nodded, “We are well but we have reason to convene at Srun sooner.”

“Ruir is carrying word to the other chieftains, we must go soon,” said Garoa.

“And we brought weapons and armor,” Slats added.

“Much news of noteworthy information ,” said Knasgriff. “We will prepare immediately.”

He turned to one of his guards, “Rally the men. Ensure all able bodies are prepared to sail within the hour.”

The man bowed and then hurried towards Kersa.

“They tell me stone creatures defend the forge, is this true?”

Slats nodded, “Indeed they do.”

“Are there any other tricks we may be able to use to assault Lokam? Ocean beasts? Dragons?”

Garoa laughed, “Two dragons would do us well, but they are not of age yet.”

“Truly, you have dragons?”

“They are young, but large already. They are in safekeeping and still growing.”

“I have read of dragons. A dragon is a powerful ally,” said Euso, “but a bolt to its heart is a real danger. If it cannot defend itself with fire and smoke, I would hope it would stay away until it can.”

Slats laughed, “The well-forged axes of the dwarven forge are as good a weapon as the claws of a dragon. Brave men will stand against those whom seek to destroy us.”

The city of Kersa became a hive of activity. The ships crafted by Tvila had amassed and six lined the shore. The longships were unlike the fishing ships in every way. Nearly the length of five men of great stature, they sat low in the water when not beached. A single mass with a large sail and a line of new shields, freshly delivered from the forge. 

Placed within the ships were stores of meat and fresh water. Each man carried at least two axes and a long spear. Some that had traded more with other Island Nations had bows but most did not. Unlike the armor of the Chieftains and the Saints, their armor was not adorned but was well made of a mix of animal fur and layered plates. From looks alone, it seemed only enough to protect from a glancing blow but not a decent thrust, but in fact the armor made at the dwarven forge was nearly unmatched in the rest of the world. 

On the shore, the people made a large bonfire and the warriors began to board the ships. The undercity port that had become a storehouse of smaller ships would not have worked for the war vessels now present. There were tears and firm embraces; most all of the men, and even some of the women who did not have children to rear, were climbing onto the ships. 

Knasgriff lit torches and spread them out among the ship captains. Off the masts of each ship were lanterns and as they began the journey around the island, the night sea would be alight with the ships of the Island Nation.

“We will be sending some of our smaller ships down the western tract to scout for any Protectorate attack from the waterways. They plan to anchor in a line to communicate back to us. If they sound horns, we will respond in mass from Srun. We cannot have any message of our massing getting to Lokam. Scouts have been infiltrating all along the coast and thus far I have heard that none expect an attack.”

“So much for a fishing trip,” said Slats.

“That story worked for a time but not after the events at Srun. We are now at open war with the Grand Protectorate.” 

Knasgriff’s ship anchored near the shoreline and was transformed from the last time Sviska saw it. Aside from the custom of placing shields along the railings, large torch basins and spears prepared with torch material lined the aft of the ship. The ships oars were now reinforced with metal plates and the sails were not white anymore, but made in the large image of the Nation of Kersa.

“It is not too different,” he told them. “But if we run into ships of the Legion, we chieftains will lead any attack due to the numerous enhancements made on our ships. Some, like mine, are subtle. Flaming spears to catch the masses of the enemy ships. Others, like Ruir, have literal spikes to tear apart the hulls.”

“I saw such work at the forge,” Sviska said.

“I doubt any Legion will dare sail against us,” said Slats.

“I hope you are right. But failing against Lokam in one direct attack will draw every Legion towards us and now with magic, I cannot guess what the Grand Protectorate might come up with.”

“It’s the Itsu Priest I worry about, in regards to that,” Sviska said.

“One battle at a time, my friend,” Knasgriff told him.

With exorbitant shouting and firm pushing from the shore, the ships of the nation of Kersa set sail and moved into formation the waters to the west of the Island. The smaller ships headed south west to scout the coastline while the remaining ships, including the flagship of Knasgriff and the captured ship, now full of supplies even beyond what it had arrived with, began the northern route around the island and then back south towards Srun.

 

Chapter 4 Preparing Bait and Sharpening Hooks

 

As they rounded the northern horn of the Island, Sviska spotted a long trail of lights in the distance as the rest of the Island Nations traversed their respective paths towards Srun. With the night sky above, it was impossible to see which nation it was but given the time of travel and necessary preparations, the navies would be arriving at Srun all throughout the night.

The longships of Kersa began to go to shore along with the other ships that lined the coast. Many others remained offshore; there was no need nor room for everyone near Srun and many ships had been tied together, sharing supplies and warmth as they rocked up and down with the rolling waves underneath them.

They disembarked their ship, anchoring it in the deeper waters north of Srun. The sea was not as angry as it had been the night of the siege and it was because of that they were not worried about being thrown against the rocks of the cliffside as they rowed towards the beach.

Upon making shore, they continued in quick order up the Ocean Path, spotting Knasgriff ahead and already entering the fortress. He was in the first boat that made shore.

 A group of horses grazed outside the doorway with a lone man holding a bow watching over them. The Falacar trusted no one else but their own to watch their horses.

The signs of battle were still present but most of the wreckage was cleared. A thick animal hide hung in the doorway where before, the near impregnable doors had stood. The collapsed column had an ornate blanket over it and many more candles lit the atrium and side room before the walkway towards the meeting room. A host of supplies were lining the walls and now roving guards made their way through the structure, including the upper portion, looking down upon the causeway. Walking down the open-air bridge to the meeting room, there were even more candles. It was a solemn mix of memorials and practical light but Sviska could still smell the stench of blood.

Upon entering the meeting chambers, Bloodhawk turned from speaking with one of his men, to greet them. 

“Not even three suns have passed and we are back to discuss war. The Falacar cannot decide if you all love war or if the need is that great to push forward.”

“Greetings, Bloodhawk, and I wish we did not have to push forward so quickly but it is necessary,” Sviska explained. “There were advancements made by the enemy.”

“I have heard of the attack but I was not sure how many the Legion had sent or the casualties on the side of the Island Nation.”

“Casualties were low but they sent many ships,” said Berie.

“We were lucky,” added Sviska.

“You are favored by the gods of the North, dear Sviska,” Bloodhawk said. “It is because of that favor that we Falacar fight for you as we do. We were spared much heartbreak and suffering in the east. If we must suffer now to secure your lands, we will do so.”

“I thank you for that,” Sviska said with a smile. “One day, you must tell me of your lands. When this is at last all over, I would like to ride to your homeland.”

Bloodhawk gave him a deep nod, “An honor, saint.”

Around the table, all but Arsus had arrived. The nations of New Srun and Colui sent representatives but due to the funeral pyre of their leaders just turning to ash within the last day, no person of official capacity was present. Those sent of such nations, sat away from the table, leaving the spots of their fallen leaders open. 

Knasgriff and Ruir, along with Tvila, looked upon a series of maps and other notes scattered around the table.

Slats looked at the assembled men, “The Legatus is not here?”

“We sent word,” Knasgriff said, “but received no reply. The Falacar have engaged many of the Grand Protectorate to the south. We must assume that his forces will not be of help and continue our plans.”

Garoa approached them, “What word from the spies?”

“Good to see that you each made it back safely,” Tvila smiled, “Garoa, I hear you took a ship of the Red Trident, as well as numerous Grand Protectorate ships.”

He looked to her, “Mind the stories you hear. It was Slatnichor of the Dwarves that deserves credit for that.”

Tvila followed her friendly gesture by a continued smile. Garoa ignored it. Instead, he looked down at the map of Lokam before him.

Sviska came to his side and Slats took a seat across the table; a bowl of smoked fish, well picked-through already but food still, beckoned him. Berie stood behind Tvila.

“The spies say that ships have left Lokam but only after bringing in Legions from the far Northwest. It is said that raids in Taria have essentially cut off the path between Lokam and regions to the west. From across the north, Lokam is amassing forces within its walls and they are well entrenched.”

“The Itsu Priest?” asked Sviska.

“He has not been seen. However the earthquakes in the region have increased and now a deep fog hangs around the Tower.”

“The Priest is there,” stated Garoa, “Plus I am sure he plans to ‘bless’ more of the Legions.”

“We assume so to both of those but whether he is there or not does not change our plan.”

Ruir pointed at the northern portion of the city and the river, “This river is shallow but wide. It is used to deliver supplies into the center of the city and is a way to the center island that links up with the tower through the grand causeway. The central island is a fortress itself, with multiple gateways and towers, making approach from the city impossible.”

“We have seen this place,” said Sviska, “as well as the river going in. There is a gateway through the wall where the water flows freely, pooling in the city itself to form a large lake before exiting the city via cascading falls near the southern walls, where it flows down and out of the city through a crevice over rocky cliffs.”

“This will be the center location of our main attack,” Ruir told them. “My flagship will lead the attack, followed by a large host of our best troops from each nation. This is where I hope that you,” he looked to Garoa, “as well as you, Berie, will come with us. Aside from the morale you will increase with your presence, your strength will be best used here.”

“I want to be in no other place but to be able to assail the tower as quickly as I may,” said Garoa.

Ruir nodded, “ Berie, your bow will be put to best use from the island keep. They will no doubt counter-attack.”

Slats pushed himself in between Garoa and Ruir, “Where might my ax do the most damage?”

“That is the part of the plan that both Ruir, Bloodhawk, and I have debated,” Knasgriff said.

 He pointed on the map to the plains between the city of Lokam and the mountains of the east. “No doubt, it will be easier with the Falacar but we must draw out the Legions from Lokam. Especially now, they expect an attack but with the horsemen of the east, we think we can face a much larger foe. But our numbers are low. I feel a stance against them, waiting for their attack, would serve just as well to draw them out, but Ruir wishes to advance and attack the walls.”

“I did not say attack directly but instead make our presence known and coerce them out. Then our men can retreat and the horseman can cover them, attacking from the sides. It keeps all forces of the Island Nations near.”

Bloodhawk put his hands together and bowed his head, “We do not feel this is the wisest of attacks, though we will proceed as you wish, if it is what the Saints desire.”

“What do you think would work well, Bloodhawk?” Sviska asked.

“My men are strong on the open field, not in the confines of a city. Draw them out with forces of the Island Nation and engage in the open plains of the east with the highlandss to provide a strong cover for the army if we are forced to retreat. There we can circle around, our bolts are deadly and we are faster than men are and able to flee, as needed. They do not know our numbers but knowing that our horses are present, they will send many of their Legions.”

“Did your scouts not receive word that another Legion of men had moved in from the south and reinforced the southern road?” Ruir asked. “If they disengage from your fight and march quickly north, we will have to deal with them then. Our plan not only has us taking the central tower and island, we still must capture, too, the city. It is why an all-out attack on the city would be best.”

Sviska pointed to Taria,“We must not forget Brethor and the people of Taria. They have said they will be ready. They will attack from the North, if only they can know where to go.”

Knasgriff took colored rocks, some black, others red. He placed three black ones in Lokam, another he put down on the southern road going towards the east. He put another five in the far south and an additional one he put in the eastern mountains.

“Each of these denote one Legion, at about four thousand men each. The one in the east is the Legion under Arsus, of less strength but still an ally although out of reach from us for now.”

Bloodhawk nodded, “We are working to reach him. The Legion blocking us has caused considerable issues.”

Knasgriff took the red ones, placing one at sea, north of Lokam, two at New Srun and one in Taria. 

“These are our forces, and of unknown amounts, those in Taria. We must pull as many of the twelve thousand men in Lokam out as we can. Directly engaging them in the plains to the east, we have less than two thousand men that we can field, leaving just around four hundred for the main city attack. That is a small amount.”

“We must remember that taking the central part of the city is what gives us any chance of defeating the Legion. If we fight Lokam with the amount of Legions currently there, even with all of our numbers, we will not hold our ground. With fewer Legions, still it will be difficult but Lokam is not built for fighting in formation. The forces present must be camped around the city. Once they leave, as in the plan to draw them east, those remaining will be much fewer. Fighting will be done in city streets, ax and sword against ax and sword. The large formations and numbers will be less of an advantage to the Legion and in such manner, will make our chances better.”

“Before our arrival, I would say your plan was folly,” Garoa said, “This plan does have substance but it needs more. If the war god Kel is brought out under control of the Order, we shall all pay dearly. At Elinathrond, even with magic as an ally, Kel wrought absolute destruction on the city. That is why every effort must be made to take the central island and the great tower. The people of Lokam are not stupid about what has befallen the lands under the rule of the Grand Protectorate. Some misinformation that needs to be corrected can be dealt with, but we must get to the tower and obtain the Staff of Kel. Perhaps I can free him.”

“What is this staff?” asked Ruir, spitting as he did. “How can a staff out do our weapons of steel and shell?”

“It was the device of the head of the Priory of Kel, servants to the war god. A staff of considerable power. It was sealed in stone until a new master of the order is chosen.”

“Are you the new master?”

“No.” He shook his head, “But we must stop it and I must save my daughter.”

“Is this about your daughter?” asked Ruir, “Are we nothing but pawns to you, Garoa?” He stood up, his hand on his ax. “We of the Island Nation were preparing to stand against the Grand Protectorate for our people, what do you have to lose?”

“Stop, Ruir,” Knasgriff commanded.

Sviska spoke up, “The people of all lands are at risk. The hundreds we saw under the grasp of the Itsu Priest are in Lokam.” 

He stopped and looked at Garoa and Berie, and then to Slats, “We seek to help all that we can.”

Garoa looked at them, nodding. “I want to help all I can but, yes, I do seek my daughter. Furthermore, Kel is a prisoner and perhaps if I can free him, he will see our plight and honor our warriors.”

“A worthy task, Rusis,” said Bloodhawk, “You must pray to the god that such act is his will.”

“Den you need to talk about the rest of da plan,” said Kealin, emerging from behind a pillar. He walked down the steps, now garbed in his armor of metal and shell. “Has no one questioned how to get in the gate of iron that blocks the river path?”

“We had not gotten to that,” said Knasgriff.

“Good thing me and Tulasiro are here to talk about dat den.” 

He smiled, showing his teeth curved and sharp. “Blade work we need to do, Sviska.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“You and I will be the first to Lokam and to the walls. We will take the gate tower, silently. It is what Kealin feels will be best. After opening the gates, we will join the battle at the Tower as soon as we can.”

“Is that not too risky? Do we not have spies to do that from the inside?” asked Slats.

“Our spies are not for this type of work,” Knasgriff stated, “But Kealin is.” 

“And I know Sviska,” said Kealin, “He will do well with me. I have no need to take many of the Island with me to the walls. Sviska and I can do it. The walls around that gate were shortened when the gate was placed many years ago. It will be the easiest place to scale the defenses.”

Sviska laughed, “I hope so. I do not wish a death in Lokam.”

“We must all be careful of that,” said Knasgriff. “But of the attack, the undecided task is that of drawing out the army.”

Slats stood. Taking his ax out, he drew a line on the map in the region of the eastern plains, tearing the map. He then moved the red pieces of Srun and placed them along it.

“We will draw them to that location and fight as long as we must. The tribes of the Falacar will support us. If we must retreat, we will go for the sea and for the longships first. If we must fall back and are cut off from the ocean, we will go to the highlands where at least the spirits of my people will be beside us.”

Knasgriff shook his head, “Dear dwarf, I do admit that our numbers are only estimates. You have only the number of men in half of one Legion and three march against you if all of Lokam empties. It is a clear plan but in truth, we know not the number you will face.”

Ruir grunted, “I dare say this without angering my men, but I see fate calling me. I will go with Slatnichor and we shall have war. One Ukka chief and one dwarf of old will kill many. Knasgriff, you will lead my men. I will direct them to follow your command. If we are to be in unity as a nation once more, our men and women must see it.”

Knasgriff looked to Slats and back to Ruir. 

“Ruir, we have come far in the weeks since the Saints of the god Wura came. We shall do this. So be it.”

“Chieftains!” a voice called out. They turned to see Euso with a number of guards. “A single ship bearing a Red Trident flag was spotted on our coast. They seek negotiations with the people of the Island Nation.”

“Bring them in,” said Knasgriff.

The audience of the room shifted outside to the beaches. A single small ship being escorted by two longships was just viewable in an early morning light.

A tall man disembarked the ship with his men beside him each holding spears in hand. A large group of Island Nation men surrounded them. The Chieftains approached the circle and stood looking at them.

“What business do you have here?” asked Ruir.

“Greetings, people of the Northern sea,” the man said, “I am Youna, and I am King over the Drean, or as we are known in these seas, the Red Trident People. I bring offers of an alliance.”

“A day after a Legion attack with your ships in support?” asked Knasgriff. “Do you think us fools or stupid?”

Youna bowed, “Your warriors have always been honorable, but the horror of the creatures you sent against us has made it so that no amount of money is enough for us to fight. The Grand Protectorate has not treated us much differently than you. We are from the seas to the south, forced to come to the north, to fight you. Yes, we were paid but such deals matter little to us. We wish to go home now, but it is clear the power of the world is at odds. We offer our services to those that wish to allow us to fight and secured our route home.”

“What you mean is, you are afraid of us now?” questioned Ruir.

“My men do not wish to face the giants, but if it is a question of my ships against yours, there is no question.”

Ruir lifted his head, “Kill him.”

A shuffling of weapons commenced as those of the Drean circled around their king. Those of the Island Nation did not move but held their weapons up.

“There is no need for this,” Garoa shouted, “Either you are against the Grand Protectorate or not. I care little of this pitiful show of force between you seafaring peoples. If you wish to fight, say yes. If not, leave. We have no time for anything else.”

Youna pointed to Garoa, “You, we will listen to and we will fight against the Grand Protectorate. Do not put us with those of the Island Nation.”

“Very well,” he said.

Knasgriff looked to Garoa, “Do you speak for the Island Nation now, Rusis?”

“I speak for myself, and my daughter, and the task at hand. If we are rid of the Grand Protectorate, you will be rid of them too.”

Knasgriff could not deny this. Tvila stared at Garoa but he could not tell her feelings about his words.

“What are your numbers?” asked Sviska.

“I have fifteen ships and over three hundred men. Our ships are good for the high seas; we can support you against any Grand Protectorate ships, as well as protect the coasts.”

“Then,” said Slats, “you can support the land army if we are sent into a retreat to the seas.”

“If that is what you wish,” said Youna. “But tell me, who are you? It seems you are not of the Island Nation.”

“Dey are Sviska, Garoa, Berie, and Slats,” growled Kealin from the rear of the group. He approached the King and spat at the ground near his men. “And dat is all you of the Drean need to know of them. I do not care for you southern types and would be happy to have you away from my waters. It is a treacherous path to come to the far northern seas through the straits of the desert lands, is it not?”

Youna bowed, “It is. But we would face those waters again for a chance to go home. We would be happy to be away from your seas and will do what we can to undermine the Grand Protectorate from these waters and make safe our path home through the western passages.”

“Then do as is wished of you and be gone.” Kealin spat again and walked away.

As the morning sun began to rise, an intense preparation began. The remainder of the Island Nation ships had arrived and now groupings of ships took time sailing the bay and then returning to shore as people were given weapons and armor. 

Though many ships had been amassed, most would take the narrow southern way and assemble the land army east of Lokam. Falacar scouts had reported little in that area of Legion movements, reaffirming the belief that most of the strength of Lokam was still within. It was midday when Sviska and Garoa stood before Srun and he pulled the whistle from his coat and blew into it.

In mere moments, the sky above them was alight as the two dragons blew over them in a rush of wind, circling the fortress and rocking the ships of the Island Nation before settling in flight above Garoa and landing before him.

A shared gasp among those around them was silenced as Sviska and Garoa affixed a box to the neck of both dragons. The plans thus far and the dates of attack were provided, as well as a detailed map. Brethor and whatever allies he could secure would need to time his attacks with theirs.

In a kicking up of dust and dry weeds, the dragons took to the sky and flew high, their westward flight to be speedy and meaningful. Sviska was happy he would see Brethor again soon.

Knasgriff and Tvila approached, “Magnificent creatures,” he said.

“I like them,” Tvila added.

“Chieftains,” Sviska said bowing, “What of the people of Colui and New Srun, who leads them into battle?” 

“They make up the most of the land army, thus, Slats and Ruir shall be in command of them. We, of course, have the honor of leading the attack into Lokam.”

“Keep your shields up,” said Garoa, “Lokam is no place of just thrown axes. Their archers are well-trained.”

“Are you from there originally?” asked Tvila.

“I spent some time there, you could say.” 

He turned away from Sviska and the others and went to the water’s edge. Tvila followed.

She stood beside him, staring into the water. 

“I do not wish to talk,” he said to her, “I hope you do not see it as rude.”

She did not reply. She turned towards him and embraced him. He did not pull away but he did not hold her tight. She held him for a moment and then slapped his back. 

“Take care of yourself,” she said.

He smirked and turned to watch her walk away.

Kealin had spotted Sviska by himself and approached him.

“I do not like these Drean,” he said.

“They offer help freely,” Sviska pointed out, “But I can understand your worry. I was not too many nights ago that one attempted to kill Knasgriff.”

“Dey only care of what dey can get. We are simply de better offer. I was in the King’s mind. He will help but I saw his home and my history is not the greatest of goodwill towards that place.”

“If he keeps his word of securing our flanks and supporting Slats he is at least deserved some respect.”

“I will respect his death for it is the only honorable act a Drean can do. He is not like you and I and someday you shall understand.”

 

The High Ships were now at shore and the warriors of the Island Nations worked to stock them.

“Did you talk with Slats?” asked Sviska.

“I had not yet.”

“De dwarf is nervous, as he should be,” said Kealin.

Berie jogged toward them, “We are requested in the main hall.”

They proceeded into Srun and found Slats and Ruir with Knasgriff, all holding chalices. Bloodhawk, Silverhawk, and Shadowhawk stood to the side and each held in their hands a chalice.

Sviska went to the table, picking up a chalice also; he noticed the etchings of five Islands and a star on the coastline. The others each took glasses and were attentive as Knasgriff began.

He held his chalice up, “Alright, I choose to speak for my voice is nicer than Ruir’s!”

A shared but quiet laugh went out among the others, except for the Falacar who stood motionless. 

“These chalices were last used the final night of what began the siege of Srun. They had been locked away in a vault beneath us but I feel, as do the other chieftains, a last toast with said objects is warranted. I wish us all a good day tomorrow and the night of tomorrow, I hope to see all of you as I do now but I know I will not. Many of our people shall die soon and maybe even ourselves die, and even without the end we seek. But we will do as we must. I am happy that it has come to this and I wish to see you all in two night’s time, in the city of Lokam, on the field of victory. Let us enjoy our fishing trip.”

They took their chalices to mouth and took the drink in. Sviska swallowed and looked to the others over his glass. It was months ago he was to murder the three others in the room he now considered family, and soon his fight would be taken to those he had once called masters. As they began to part and share embraces among some and others clashed helmets, he went to Slats who still drank from his chalice.

“Well, servant? Now you are a commander of the land army?”

“I did not ask—”

“You will do well,” Sviska told him. “Just draw them out, anger them, and then make them squeal like pigs as they regret ever facing the dwarves! You did it with those of the Red Trident.”

Slats laughed, “With the help of giants! You take care of you, winemaker, and I will take care of me! Watch Berie, remind her she cannot die again!”

Berie slapped Slats on the back of his helmet. “I will not,” she smiled at him as she exhaled, “Good luck be with you, friend.” 

Garoa had already walked out ahead of them. As they exited Srun, they parted from Slats and gave a nod to Euso who was preparing himself in a vest of armor.

“Do you head with us or the land army?” Berie asked.

“I will be going with Slats,” he replied. 

“Berie, Sviska, this way,” Garoa shouted from aboard Knasgriff’s ship. 

As they boarded, the ships of the Drean were in the distance. Limited to deeper water, they could only assist in ensuring that the Legion Armada forces still in the area could not attack the longships. 

A series of horns sounded and the land army filed into their ships. They were the first to depart. Sailing south along the coast, they needed to be in place first and would be well upon the battle plains by nightfall.

A longship passed with Slats and Ruir standing at the helm, as they passed the other awaiting ships they both raised axes above their heads. A cheering began and followed along the line of ships. 

Berie pulled an arrow from her quiver and pulled it back. In the magic of her people she spoke, “Savaa.”

 The arrow flew into the sky above the ships and exploded in a radiant light and a sound that echoed over the water. Most around jumped, but Slats turned, looking back at her with a smile.

Garoa looked out over the water; as Knasgriff boarded he looked at the crew who stood by for his order. 

“Let us get this vessel underway!”

A small cheer followed and the men lowered the sails. Knasgriff’s ship was one of the first to move forward, the others followed one by one. Their track would take them along the same path as Slat’s forces but would continue southwest from the islands. They would only go as far as needed until nightfall before their leg of the attack would commence. It was hoped that the scouts would give word of the city emptying to face Slats and Ruir.  

A sharp wind caught the sails and pushed them along. As Srun became no more than an outline on the horizon, Kealin and Tulasiro weaved in and out of the other ships, Tulasiro’s spike cresting the water every few thrusts of her tail. He sped ahead of the rest of them.

“It has long been prepared for,” said Knasgriff.

Sviska looked him.

“This day, I mean, what was once mere thoughts turned to whispers and closed-door meetings. Now we act and the wind blows us to the consequences of it, be they good or bad.”

“The people await their rescue,” said Sviska. 

“As does his daughter,” said Knasgriff. “I feel if he was not so firm and tasteless with the way he handled some, he would be a great leader.”

“I could see him as one,” said Sviska, “and few have I thought that of. I do hope the people stolen from your lands, as well as his daughter, are both well and indeed still at Lokam.”

“We will know soon.”

 

Slats looked over the water ahead. Euso stood at his side, fumbling with a bag of herbs and looking at him. Euso sighed as Ruir stood silently on the deck.

“I don’t think I brought enough,” Euso said.

“Of?”

“Herbs. This one helps with pain. I wonder how many will die?”

“As many as it takes, at least, until we face death and if we do, we must bite it and not let go.”

Slats placed his hands on the back of his head, “I hope not to bite it. I do believe Legatus Arsus will arrive to help, he and the Priestess lady that the Falacar do not like. He would not have ignored the movements of the Legion. Are you ready to die?”

Ruir looked at them but gave no expression. He looked back to the ships following behind and the men rowing in unison.

“I am ready to bring aid to those captured and to fulfill their need in these dark hours,” Slats answered.

Euso looked down, “Nor am I ready to die.”

The sun was beginning to crest over midday as the shoreline of the northern plains appeared. The ships made for the shore; forming a line, they beached the ships. From each ship, men ran for the upper shore, a line of green grasses that crested up a gentle slope. Slats followed them. Upon reaching the top of the slope, they looked upon the westbound road leading to Lokam. It was clear.

“Move everyone up to the road and make camp,” Ruir shouted. 

The Captains near him sent the order down the line and a series of bullhorn blasts signaled the other ships to make landing.

“Slatnichor, what strategy do you have?” Ruir asked.

He had not given it much thought as of yet, at least, not as much as he should. Though indeed a dwarf, he lacked the war knowledge of his masters. He knew single combat but not large-scale battles. He had read of many in his books. He always enjoyed the grandeur of the rally before the fight and as an enemy of those of the Grand Protectorate and Order, it was with that thought he knew what to say.

“We will send a message to the city. We will make them think that we are the entire Island Nation and we challenge them for rule and see them as unfit leaders, citing them nothing but pawns of the Itsu. We will kill them all.”

“Will that work?” asked Euso.

“Of course it will!” said Ruir. “The simplest and best plan I have heard in some time.”

Slats nodded at Ruir’s show of confidence in him, even though perhaps mistakenly given, in his opinion.

“They will know that the Saints of Wura are here and will send everyone to stop us. The Island Nation knows not widely of the Itsu. That is something that mainly only those of Elinathrond know.”

Camp was made and the ships emptied. Slats drafted the message and signed it. “The dwarf.” A clear notation of those that challenged the Legions. 

A group of men carried the message west. A Legion patrol had been spotted a while ago in the far distance, riding horseback. The messengers either would deliver it to Lokam or be intercepted within a few hours and the message delivered as needed.

Within an hour, another messenger arrived, this one of the Falacar.

“The horsemen send word?” asked Ruir.

“Yes, they are in position around the far eastern hills. They have placed scouts along the ridges and await our engagement with the Legions before attacking. They also are watching the Legion to the far south. They have not moved.”

Ruir nodded, “Then we still have advantage of surprise. Has there been no word from Legatus Arsus?”

“Not that the note says.” 

 Slats sent thanks to the Chiefs of the Falacar and tended to his men, getting to know them as much as possible. At nightfall, a messenger arrived but he was only one of the five that had left. 

Immediate word to summon Euso went out. The man had returned but not in the fashion he had gone. The enemy tore his eyes from his head and cut his tongue out. Along his arms were the image of the First Legion and a letter was sewn into the skin of his chest.

“Never have I seen such a heinous act from the Legion, to do such a thing as this!” Euso said.

Slats looked at the blood-covered message as Euso attended to the wounds he could bandage.

 

Dwarf, you can tell those of the Island Nation that death will not be quick and their folly will be felt in their bodies, their homes, and in every descendant of any region in the northern Islands. The scourge of the lands from Elinathrond shall bleed but shall not die with the same luck as the others, they will be lashed and brought before the Itsu Priest. The disciples of the Itsu shall meet your challenge.

 

As the man that had brought message was laid on a cot to be taken to a ship with Euso, the Captains had assembled near Slats.

“Make it known to the warriors, the Legions march against us.”

“Prepare for battle but rest for now,” added Ruir, “I do not want tired warriors.”

The Captains dispersed and Ruir looked to Slats.

“They do not write like the Legions. What are the disciples of the Itsu?”

“Sviska spoke of the changed form of the First Legion in Elinathrond, as did Arsus of the ‘Blessed Legions.’ It will not be mere men we fight. Not, at least, like before.”

Ruir looked out into the darkness. It seemed to Slats that even the Chieftain of the Ukka was fearful but he would taste death before admitting it.

 

Chapter 5 Fishing Trip

 

It had just turned night as the host of ships awaited word from the shore. Knasgriff had sent scouts and Kealin had returned from the edge of the bay where the river began.

He brought his boat alongside Knasgriff’s.

“De way is clear and I see the First Legion and others have departed Lokam headed east,” He gripped his daggers and looked at Sviska, “Your armor, it is time.”

The others had already taken the time to get their armor on as the doldrums of time passed and they awaited night.

It was heavy on his chest, not as heavy as pure plate armor, but not near as light as the leather he was accustomed to wearing. As he tightened the two straps holding it on his side, Kealin smiled.

“It is a good fit for the wielder of Sishan to have an armor of the sea.”

Another long ship came alongside Knasgriff’s.

“We counted a full three banners leaving Lokam. They were well on their way at dusk.”

“Then Ruir and the dwarf were successful. Fond blessings must go to him and the warriors,” Knasgriff said. Looking behind him, he took one of two torches near the rear aft of the ship and doused it. Behind him in a long line, the other longships did the same. 

Tvila directed her ship near Knasgriff’s.

“A chant of old?” she questioned, shouting over the sounds of the water lapping the boats.

“We should, a strong wind from the north to the south would be well for us but first I must have words with those upon the sea. I have distressing news.” 

Those on the others ships became still and in the rolling waves of the sea, Knasgriff spoke. 

“We know that our people have been stolen from us and taken to accursed places in chains. We all worry of such horrors but upon the road from our lands to Lokam, a travesty has taken place. I do not know the numbers, but upon crosses of wood with iron nails pierced into the arms and legs, some of our people have been crucified for our acts of rebellion.”

Knasgriff spoke with affirmation but Sviska had not heard of such news before. Whether it was true or not did not matter. The hints of fear among those warriors of the Island Nation was gone. Grumbling of anger spread among them.

Tvila stood on the rail of her ship, “Take heart, men and women, and raise your voices in praise to our gods. May we deliver vengeance for our lost ones.”

Kealin went back to his boat, motioning Sviska to follow.

The nearby warriors began a chant that spread out through the other longships:

 

Seas so cold and frigid winds

Upon the waters of ocean friends

Sailing proud into the storm

Island Nation battle-born.

 

Bless’d be Wura of polar lights,

Bless’d be Dimn of windy heights,

Bless’d be Throka mountain lord,

Bless’d be Kel master of war.

 

But of all the gods so strong and proud,

From deep dark depths and foggy shroud,

We pray now to the god of fish,

Meredaas, Meredaas here our wish:

 

Bring waters swift along our bows,

Storms clouds soften so we stand proud.

Veil our ships from our foes’ eyes,

Let our Island Nation rise!

 

 

 

The winds began to blow strong from the north, whistling under the clear night sky.  Thick fogs began to roll over the ocean, veiling the ships except for the first three.

“The path will be veiled to the watchful eyes of the Legion. We go with the blessings of the god of the north winds.”

The water beneath Sviska’s feet was disturbed as a great force shook from underneath; at the fore of Knasgriff’s ship, a fin emerged, large and emblazoned and with a silver mask and a gold crown. The sea god, the Great Fish, Meredaas, not seen so far south in many years, had come. Sviska expected him to speak but he said nothing. A cheer erupted among those of the Island Nation.

“Do you see, people of the Island Nation? We have not one, but two gods with us today!” Tvila shouted.

“Be wary of our approach, men, a single guard seeing us could destroy these plans. Berie will be at the fore of the ship, her elven sight is beyond our own and she will deal with any guards that remain and any eyes that may spot us.”

“Dey will be no eyes watching, Chieftain, at least, after we go through,” Kealin told them.

“Go well, Kealin Half-elf and Sviska of Elinathrond, you are the key that unlocks our victory.”

Sviska stood in the boat, looking back towards Garoa and Berie. A concerned glare from her was relaxed by Sviska smiling at her. Garoa stared, a nervousness upon him also, but he gave a firm nod to Sviska.

“Take us forward, Tulasiro,” Kealin said.

Sviska took a seat and Kealin began to hum a song to himself. 

The boat rushed forward. Tulasiro was quickening in pace, a crest of water at the bow of the ship began to splash over the sides as the armada of longships faded from sight.

The sea was dark and the wind howled from the north. Sviska knew that upon raising the sails of the longships, the Island Nation would advance with great speed.

Behind them, the fleet became nothing but a memory, the open sea began to narrow and the dim outline of the Tiken mountains began to blot out the starry night above. The hazy fogs along the water were like pillars blocking their sight but with the rush of waves they passed through them, the misting catching the hairs of his arm.

Kealin leaned forward to him, “De path ahead will be quick and we must be subvert. I will take them on the bridge above the river and then Tulasiro will clear the docks as we exit onto the land. Feel the center of your chest.”

He did so, the shells lining it were rigid.

“You see how your fingertips can grip them well?”

“Yes.”

“Dey are knives.”

He pulled at the shells and found that hidden in the plate of armor were small throwing knives.

“You see?” Kealin asked. “Use them well for those on the walls. And then climb up. I will take the left tower, you take the right. Once we take them both, return to the gateway. We will raise the gates.”

“What of the fleet?”

“Tulasiro will go to them with speed as soon as we began, she will lead them in and we will jump onto my boat as it enters behind the flag ships. We only need to hold the gate for the ships to arrive. Was their any word from Brethor and the allies of Taria?”

“No.” 

“Then we will assume they will not come. It is up to us, Saint of Wura.”

They were entering shallower water. Tulasiro’s horn was visible, a glistening sight with water splashing over it. The bridge was ahead and two lone guards stood near the center with torches behind them. 

Sviska did not know if it was the sliding of Kealin’s blades from their sheaths or the sound of the narwhal, but the two men turned to see the form of the half-elf flying between them, his daggers cutting each of their throats. The bodies fell from the bridge, spilling their blood in the water.

Kealin landed back in the boat, his daggers held reversed against his forearms. He knelt down, “Prepare for our blade work.”

Sviska slid Sishan from his sheath and held it ready. Tulasiro had hit deeper water again and thundered underneath them picking up speed even as they began to see the torches along the walls of Lokam. Sviska spotted the river gate and a dock to the right of it. The dock was not very big, enough for one or two ships, but it was obvious it was no port. There were four legionnaires and none of them looked towards them. Any other night than this it would not have been such a folly.

The boat banked to the left of the river, skidding the riverbank before Tulasiro surged forward again. She seemed to aim her horn towards those on the dock. She turned to the right, leaving the mouthpiece she used to pull the ship behind. She dove underneath the water just before she exploded back out, striking the men on the dock, crushing two of them. Two others fell into the water. The narwhal rolled into the water crushing one before throwing the other away and then driving her horn into his side.  Flapping her tail, she propelled herself back away from the gateway. 

The boat slowed and Kealin and Sviska leapt from it and ran along the docks towards the wall. Above them, two guards pointed but Sviska threw his knives in quick succession, silencing them. Kealin jumped for the gate, climbing straight up before leaping off the metal and grasping two parts of the wall just below the level of the crenelation. In a few more moments, Sviska saw him disappear over the top, metallic clanging followed and a legionnaire flew off the wall.

Sviska went for an area where stacked barrels provided him a boost up. He sheathed his dagger and ran, jumping for an ornate border in the stonework, his fingertips barely holding him as he scurried upwards. It had been a while since he had climbed like this; normally he would have a grappling hook and rope for such an action. He made it towards the top when Kealin looked down with an outstretched hand.

 “I have you, friend. You must learn to climb quicker!”

Sviska grasped his hand. Kealin pulled him up. The half-elf spun his daggers and pointed to tower to the left. 

“I will go,” said Kealin before sprinting away.

Sviska turned, his own task ahead lit up by a torch near the top and the lone archer that noticed him, took aim. Sviska threw two knives at great distance with at least one of them finding its mark. The archer collapsed.

He did not wait. Running towards the wooden door ahead, he was met by a spear-wielding guard swinging the door open. Sviska sidestepped right, leaping onto the edge of the rampart. The spear point missed him as he grabbed the shaft in a mid-air spin, his dagger slicing the man’s tissues in his neck from the side.

Another guard was in the gap Sviska took hold of the spear, running it into him and, with a shout, forced him into the wall on the far side of the inner tower. Another door led out further down the wall and a simple wooden lock was all Sviska had to turn in order to seal the tower from outside reinforcements. A defensive working, no doubt, but one that served a purpose for the Island Nation attack.

He ascended the stairs, hearing a moan come from above. The injured archer from before held a sword out but was slumped on the ground with the knife buried in the left upper portion of his chest. Sviska passively parried the blade and smacked the man in the face with his fist. As the man tethered on the edge of unconsciousness, he slashed his throat open, leaving the gurgling man where he lay.

Looking over the crenelation towards the other tower, he saw that Kealin had slain the last men that he found atop it, and now he took hold of a torch, before disappearing from sight.

Sviska did the same, rushing down the stairwell and back out to the wall. He met Kealin atop the gatehouse and each planted the torches on the wall. Two large wheels, normally manned by two men each, were the mechanisms that controlled the gate.

Looking down near the bridge, the masts of the longships were passing underneath it. The fogs rolled with them, further veiling them.

They each took hold of a wheel. Planting their feet, they tightened the muscles of their hips and backs, sweat beading from their foreheads as each gritted their teeth and the sound of clanking chains rumbled below them.

Two men began shouting somewhere on the walls to their left, but an arrow from the waters below flew towards the wall, silencing them. Berie’s accuracy was unmatched. 

The iron portcullis was almost up, with a sound of water coming from the sea splashing against the walls, an increase in wind and tide caused the ships to rock forward below them. Just as the gate reached its pinnacle, the long-prepared ships of the Island Nation passed the void of the gate and passed towards the center of the city.

“Der it is” said Kealin, referencing his boat below. They climbed down over the side of the wall and then both jumped, landing on the boat.  

 

Ahead of them, Berie stood on the bow of the ship, her arrow ready, with Garoa to her side, his face halfway behind one of the shields. The men no longer rowed and now worked to lower the sails with haste. The momentum of the ships was great and, at this time, they only needed to steer the ships towards their planned landing. The tower of Lokam loomed to their right and fogs began to overtake the causeway.

Torches along the line of the waterway began to show shadows moving along the banks. There were shouts and yells. Arrow fire, shrouded in darkness, began to bounce and splinter the wooden shields of the Island Nation. Ahead, on the towers surrounding the center island, flaming bolts flew over their heads, splashing in the waters around the fleet.

Berie loosed her arrows, in quick handiwork; she fired repeated shots at the towers. She pulled back another arrow; pausing, she said the elven word of splitting points and silvery darts split in flight, striking multiple targets around the base of the corner tower closest to their approach.  

The High Ships turned hard to port. The ships drifted around the main island and began stacking in a jam of wooden oars as arrow fire began to fall on them at random.

 Luckily for Ruir’s men, his ship was nearest the fortified walls of the island. The ships were pushed up against the walls and with hammers they fastened hooks that they tied to the mechanical arms of Ruir’s ship. It was a plan hastily enacted but one of a few discussed before to destroy the walls. The men aboard the ships were struggling to hold back their rage. Ropes and chains flew from their ship and were tied as extra holds to tear down the battlements. As the helmsman sprung the arms of the High Ship out, the force partially broke the walls down. There was a sudden thundering of weapons on shields and the wall fell further apart as the stonework shattered and fell providing a ramp from the ship to that of the stone ground of the island. A column of legion shields formed hastily in the jagged gap and the men of Ukka charged forward, hurling their axes before smashing into the defender’s line.

Horns sounded and the city became even more alive as shouting filled the streets and the legionnaires rushed to defend their ground. The remaining longships began to disembark along the banks of the waterway, filling the city streets with lines of men and women holding shields as a counterattack began against the invaders. Pockets of fighting were breaking out within the city.

Knasgriff drew his sword, “Warriors of the Island Nation, your time for revenge is here. For the honor of all of the Island and the northern lands!”

He leapt with Garoa over to Ruir’s ship and up to where the men of Ukka fought. In a rush of men augmenting the battle line, the shield wall faltered and they took ground on the center island.

Arrows sliced into the men as they continued to disembark the ships. Berie turned her bow towards the southern walkway, aiming for the source of the arrow fire. She began taking down many of the archers before, at last, they fled for cover into a different part of the city.

Kealin and Sviska had made it to the opposite bank of the center island. Sviska noticed that the ships that had stacked up near the broken wall were being linked by workers hastily laying planks as the forces of the Island Nation moved into the center island. There were also other men with hammers working to widen the gap in the wall so that the disembarking forces could move quicker.

As they joined the others just on the other side of the gap, Kealin charged into another attempt of a shield wall by the disheveled legionnaires. From the lower portion of the island, more men came up to fight but, man-to-man, the Island Nation was stronger. The one bridge linking the island to the eastern portion of the city had swelled with men gathering to take back the fortress that was nearing complete collapse as the Island Nation moved feverishly to secure it. 

A group of warriors turned their attention to this approaching force. Garoa went with them; as the legionnaires began forward, he ran at them. Fire and ice flew from his hands, halting their advance and causing them to halt just before the first gate. The Island Nation ran forward to secure the gates, locking each of them. Garoa went to the gateway nearest the island, melting the joints of the gates and sealing them. The legion could not reach the center island without much more than mere men.

Sviska and Kealin had moved into the keep, the main doors kicked open and left to be nothing but decorations as Kealin and Sviska led a bloody harvest in their wake.

Garoa came back to the opening of the wall. Berie stood in the breach her bow bent and released every few seconds. Tvila was there too, pulling the few remaining warriors at the initial landing area up into the the keep. He looked up to the tower and the causeway leading up to it. 

“Prepare to attack the tower!” he shouted.

Tvila instructed nearby warriors to assemble near the causeway and Berie continued to find targets, even as the numbers of archers her eyes spotted dwindled. 

Ruir’s men had made their way to the top of the keep; their Chieftain would have been proud as they hacked away at the last of the defenders.

 Kealin followed next, joined by Knasgriff and Sviska who had been held up, his blade having caught itself in the ribs of a man who refused to die without grabbing at Sviska’s hair as he passed.

The keep had fallen in little time but the pockets of Island Nation warriors on either side of the river that had drifted away from the main attack were cut off from other kinsmen to help them. The sound of howling wolves split over the cries and commotion of battle. The leaders looked towards the western part of the city and to the main gates. The Wolves of Brethor were atop the walls and a figure stood with them, two large blades running down his arms caught in the moonlight.

“Lord Brethor is here!” shouted Berie.

From the area where the waterway turned to that of a waterfall appeared those of the wilds of Taria, the Leechers. Master Nusian and his host of archers began to clear the southern paths of the city, their bowmen holding the lower portion as men of the cities of Tar Mena, Tar Aval, and Tar Sol, in the colors of their lands, filled the walkway near the statues, climbing the path taken by the Leechers. 

The wolves began moving into the city as the main city gates were opened and Lord Utros and others of the hierarchy of Taria rode in under fire from the city walls and the legionnaires that had yet to join the main fight below. 

The Wolves of Taria were crafty, as they and Brethor worked to clean the walls and even rooftops of buildings, as more and more soldiers struggled to find ground where their enemy was not springing like a leak in a giant dam. 

The horsemen ran down the alleys and roadways, striking the enemy that engaged the Island Nation along the western bank. As they rode the perimeter, supported by the wolves and ground forces of Taria, the western portion of the city was falling as a host of legionnaires surrendered in fear and the confusion of the attack. More of those Brethor brought swelled into the western part of the city from the northern gateway. The shielded spearmen of Taria set a line on the bridge pointed east, supported by the Leechers. 

Brethor had made it around to the middle island and joined the line where Tvila, Garoa, and Berie stood.

“Lord Brethor,” she said, tears falling from her eyes.

“Berie, I am glad you are well,” he told her.

The others had descended from the keep.

“Brethor of Elinathrond?” questioned Knasgriff. “I see you received our message.”

“Yes, you are correct. It took convincing to get those of Taria to join us, but they have arrived. It seems to me your plan has worked well thus far.”

Kealin approached Brethor, “I say de work of the saints has been great. Plans do sometimes work, or so you would say in the many years before.”

“My good friend, it is well to see you after so long.”

“Dey will be time to talk when we are dead, for now, let us bleed our enemy.”

A horn sounded from the tower, and the doors at the top of the causeway opened. 

Emblazoned in black and silver, men of great stature with high spiked helms and large scythed staves, formed up ten men wide and many more deep. They marched to the midway point between the tower and the island. Their first rank dropped to one knee, the one behind it placed their blade points on the front rank’s shoulders.

“Tower Guardians,” said Garoa, “They will not give that ground easily.” 

“Why do they even reveal themselves?” Berie asked.

“They sense magic, they sense my blood.”

Garoa approached the causeway, between his hands a raging fireball undulating and sparking. He tossed the spell towards the guardians.

The flames struck the shield line, their shields glowing blue as the flames split and ran off the shields. Not one man gave ground.

“Berie!” he shouted to the elf, pointing towards the lines on the causeway, “Send them an elven greeting”

“Happily,” she smiled.

Berie pulled back on her bow; setting an arrow to string, she exhaled a breath of frost as she spoke the word for ice. Her arrow flew, striking the first rank, an explosion of snow and ice, and the shields of the first rank fell, the men exposed as spears and Leecher arrows from the southern bridgeway found their targets. The front rank fell but the next rank took their place.

“Again!” Sviska told her.

She felt for an arrow but fumbled her fingers feeling two, “I cannot for much longer. I have loosed many arrows. I must wait for the quiver to restore.”

Again an arrow struck its target, the line of men dropped their shields, the frost and ice nipping at their hands. The arrows of the Leechers were relentless in their barrage but were not enough

Brethor stood upon the walls of the fortress, even as arrows whizzed near him from fired from the eastern district still ripe for fighting. With a loud whistle, he called the Wolves of Taria. From atop the outer walls and from parts of the western district, howls echoed within the walls of Lokam. At first, they spotted just one, a single form running down the road to the area where the Leechers fired arrows in a barrage at the encroaching legionnaires from the east. It howled, alone. Brethor knew it as the youngest. With a leap, it went for the causeway, the wind blowing through its fur, a terrible sight for those in its path, as it snarled and struck the ranks of the Tower Guardians.

The formation broke, some falling to their deaths, the others facing the teeth of the wolves. Garoa sent spells towards the ranks as the wolf slapped at the enemy who thrust their blades into its mane causing a bloody cascade from its body.

The other wolves were now coming down the road, the pack alpha, Runka, in front, howling as he gained pace seeing his brother in trouble.

With thrusts of their pointed lances, the Tower Guardians forced the young wolf from the causeway with a horrid howl. His brothers leapt the gap at the next moment, pummeling into the shattering shield line.

Kealin ran past Garoa and jumped into the line of Tower Guardians, “Forward, Island Nation!” 

Leading with his red blades, the half-elf passed between the wolves, cutting into those that had yet to be mauled by the canines of the beasts.

From the east side, a renewed assault began on the center island. Formed from trees of the east side and hastily so, a battering ram had been crafted as the legionnaires sought to take back the center island. A counterattack struck the lower bridges, as well, engaging the lines of Taria and the Leechers.

As many men that had gone with Kealin, more turned to the welded gates to the east side and formed a shield wall. The gates were faltering.

“Knasgriff, we need your blade here,” Tvila shouted to him.

On the causeway, Kealin had reached the tower and Garoa was just behind him. 

Berie turned her sights towards the east as the gate began to give way and more legionnaires swarmed the bridge. Leechers crossed from the southern walkway, over the ships, and to the island. Their bows began to sing next to her. More forces of Taria swelled the battle line.

Sviska went to Brethor, “I am glad to fight alongside you this night.”

“As I you,” he said. “They may have taken our city, but we will restore all that was lost in time. Now, let us retrieve our book and the staff of the war god.”

Brethor charged up the causeway with Sviska following. There were still a few Tower Guardians that needed dealing with. As he and Brethor finished off the last of those and joined the others at the doorway to the tower, he looked up at the sky. The lights of Wura were above them as the sun began to rise. The sky was a mix of red and black smoke.

 

 

 

Chapter 6 Breaking and Betrayal

 

It was near the early morning and the sun had not yet risen. Already the warriors were awakening, at least, those that had found sleep possible. Slats paced the edge of the encampment with Ruir. They were both silent. Slats wondered of Lokam and if his message had been reacted to as he hoped. He thought the attack should be happening now there and he only hoped that the Legions would have committed soon enough so to not simply return to Lokam and break the attack by the Island Nation.

 It was then he saw a dim blue light, a glowing ambiance hovering over the farthest field. He was weary and felt at first peace but then he recalled Sviska’s and Garoa’s account of before. He thought of snow and of the remains of Elinathrond and imagined what was witnessed many nights ago. The First Legion was now upon them.

“Rally! People of the Island Nation, pick up your axes and shields! They crest the hills!” 

“To war!” Ruir bellowed out. He looked to Slats, “We are fortunate, to have so many of the bastards to kill!”

Slats laughed, but to say his stomach did not stir at the events ahead, would be a lie.

In what could be called an organized panic, the battle lines assembled. Their beds and tents abandoned, they hurried to form the ranks they had worked to perfect in secret before the time of open rebellion. 

A line of round shields held shakily before them, they formed around Ruir and Slats.

Ruir grumbled, “Steady, you are warriors of the Island Nations. Do not tremble, unless it is from your pulses at the thought of bloodshed forced upon the enemy.”

They formed one line along the edge of the Highland hills towards the more southern plains. A second line formed along the highest hill where Slats stood. A half-moon and a stronger defense. If they began to retreat, their only escape was the beach on their flank or to fall further back into the rocky grounds east. If forced to the sea, he was not sure if they could actually escape. However, dwarven war chronicles of ages past had said to never attack an enemy with their backs to the sea. It was considered folly among those that knew of war.

In the distance, the First Legion advanced. Even, uniformed, and without haste, they approached with banners held high.

To either side, as if they needed more than the numbers of a single Legion, the forces of the two other Legions advanced. A unified battle line of ‘Blessed Legions’ meant to smite the rebellion that presented itself. From the bluish glow of their eyes to the smoke from their armor, they appeared as an army of burning warriors. 

“Legions of Ethonia,” said Slats.

“What is Ethonia?” Ruir questioned.

“A southern land, that of the Itsu gods.”

Ruir shook his head, “It would be simpler if they were only of the Grand Protectorate. No matter, they will die the same.”

The Legions halted their advance and a single man took three steps in front of the forces.

He was tall; a plumed helmet of fire was on him. A harsher version of the centurions of the legions. The blue fiery warrior drew his sword. A shuffling along the ranks of the Legions proceeded before a volley of short spears tossed high into the air flew with haste towards the Island Nation.

A sharp wind blew in from the north, gusting near the crest of the spears’ arch and the jagged points were blown from their deadly track, littering the field.

The man, the commander of the front and unified leader of the First Legion, tightened his fists. The Legion would attack but it was not custom for them. The men behind him drew their swords and a glimmer along the lines told Slats the approach would be soon.

With several sudden and thunderous horn calls, they began forward.

“Archers!” said Slats.

What few archers had made up those of the Island Nation ran forward. Their bows were of lower quality than those of the Legion, but still they would try. They drew their arrows and loosed a volley towards the marching lines.

A few fell but it was hard to see. As they drew near, volleys of spears flew towards the Island Nation warriors. A shriek rumbled from the approaching men. A deafening sound that sapped the air of warmth and thrust fear upon them.

“Stand men!” commanded Ruir, “Do not fear them!”

Slats looked to Euso who stared ahead. The Island Nation stood only five deep along their entire line. Those in the back line did not even have shields; instead, they held what weapons they could muster. The Legions were encroaching near the archers, at least, in terms of spear range. The men fired their bows as they fell back behind the lines.

The banners of the Legions on the right flank turned their paths, breaking from the center lines of the First Legion, they were to engage the sides where Slats stood. The Island Nation began to shout, an uproar of clamor as they battered their shields with fury at the approaching Legion. Slats raised his ax. Taking steps ahead of the rest, he sprinted forward, the Blessed Legion almost upon them. With a wide and unforgiving swathe, he hammered his ax into the shield line.

The battle had begun. The Legion had engaged down the entire line, but neither side seemed to waver in ground. The dwarf was well into the battle. With Ruir beside him, they fought to disrupt the formations of phalanx lines. These ‘Blessed Legions’ did die, but not with the blood splatter and the crushing of bones. Slats slammed one of them down, its scream like that of a squeal from a furnace back in Harrodarr. They indeed were creatures of flame and fog, their human forms almost gone. As he cut into its neck, flames whipped out, until his boot stomped its head, breaking its neck and extinguishing its fire of life. He looked towards Lokam for a moment, praying they did not fight just for their own deaths. 

The strange horns of the Falacar sounded in the distance. The tribes of the horseman swarmed the left flank of the enemy, showering them with arrow fire. 

Slats and the Island Nation fought to hold their ground. Shields pressed against them, they staggered back behind the Island Nation line.

 The Falacar had fought to the rear of the legions, the attack unlike what was customary for the horse archers but the lines were going to falter if the enemy was not softened up. Many horseman dismounted once the enemy had bogged them down. They could fight as well off their horses as on them. The horses too fought, kicking and fighting, their courage bred to something beyond that of normal horses. From the front and rear of the Legion lines, the forces of the Island Nation faced those of Lokam but their numbers were beyond count and the Island Nation were committing themselves to an unavoidable massacre.

 

 

The doorway of the tower loomed before them. Its two massive doors sealed after the Tower Guardians marched out. They could not find a lock or handle, not even a crease where the door could be pried open.

Of the men that had guarded it, no prisoner still breathed life to tell them how to open it.

Brethor leaned over the edge of the causeway, looking at the side of the tower.

He jumped for the tower, grasping the eaves and stonework that decorated it. He vanished from sight.

Moments later, as unsure glances took those that waited by the door, he returned.

“A way in, it is around the side, it is narrow and small but I believe the wolves can get us there.”

One by one, the half-elf, Garoa, and Sviska took hold of the fur of the wolves; all seemed calm except for Kealin.

“Dis is not my sea friend!” he told them.

Brethor laughed, “It makes no difference! Now jump, Wolves of Taria!”

Sviska squeezed the wolf between his leg as he laid his head on its side. The muscular form of the wolf leapt onto the wall. The sounds of tearing and scratching of its claws filled the air.

The men of the Island Nation stayed on the causeway to guard it. None of them could believe the sight.

The wolves tore more into the tower, rocks and rubble running below them as, in another jump, they made it to a narrow alcove below a passage with multiple small windows. Kealin and Garoa crawled in first. 

They looked each direction. Orange carpeted halls with ornate torches and plants, went on in either direction.

Brethor and Sviska climbed in next, the wolves sent back down by Brethor to assist in the battle. He shook his head as he smiled, “It was good I was here.” 

The tower rumbled. From above them, shifting rocks and an unholy shriek of deep and high resounding bellows danced in the otherwise empty halls of the tower.

As they went to their left, they entered a grand room. A spiral stairwell lining the walls climbed upwards. The lower portion of the tower was cracking as repeated pounding shook the walls. They began up, Brethor running ahead and looking upwards as they ascended higher.

They came to the top where a line of windows looked out across to an identical structure that had already cracked and shattered sometime before. They also spotted another ramp leading outside and another stairwell.

“Dis way!” said Kealin, “We must go dis way.”

“He is right,” said Brethor, “The storm clouds and lightning are not of the natural source. There is an incantation in the works.” 

Garoa scanned the room and spotted a lone torchlight and a figure lying below it.

“Here,” he yelled, running madly that direction. Sviska followed, noticing the feminine figure laid out on the rocky floor. He paused as he noticed the Galhedriss Arcana on an altar at the center of the room.

Garoa dropped to his knees, taking the woman in his arms. 

“Asnea!” he shouted. 

Bruises and gashes covered her body. She had been abandoned like a chained dog, next to a measly amount of rotten food, with an empty pail filled with only residual water.

Sviska looked at the altar and found numerous other books and garbs of the Order. He looked around. There was a room off the side of the main room with an ornate bed upturned and empty. There was no one here.

Asnea opened her eyes, looking at her father.

“You… came…?”

“Yes, yes!” he pulled her face into his.

“It beat me, and beat me again for trying to escape with the others.”

“Beat you? The Order?” he asked.

“No. He is a Priest of the old god. I had thought such tales were just stories. He is of an evil unlike any I have ever known. Only when the attack began, he stopped. It is the beast, the god, he is soon to break free of his chains. The others fled in fear, but I could not escape. The Priest wants to use him to destroy all of you.”

Her eyes were heavy but she struggled to stay awake.

“Asnea!”

Her eyes jerked open, “Go up. They release Kel to thwart you all.” 

Sviska touched the Galhedriss Arcana, wondering of his old master.

“Where is the Order Hand?” he asked. 

She looked to him, supporting herself on her whipped arms. 

“He fled,” she told him.

Garoa laid her down, “Rest. We will return. Kealin, please stay with her.”

The half-elf nodded but seemed to do so slightly annoyed, as she lay back down.

They scurried out the opening and to the ramp leading to the pinnacle of the tower.

 

The people of the Island Nation were falling back. The First Legion had been held by continued charges of the Falacar but even they were faltering. Their men were now fighting with those of the Island Nation as other horseman rode along the flanks but had lost the edge of mass force they had before.

Another rank of Falacar rode into the fray, led by Shadowhawk. He fired his bow but found himself out of arrows. He drove his horse into a phalanx near Slats and crashed atop the shields, collapsing the shield wall. Slats was among them and cut into their forms. His ax never swung without splashing embers and the burn of a cold fire. Another large force of legionnaires moved along the bay. They were headed for their ships and the Island Nation’s only point of retreat. 

“All lines, fall back to the ships, push back to the ships!”

None could hear his words. He looked to the shoreline and could see that they could not hope to make it back. The Legion was curving along the shore and into their flank.

 

In the deeper waters, the Drean could see the overwhelming forces. King Youna had planned to just support from the deeper waters against sea based threats, but the land forces were faltering. 

He ordered two ships forward and into the narrow cove in which the army had landed. The Drean ships ran aground, the splintering of wood and rushing of water into the lower portions of the ship but a small price, as they fired their magic onto the shore.

An eruption of lightning buzzed from their ships and into the ranks of legionnaires, throwing them backwards. Snapping and popping electrical surges killed swaths of the enemy at once in a brilliant but horrid shine.

From the waters, the two fisher brothers, the half-bloods of the sea, emerged with an army of crabs at their fore. The two brothers danced with their shell blades in a whirlwind of water and sharpened shells, striking down the legionnaires. The many crabs swarmed and devoured those nearest to the beaches. 

 

Slats could see the devastation done by the Drean but the way to them was lost. Bloodhawk rode near him, pulling him to mount. Many Falacar horses fled east. A large outcropping of rocks that led up a gentle hill had become the last defensible ground for the Island Nation. He could not tell how many remained but from what he could see, this was the last. Bloodhawk jumped over a line of men just for a well-thrown spear to strike his horse. Slats suddenly watched as his face flew into the ground.

Men of the Island Nation rushed forward. Ruir was among them and pulled Slats to his feet. The dwarf tasted his own blood. His back was against the rocks and above him those of the Island Nation fell one by one as spears rained down upon them. Silverhawk rode another rank into the encroaching Legion but then was dismounted as his horse was impaled by many jagged points. The Legion moved in vast numbers, encircling them even as Falacar riders shouting in the distance told Slats that there were still many of the alliance fighting.

It was then, upon the southern fields, horns called out. A line of men could be seen coming from the mountains and the road alike.

“We are done. No aid will come this day! We have failed!” a man near Slats cried out. “More Legions approach!”

It was then the lines of the attacking Legions furthest out turned. For no aid did they expect either. In a hurried march, the Legion formed a second line facing the south as a line of arrows pummeled into them from high above. Slats looked above them and could see what seemed to be birds flying high. As he watched, they circled above them. The Blessed Legions around them began to fall, struck with flaming embers of white fire. They jerked their glances up, confused and hiding behind their shields.

The line of legionnaires facing south struggled to turn their lines, for just as they recovered from another barrage of arrows from Falacar riders, more horns sounded behind them.

A falcon flew near Slatnichor and he smiled. Legatus Arsus had come once again. 

In a shroud of rising dust, the cavalry of the Second Legion struck the enemy flanks, sending them into disarray. The combined forces of Lokam worked to face this new contender.  In a controlled retreat, the Legions of the Grand Protectorate fell back to the west even as Falacar riders fighting their way back east fired arrows into their exposed backs. 

The Second Legion moved quickly to secure those remaining of the Island Nation and formed shield walls around the faltering lines around the hilltop.

Arsus rode to the base of the hill near Slats, “Second Legion, form to the front. Prepare for counter attack!”

“Legatus, you arrived!” Slats said smiling. 

“No message came to me but we were ready and only waiting for a sign. When the Legion forces along the road moved forward, we followed. The sounds of the battle could be heard from the mountains.”

“And of the Priestess Sediya?”

He seemed to get a baffled look and then looked above them. 

The circling birds descended but, as they drew closer, Slats noticed he had not taken a good look at them. 

In a rush of wind, the flapping of large wings came as a figure landed before Slats. 

“Slats, of the dwarves, we have come to assist you.”

It was Sediya but not as he remembered her. The beauty in her face was untouched but behind her arms and hands which held a large staff, were wings of long white feathers.

He stared at her unblinking. Harpies, creatures of old, known for both their amazement and malice.

“You now see I and the others as we were before the halting of magic.”

“I did not believe either,” said Arsus. He looked at her. “I still have trouble with it. But we are here. Where are the others? This cannot be all that have come to fight.”

“They attacked Lokam,” Slats said to him, his voice was saddened. “I hope they have done better than us.”

The line of the Second Legion was in place around them. The women of the bird flew above but the initial impact of their sight had fallen to nothing more than an annoyance. The Blessed Legions did not fear them.

 The centurions of the Second Legion pushed their men forwards and against the shield walls of the enveloping enemy. There was no shortage of men to kill this day.

 

Leaving Asnea behind, they traversed a great open-air stairwell to a large platform atop the tower. Beneath them, the sounds of battle, the fires and the city, and the howls of the wolves in the lower level was haunting and only edged out by the thundering of the clouds directly above them.

Those of the Order present stared at the brewing clouds above with hands held aloft. The Itsu Priest was there, his hands, bony underneath his cloak of black. From a blotch of glowing white surrounded by fog, he shrieked a deep moan.

Behind him, the Staff of Kel sat in its prison of rock, the tip of it surging with bolts of lightning reaching into the clouds.

From the darkness above, the chained form of the war god appeared, summoned by the Order priests.

“It is true folly that brings you here, Saints of Wura, the weak and beaten. Already some of the Order have fled but some remain true to the old ways.”

Garoa’s hands were alight in fire, his gauntlets surging with a glowing brilliance as he sought to scorch the Itsu Priest. 

The Priest raised his hands, “Rusis! Strike me if you wish, you can do no harm to me but you may try!”

The fog wrapped around him, the fire blunted and turned to ash. Garoa summoned flames and ice, growing magic beyond any amount Sviska had seen before. In an explosion of light, he struck the Priest. The fog receded and still the Priest was untouched.

“Garoa!” a voice shouted. They turned to find Asnea had appeared behind with Kealin.

“Asnea! I told you to stay with Kealin down below!”

“I will fight with you, we must stop this evil.”

Kealin’s daggers were out. He circled around to the left of Sviska.

“Foolish girl! You should have listened to your father! I will teach him to not put faith in things that can be so easily taken. I will soon complete my sacrifices and have the staff of the wretched Kel. It was folly for you to come here tonight.”

The Itsu priest shrieked again, from its form came a spear held by a tail of blackened bone, it whipped from behind the Priest and went for Asnea. 

Garoa leapt. He pushed Asnea into Brethor, taking the blunt tip of the spear into his shoulder. He cried in pain grabbing hold of the tail as the Itsu Priest flipped and rolled him into the air, the spear still within his body. 

Sviska ran forward, plunging his dagger into the form of the Itsu. A shimmering light poured forth and a wisp of fog formed a fist and knocked him back.

The Rusis dangled above them; from his hands he cast flames all over the Priest. He looked to Kel, the enslaved god and prisoner of the Order. They locked eyes.

“God of war, may I have your staff?” 

The clouds above seemed to tremble and the chains binding Kel rattled and shook as fire erupted in the clouds and out over the city. The Itsu Priest paused and looked up.

The rocky hold on the Staff of Kel turned to dust and the staff flew into the hand of the Rusis. The pearl atop it began to glow bright and the spear in Garoa’s shoulder shattered. He swung the staff at the tail and it broke into pieces, releasing its grip. 

He looked to Brethor, who still held Asnea, “Get her out of here!” 

Brethor nodded. Picking her up, he leapt from the tower, catching himself on random overhangs and lips in the stone work as they descended from the summit in a series of leaps. He dropped her on a lower level. The Wolves of Taria came to him.

“Protect her.”

The wolves acknowledged him and he began a hurried climb back up.

Garoa used the staff to heal his shoulder as the Itsu Priest stared down him, Kealin, and Sviska.

Garoa went forward. Twisting the staff, he evaded the Priest, striking the chains holding Kel and shattering the bindings, each in turn, as those of the Order began to wail.

The Priest of the Itsu walked towards Garoa, pushing aside those of the Order as though they were nothing. 

“I will take that Staff, Garoa of the Rusis!”

Sviska sprinted forward with Sishan, lifting his blade, the open back of the Priest his target. But a hand caught him by his foot and he stumbled to the ground.  Pushing himself up, Kealin stared at him with a straight-faced grimace and then smiled.

“You will not understand dis but dis is not the way for such ends.”

He struck Sviska in the chest with his hands. The half-elf’s eyes flashed white. Sviska felt himself fall limp, unable to move or speak. His mind became cloudy, like multiple voices shrieking.  

Garoa moved around to the last chain and now the Itsu Priest was upon him. The Staff of Kel struck the chain and a dazzling light shot in all directions from the tower. The Itsu Priest wailed and fell to the ground. Garoa spun the staff again, leaping towards his opponent. He went to strike the Priest when the red blades of Kealin stopped him, crossed over the head of the Priest.

In a wisp of fog and light, the winds shot out from the tower, blowing Garoa backwards and to the ground. Kealin bowed his head to the Priest of the Itsu. The Priest looked up at the spiraling fires and smoke as Kel finally obtained freedom. He then looked back down to Kealin and then both vanished in a flash of white fire.

 

Brethor made it back to the top of the tower and saw Sviska on the ground. He went to him just as whatever Kealin had done to him wore off.

Sviska set up. Garoa stood near the chasm from where Kel had emerged. The war-god looked out of the mass of blackness at those of the Order that cowered before him. His mouth opened a burning white furnace. From the clouds came the god’s hands, long and slender. He grasped all of the Order that were upon the tower top with a single hand and devoured them.

“Mighty Kel!” Brethor cried. “The Saints have arrived. We have released you. Bless our struggles with your power. Your brother has sought your release and now it is so! Rejoice but let not our enemy assail us this day!”

Kel’s face turned to Garoa, who looked up into the sky, and placed both hands on the staff. From the clouds to his staff came a bright fire wrapped in lightning. He then turned, the swirl of fiery magic twisting around the top of the tower, as he pointed his staff east.

A dark fire with lighting shot out from it, surging first from the god Kel, then to Garoa. The Rusis’ hair furled in the wind and his eyes glowed. After a few moments, he lowered the staff. The clouds above them had dissipated and in a radiant glow, the massive form of Kel hovered before them.

Brethor took a knee and the others followed suit, “God of war, Kel, we give thanks for your aid.”

The triangular face of the entity looked down at them and then to the sky. There was a rumble of thunder and the sound of rock and glass crashing down below the tower. The Galhedriss Arcana appeared floating in the air and then dropped, open, upon the tower. 

Kel lifted into the sky, his form becoming a cloud bank, and he headed north over the sea. The Polar lights above, followed and dissipated with him. 

A bright sun had crested the horizon, as fires forced smoke up into the air and the bodies of Order lay strewn about. Garoa picked up the Galhedriss Arcana. It was the first time he had actually touched it.

“I know not these runes, but I must learn. He spoke to me,” he told them. “There is knowledge here that we need.”

“What happened to Kealin?” Brethor asked to Sviska.

“He has betrayed us.”

 

Chapter 7 Sweeping

 

From the west, the sky became alight as if the sun had broken through black clouds. The ground rumbled and a great earthquake shook the land. In all four directions, a red fire wrapped in a black bolt of lightning surged across the sky and down upon the field of battle.

The lights of Wura began to shine above as flame-laden whirlwinds began to twist and rip at the Legions. The screams and wails of agony were unlike any heard by those that fought that day, a blend of squealing fires and that of the men they once were. In a sudden silence, the flames dissipated and the Island Nation, the Falacar, and those of the Second Legion were left without an enemy to face.

The only sound upon the hills was that of the coastal winds from the sea. As Slats looked around, he began to see their own injured but none of the enemy remained living. Whatever had killed them, had reduced them to ash.

“We have victory!” shouted Ruir, “Victory!”

A cheer erupted from many but still others were halted in their actions and the sudden destruction of their enemy.

Arsus went to Slats and to Shadowhawk. The Falacar struck his chest and closed his eyes bowing to Arsus. 

“I had heard no word of an attack from the Island Nation. But we came upon swift wings,” he sheathed his sword, “Upon hearing word of troops amassing along the sea, we prepared and were ready to march to aid you.”

Slats embraced Arsus.

“Thank you, my friend. You came at the best moment. The Island Nation Chieftains have a certain reserve for those of the Legion, they found such an alliance hard to believe.”

He looked around at the warriors of the Island Nation working to aid the injured and to check for life in those that did not move. From down the road, a series of horse-drawn carts came with additional supplies and aid. Those of the Islands met with those of the Legion and were thankful. They immediately began treating the injured.

“I hope we have changed their opinions. The rest of my legion is making its way to the southern region of the battlefield to check for wounded.”

“I will send some of my men, also,” said Bloodhawk.

Slats went with Euso back towards the ships of the Island Nation and found a Drean host coming to shore. Their two ships that had been beached were under repair. Several small boats were near the shoreline.

A robed man shouted from the small rowing boat, “What news can the King of the Drean be told? Tell us what aid we can offer?”

Slats stepped over the charred bodies that were strewn across the beach and looked over the rubble of the ships. “We need medical supplies and those skilled in healing.”

“We have some and will send them. We also have sent ships west to watch the channel going into Lokam, however, we have received no word of victory or defeat. The King also questions the aid and the numbers remaining of the Legions from Lokam.”

“The Legions of Lokam were annihilated. The aid came from those of the Second Legion under Legatus Arsus, a rebel force within the Grand Protectorate as well as some type of divine magic from the west.”

The man raised his hands to the skies, “Blessed be, people of the North. The Drean see our hope of returning south coming to pass now. I will pass your message on.”

As midmorning sun began to shine, tents were sprouting up all over the plains as injured men and women were tended to and messengers of the victory on the fields gave a brighter air as the bodies of the charred Legion were dragged by horsemen to a quarry found further west. Those of the Island Nation that had fallen were laid one beside another and the names of the known dead were recorded. Out of custom for those of the Islands, the bodies were burned on the land, their ashes to be taken to the Island Nation when they could to be disposed of. 

The Falacar Chiefs, Ruir, Arsus, and Slats gathered together under a small tent. 

“The enemy has been defeated,” confirmed Ruir.

“But we know not of Lokam,” Slats stated, “We must go to them quickly, in case they are in need of aid.”

 “Then we ride,” said Arsus, “If they have not all been killed, perhaps we can save some of our brothers, and I doubt the Island Nation knows of the lower levels of the city underground. Slats, Ruir, come with us.”

“You could not keep me here if you wished to. We will send word when others can come to the city, for now the injured should remain here.”

“Perhaps the enemy will remain and my hand will be needed!” said Ruir.

The Falacar Chiefs stopped Slats. Bloodhawk lifted his head high, “The Falacar will ride the southern fields, we wish not to stay near Sediya and her people any longer.”

Slats looked over to Sediya. She turned away from them with a curved smile. 

Bloodhawk shook his head, “Slatnichor, I and a few of my men will come with you while the rest go to the south.”

“Very well. Thank you.”

“The Falacar remain loyal to the Saints of Wura.”

A host of horsemen of the Legion mounted and began towards Lokam. The main host of the Second Legion and those able of the Island Nation were giving marching orders for immediate march to the west but the horsemen would arrive well ahead. Above them, Sediya and her kind had taken flight and soared following the path west.

“Sediya and Bloodhawk seem to be working together, a truce between them perhaps?” Arsus questioned.

Slats shook his head, “I am not sure but it seems they have been able to avoid taking off each other’s head for now. I am happy for that.”

 

Lokam was held. At least from the western side around to the south east corner. The fighting had slowed to more of a clear-out of a tavern scuffle as men were searched for, house by house, and dragged into the streets. One area of the east side, though, was gated and had large homes with tall towers. The gates were sealed and Legion warriors, privately paid for by the tenants of the houses, were not keen on giving up their ground.

The people of Taria had set up a barricade line that offered protection from the random arrow fire that seemed to strike at any who approached the gate. The Lord of Tar Mena was there. His men carried their battering ram from the gates on the west side of the city to the sealed gateway. 

Back at the center island, the Island Chieftains had begun to tend to their wounded as the Saints of Wura returned from the tower. Garoa walked ahead of them, the staff in hand and his daughter at his side.

“It is done?” asked Knasgriff.

Tvila smiled but did not approach them as they stopped. Garoa glared at Knasgriff.

“Kealin betrayed us.”

He started walking again towards the sealed gates. 

“What happened?” Knasgriff said to Sviska.

“The Itsu Priest was atop the tower. If you are asking of Kealin, then I will say he stopped Garoa from attacking the Priest, and then he and the Priest left. I do not understand it, but we have the staff and Garoa rescued his daughter.”

Garoa stood before the gates; lifting his staff up he caused the welds he had made to soften and the gates to fall in. 

Brethor followed now, his body completely garbed and covered. Sunlight was not his friend and the dark woods and caves he had lived in before  with the wolves were far from the open pathways of the city. He missed the dark winters of Elinathrond and the freedom he had there. His appearance seemed to baffle Knasgriff, who raised his brow at the sight.

“I have a lack of enjoyment for the sunlight,” Brethor told him.

Knasgriff nodded but still was confused.

The second set of gates fell before Garoa. Tvila joined him.

“We still have enemies to the east?” he asked her.

“Yes, but we received word that the forces of Taria have them cornered. I had thought the god had destroyed all of the legions but it does not seem so.”

“I will deal with them.”

Voices came from the road near the bridges, “Hail Garoa, Rusis, our new master.”

He looked to his right to see a host of red robes coming towards him. It was the Priors of Kel.

Master Nusian reached him first and knelt, “The staff is wielded once again, bless your path, Rusis.”

The others knelt also and Brethor stood near them. 

“The Priors were held up, supporting my wolves in the western area of the city, but they were here.”

“We saw the great one above, and know he is free,” Nusian said, “This day was one that Master Nelkor would have been honored to see.”

A loud pounding shook the ground, repeated slowly as shouting grew.

“Those of Taria may need our aid,” said Ruir.

The host of warriors followed the sounds, finding Lord Utros directing his men as a battering ram shattered the stone pillars holding the gate.

“Brethor,” he said, turning, “We have progressed well and, even now, we seek the last of the defenders that holed up here.” 

He looked past Brethor and to the Island Chieftains.

“You have done well, warriors. The victory of Lokam is nearly done.”

“Is all well here?” asked Brethor.

“Some pesky troops are held up inside this gated area, nothing a good tree trunk can’t fix.”

Lord Utros laughed with Brethor.

Sviska stood near the rear of the group. His last dealings with the Lord of Tar Mena were not great ones but his evasion was no good, Utros saw him.

“Sviska,” he said, “I would’ve liked to further your punishments had Brethor not spoken to me as he did. Still I find it hard to believe such things but it is becoming more believable. A proper greeting, I am Lord Utros, commander of the Taria forces.”

Sviska nodded to him, “Seeing as you know my name, I will express that I am a Saint of Wura, a god of the north, and am against the Order.”

The gateway had began to crumble just past midday. Those inside began to form a shield wall, as those on the outside prepared for attack as soon as the gateway fell.

Garoa had taken a seat near a charred building with his staff across his legs. Asnea was near him and was silent.

Lord Utros, who had before been clapping and dancing with the pounding of the battering ram, looked over.

“Wait, you can just take down the gate, can you not?”

Garoa looked up through his hair, not caring to look up completely. He turned to Asnea. 

“I will be back.”

The Rusis went to the battering ram and the men striking with it stopped. His staff glowed and hummed as he lifted it. 

Inside, the defenders that remained held their shields together but a nervousness came over them. Garoa stood before the gate. From a building behind the walls a lone arrow was loosed and Garoa spotted the shooter. A flaming ball struck the spot and the man fell to his death from the third story of one of the houses.

His staff buzzed as the gate’s hinges shook and broke, the gate falling inward.

The men at his sides did not move as he walked in.

“Defenders, I am Garoa, Rusis and wielder of the staff of the Northern god, Kel. We have taken this city from the Grand Protectorate. I wish no further bloodshed this day. Tell me, why do you still fight when outnumbered as you are.”

Silence was all that answered.

“I wish not to kill you but we have injured that need tending to and I am quite hungry at the moment. Casting magic does tend to tire you. I will not risk the lives of my friends to kill you, so I will offer you the option of fire or ice in your deaths, that is, if you do not wish to speak.”

From one of the houses, a door opened, two hands appeared held aloft.

“I am unarmed!” the voice said.

“Come forward,” Garoa said.

By now those of the Island Nation, Taria, Brethor, Sviska, and Berie had taken spots behind him.

A man in a brown robe appeared, older with grayish hair and partial balding. He scampered with his feet, his knees shaking and his breathing fast, as he walked towards Garoa with his hands up.

“You must leave our place of peace, you are diseased!”

“What do you mean?” 

“You, some of the others, you are of magic and we do not wish you here.”

“There is no disease!” said Brethor. “It was a curse meant to turn the people of the world against magic.”

“You say so, do you?” asked the man.

“He speaks the truth,” Lord Utros said, “I was as you but I believe it to be true.”

“Who are you?” asked Garoa.

“I am Sevus, a speaker of the people, Poluti we are called. We have taken refuge here. These guards are our paid bodyguards and are not of the Blessed Legion, do not harm them. Many you have killed today were the last of the old legions, that last of our kind. The Blessed Legions are of magic and we are not. Do not harm us.”

“You are not to make demands to us,” Knasgriff stated, “You will do as we command.” 

“We do not hold you here, nor will we hold any of the people here,” Garoa told them, “If you wish to leave, take nothing and do so.”

“We wish to remain with the people. The Grand Protectorate was rumored to have left before, we will not abandon them.”

“Fine,” said Garoa.

There was grumbling behind him, he turned looking at the Lord of Taria and the Island Nation Chieftains.

“If any of you have something to say, speak. I am tired and wish for rest, as do all of your warriors.”

None said anything but Tvila approached him, “We need to bind them and take them for holding. We cannot have people just running around with weapons. The people of Lokam are afraid. We will need familiar faces for them.”

“Bind them!” said Knasgriff.

There was an instant struggle and many of the other Poluti began to file out of the houses and were forced to their knees.

“Why are we being taken like this?”

“You are prisoners of war,” said Knasgriff, “For now, it will be like this. Once we have settled our defenses, we will address the people of this city and decide what to do with you.”

Garoa went to Sviska and Berie.

“My daughter needs a good meal and rest. I will take her to the inn. If you have need of me, I will be there.”

Berie looked to Tvila who had run over to help Garoa. At first, he seemed shocked, but when he saw that Asnea struggled to stand, he took her help.

“We won,” Berie said to Sviska, “For now.”

The prisoners were walked pass them. Their hands had been bound behind their backs and their faces were covered. People in nearby buildings were peering out, afraid to do anything other than hide. 

Sviska noticed a tiny face peering out from a window above him, he gave a small wave and the child disappeared, another face looked down at him with a frightened stare and he looked away.

Brethor went to Berie, “I am glad you are well, my child. I see the bow of Truesong has indeed served you well.”

“It has.”

He nodded, “My wolves are headed towards the east. We need news of the battle and of Slats.”

Around Lokam, the combined forces that had taken the city worked to further secure it. Guards and lookouts were placed above the gateways and in the towers that lined the walls. At numerous areas of the city were checkpoints and the occupants of the city were given planks of wood marked with a branding iron denoting their area of the city. People were not allowed in areas other than their home areas; any refusal to comply was treated as a crime, and the person was taken to a detention area in one of the corners of the city.

The Poluti prisoners were held in the keep  on the center island. Heavy guards were placed around the Island and ships patrolled the waterway. Many of the longships were damaged in some way but were towed outside the walls of Lokam for repairs.

With Kealin gone, they also saw no sign of Tulasiro. The Narwhal had fled, as well, and as Sviska walked along the northern wall, he watched the sea. 

Rubbing the adornments of his armor, he unstrapped it, dropping it on the wall. The weight off his shoulder released, he rubbed his neck and the stiff muscles in his right arm.

“Be careful,” he heard beside him, “You never know whom may come upon you.”

Sviska jumped, drawing his dagger but then sighed and laughed as Brethor approached, still garbed as before, holding two cups that he set on the wall looking towards the sea.

“You will never hear me complain of my old estate and the far north, the sun is bright here,” he laughed, taking a drink from his cup, a red dribble of blood coming from his lip. He wiped it with his hand. 

“At least with the wolves, raw flesh was a normal occurrence. People tend to frown when you do that in a civilized place such as this.” He motioned the other cup, “Wine, of course, for you. I found it in the city.”

Sviska nodded and took the cup to lip, “Yes, they do. Have there been any issues in the city?”

“As many as you can expect when you take a city as we did, but it could be worse. There is a general disdain for the Order here. I am surprised that the Order left prior to our attack. I do not think it was we that propelled them away. The city seemed remarkably easy to take, even given the battle we had. It was strange to me.” 

“No, there was some other issue. Perhaps Asnea knows more, or more can be found in the tower.”

“Yes. But we will need to search the tower soon. Kel put a beating into its foundation and I worry it may not stand too much longer.”

Brethor took a drink from his chalice, “I wish to ask you of Kealin. He took a liking to you, I’m guessing.”

“And betrayed us. I worry what else is upon my armor. He touched it and I was stunned.”

“It was not your armor. Kealin has a touch of power, he does not use it much. When I was younger, I spent a time with the half-elf and I can say he is honorable, though his ways can be dark. It is his brother you can thank for your training by the Order. His older brother founded a dark school of magic and blade many, many years ago.”

A howl split the air and echoed across the fields. They looked to the northwest and caught sight of the Wolves of Taria with Falacar riders and those of the Second Legion.

As the convoy approached, a growing presence took to the wall, bows were drawn back and guards formed at the gate, stopping the riders as they arrived. Sviska and Brethor ran down to join them.

 

Chapter 8 In the Order’s Shadow

 

The forces from the eastern battle were met with many wary glances.

“We are friends,” Bloodhawk said, dismounting.

From behind him, Slats emerged and caught sight of Sviska and Brethor emerging through the gates.

“It seems we are both in fair order!” shouted Slats.

“Friends,” Arsus said, dismounting and beginning towards them, “Forgive my lateness to the battles, but we did still come when the path was made.”

“Thank you,” said Sviska.

“You are welcome. When I arrived to the field of battle, the Legion had enveloped your friends and had them against the rocks. But they fought well, and among the men of the Island Nation and the Falacar, Slats has been well spoken of. Against impossible odds, I’d say.”

Ruir laughed surveying the smoky city of Lokam from outside the walls, “Indeed, I missed a sight here. My men did well. All the men and women did well! You all did it, as Arsus said, against impossible odds, it seems.”

“It is possible, for here we stand. Come into the city, all of you,” said Brethor.

Arsus walked beside them, the others following behind. Those of the city that had drawn weapons sheathed them and looked on with a peculiar glare at those of the Falacar. Considering most of those that had spotted them were of Taria, they were not aware of the Island Nation’s ally.

“Are there survivors? Are the people of the city well?”

“It is a hastened peace,” said Sviska, “The people have been well considering the conditions. We have some of the Poluti also captured but none of the Order remained. They fled sometime before.”

“Strange they would leave. But less to deal with, I guess.” 

Arsus stopped and went back to the horse, unstrapping his sword, throwing it over his shoulder. 

“I am sure this place is no longer as safe as I remember.”

Sviska laughed, “Safer than it was when you left, or so you said.”

“That is sure true!”

Above them, the sounds of flapping wings and a single screech preceded Sediya and some of her people landing atop the castle walls. The men around them gasped, scrambling to hold their spears and bows ready.

“They are friends,” said Arsus.

“Who are they?” Sviska asked.

“The Iolas, harpies of old,” Brethor said in a less than favoring tone, “I had thought they were destroyed.” 

“You cannot have foreseen such a tragedy that they were not,” said Bloodhawk.

“Watch yourself well,” Brethor whispered to Sviska, “These feathery types are not to be trusted.”

“Warriors of Lokam!” Sediya shouted. “My brethren and I congratulate you on your victory here and offer our services as scouts around the land. We will assure that none come near Lokam in its, well, vulnerable state.”

Sviska acknowledged her with a hand motion of thanks, “Take heart then, Sediya, and know Lokam is well-secured against all threats. Still, I thank you for your offer. Please come to us if you spot anything of worry.”

“We will do so.” 

With massive flaps, stirring the dirt around them, they went into the air.

“Sviska,” said Bloodhawk, “Can the Falacar alert you of our worries?”

“Yes.”

“They fly away now,” he pointed, “We should and will help guard Lokam.”

“Thank you. I know little of either of you but you came from the will of the Gypsy Mother. Slats, do you and Ruir seek to move the army to Lokam?”

“Yes, those able will be ordered to march here now. But we are taking care to assure our ships in the bay and that the road between Lokam and Srun are guarded. There is also the matter of the crucified. A horrid sight.” 

Bloodhawk nodded, “Our warriors weep for those lost of the Island Nation, both in battle and the innocent upon the roads. We will make sure of safe passage in these lands, as long as the sun and moon cross the sky, Saint of Wura.”

The Falacar rode off, leaving two of their riders to watch the area, as the others followed Bloodhawk who would dispatch them as needed.

Sviska, Slats, and Brethor turned back to the gateway and entered. They made their way to the tavern where Garoa had taken Asnea but found the door locked. They knocked.

There was a scratch on the door and a small peephole opened. It then closed and there was silence for a moment.

“Let them in,” a voice said.

There were two clanks and the door opened. The innkeeper from before, Leurka, stood before them.

“Your friend is here,” he said to Sviska.

They entered and the door shut behind them. Entering the main hall, they found the table clear and Garoa sitting with his staff across his arms, staring into the fire.

“She is doing well. If anyone has been wondering,” he said as they entered the room.

Garoa set his staff on the table and turned to them, “Thank you, and thank you all for dealing with me in my worries. I am much more relaxed, as much as can be. Do not worry of the locked door. Leurka did so in the attack and I suggested he keep it so, given the state of things.” 

He smiled at them, “I know I have been less than hospitable at times. But I feel much calmer now.”

“As keeper of that staff,” said Brethor, “You must be.”

“What of the people here, the Chieftains of the Island Nation, and of Taria, what is to become of this place?” said Slats.

“We will need to meet with the others,” Brethor said, “I, however, will not be Lord of this place. In case you all had thought it perhaps should be, my last stewardship ended rather well.”

“Successful for its purpose,” said Sviska. 

“Indeed,” said Brethor, “It has been a long while since such a deciding was needed but it would be best if we all convened and discussed it. These Poluti will need to be accounted for, as well.”

“What is their purpose?” asked Slats.

“A form of government for the Grand Protectorate’s citizens, though they have little actual say, at least in the southern regions,” Garoa said.

“I am sure that is true here, but the people of the city will trust them more than us.”

A knock came at the door, Leurka went to it and without coming to ask Garoa, opened it.

“Thanks, Leurka,” a raspy voice said.

With stomping feet, Nupps came in. His ax out, he threw a trio of rabbits on the floor inside near where Leurka stood and walked into the main hall.

“Well, look here, we’ve got everyone together now! Pesky Legion are gone. A good day. I got some rabbits for a good meal.”

“How have you been?”

“Well. Less legion around here, it seems the little attack worked.”

“If you call the battle little, I would not like to see what a large one is,” said Slats.

“I do not know you. Dwarf, I am guessing?”

“Yes, Slatnichor, or Slats as most know me.”

Nupp closed his right eye, “I am Nupp, known by all as Nupp. I helped out your friends here before.”

He took a seat near Garoa, kicking off his boots. “So the city is a bit different.”

“I told you it would work,” said Brethor.

“But those island dwellers sail and fish, I didn’t know they had such a fightin’ spirit. A few of the Legion fled the gates after y’all went in but I fixed them up nice and good. Bears will like their parts for food, I bet!”

Another knock came to the door. This time, instead of opening it as before, Leurka paused, voices spoke and he shut the door. Leurka came to Garoa.

“They want you all,” he said to them.

They all stood, except for Nupp, and filed towards the door. Two Taria guards awaited, “You have been sought to enter the palace of Lokam with the others.”

Leading them beside the waterway and to the great bridge on the southern stretch of the city, a escort of guards awaited down a rocky path barely visible beside the cliffs leading down near the falls above them. 

They passed into a tunnel where the waterfall rushed above. A cavern opened up and windows above the falls let sunlight from above shine down. Torches lined a pathway along the walls leading to two massive doors. One of Brethor’s wolves lay in the opening, panting.

“Hello, friend,” Brethor said.

The wolf looked at them as they passed.

“I still need to recover the body, if the others have not, of the wolf that died on the causeway,” he commented.

Knasgriff approached them from the doors, “The wolf would not leave. It seems the other wolves are also taking up guard around Lokam.”

“You will find no better watchers of the paths than my wolves,” Brethor stated. “That, I can assure you.”

“Saints of Wura,” Knasgriff said, “Legatus Arsus has opened this place to us. It is the Palace of Lokam and had been gathering place of Lokam, we figured you would like to come and be a part of our proceedings. The people of Lokam are have had their lives usurped and we feel we must right that wrong.”

“Have we found the prisoners?” asked Sviska.

Knasgriff shook his head, “We have not, and we do not know where they could be held other than here.”

Following Knasgriff, they came into a grand area, lit from fires along the walls that burned with no known source of fuel. A fountain in the center of the room was the centerpiece of a grand working of many halls that descended down into the earth.

“Is this of Dwarven design?” asked Garoa.

“No,” replied Slats, “But is similar. Men, taught by dwarves, built this place.”

Arsus spotted them from afar, as he emerged from a dark corridor, “Welcome to the Old Palace of Lokam. Not many have seen these halls for some time, other than the Order. Not even the Poluti have been within this place. Come, this way.”

They followed him down the corridor, finding a large room, dark, and made of stone. Many seats rose upwards in all directions and a single throne, made of stacked stones and curved metal that reached into the rocks around it, loomed in the center of the room.

“What is this place?” asked Sviska.

“It was the heart of the Order, at least in rumor to those of the Legions, and was the most secure of places. But even this door was left sprung open when I led the first of the Island Nation and Taria down here. I have done some searching of the room and can say it was left in shambles.”

He took a torch from a nearby guard and walked around the room. 

“I still do not understand what transpired here but I gather it was beyond the will of the Order. The practices and ordained ways and rituals, if I may say, were not a blind panic but their fleeing from here was.”

He reached down, lifting up a book with torn pages. He showed the cover to them and revealed the book was charred.

“Their books were precious. More has transpired here than what we know.”

Arsus then lifted a metal box from the ground. It was similar to the one used at Kersa by the legionnaires of Varac.

“A communication device, of much more use in the ages past  but widely used by our forces before the “blessing” by the Man of Fog. Thrown down like trash.” 

He tossed the box and it clanged on the ground.

Sviska walked along the edge of the room, noticing a sword laying on the ground next to the wall. He picked it up and, for a moment, returned to Taria, to the bedroom of Lord Utros’ daughter. This blade was one of a Keeper but he had been told by Kasis that all Keepers were as him, Dark Ones. Perhaps the Dark Ones had attacked the Order. He laid the blade back down and joined the others.

As more of the individual leaders arrived in the palace of Lokam, more torches were lit around the chamber. The rubble of broken glass and shattered dishes was swept together and disposed of. Chairs and tables were turned upright, and as the Poluti arrived bound in chains, heated discussions began in individual corners of the room.

Arsus stood and approached the Poluti; Knasgriff and Ruir both stood with him as he spoke. 

“Poluti of Lokam, you know my actions and deeds against the Grand Protectorate, but I say to you that I have secured you respect in these halls. We will take off your chains. It has been decided among the Island Nation, the realms of Taria, and myself that you are to be allowed to be free so as long as none of you show ill will.”

The Poluti seemed surprised but were happy to be free of their bindings. They went into the room with the single throne and ascending seats. Weapons were kept close by, even though a grumble of words from the Poluti said that Lokam was a place of peace and no weapons should be allowed around them. Ruir heard such whispers, and laughed quite openly about it.

The assembly took their seats, each sitting next to their respective people. The Island Nation was represented by their Chieftains. Those of Taria, including the Lord Utros, and their Captains were next to them. Brethor sat next to the Saints of Wura and the Falacar Chiefs.

The Iolas arrived late. Sediya came with two others whom landed just before the throne. Sediya deliberately walked over the throne, stepping into the seat before jumping and gliding with her wings to a spot not too far from the Falacar. The two other harpies followed.

The Poluti sat in a group of ten, opposite the rest.

No one spoke at first. Glances around the room and rapid jerks of eyes ensued when, at last, Knasgriff stood.

“Lokam has been taken,” he began. “We sought to dispose of the Grand Protectorate and it was so. Our people have been taken against their will by the Legions and our rights were taken by the Legions. Their power in this part of the lands has been removed.”

Ruir laughed, “We should head south, there are more of them and they have more places there.”

The Poluti began to talk between themselves and finally one stood, looking at Knasgriff. 

“We want no part of your war-mongering. The Grand Protectorate had all but barred our speaking to anyone of power. We had been disconnected from their deeds and have lost our basic rights as representatives within the city. We thank you all of your kindness to us, even in capture but do not understand why you stand near those of magic. We saw the one cast a spell of fire, we do not wish for that sickness to spread again. Laws have their place.”

Garoa stood, “People of Lokam, I assure you no sickness exists; it was a folly and a lie from the Order, the ones who command the Grand Protectorate and did away with those of magic. Their deeds are why we stand as conquerors and you now seek our approval.”

“Said by one who casts it,” the man replied.

“I do not cast magic,” said Knasgriff, “But I believe that no sickness exists nor did it ever. People of magic were cursed. The Order played us, then, against them when we of the Island Nation were the last to stand against them, once the armies of the Dwarves and Elves had fallen. We were the last blades that were rattled against the evils of other men. We had none of magic with us and we had no other allies. Even then, the whispers of a created curse were spread.”

“He speaks the truth,” said Brethor, standing up.

“Who are you?” the Poluti questioned.

“My name is Brethor. I am with the Wolves of Taria, my friends. But before I was Lord of the City of Elinathrond, haven for those of magic and a safe place against the curse of the Order.”

“You were Lord of a city we have not heard of.”

“You see, there is this thing about secret cities and that being a good attribute of them. However your First Legion marched against us many weeks ago. Did you not see the host head north?”

“They were practicing, as a good army does” another Poluti said, “an exercise in preparation for the destruction of the very Island Nation that sit beside you.”

One of the other Poluti turned and pointed to the first, “Yes, because that is why my son became a mindless form of blue fire.”

“Quiet you!”

“I will not be quiet! You will not go against them!”

The man trying to silence the other grabbed at him, tearing at his face with his fingers. The host of Poluti began shouting at one another when an arrow flew from Berie’s bow, striking the man that was trying to stop the other from speaking. His body slid off the frightened man, falling on the floor of the room.

“Now, we can talk again,” said Berie.

Those of the Poluti worked to calm themselves. The one that told of his son, spoke again.

“We had received death threats. We were told our people should not speak of events outside of Lokam and of the Legion, or harsh punishments would come. The Grand Protectorate, the Order, has used assassins before.”

“No doubt,” said Lord Utros, “One was sent for my own daughter.”

“The Order is a myth,” another Poluti said.

“They are not. But many of their lies have been thought true and are not,” stated Arsus, “We must all keep an open mind to new ideas and beliefs.”

“We mean the people of Lokam no further harm,” said Knasgriff, “But you will no longer have power here. You may return to your homes but your personal guard will be chosen  by the Legatus Arsus.”

“He does not have the right.”

“He is given that right by us, the conquerors of this city.”

“So this is a conquest by the northern nations. You seek our land?”

“There is no such plan,” said Lord Utros, “We and the Island Nation stated before that we seek not this land as our own. It is the Saints of Wura we have decided to honor this city with, they, and Brethor.”

Brethor as well as Garoa, Sviska, Slats, and Berie looked to him and those of the Island Nation.

“We seek not a city,” said Berie, “We wish to restore magic now in the west.”

“Brethor,” Utros said, ”Your city was destroyed, correct?”

“It was. But I say our city was destroyed, I was only steward to it for a time.”

“As it is, those of magic lost their places in the world. It is fitting for them to have a place, even if not their own, to reside.”

Bloodhawk did not stand, but spoke above the volume of the others. 

“The people of Elinathrond, some, they found their way to our lands in the east. They live under the stars, as we do, but they wish to return to these lands.”

“And I have found some that have hid in the woods of Taria,” said Brethor. “They showed themselves as I marched with those of Taria and the Priors of Kel. They do desire a place to live.”

“You have no army, but we will help you to keep Lokam secure. However, what has started cannot be stopped.” said Knasgriff, “This is one step that we of the Islands thought only a hope, but now we see that this is not the end.”

“War is to return,” said Tvila, “And still we question of our people taken in the night by the Fourth Legions, the slave ships, and the atrocities of those murdered and placed on crosses along the road towards Srun. Where are our people?” 

The Poluti shook their heads, looking at one another.

“We know not. Those crucified were done so in the middle of the night. Such punishments were not of common occurrence anymore, but the Order must’ve been at work. No prisoners were brought here that we knew of. We know not where such people would be kept.”

“The tower that housed the war god?” suggested Sviska.

“No human could dwell within that place in the realm of Kel,” Brethor said.

“I would think the Priest of the Itsu took them when he fled, or moved them as we were preparing. I cannot guess. It was not the right time for the incantation and he will keep them for whatever his thoughts are now. The approaching hour to the dark moon will likely reveal much.”

“We will continue to search for our people,” stated Knasgriff, “Further action is needed for war that has fled us now.”

“It has not yet left,” Ruir grumbled, “Those in the south remain, as do their Legions.”

“What of the Legions that departed within the last days?” asked one of the Poluti.

“They are dead. Destroyed by Kel,” said Garoa. 

“Those of the Blessed were no longer our friends. Of the south, I can think of little that will have the power to help us. The city of Finar has long been devoid of Grand Protectorate influence, at least, since the arrival of the Man of Fog.”

“Will Kel destroy the other Legions?” asked Ruir.

“Likely not,” said Brethor. “But we cannot tell. The ways of the gods are beyond us.”

“In the spirit of concern I will say, as a Legion commander, that it is doubtful but I pray that other Legions will join our cause,” said Arsus, “I will hope to garner their support. Those who fought in the east were all of the Blessed Legions but not all men were blinded to what happened in our ranks. I know that some of the other Legions fled before their own blessing.”

“Will they not march to retake the city?” asked Tvila.

“They fear the war god,” said Sviska, “The Itsu Priest will not risk his own destruction by him before the Itsu return to power. That is the other reason we took this city. The staff wielded by my friend is a weapon of the war-god. The people of the nations before you that were taken are part of a mass sacrifice and somehow will bring the return of the southern gods. It is by the next dark moon we have to fully stop this plot.”

“The Grand Protectorate abandoned this city,” said Knasgriff, “and of the Order, not one of them has been found.”

“And the ones that were atop the tower were loyal to the Itsu Priest,” added Garoa.

“We know not of this Priest,” one of the Poluti began, “but only that he was here. The people of Lokam have acted in support of the Grand Protectorate for many moons without a true love of them. A hastiness in their actions and a lack of empathy in their ways had lost them any respect among many of the city, though the many of the people are still without desire to support any but them.”

“One leader taking over will not be accepted,” another said. 

“Then we must not have one leader. You are representatives of the people?” asked Brethor.

“Yes.”

“Then go to your people, speak, and speak openly. Let them know we mean them no harm and wish to cooperate with them. Tell them our quarrel is with the Grand Protectorate and the evils of the Itsu Priest. Return here, and then we will decide of further purposes for all involved We will select those that will represent the city, and of those that will govern, and a council will be held to further discuss our plans. We may have war upon us soon and those of Lokam must be ready.”

“I second Brethor’s recommendation,” said Knasgriff, “Is that suitable?”

Tvila and Ruir nodded.

“That is well with Taria also,” said Lord Utros.

“There you have a plan for the people,” said Brethor, “You are free to go from here. But know that any acts of violence against our peoples  will be dealt with.”

“There are some that will have not any wish to be a part of those of magic,” a Poluti voiced. 

“Then they may leave,” Garoa said.

“You cannot kick them out from their homes.”

He raised his eyebrow, “I cannot? I threw open the gates of your keep with my hands and was kicked out by the First Legion from my home in Elinathrond. Do not take our kindness as anything less than a true desire to keep peace and fight only those we must. If our people are threatened, we will fight.”

The man was silent and looked down at the ground.

“Thank you,” another of the Poluti said, “We will go to the people.”

 

Chapter 9 Enemies and Friends

 

Those within the chamber filed out one by one. Brethor and Sviska watched as the Iolas flew to the ground. Turning, they looked at the Saints of Wura. 

“What deed would you have us do?”

“None. Continue your watch as of now,” said Garoa.

“Wielder of the Staff of the war god,” said Sediya, “We do as you say, faithfully.”

Bloodhawk stood, “When the pleasantries of the wolf cub turn from suckling to ripping off the nipple of the mother, the cub should not wonder why the mother bites back.”

“Quiet, old man,” Sediya growled.

The other of the Iolas stood next to her, their glares unceasing towards the Falacar.

Brethor stood placing his hand on Bloodhawk’s shoulder. 

“Go on, Sediya,” Brethor said, “Let us not let the past shroud the future in murkiness and ill thought.”

“Brethor, you know of our plight. Do you not see as we do?” she asked him.

“I care not to take sides in your issues, I was not part of those events then and I do not plan to be of them now.”

Sediya had a small smile creep from the sides of her mouth. She then turned with a jerk, walking out. The other harpies followed her.

Knasgriff and Ruir joined the Falacar, “They are allies and should be respected as such.”

The Falacar were unmoved by the Chieftain’s sentence.

“When you have suffered at the hand of the Priestess Sediya, you may know yet of the evil she hides.”

“What of her is evil?” asked Slats.

The Falacar looked at him and then to Brethor.

“Tell them the telling of our fall,” Bloodhawk said.

He nodded. “Swunock village is not just a mountain town of people; it was a place of power in the old days. The ruins below the village were the foundations of the home of old gods akin to the ones of the north and south. The nests of the eagle and the hawk once stood high above the world at this place. 

“A balance existed for a while and then came strife, desire, and the loss of unity. It was then the eagle attacked the hawk, throwing it down to the earth. Sweeping down from the high sky, it screeched, bearing down on the hawk whose wings were broken. The hawk became a horse to outrun the eagle but never did the hawk desire to run upon the ground but soaring into the sky was not something it could ever do again. A power was within the nests of the eagle and the hawk, and the power to become as human was there also but held in secret. 

“The gods of the old did not wish such a power to be given to the eagle and forbade it, but Sediya was a young and powerful harpy even then. She tricked one of the gods, used her knowledge to murder them, and in doing so, destroyed the nests. 

“The gods of the north banned her from further power but it was in those days the faltering of magic ensued. The acts of Sediya was one of many others that spurred the war of the gods that would lead to the issues we faced today. She worked a deal with Kel, to spare her life but bind her to the mountain, watching the east. He cared little of the issues of the Eagle and Hawk, his own mind busy with the deeds of the rest of the world. It is there she retained her power although I had even believed her dead. She should not have escaped the curse of the Itsu.”

“We the Falacar,” began Bloodhawk, “are the descendants of the great hawk that became as a horse. Sediya has not yet shown her real intentions.”

“I hear what you two say,” said Knasgriff, “But given even the world’s view of you, of magic as a whole, I cannot discard Sediya when we need every ally willing to fight.”

“Do not trust the Iolas, that is all us of the Falacar can say. She is not with us for the good of us all.”

With the Falacar done speaking, they departed the Palace of Lokam and each went about to do their own tasks. Garoa went to check on Asnea, her health returning with hours of sleep and good nourishment. The Leechers had posted guards near her and the northern gate of the town. The Drean brought in injured from the battle to the east, along with healers and herbs for those within Lokam. Euso arrived with them and Slats worked to bring him into knowledge of happenings until now.

Brethor stayed cloaked. Rather than risk sunlight, he made his way into the tower of Lokam, opening the doors of the tower from the inside after deciphering a runic lock that impressed even himself. The items of the Order were gathered and guards placed on the Galhedriss Arcana. The Priors of Kel were to reside in the tower for now, although the center column leading down into the vault that had held the war god was undoubtedly damaged. There was much debate on the integrity of the structure but generally it was believed to be safe.

Berie and Sviska began clearing rubble and assisting those of the west and east of Lokam with individual needs. The Poluti were everywhere, holding discussions outside of the homes of many prominent residents of the city. The discussions were heated at times and many looked out from the crowds, staring at the invaders of their home.

A special group was sent out along the north march road finding the many crosses and crucified islanders as spoken by Knasgriff. The number dead was just over two hundred and their ages varied from the very young to the old. It was a solemn task completed in silence. Those taken were loaded onto a boat and burned at sea. It was a horrid act and one not suffered by any people of the north since the time of magic of the age before.

It was now nearing evening and in the shadowy parts of the city, Brethor could be seen going house to house assuring good intents as he spoke with the citizens. Runka was with him and was met with fear and awe by the people.

As the moon began to rise above them, the Poluti gathered on the southern bridge. The other leaders gathered there also.

“As you may assume,” began one of the Poluti, “some of the people are fearful of what is to become of us and our city. Though what repairs and cleaning have been done, have helped many. You have kept your word about violence against our people and we are thankful. We are not of the Legion nor of the Grand Protectorate’s Order.”

“Our strife is with them,” said Ruir. 

“We feel it best to convene tomorrow morning, after first light.”

“I think I speak for all of us, that is well,” said Knasgriff.

“Then, goodnight to you all.”

The Poluti departed, heading back to their homes on the east side. With a slow departing, those of the other regions went their own ways. Sviska and Brethor took the path up the tower of Lokam and ascended to the top. Reaching the room where the Galhedriss Arcana sat, they walked outside and to the summit of the tower.

Below them, the torchlights of Lokam flickered; further north, the sea was alight with the moon and the rocking shapes of the anchored Drean loomed near the shore. Looking south, the rocky cliffs of the southern wall of the city dropped into a valley where a dark ribbon of water flowing from the falls of Lokam trekked downward and began its rushing journey to the southern seas.

“You had never visited Lokam before, had you?” asked Brethor.

“No, my dealings were in the far south down the Irir Peninsula and around further west into the deserts there. My ascent into Taria was far north for me, then. I had never had thought I would be standing where I am now, with the Order abandoning their ground.”

“I would say this was the way things were to be, but I cannot believe that. The Galhedriss Arcana is safe for a time, but now we worry of the Itsu and why the Order fled. Their attack on Elinathrond, however faulty or shortsighted, was a way to destroy all of us. But you were their first plan, to poison us. They wish to do good for those not of magic but there is something else at work. We may not know if it was the wrath of Kel due to a percieved imminent escape or some push from the Itsu Priest that spurred their attack, but I question why they left Lokam and where are they hiding now?”

“There is a city to the south, I have not visited it but it could be where they went.”

“You speak of Finar. It was once a Temple to the Itsu and, yes, though its inhabitants know not of its history, beyond its granite walls and high towers there has been much evil there. We cannot just assume that the Order or, more overtly, the Grand Protectorate are even making decisions. The will of the Itsu Priest appears to have become absolute. With that, the Legions and the cities they hold would cease to be of Grand Protectorate control.” He paused turning to see Garoa joining them.

“We must hope more are like the Second Legion and join our side.”

“You speak of Finar?” asked Garoa.

“Yes,” replied Brethor.

“I have heard that placed whispered among the people, some have thought of fleeing there.”

“It is a strong place,” said Brethor. “Though Lokam is mighty and beautiful, the harshness of Finar is one of a fortress with a garden built upon it. It has been a long while since I was near there; the place Sviska was taken after his parents were killed is to the west of Finar.”

They stood for a moment; Garoa went to Brethor’s side. 

“I seek further knowledge, Brethor. Kel spoke to me atop the tower and I feel the answers we seek will be found in the Galhedriss.”

Brethor narrowed his brows, “You are a Rusis and wielder of the Staff of Kel, though Nusian never did such a thing, he was not allowed access. I had gathered the items of the Order that were found in the upper portion of the tower as well as the Palace of Lokam. I think it a wise for us to study not just the Galhedriss Arcana which, of course, pertains to a caster of magic such as yourself, but also any information we can find on the Order. The answers to some of our questions, or at least the most important, where the Order went and why did they abandon the Itsu Priest, might be discovered.”

“Then I leave to begin my studying,” said Garoa. 

The Rusis departed, leaving Brethor and Sviska atop the tower. Some time passed and the moon crossed over them. The winds had turned warmer, sweeping in from the south and rushing along the tower.

“I take my leave, Sviska,” Brethor told him, “I need to stretch my legs some. The wolves and I will take a run before turning in for the night.”

He left Sviska, who lay on his back staring upwards at the wisp of clouds and the emptiness of the black sky. He wondered of the happenings of late, the meaning of his path at this point. It had not yet been a year and already the world was changing. 

Standing up, he glanced around and then began walking towards the stairwell. A gust of wind rushed over and a thin veil of fog rolled in front of him. The hair along his neck went up and a warmness covered his back. He felt for his dagger, turning on his feet as he did to see a caped figure standing in the center of the tower.

“Sviska, our duel was interrupted at Tuonia and that I do regret.”

“Kasis.”

“Yes, it is me, friend.”

Kasis was not as he had been at Tuonia in the weeks before. Though his cape was black, a literal grayish fire lapped from his arms and face, his eyes were dark.

“I was not here for your corruption of Lokam but that was no easy feat. Kealin says you did well.”

“So Kealin follows after you, Dark Ones, as well as the Order and the Itsu?”

Kasis began to walk around to Sviska’s side. The dance was returned as Sviska side-stepped, also.

“I cannot speak for Kealin, he is not of the Dark Ones, and you would do well if you could find the Order now. A bit of a lapse in their judgment and a disagreement led them to leave the city. We work to find them.”

“The Grand Protectorate has many troops, it should not be a problem.”

“There is no Grand Protectorate, Sviska. It is not as complex as some would believe. The Itsu Priest can explain such things to you but you seem convinced of your own path. What lies have you been told by those of the north? Not long ago, you would’ve stood next to your old friend.”

“We were lied to. Abused by the Order for personal gain.”

“The gain of not releasing the war god? Of returning magic to creatures too vile to wield it? Magic is meant for only the strongest of people. Under the blessing of the Itsu, we wield it now. I doubt that even your Rusis Garoa could defeat us.”

“There are other ways to kill a man than magic.” His hand slid Sishan up from its sheath.

“Oh, how you know, but do not worry, I am not here to kill you today. I only wish to offer a way out of your curse, the one placed by the Order Hand. Know that it does not matter if he lives or dies, you will still be bound by it. The Itsu gave him the power of that binding, and it is they who may call upon you.”

Sviska paused. He knew his curse bound him to the will of the Order but had no knowledge of the new terms.

“You lie.”

“Sure. But will you ever know? I say, when you have killed the ones you call friends and you swear your blood to the will of the Itsu then you will know if I present the truth or a lie, but then will it not be too late? You are still a pawn to the will of greater masters, Sviska.”

“What did you get, Kasis, what things were promised to you?”

“All of us, the Keepers, as you know and were once one of, were offered a place of power by the Itsu Priest. We command the army indirectly and oversee our vast prisoners until the time is nigh for the revealing of truth in this world. But do not fear, there are no assassins’ blades coming your way yet. We no longer do such work and besides, you are too valuable. This meeting is not for us to discuss my place in the world but yours. You have been personally invited to join us. Come to the city by the sea. You may bring your weapons, but come alone and no harm will come to you.”

“And then?”

“You will be free from your curse and prevent the deaths of your friends by your own hand. It is a path to forgiveness.”

“Myself, is that all you desire?”

Kasis smiled, “Bring that Galhedriss Arcana and things will be easier, but do not worry, we will acquire that again soon.” He paused,” Do not be foolish. Goodbye, Sviska.”

The winds blew towards the south and in a wisp of fog, he was gone.

 

Chapter 10 Declaration 

 

Sviska did not plan to say anything of his meeting with Kasis to the others. The empty top of the tower seemed colder now as he turned, a sick feeling twisting his stomach. He thought of what was unknown to him. He felt like a chained dog whose handler had fled but could return at any time just to choke him with a leash.

Garoa sat crossed-legged on the floor, the Galhedriss Arcana in his hands. The pages of the book glowed. Garoa’s hand twiddled as he caused random shapes and figures to appear.

“Anything of interest?” asked Sviska.

He looked up, shutting the book. 

“A bit. But not so much what I found in here.”

He set the book down and reached over to a stack of torn books, flipping through them with his thumb.

“There is more knowledge in those pages than any man could remember with a hundred lifetimes. I am troubled now. There is word of a place or a sort of place the Order was searching for at one time, or maybe it was the Itsu Priest, but I look at the papers scattered throughout this level and I’m puzzled more. The Order destroyed much when they left.”

He picked up a parchment and handed it to Sviska. A runic language filled the page.

“What is this? I cannot read it.”

“At best, I have deciphered it as the place of keeping. I will read more. Slats maybe can help me or Brethor, but in the next few days it will be of importance in our next step.”

“Next step?” asked Sviska, walking with Garoa to the windows.

“I was set in my path to find my daughter but that is done. Now, I must secure this world.”

“We will convene with the others tomorrow and begin talking of what to do.”

“I am sure, but within these texts there is much power to be had. I need not a lesson on watching myself. Between the blood of my people and my staff I am near unstoppable but by my own folly I may be killed. I will remain in control of this gift, Sviska.”

He looked at Sviska. His eyes had a firm gaze.

“We must stop the Itsu Priest, as well as rescue the people that were taken.”

Sviska smiled, “I am glad to see your mind in this place now. I had worried before.”

“It is our enemies that must worry now.”

Garoa went outside and looked up to the sky. Sviska followed, the wind cupping around his ears cold and causing a chill along his shoulders. Garoa took out his whistle, the same one he had used before when calling his dragons. He blew into it. A rumble shook the air and in the distant sky, the two dragons of Garoa appeared, landing atop the tower.

He approached them, rubbing under their necks. Their scales had bits of ice melting with each breath the creatures took in. 

“They are well?”

“Yes, I am blessed that they have grown to such a size and even more so that one is a male and the other a female. I may be able to return the race of dragons to life.”

“Does it not matter that they are close kin?”

“It does not.”

The other dragon rubbed its snout against his shoulder. He turned to it.

“Stay well, my friends. You must guard yourselves.”

The dragons stepped back, standing on their hind legs, their wings flapping as they made a hissing sound, pulling air into their bodies. As they slammed their front feet back to the ground, fire spewed into the sky, molten pieces falling beneath them in drops. For a few moments, the fires lit up the top of the tower. When at last the fire subsided, Garoa was clapping.

“Very good, my young ones.”

He gripped his staff, pointing it towards them. The end began to glow a green color and the dragons lowered themselves to the ground. The spikes on their backs began to flicker and grow turning icy and then hard.

“What is that?”

“I have learned a spell to enhance their armor. Now they will resist fire, as well as other elements, much more readily. Go now, my friends. Keep a watch in the skies above.”

Garoa went back inside the tower, motioning for Sviska to follow him.

“I have much reading to do this night. You should sleep, Sviska. I understand the others are staying in the inn still .”

Sviska nodded, “They are and I agree. Is there anything I can help you with here?”

“Unless you can read these inscriptions, I am afraid not.”

He bowed to him and headed to the inn. Garoa had saved his daughter and his goals seemed set, but Sviska wondered of the power he now had. The simple hand magic that he had done at Elinathrond was mere child’s play to him now. Down the tower and the causeway, over the harbor where not too long ago they had all been locked in a battle for the city, he looked as the moon glistened on the ripples of water. Change was upon the lands and he was a part of it.

Making it back to the inn, he found everyone else had likely gone to sleep. He went to his own room, eager to get to his bed. He took off his coat and then sat down on his bed.

The wind blew through his window and he could feel another person was near. He gripped Sishan and, in a single motion, turned drawing the blade. A figure stood in the open doorway of the balcony. It was hooded and had tattered leather armor visible just under a furling cape. In the figure’s right hand was a blade. Sviska thought of alerting the others but before he could, the figure tossed the blade onto the ground before dropping his hood.

It was a man, scarred and around Sviska’s age. 

“I am a Keeper of what was the Order—”

Sviska ran towards him, putting a foot on his surrendered blade and holding out Sishan.

“Then I should not continue this conversation.”

“You are Sviska, then, the one who did not kill the child? The one they wanted dead? I deserve death, but know that other Keepers did not go with the Man of Fog and Shadows. Not all became as Dark Ones.”

Sviska kept his blade up but relaxed his stance.

“I am Sviska and your time breathing will be determined by your words. What is your name?”

“I am Dran, Keeper like you.”

“I am no Keeper, but I was. Why did you come here? Why have you come to me?”

Dran turned towards the city but then turned back.

“We were hunted. After being called to the city of Lokam to become as Dark Ones, some of us had second thoughts, as you did. We have all traveled much and seen strange things but something was not right. We would not swear fealty to some god-priest and so we fled. Many of us were killed in our flight but still others remained sane and with our own power. 

“Many weeks passed and we hid in the mountains and saw many strange movements in the lands. Then came the grand attack on Lokam. While your forces prepared, the Man of Fog and The Order began to fight. I do not know why, but many of The Order called out to us and we returned to help them. There was a large battle in the palace of Lokam. They seemed desperate to escape one of the gods. Some of the Order left but I cannot say where they went.”

“An admirable story but I care little for their safety. The Order Hand and I have not the best of relationships. Now, why are you here?”

“Sviska, we are all without family. We are your brothers and sisters. We Keepers swear not loyalty to this new  land or the old but we wish to help you in your deeds. You know such a claim is rare within our ranks.”

Sviska lowered his dagger and knelt down to pick up Dran’s. 

“You are a man as I, you have chosen your path and while I cannot say I trust you, I will say anyone that stands against the Itsu may very well be friend.”

Dran took his blade back and slid it into his sheath.

“But Dran, though I may understand this, your dealings with the Order and such would mark you as an enemy to most everyone here.”

Dran nodded and threw his hood back over his head. 

“That is why we will watch and wait. Our allegiance is our own. I am a simple man of the blade but some of our once-called brothers have fallen into evil and when you must face them, we Keepers will stand beside you.”

Dran turned from Sviska and leapt from the balcony. Sviska was again, alone. He shook his head and sat down on the bed. He would not tell the others.

 

The next morning he awoke, finding Slats above him. 

“What are you doing?” Sviska asked, staring at the two round eyes that still did not move back from him.

“They wish to meet early, even before breakfast, I am afraid.”

Sviska rubbed his face, barely feeling as he had slept. He pulled his boots on and gathered his things before joining Brethor and Berie in the hall downstairs.

“Sleep well?” asked Berie.

He was still rubbing his eyes.

“Look your best,” said Brethor, “The Poluti sought an early meeting, it seems. The others have already arrived, including Garoa, but I do not think the Rusis even slept.”

They exited the inn, Leurka holding the door as they were met with the winds of dawn  and the chirp of morning birds. Brethor in his fully-covered cloak walked ahead of them. The sun had yet to fully rise and a red and orange light was in the clouds above. Walking the streets, the few that were out gave careful looks as they passed.

“Well, they aren’t grabbing broomsticks to attack us,” said Slats, “They must be somewhat content with our presence.”

“Would you attack someone that threw down your city defenders?” asked Berie.

“Yes.”

“Never mind that thought,” she told him, “These people are not like the elven and dwarven people, they are men, normal and simple men.”

“Normal men are not as weak as you may say,” added Brethor, “It is normal men that helped you, Slats, on the field of battle and those of Taria and the Island Nation were the strong arm of the army attacking Lokam. We must learn our place in their world. Though it is as rightfully ours as it is theirs, we must not show the face of those that have mastered others. They have seen enough of that.”

Sviska looked at Berie; she glanced at Slats who shrugged. Sviska tried to compare himself against their many years of life . He had been an orphan but that is what he knew. Aside from lifetimes of life, both had lost many they loved. He had been fortunate in that regard. He knew not any to love.  It was difficult for him to understand the true weight of the events on their minds.

They approached the bridge and found those of the Island Nations sitting against the railings. The Lord of Tar Mena was with them. Some of the Poluti had gathered and a messenger was sent below to summon the remaining as they spotted the approach of the others.

“An early rise for all of us,” said Knasgriff, “Garoa said further waiting was folly.”

Sviska greeted Knasgriff, “I thought the Poluti sought this early meeting, did something change?”

“It was both, but he seems to be quite zealous of this meeting.”

Before they could talk anymore, Garoa emerged from the lower level with other Poluti.  He was in deep discussion with one of them as they made it to the bridge. He looked at Sviska as he passed. The Poluti he spoke to nodded along and then began to speak.

“Thank you, People of the North, for meeting this early hour. I was awoken ahead of when I wished but dealings such as this must not be ignored. I thank you for coming.”

He took the sash over his shoulder and threw it on the ground. Those of the Poluti around gasped in sudden horror, mumbling to one another.

“I am a simple man and that sash now on the ground is a symbol but not one that my fellow Poluti will get beyond the defiance it represents. 

“I say to you all, we Poluti have guarded our people as much as we could possibly strive to but times are beyond us. As a simple man, I offer this greeting to those that chased the Itsu Priest from our city. I am Evurius of Lokam, but of older, of the Children of Lokam. I knew this man,” he said pointing to Garoa, “well before even some of Elinathrond. As young men, I, with others, terrorized the Legions in a way of child’s play. But that time has passed. I am of the people, and I speak in their favor, but we, Poluti, must not look at our attackers as conquerors of our fair city. We have indeed been rescued from the grip of fate.

“Many nights we spoke of rebellion but had not the strength. Legatus Arsus took that step and I feel more will do so. If they are not cursed by the Itsu gods. The so named ‘Blessed Legions’ are not to be referred to as such. They are cursed, doomed to die by blades that ring for Lokam and the North but I do get off subject. I seek not my own power in these dealings. I say to you, what question was the most common, what request did those people of your districts ask you?”

There was a silence before any answer. It seemed some did not wish to speak, while others felt a rhetorical question had been asked.

“Anyone?”

Sevus, the man from before that had surrendered to Garoa, spoke, “They wished for answers. Answers to the coldness they had felt from the Grand Protectorate. They wondered why some had disappeared as of late and the hosts of people brought in shackles from beyond our land.”

“I had some that have relatives that lived to the far west. They spoke of the villages raided and many taken,” another one said, “They question how such a thing could happen and why.”

“These troubles are not isolated incidents,” Evurius explained, “Even before those of magic returned, the Island Nation dealt with this to a degree unlike what we had dealt with here. Their people kidnapped in the night, children dragged away from their mothers while they nursed. Their people were literally stacked in carts or bound in chains and marched. Elderly, unable to keep up with prisoner lines, were killed with malice to not slow down the harvesting of life. I have spoken of horrid happenings in secret but even within Lokam, there has not been perfect peace. Our people saw the power of the war god, Kel. They saw the return of magic people not disease-ridden but in power. They seek unity and we must give it to them.”

“But what of us?” one of the Poluti asked.

“I do not seek for you to give up your position. I wish to know the state of the people,” Garoa said.

Evurius patted him on the back, “Garoa is not a king or ruler, and he wishes to be a rallying light. A beacon against the evil of the Itsu. The Man of Fog, the Itsu Priest seeks something of old to bring back its masters to this world. We must take the city of Finar to prevent this.”

“So easy a task?” asked one of the Poluti.

“No,” said Garoa, “But one we must do. That city is an old Temple of the Itsu.”

“It does not matter the cost,” Evurius said, “Garoa sought council for a vote for changes within Lokam due to his own learnings of the current world beyond our sight. He did not seek any office within the city but to prevent further evil from coming upon us all. 

“The people know us as we are but those of magic are beyond us so I recommend this: as a man, as one of the Children of Lokam believing us independent of the Grand Protectorate, I make Garoa the speaker for those of magic and the one in the coming days that the people look to. I request that Brethor remain here as a representative of those of Taria, as well as Tvila to be left here for those of the Island Nation. The horsemen will remain with those here, too, and will protect the city but we will work to reinforce the walls, watch for the enemy and Legatus Arsus shall be raised to the esteemed rank of Commanding General of Lokam, a title not held since well before the takeover of the Grand Protectorate. I ask, does any person here refuse such appointments?”

“There is no complaint from Tar Mena,” said Lord Utros.

Those of the Island Nation spoke among themselves, even out of hearing for Sviska who stood next to them. Their talking then stopped and Tvila stepped forward, 

“The Island Nation will watch the waters nearby as well as support with five hundred of our forces to help to assure the security the city,” she paused, looking to Garoa, “We also support that Garoa be speaker of those of magic but retain Berie and Slats as those we will follow, as well. Sviska, too, we hold as such a leader.”

The Poluti were looked at next. Among themselves they spoke, some finger pointing and jerking eye movements between some halted as one by one they pulled their sashes and threw them to the ground.

“We accept and denounce the Grand Protectorate. Lokam is free. Its legions uncursed, shall be the army of Lokam once again.”

“Then it is so,” said Evurius, “Those of Lokam are now for Lokam and the north alone. The Grand Protectorate has fallen but we as men, and of magic, will work as one to secure livelihoods for all.”

Garoa smiled and then lifted his staff. It began to glow white and shone over all along the bridge. The statues that stood around them began to shake and crack, those near them jumping away just as they crumbled and rolled from the bridge, vanishing down the falls.

“The age of the Grand Protectorate in Lokam has passed,” Evurius announced, “May their symbols of power fall and those in remembrance of the atrocities they oversaw be erected! Also, we will have a feast. Our supplies are not the greatest but I say that the city of Lokam has suffered much tyranny in the months before. I will see personally that food is brought from the woods and plains and for the people and those that have relieved us of the Grand Protectorate be honored. In two weeks’ time we shall eat here in formal fashion. Adequate time for the people to rest and prepare for the days to come.”

“Thank you, Evurius of Lokam,” said Knasgriff. 

“Yes, thank you,” said Lord Utros. “I will see also that patrols watch the western roads and I will work with those of the Leechers as well.”

Master Nusian smiled. “Our bows will work with you, as we have in secret for many years now.”

Those that had convened began to disperse. Master Nusian, Garoa, and Evurius stood together. Sviska joined them.

“More of the Children of Lokam?” he asked. 

Nusian and Evurius looked to Garoa.

“He met father Elum before we first came to Lokam,” Garoa explained. “We should send for him, meet up at the old inn. A few drinks would do us well.”

“Thank you for coming for me and assisting my friend here.”

“You are welcome and I could not turn down Garoa. However, it is most ironic that dear Asnea would end up coming my way, given that I know her father here. How is she now? I have not seen her.”

“She is better,” Garoa said, “I did not go last night to watch her as usual but I did check in. She is gaining strength.”

“I feared the worst once we did not meet up again after the wolves in Taria. The worst for all three of you.”

“We are well and so is she. Things are as they should be for now.”

“I must depart,” stated Evurius, “Business with the citizens. I will meet up with you all soon.”

He went back towards his house on the east side as the rest of them began towards the western side. Berie and Slats remained on the bridge speaking with Brethor and Knasgriff but soon they also followed.

With the noon sun overhead, further work went on about the city as the ships in the waterway began to row out back to sea. Many of the Island Nation set sail for home although injured from the tundra were still arriving and were cared for in rows of tents set up along the north side of the city. 

Euso and Slats were there most of the day as were many of the Priors. Within Lokam, a large storefront had been converted to a storehouse for herbs. Stones were stacked, making a fence around a large patch of grass where already healing plants were sowed.

Sviska and Brethor worked with others in the city to begin deconstruction of the center tower that had housed Kel. A mostly stone enclosure around an earthen mound, the two greater sides of the tower were actually independent and deemed safe by the masons of the city. 

During their work, they found a stairwell and passage that went further into the ground. Brethor and Sviska decided to get some fresh air, taking the passage to a door that led outside. They found a stone pathway that had been rarely traveled even by the Order it seemed. The path was built into the mountain itself, curving under the falls emptying from the city above as it began its descent towards the open valley and the southern lands. They came to a set of carved railings. Looking up from there the walls of Lokam stood high above them, the crevice that dropped down towards the plains to the further south was evident as massive cliffs mirrored one another that an observer looking from the north would have no hint existed.

“This place is old,” said Brethor, “and hearing Evurius make mention of olden times made me only wish for those times again.”

“Times before the Order, I am surprised you know of it. Are you truly that old?”

Brethor laughed, “No, not that old, but, yes, I have read of it. You know I did have quite a library at one time! I mean more so back when we didn’t know of the Order. In some ways we knew something was at work but it was easier to accept then. It hadn’t affected the world like now.”

“Garoa seems to be doing well. Finding his daughter seemed to change him.”

“A good thing. He turns his desire to protect her into a drive to do more. But this also leads to a weakness in the Rusis. Something our enemy could use against us. The Itsu Priest is weakened. Though the new moon approaches, he does not have the staff nor the Galhedriss Arcana. I am surprised a counter-attack has not been launched. We all must remember that Finar is the second goal. The other seal on magic must be released.”

“It is west, and atop a granite platform, or so we were told.”

Brethor shook his head, “I have been west many times but I know not where that is. The Annuals of Eclipses may have something of it, have you looked?”

“Not yet. I kept it with the Galhedriss Arcana in the tower. The Priors and Garoa have not lifted guard on such a place even a little.”

“It is good they do now. I do not know the workings of the enemy, but something is going on.”

“What of Kealin?” Sviska asked.

“What of him?”

“Do you worry of his betrayal?”

Brethor looked down, taking a deep breath. Sviska had never seen him at a loss of what to say. Brethor then looked back up.

“Kealin is older than I, but I met him after the loss of his siblings. He was many things and did terrible acts in the name of vengeance but he was faithful in his convictions. He also knows more than most, he has done more than most. I cannot see him betraying us so easily.”

“He stopped Garoa from attacking the Priest.”

“Yes, but he has dealt with such an entity before. He did not tell me much of it, but I can tell you Kealin is no friend of the Itsu.”

Evening approached. They made their way back to the inn just to have a seat and hear a knock on the door. Asnea, who was laying her head down, looked up. Leurka went to the door, finding a messenger had come to the inn. Garoa went to the door, taking a parchment. His eyes scanned it and then he looked up.

“Friends, we must go to the north gate.”

“What is it?” asked Berie.

“Those of Elinathrond that made it to the far east are arriving.”

All within the inn, except Leurka, went outside and jogged to the north gate. With clanking chains, the gates opened and in the distance, they spotted the gypsy carriages.

 

 

Chapter 11 Secrets of Runhadis

 

It was strange to see them, a traveling group that had made great haste from the lands of the east to Lokam. Many began to stop along the road running along the waterway and those from the city went to them. Most carried bags, small animals of differing kinds, and were obviously tired from their journey.

 The gypsy carts moved to a grassy space away from the main gate near a large wooded area north west of the city. Many on foot carrying bags, small animals, and generally spent and worn from travels, began to file into the city.

As Brethor walked beside the people, there were a few smiles and pointing though most seemed to not recognize him in his current garb and unshaven look.

“My people,” he whispered to himself, just enough to where Sviska heard it.

A man in robes approached Garoa and Berie who looked on. Underneath his ragged clothing they could make out the gleam of silver armor and a white tunic.

“The Falacar told us it was safe. We thank you for seeing us to safety here. Who is your Lord here?”

“There is no Lord,” Garoa told him. 

“You may find that some people are more fearful if you use magic. If you have injured, you may direct them to into the city or to one of the Priors,” Sviska added. 

The man stared at Garoa. “I know you,” he told them, “And you, you were in Elinathrond.”

“I know you,” interrupted Brethor. 

“Lord Brethor,” the man exclaimed

“Guard of Wura, Osur is your name.” 

“It is. I had thought all in Elinathrond were dead. We left the way of the dwarven tunnels and, until the man with the wolves told us, did not know that their were others that survived.”

“The man with the wolves was me. But I knew questions would arise and so I kept information to the very least until later. You met up with the gypsy caravan, I see.”

“Yes, some of us went by horseback under the cover of night to the east. We were trying to find others of Elinathrond and I had hoped to meet up with our captain.”

Brethor clenched his teeth, “Your Captain fell in defense of the estate. A memorial was made for him within the city a few weeks ago.”

Osur’s face became red and tears fell, “I had feared that and now I know. Though our Captain fell among the defenders, the Brotherhood lives on.”

“Indeed. Find rest here, you deserve it,” Brethor told him.

The man nodded and began away. 

“Order of Wura soldier,” said Brethor.

“Yes?” he replied, turning.

“Do not hide your armor here. Let others know who you are, it is safe.”

The man drew a knife kept at his belt and cut the ties holding his tunic. His silver armor now visible, he continued on, following the rest as guards of the Island Nation led them into the city.

The Saints of Wura and Brethor walked towards the gypsy circle. The lamps around the carriages were lit one by one and incense was already burning near one of the carts.

“Brethor! The cards had told me you had digressed to a scruffy look but I did not know one like yourself could have gone that way!”

The Gypsy Mother approached, hobbling from one of the carts, her daughter holding her under one arm. She reached up and threw her arms around Brethor 

“I knew not where to search for you.”

“Even us gypsies have our secrets, young man.”

He smiled, “Very well.”

“The land to the east was offered to us before Elinathrond, we simply took the offer at a later time.”

She smiled warmly then turned to the others, embracing them each before stopping at Sviska.

“Resua, you have done great honor to the people of the Dwemhar.”

He had nearly forgotten his birth name; he had not heard it for many weeks now.

“I sent Bloodhawk with tidings I knew only you would understand and I am happy I did. You are the key before the end and I have continually watched you ever since you earned the white tarot card. I felt the return of magic to the east and know the west will follow.”

She then turned to Garoa and looked behind him. Asnea stood with her bow on her back.

“The blood of the Rusis continues on.”

Asnea looked down at her as she approached.

“Many flowers bloom but few continue their lives through the power of magic. It is good to see you, dear Asnea.”

“I am afraid I do not know you,” she told her.

“I know, but I had seen you well before this day.” The Gypsy Mother smiled again, “Lord Brethor, is this place safe for us?”

He nodded, “As safe as it can be made. There is not a spot in the city for your carts but my wolves will watch over you outside the walls.”

“I wish to see within the city and the place of the war god. He has spoken that many changes will come to the land.”

 

Brethor and the Gypsy Mother went into the city where he showed her around as she wished. Garoa and Asnea went towards the east side to see her grandmother, who knew little of her existence, and so that Garoa could provide closure to her on the loss of Lucia. 

Slats and Sviska headed towards the tower of Kel. He wondered of the location of the western shrine of Etha. Berie caught them before they left and pulled Sviska aside.

“I assume you are going with Slats to read, but some tea, tonight. I have long held my bow in fear these past moons. I would like to perhaps share a drink with you and spend some time with you, as we did once before.”

Sviska smiled as his stomach stirred in an excitement that made the last few days fade from his mind. He was surprised by her sudden offer.

“Yes.”

“Now, go! Read your books with the dwarf!” she teased.

Slats laughed as Sviska joined him again, “She has not been as happy as that in a while.”

They began to walk.

“We have had many trials since Elinathrond.”

“I mean even before then. She was a young woman when she arrived, and I was but a child, but never would she desire the company of a man as she aged. There are stories of elven women and men as well, a fierce jealousy upon them if their lovers were harmed. I would never wish to be the reason for such rage to ensue.”

Sviska doubted his story but the dwarf had no smile or sign of joking upon him as they began up the causeway, passing the red-robed Priors that stood guard. The inside stairwell of the tower had many stairs, and Sviska was tiring after so many trips up and down. Reaching the top level, he went to the altar where the Annuals of Eclipses sat and opened it.

“Runhadis, show me the Altar of Etha,” he said out loud.

The book began to flip pages until it stopped and the image of a structure surrounded by trees appeared on one page, and on the other, an image of the eastern Altar appeared. Beneath each image, the runic language of slashes and orbs appeared and Sviska looked to Slats.

“It is just a general description,” he told him. “The one of the eastern temple says ‘near the Elven homes of the eastern mountains.’ But the one for the west says, ‘Granite rocks of the earth make a temple from the forest floor high above the trees into the clouds.’ If we needed the eastern one one we could find it but I would think this structure would’ve been seen by now.”

He looked at the image, the towering spires of the temple and the mountains beyond.

“So we know only that it is in the mountains to the west, near trees.”

“Do you know of this place?” asked Slats, “Did you and Garoa see such a place and perhaps pass it by?”

“I saw no spires as this picture shows and the worst part is ‘trees beneath mountains’ describes most of the region around Taria and south of there. Before Elinathrond, I came in through the far west and into southwest Taria, so if the spires still are showing, perhaps it is on the eastern side of the range. Further south, to the west of the waters to the south, I saw nothing like this image.”

Slats looked towards stacked papers on the table nearby. As Sviska continued to look at the Annuals of Eclipses, the dwarf picked up the parchments and flipped through the pages.

“These are old,” he said.

Sviska didn’t see what Slats was looking at. “Of course it is, it is an ancient book.” He glance up and saw what Slats was reading.

“Oh, you seem to have drifted away from our current reading. Well, what does it say?”

“I do not know what book these pages are from but it talks of times well before now. I will read it from the beginning: ‘and concerning the North and South in terms of religious antiquities and the peoples of the world. There are the ones of the north, the daring and strong, and the ones to hold balance, and the ones of the south, those afraid of controlling the natural world, masters of the civility of the world.’ Pages are missing and it begins again: ‘There is the Northern Winds that need a master, the Trees of the world that need A Master, the Mountain forges that need a Master, the way of War that needs a Master, and the one to go among them along the skyward lights. Dimn, Etha, Throka, Kel, Wura.’”

“The Northern gods,” said Sviska.

Slats continued talking, “Concerning the fall of the southern realms: The seas have risen as ice melted, the people dwelling near the shores have fled. The gods of the South blame the ones of the north but they are told the world is to be balanced. 

Those of the races convene to inspire the gods to peace. Rumbling in the north and swift winds in the south. The master of the mountain forge begins to brew for war with his brother, the one of War. 

The world changes, the south is dry. The people flee north. The gods of the south head north to snatch back their people. The first of curses is placed. Those that do not cease their journeys to the north are struck down and unable to walk. 

The second curse, affecting women that are with new life, if offerings are not made to the gods of the south in their name, the life within is struck and poisons the mother. 

Watchers have been sent to watch the paths north. Those nations of the north have heard the pleas and cries as the fires burn in the furnaces of the temples. An overland march left the north to help those in the south, the southern god Barua sunk the peninsula they crossed and none were found. The numbers lost are beyond counting.’”

“This is the start of the war of the gods,” said Sviska.

“I agree, but,” he flipped through more pages, “there is little else written. Here, the last bit!”

“Barua’s brother, the sibling to the deceiver, is dead. Killed by the war god of the north. I believe something is changed in the people of the lands. The southern gods have hidden themselves for a time. Now the people beg the god Kel to halt his rage. 

The Order of Men has turned against the gods and against the advisors of the woods and mountains, the peoples of Etha and Throka. 

I myself flee my place of watching. A terrible curse has begun but I feel that the southern gods are behind it. I have found a way to change. A way to protect myself. I may not again look upon these writings but if the time comes when the southern gods have arisen, take heart for the way to the Void of Ages is open.’ That is it.” 

“Do you think that something within those texts drew Garoa to call the meeting this morning?”

“I do not know, but of some history we both knew, this Void of Ages is new to even me.”

Sviska looked to the Annuals of Eclipses, “Runhadis, show us the Void of Ages.”

The book glowed but the pages did not turn. The book quivered and then shut. The torches around them darkened and from outside a wind overtook the room. 

Slat’s hand went for his ax as Sviska drew his dagger. The polar lights began to glow before them and a voice spoke from within.

“Why do you seek this knowledge, Saints?”

Slats fell to his knees, “Wura, we are honored.”

“I have little time to be here but what knowledge do you seek of those words? For it is not such uttering that avoid the ears of the gods.”

Sviska began, “We read these words on the parchments and re-learn much we have been taught and know, but the Order knew of this Void that is spoken of and we know there was ill happenings between the Itsu Priest and the Order. We fear the Void of Ages but we know not what to look out for.”

“Beware the times of magic returned, for in that the will of the Itsu will be known. Creatures of malice will awaken from the earth and those of magic will be drawn to the reckoning of the southern gods. Your enemy is of those who wish to prevent magic from returning but with its return comes the key to the end of the evils sealed away, and in those of the enemy you have allies unknown, but fear comes from all with the new moon.

Do not allow the enemy the sacraments of the northern gods. My book, the Staff of Kel, the amulet of my sister, Etha, nor the amulet of the wind god given to the Lord of Elinathrond. The end of all requires these and magic must be returned for the final passing of times in our realm.”

Before Slats or Sviska could say word to Wura, the god was gone and the candlelight returned. To the stairwell to the left, the Gypsy Mother and Brethor stood up, having taken a knee as Wura began to speak.

“Times are nigh when the god comes before us,” the Gypsy mother said.

“And before you ask me of it, you already have the amulet of Dimn, Sviska. Keep it well.”

Sviska felt his neck and the amulet that had allowed him to traverse down the mountain to retrieve the Annuals of Eclipses from the tavern, as well as go from the ruins of Elinathrond to Srun when the Legions attacked.

“I trusted it to you well before I was sure it was wished but it makes no difference. Slats, come with me. I have need of your hand near the bridge. Let us see if you hold the crafting skill of your ancestors.”

“At night?”

“Of course. It is the best time of the day.”

“Says the man who hates the sun!”

Slats set the parchments back on the table and followed Brethor down. The Gypsy Mother said nothing to Sviska and began to the top of the tower.

He followed, surprised by the spunk of the woman as she went towards the chains that had held Kel in place. Sviska stood silent behind her. She went to the edge of the tower and looked down.

“You know, Brethor was right. The view here is quite nice,” she said. “So this is where Kel was held?”

“Yes.” 

“It was long ago when he was captured. He is reserved, in truth, a lover of solitude in the fiery mountains that are his domain. I am glad he is free.”

“Forgive my short-sighted belief but I had not thought you as strong in body as you are in mind. Though perhaps I was wrong to see you as a feeble woman.”

As soon as he had said it, he could not believe the words that he said. 

“I can imagine you not having such keen eye for hidden truth. When you came to Elinathrond I am sure you thought that of me. Just as you did when you saw me in Tar Sol, when you were hit by that book.”

Sviska thought for a moment and then remembered the grumpy woman sitting on her porch, feeble and weak, who had gave him a lesson in politeness that even today he still did not feel he needed.

“That was you?” he asked her.

“In a way. There was no one that really was there but your mind was weak then, able to be manipulated. Not now. After the blessing I gave you to see what is not there, your mind became more guarded. And of the betrayer atop this tower, do not feel ill towards Kealin. He does what he feels is right. Though it will not end well for the half-elf, Dwemhar.”

“Dwemhar, you call me that.”

“I do, for it is your race of origin. Your magic was shielded from you but then again, the Dwemhar hold the power of the mind. The magics of the elemental are bound to the lands. That of the mind is greater, the Dwemhar power is supreme.”

“So more powerful than even the Rusis magics?”

“Yes, but elemental magic is, well simpler. With some teaching, elemental magic can be learned as many arts can be. With the Rusis, he doesn’t need a staff or warn and can past more potent spells but they are essentially the same.

“Dwemhar skills are beyond simple obtainment. Patience is one skill. Your powers are a part of you, making you more attune to quick motions, sword fighting, and such things you younger ones do.”

Sviska thought on her words and then thought more of Kealin.

“So he is half-elf and Half-Dwemhar?”

“Yes, but not even those of his family long ago knew it. Well, his mother did but she would not have spoke of it. Times were confusing then. Kealin is of your kind and within him is a child yet awaiting his light and eternal release. As different as you are, you are equally very similar.”

“So why does he speak as he does, assuming you have spoken with him?”

“I have seen him in visions and his toils for the northern gods left him changed from his original self. Even the gods themselves cannot see everything that Kealin has done. His part in your fate is not yet done, heed this, and be hopeful.

“Of Kealin, I feel that one can only see so much death and remain the same as the day before he had taken a life. His mind is fractured, his thoughts ramble except when he kills. He seeks enlightenment in our world but I will say, he was once called god-killer but as for why, even that knowledge is hidden from me. 

“But I worry of darker happenings, Resua. There is a mark upon you and I feel it troubles you, as I am troubled of it. Tell me, Resua.”

He recalled his capture in Tar Mena and being taken to the mountain citadel and of the Order Hand. He continued on to the curse but it seemed she just nodded along, almost ignoring him.

“Forgive me for wondering but are you listening to me?”

She stared at the ground not moving and then looked up, “Is that how you saw things with the curse? Was that what you were told?”

“Yes, well,” he stuttered taking a moment to recall it further, “Yes, that is what happened.”

“Hmm,” she said, “You must realize that we of the Dwemhar are strong in mind and with that, we have a great weapon. You say you were cursed but I do not know if it was true. I have been blocked from that part of your mind by you.”

“I did not try to.” 

“This is not something you did intentionally, at least towards myself, but it is there. This is good.”

“If I cannot escape this curse, how will I prevent my falling towards it?”

“Preventing others from seeing the details of it is the first step. Continue to grow in mind and you will garner the strength to resist it fully. Men can be weak-minded and if one is commanding you to do something against your own will, it is possible to fight it. Now, the winds are cold up here. Let us go back inside.”

 

Chapter 12 Well Earned Comforts

 

As they entered the interior area of the tower, Sviska thought of the blank fortune card he had been given back in Elinathrond. 

“Gypsy Mother, what meaning does this card hold for me?” he asked. 

“Do not seek meaning in cards for they are little more than parchment and ink. A blank card appeared not because your future is uncertain as the card may assert but because one of the Dwemhar cannot possible read another Dwemhar so easily. 

“Take heart, Resua. Though magic returns and you see many of differing powers arise, remember, be it a strong blade or the power of elemental magic as the Rusis has, it is the Dwemhar who were deemed the chief of the old councils of magic in the shadows of days long ago.”

At that moment, Garoa emerged from the lower levels. He leaned on his staff, looking towards them.

“Gypsy Mother, it is good to see you.”

“Was the time with your daughter good?” she asked with a smile.

“It was. It was saddening that her grandmother cannot enjoy her as I wish. She had difficulty understanding it was not her daughter. It was not too easy for Asnea either.”

“Important for her though.”

“I agree.”

The Gypsy Mother began downstairs with no assistance, although Sviska jumped to walk beside her. 

“I can manage,” she told him, shooing him away.

Although he disagreed, he chose not to insult her but instead watched from behind her as she walked, doing so quite well and with quick step.

Garoa placed his staff down and looked at the parchments that Slats had read. 

“Good reading?” asked Sviska.

“I had difficulty with some of the words but I managed. Did you want to read?”

He offered the papers to Sviska.

“No, Slats read it to me before. I told you before, I cannot read the runes.”

“Fair.”

“Did she have anything of interest for you?” Garoa asked pointing down the stairwell. Sviska looked down the stairs and noticed she was just passing out of view again, nearly three levels down. 

“Yes but nothing of what me and Slats were searching for. The shrine of Etha still remains out of sight.”

“I am trying to locate a spell to help us,” he said, opening the Galhedriss Arcana, “but there are a lot of spells to work through. Some, like this, I do not even understand.”

He showed Sviska a page with an image of a man and spherical orbs around his head. 

“The language is difficult to discern. Perhaps it will take me longer to understand, but I cannot even see the source of this magic. It isn’t elemental.”

Sviska thought of the powers of the Dwemhar but did not wish to mention it. Garoa had enough on his mind of obtaining power. 

Sviska shook his head, “I do not know of magic as you do, but of greater interest, Wura came to us, myself and Slats, and informed us that while empowering the Itsu will come from restoring magic it is necessary for their defeat and the end sought by the gods of the north.”

“An interesting necessity but more so, why did Wura appear?”

“We sought the Void of Ages in the book of knowledge.”

Garoa gave a quick look and stared at him, “That is what I was trying to figure out the other night; I was able to translate the Void of Ages but could not make sense of it. The runes Slats read to you mentioned it as well. Did Wura say anything else of that place?”

“No.”

“There is much mention of that place in the documents and parchments of the Order, and what worries me more is the use in recent and less dusty documents. As well as in a mention of forbidden words of the Grand Protectorate.” He shifted through another stack of papers, “That list is here.”

He threw the parchment back down. 

“Most everything was in such shambles, it was hard to tell when things were written but a broken inkwell in the back room atop a hastily written parchment gives us some clue.”

He handed it to Sviska.

 

Most of us are in hiding. 

We have sought to preserve our world as one tree is cut down another snatches us from within. 

This will not go well.

 

“That is the last of what the Order wrote.”

“At least, here in Lokam. I assume they have other cities but given what the Itsu Priest said, I doubt it is the Order we know. Those here the other night were nothing but pawns, slaves to the priest.”

“Well,” Garoa sighed. “That is what we have. Go sleep, my friend. I assure you I will not stay up another night. I am weary, as it is.”

Sviska departed, once again leaving his friend to the Galhedriss Arcana. He walked down the stairwell, his pace quickening, as he thought he might see the Gypsy Mother again and would not feel as bad to have let her go down the stairs on her own. He reached the causeway and found it empty, save for the Priors guarding the path to the citadel.

He went down the causeway, the roar of the falls below. Reaching the center island, he noted Tvila throwing her daggers at a nearby post.

“Is he still up there?” she asked, freeing one of her blades from the wood.

“Garoa? Yes, did you—?”

“No, no. I was just wondering. We were supposed to meet tonight.”

“As was I,” Sviska said.

Tvila cocked her head, “Um?”

“Never mind,” he told her, embarrassed and thinking of Berie, “He should be down before too long. He said he wouldn’t stay up there all night again. Are you two…?” 

Sviska moved his hands together, signifying that they were a couple.

“Having a drink, yes.” She gave him a look that told him further questions were not warranted.

“Have a good night, Tvila.”

He proceeded towards the west side and then back across the southern bridge. Slats and Brethor stood smoking pipes, looking at a shard of stone. 

Slats followed him with his head, “Sviska, do you not wish to see?”

He turned to them and then looked to Brethor, “You smoke?”

“On occasion. My normal drink is hard to come by in civilized settings and wine is in short supply. Too bad we don’t have a winemaker.”

Sviska joined in the snickers between them and then looked at the oddly-shaped stone.

“What is it?”

“A rock, what does it look like to you? I only mean to hold you up. The elf said you were meeting, we figured we would waste your time some.”

Sviska turned from them, shaking his head, “Well, you did good.”

They both laughed and continued smoking.

Sviska jogged up the western road and towards the inn, when he heard a voice from atop a dark step.

“I thought I would have to hunt you. Come on, we will go to the woods.”

From the darkness, the elf appeared. Along with her bow on her back, a sack was slung over her shoulder.

“Come on,” she said to him.

As they exited the northern gate, they turned, walking past the gypsy carts and one of Brethor’s wolves that sat staring into the darkness.

“Good boy,” said Berie.

The wolf began to wag its tail like a housedog before laying its head down.

There was a scent in the air as Sviska trailed behind Berie, of flowers of the field but spiced. He looked around and saw no blooms in the moonlight. It was Berie herself he smelled.

They entered the woods, passing a line of trees they found a narrow brook that traveled south and had large flat stones layered and white in the moonlight above. They stopped and she opened the bag.

They laid blankets on the rocks and placed kindling near some larger sticks. Soon Berie struck sparks and made a small fire. In a metal pitcher, she caught some of the flowing water and began to heat it above the fire, with the other hand she brought out two stone cups, as well as a tea satchel.

“I have long desired to have tea again.”

“With me?”

“No, in general.” 

She smiled at him, a slight blush on her cheeks lighting up her face even though the marks of her people were dark.

“It looks as if we have passed from the lands restored with magic.”

She nodded, “Yes. But the woods have some radiant magic within themselves. Though the trees no longer move as they may wish, they are still entities of their own. Magic just enhances them.” The water began to steam and, just before boiling, she took it from the fire and added pinches of tea, covering it with a metal lid.

“How have you been, Sviska?”

“Tired.”

She laughed, “You lazy person, it isn’t like we’ve been running around the lands and attacking cities. I am about to be bored to the point I am a statue myself. Did you see what Slats and Brethor were doing?”

“I saw them smoking and hindering me from getting to you.”

“I had thought that was their plan. It is well that everyone seems happy. It makes me think we can all return to our homes. But I did, and it wasn’t as I had imagined or at least hoped for in my mind during the darkness of Elinathrond.”

“We can have new homes,” he said, taking her hand. 

“I would like that,” she said, “A place near the woods, the cliffs, and the sea. If I could find such a place.”

They began to stare into one another’s eyes. The aroma of tea beneath them, he leaned in and pressed his lips against hers. It wasn’t intentional as he did not plan to do it. She was surprised herself and, as he looked into her eyes, pulled back. The normally stalwart Berie shuffled her eyes to the tea which was below them.

“It is ready,” she said, pouring them each a cup.

They sipped their tea and talked, staying the night in the woods alone, the stars above them and the cool winds blowing through the trees beside the water’s edge.

 

Sviska awoke with Berie in his arms. He breathed in the air and took in her aroma. It was then a stench assaulted his nose, twinging it . He could hear a scraping sound behind him but could not see it. There was heavy breathing from somewhere nearby. He then heard rustling leaves. He felt for his dagger but found it, with the elf’s bow, was nearby atop a pile of rocks. He shook her arm and she awoke, looking at him and then jerking her eyes to the sides.

“A creature is near,” she whispered.

She rolled onto her stomach and felt for her bow, pulling with it Sviska’s dagger. The scraping of the sheath caused the breathing to pause and she did the same. Sviska looked ahead of them. The two eyes of a wolf of Taria stared at something behind them. Berie looked and saw the wolf. She shifted her eyes to Sviska’s dagger. He nodded.

In a quick motion, she flung the dagger into the air and drew an arrow from her quiver, drawing it back. Sviska caught his dagger and stumbled to his feet, he too turning towards the mystery behind him.

It was large and gray, made up of branches of trees mixed into the grayish skin; it dragged a heavy trunk in its right hand.

“A druid keeper,” said Berie lowering her bow.

“Why do you not shoot?” he asked.

“It means us no harm. It is likely confused.”

She turned to the wolf, which still was on high alert. “Nida” she said.

The wolf became calm.

“It was created by elves long ago. They clean up the woods, fertilize trees with decaying bark. Peaceful for the most part unless angered but even then, they will not pursue anyone outside of the woods.”

Sviska watched as the creature took the tree trunk it held and dumped a fertile mix of mulched leaves and decaying plants along the base of a tree. It looked back at them and then turned, heading back deeper into the woods.

“It would seem that although magic has not returned here, that some has found its way to awaken these. It makes me wonder what else, perhaps not so peaceful-natured, has awoken. But I am happy to see them.”

Sviska looked at her and found her smiling. They gathered their things and went back towards Lokam.

In the city, they proceeded to the inn and found the others finishing eggs and a porridge that Leurka himself had even sat down to eat with them. 

 

The day moved quickly with the coming days following just as fast, as more of those of Elinathrond settled in vacant houses and began attending to the city. The remains of the tower of Kel came down. The stones, specifically the larger pieces, were hauled towards the southern bridge where artisans, as well as Slat, learning his hand at sculpting, began to work to replace the statued path that had been there before.

Brethor oversaw the center structure. Though he did not demand it, the Poluti insisted that the sacrifice of Elinathrond be remembered and placed on the largest altar available. Slats worked to form out the base of what would become a figure, but of whom, he did not know.

“I trust you,” Brethor told him, “You will pick someone well-deserved.”

“You?” Slats asked him.

But every time Slats asked the same question, the same response returned with a hasty shaken head.

“No, I told you, I did not fall in battle or give my life for others as did they. I cannot be made into a statue as I still walk upon these lands.”

 

The weeks drew on and many nights were spent between Tvila and Garoa, as well as Asnea and Berie and Sviska. Slats and Garoa went sometime within the second week and found what had been the tavern from his time as a member of the Children Of Lokam. It had since become a store house for the Legions but after a quick walk through the city, Garoa, Slats, and Evurius had managed to garner help to clean out the stores and bring in ale recently brought in by the Island Nation for use during the feast.

“They will not miss a single barrel!” Slats said with a wink.

 

It was the night before what was to be a day of feasting when Father Elum, his wife Telis, and their son made it to Lokam. Together with Nusian, Garoa, Evurius, and Sviska they went to the tavern. Under pale light, they shared stories of old, and drank their fill. As the night waned on and Slats passed out in a corner, Sviska sit with Father Elum, Garoa, and Evurius. Telis, having to mind their child, had left.

“Why do they call you Father?” asked Sviska.

The man finished his cup of ale and twisted the plug of the barrel for another glass. 

“Many reasons, dear Sviska, but none of the natural father sort.”

Nusian teased, “Oh come on, Father, why don’t you teach me to fire my bow?”

A quiet laugh stirred between them. 

“I started the Children of Lokam and being called children, as many of them were, I became known as Father, even to my wife, who we all know is a bit younger.”

Evurius was completely red in the face and, slamming his hands on the table, he shouted, “A bit younger? She could be your daughter!” 

He then laughed in a roar and the others, having well enough to drink already, laughed again, motioning for him to be quiet.

“I indeed wished for the Grand Protectorate to flee but I took to living away from Lokam, albeit, remaining still close. Them actually leaving? I never expected it.”

“There has been much not expected,” said Garoa.

“Your daughter is well then, I hear, and her mother?”

“She died some time ago.”

There was a silence as each present stared at their drinks. 

“Well, the first things to be done have been done. The tavern is lookin’ well” Father Elum commented in such a way to change the tone of conversation.

“Why do I always find myself fixing up places that serve alcoholic beverages?” Sviska asked.

Garoa nodded, a smile creasing his lips. “My dear friend, it seems you missed your life’s work of being a barkeep!”

The laughing continued throughout the night as the jokes became even less witty and more ale was spilled on the ground than drunk.

The two weeks prior to the feast had been a halt in the struggles that had befallen all of them. A breath of air from the mountains while the stench of the wastelands of the south grew stronger and ever closer.

The night turned over to day and those within the tavern stirred awake. Slats sat up first, the light peering into the tavern hurting the front of his head.

Outside, those of the Island Nation had arrived and docked their ships along the waterway. With them came also the King of the Drean, Youna. 

Along the banks of the eastern city, the feast had been prepared with seating for those of leadership within the center island. As midday came, so also did the Lord of Taria, as well as the others, such as Brethor and Nusian, just shaping up after his night of drinking with the others. The last to arrive were the Falacar and Iolas; Bloodhawk and Sediya sat across from one another and said nothing.

Though much food had been prepared and as many people that could be served were, not all within the city could possibly be served, so individual districts held their own parties with cooking and drinking abounding. 

As the sun began to set, more barrels of ale were brought from the ships. Evurius announced a toast.

“People of the Northern lands, of the seas of the South, and of the lands to the Far East, we unite together in an impromptu feast that I hope has satisfied all at least some.”

“Some indeed, we might need more ale!” shouted Ruir, his normal outfit of armor exchanged for a black cape and simple leather adornments. 

“We are sure to have enough!” Evurius continued, “But I do announce the obvious, I am afraid. We are not done. We will move forward in the days to come and many more will be lost before the end. But I say to all of you, strap your armor to your chests, pull your boots up, form lines so vast that none may assail us. 

“There has been word received by our General Arsus that more of the Legions join us. Two Legions from the southeast have made for Lokam bearing flags of mercy, more of our brothers have returned. We only must wait for the time to strike but now I say to you all, drink, my friends, drink!”

There was shouting from those present and glasses were brought to lip. Sviska looked over to spot a man in the garb of the Legion but missing a foot. He made good use of a cane as he put his hand on Slats’ shoulder.

“Good dwarf, it is good to see you.”

Slats and Berie both turned. “Centurion Nrath,” Slats said.

“You remember me, good. I still haven’t found my leg.” He made a motion to his missing leg, “But I can still fight from the mount if needed. The General has said it is so and I will serve him. I am happy to be within Lokam again. I believed the General’s call on the day we rebelled but I never believed we could do what has been done so quick. It is an honor to return this city to the glory it had before the coming of the Man of Fog. I am thankful for what has transpired, if it not of bad taste to say.”

“There are many that have worked for this victory,” said Berie.

“Indeed, you are right.”

 Suddenly the Iolas Sediya spread her wings, knocking over those near her and took to the sky in a hurried flutter of feathers.

Bloodhawk was to his feet, his bow drawn but they could no longer see the sky above them. Garoa stood with the others and hurried to the top of the tower. The wings of other harpies flapped and swarmed above. In sudden flashes in the sky, two of the winged creatures fell lifeless to the city, one landing upon Knasgriff’s ship.

“Are we under attack?” someone shouted.

Garoa raised his staff, as Berie drew her bow beside him. 

“Fire,” he told her. 

Her bow twanged, sending the bolt towards the dark mass above and then the arrow stopped before turning and striking near her, propelled with purpose from the blackness.

“We are under attack!” Ruir shouted, “To arms!”

A scuffle below ensued but still Garoa’s eyes scanned above, as did Berie’s.

“What do you see?” asked Sviska.

“An old, foul friend,” Garoa replied. 

A gloom befell the city as winds blew down upon them and the sky was completely blotted out.

“You have no place here!” shouted Garoa. 

Around them, tentacles of shadow dropped along the roofs and walls of the city. Men scampered to the lower levels from the walls, screaming and abandoning their positions. Throughout the city, there was more screaming and the causeway and tower of Kel was cast in a shield of light as the Priors protected the Galhedriss Arcana and themselves.

“That is a new skill,”said Brethor.

“He taught them new things,” stated Slats.

Garoa climbed onto the edge of the keep walls, his staff in his right hand, with his tunic furled in the wind and gauntlets glowing. 

“Go now, beast, do not tempt the wielder of the Staff of Kel.”

A rumbling shook the city and a weight fell upon the chest of all within, a dread unlike any other as a voice spoke deeply into the city.

I am not so easily waned.

The sight of the sky above was no longer seen, as the blackness began to drop down and a stench of corpses filled their noses, making many vomit around them. Garoa stood fast.

The Staff of Kel began to glow bright, a white light growing into a massive orb as bolts of light came from the staves of the priors. The magic whipped around the city, wrapping around the blackness and with a shout and scream, Garoa let loose the blast. 

Brethor dropped and covered himself, the light as a radiant as the sun but many times more powerful than the spell Berie had used atop the mountain at Elinathrond. Thunder erupted and the blackness of the form fled. The night sky came within sight again.  

Garoa turned with his staff in hand and his breath heavy. Those around him, and witnesses among the city, looked at him in awe.

 

Chapter 13 Disruption

 

He leapt from atop the wall and looked to the other Saints. 

“The Demon of Ustavis has increased his power,” he said to them. 

Sediya returned to the center island, “Was that entity the same as the one at my mountain?”

“Yes,” Berie said, “We saw two of your people fall, are any others injured?” 

“No, but thank you for concerning yourself with the Iolas. Our sisters died in combat, as they should.”

A wolf howl sounded from the western side of the city. The shrieking sound tore through the city. Brethor jumped from the tower and ran to the west side in mere seconds.

“Follow him!” said Sviska. 

Those with weapons handy made their way in haste towards the southern bridge but stopped as soon as they began across. Ahead, the Wolves of Taria walked backwards, growling. Brethor came next, but paused abruptly. A single wolf standing on two legs clawed at its head and rolled on the ground as it tried to swipe at Brethor. 

Sviska’s mind thought of what Brethor had told them of the curse and Garoa, too, had thought the same. Already he walked towards them, his staff alight in rolling flames. 

Brethor turned, “Back,Wolves!” He pointed to Garoa, “It is not the curse, Rusis, stay back!”

The host near the bridge fell back as the wolves hovered, their jaws just above the ground, growling. Berie was beside Sviska, her bow drawn, as Slats held his ax.

The wolf rolled onto its back, shaking, and then became still. Brethor felt its chest and then jumped back as the wolf rolled back to all four paws and then stood, sniffing the air and looking around.

“What are you doing?” asked Brethor.

The wolf looked down at him, its eyes widened.

“I am… again ,” it said, in a raspy barking voice.

“What are you?” asked Brethor. 

“A mage of old. We have been called, something calls out to us. I did not think we would be called especially so loudly, but we have been. I have been pulled from my form, as the others, but my mind and ability to speak are all I feel intact. My body is gone.”

Sviska stepped forward, as did Garoa.

“You are a mage?” 

“One of the wandering ones of old. I chose this form to live out my days. I cared not to go to Elinathrond. I do not care for such cold places.”

“He is like Ustavis,” said Garoa.

The wolf snarled, snapping his teeth, “No! Not like that wretched man! Where is he? I will tear him apart.”

“I took care of that,” said Brethor, “Come, you have wounds that need cleaning, let us go to the gypsies and speak further.”

The lumbering wolf walked beside Brethor and towards the northern gate.

“We are well,” Sviska told the others that were with them before he, Garoa, Berie, and Slats hurried to catch up with Brethor. The Wolves of Taria following them.

As they exited the northern gate, they passed beside two guards baffled by the sight of a walking and talking wolf. The wolves took a watch along the perimeter except for Runka, who set next to a gypsy cart as healing salves were placed on the face of the other wolf.

“What may we call you?” Brethor asked.

“I was known as Rincew in my old home, but I dare say I do not remember where that was. My mind is not as it was many years ago.”

The gypsy women worked to clean his paws put he pushed them away.

 “I am well.”

Even with such a harmless sentence, the raspy growling voice he had was enough to give chills to those in earshot.

“You could not have picked a worse time to come barreling into the city. A demon, brought to life by the late Ustavis, had attacked us.”

“We sensed it coming, I and the other wolves. A strong mage you must have in your midst.”

“A Rusis, actually,” Garoa said.

“One that bears the staff of the war god, too,” Rincew noticed. “You were well to retrieve it as you did though our young one died attacking the causeway.”

“We have all lost many in the days of late,” said Brethor.

“You must take care to not lose more. That calling I heard was loud and many sleeping still within the world would’ve heard it too. I know not what its purpose but I have reason to believe it ill.”

“Perhaps the demon and calling were related, one came with the other?”

“I would count nothing of that wisdom out. However, I may tell you from where I was summoned. It is far south, a place in the mountains. A place of power of old and though I cannot remember its name, we should leave soon to stop the summoning there.”

“How can you be sure?” said Slats, “How might you know what is even happening there?”

“The language was that not spoken in these lands now, it was that of the Southern gods, and of that tongue none live in this realm that know it. The Itsu Priest has not yet returned here, so you must know it has other paths it may choose to access, other less known roads.”

“Speak with the others,” said Brethor, “We need to leave soon, as Rincew has said. Faltering now could cost us greatly in the days to come. We have little more than ten days before the new moon.”

“I will go,” said Garoa, “Though we all have drunk, I feel quite sober after the events so far.”

Slats was the only one that did not leave the gypsy area. He found the condition of Rincew of particular interest and sought to talk to him more. While Brethor and Sviska went to the inn to gather supplies, Berie went with Garoa to the middle Island. Walking into the hall where dinner had been interrupted, they found Ruir finishing off another ale and looking rather relaxed, slouched back against the wall. 

“What was the racket with the wolf?” he asked, his speech well slurred.

“The men said it talked, just like you and me,” said Evurius. 

“And the men were stirred up about it,” Tvila added, “A very strange occurrence in timing with the creature in the sky.”

“It is well now,” said Berie, “The threat to our safety is no more. He is with Brethor and Slats having his wounds tended to.”

“No normal occurrence,” said Lord Utros, “I have been around the Wolves of Taria much the last bit, and I have never witnessed behavior like that.”

“We think the ordeal with the dark presence over the city and the activity of the wolf are related,” said Garoa.

“Do you think the wolf did it?” Tvila stood, alarmed at the thought.

“Of course not, but the wolf has regained the thoughts it had before. The Wolves of Taria were all once men, but this one specifically was a mage of power, one of the wandering mages.”

“I had thought they surely were all killed,” said Evurius, “I know the Grand Protectorate sought them with hefty bounties.”

“They are powerful,” said Garoa, “We dealt with one at Elinathrond, and he not only was killed once but returned as a lich.”

Ruir coughed and sat up, his eyes glazed, “Lich? Where?” He then collapsed over, having had too many drinks.

Garoa shook his head, “He said there has been a calling. A signal sent out to all creatures and people of magic power, but of particular regard, to mages. I am immune to such things as a Rusis, but if there were any mages that survived other than the wolf, they will have heard it, also. Creatures of all kinds may be gathering that have long slept with the dissipation of magic.”

“I sense a hurried voice and tone, what must be done?” asked Evurius.

“We do not know what the Itsu Priest is up to. At a minimum, the other Saints and I will go with the wolves and we will deal with this issue in the south.”

“We should send a Legion,” said Arsus, joining the conversation. He circled around the group and took a seat at the far end of the table, “There is no reason any should go with so small a group. I can make it so quickly.”

“Too many,” said Berie, “We do not want a strong presence that might attract further enemies.”

“Agreed,” Garoa began, “But keep guard here. We go on a hint to the south and we still have to restore magic in the land. We hope maybe one task will lead to another but for now we must meet any threat with wise but quick reaction.”

“Still, we need a presence in the south. A legion supported by the Falacar would do well to maintain security. It would also give you a place to retreat to if you had the need. There is no magic to the west, and you may find that sword and armor are of great use against your enemy.”

“My staff will hold power for me and the Priors,” said Garoa, “But movement south by the Legion would do well to support a foothold I guess, if that is what you wish to do. The Falacar will surely send horsemen with you. Get with Bloodhawk at first light, I will send word. Tvila, shut the doors to the tower.”

“Very well, but your guards? The Priors, what of them?”

“Most will come with us. If other mages are there, I will need their power, too. No one is to enter the tower.”

“We will ensure it so,” Evurius told them. “Go now, and secure what you must. Lokam will remain a beacon to the cause of all.”

Within only a few minutes, those of the Priors were assembled on the causeway and the tower locked, the Galhedriss Arcana and Annuals of Eclipses sealed within. Four priors were left in the upper portion near the books, two more than normal. With them were left supplies and the strict orders that none were allowed to open the door from the causeway.

Garoa and Berie then went to the inn. Asnea was to join them, her bow across her back and a quiver of arrows near her side. She went with Brethor and Sviska, who followed the others out of the north gate. It was a few hours from daybreak now.

The Wolves of Taria had divided themselves. Runka and half of the pack was to remain with the gypsies, Rincew and the others would go south. Rincew had actually begun to change more than just in voice; having found a large garment, a cowl was over his head and he walked around on two legs. 

Sviska stopped and stared, not realizing he was doing so.

“Do you want to kiss me?” Rincew growled.

Sviska laughed, “No, thanks. I am well.”

The Wolf-mage dropped to all fours and walked towards Brethor.

Falacar riders appeared from over the northern bridge, a haste in their ride as they rode up to Sviska.

“We send word from Bloodhawk. The winds blow south, and a good ride you need. He himself will be coming to the city.”

“Did he get the message of need by Arsus?” asked Garoa.

“Yes, our Chief will be sending many men to assist the Legion, but of you, I speak. He wishes to give you horses to speed you south.”

The Falacar began to dismount, leading their horses to those that had assembled. The priors were the first to mount, their staves at their sides glowing slightly. Sviska took the reins from one of the Falacar.

“He is a good horse and will fight for you, as I and my brothers have commanded them. Bring our friends back to us well though.”

Sviska nodded and mounted, as Garoa, Slats and Berie did the same. Asnea stared at the horse offered to her.

“I prefer not to ride,” she said.

“Foolish girl,” Rincew hissed, “We have not the time.”

“Why?” asked Garoa.

“Well, I prefer the ground or the trees.”

“Come on,” said Slats, “If I can get up here, you can.”

 He rode up to Asnea, sliding down the horse and grabbing her arm before pulling her up with him. 

She jumped; being on the horse, she was tense.

“First time?” Garoa asked.

“Well, yes,” she replied, looking around at the ground now below her. The muscular body of the Falacar horse, even beyond those of the northern regions, moved underneath her.

“I, at least, get to see your first horse ride,” Garoa continued. He then looked at Rincew, “Are you well to lead?”

“Finally, we get to leave,” the wolf howled and then began to run . The others followed behind. Forming a line of horses, the host of thirty rode south into the unknown with the uncertain wisdom of a wolf-mage to guide them

They followed a path near the woods for a while, the red and orange of the sunrise passed above and, as they came to edge of the cliffs, they followed a rode that twisted back and forth down the rocky-faced wall. Though an established road, it was not used near the amount of the other roads maintained by the Grand Protectorate.

The pathways along the southern reach of the Tikens mountains was used much more in the old days. Now, the occasional cottage in the trees or an abandoned mine snaking into the cliffs, were the only signs of civilization. Pine forests along the mountains were crowned in fog, the dense darkness giving no hint to what was within.

Behind them, the high tundra and rocky ground gave way to the green grasses of the valleys. To the east, the river from Lokam flowing from the city broke into  the Vutsra river, feeding into the southern realm and the Rinnska River, that flowed to the east. An estuary cut their path and they halted the horses. The wolves and the horses drank next to each other. A strange sight to any except the company that was present. The Falacar horses were unmoved by the wolves, even as they were sniffed and patted by them.

“Horses unlike ones native to these regions,” said Rincew, “Impressive.”

“They are beyond simple horses,” Sviska told him. “They fight. Rider and horse can split and both continue to fight as well as if together.”

“I prefer to trust myself,” the wolf-mage said.

He stood with his paws together; a green glow began to form. The other wolves stepped back from him and he fell down to all fours, the green orb striking the ground in front of him. The ground erupted in snake-like vines and bushes.

“Interesting,” Garoa said. 

“I was a mage of the woods in my time. Stone and plants are my elemental powers. I am happy to see I can still cast, though it is different now as a wolf creature.”

“You will need me nearby to cast,” said Garoa, “This staff is an anchor for magic. We will need to unleash the western magic for your powers to be used everywhere.”

They mounted again. Until midday they rode; the wolf then stopped at a break in the mountains. He sniffed the ground.

“Someone went this way recently, I still smell their stink in the grass.”

“Of the Order?” asked Garoa.

“No, I smell feces and milk.”

“A strange combination,” said Berie.

“Not if it was what I think,” Rincew replied.

He ran ahead, sniffing the ground and then ascended a hill, lowering his body to the ground. The wolf sniffed the air again. The scent was in front of him.

The others dismounted, following the path the wolf took.

“How many?” asked Garoa, just as he crested the top.

“It is a village, not a place of war,” Rincew growled, “It was a very small child that passed this way, I see many children here.”

“It is an orphanage,” Brethor said, “Not unlike others in the years before.” 

Brethor looked to Sviska.

“Are you sure you were summoned to this place?” asked Slats.

“I know it. I still sense it. It is beyond this village, further into the valley.”

“These cliffs are steep,” said Sviska, “I see no path but to pass through the village.”

“These people will not expect us,” Brethor said, “We will need to take care to not frighten them.” 

Garoa nodded, “The wolves must stay then.”

“Yes. It is better for now. We will send word, Rincew.”

“We will wait here.”

“Priors,” Garoa said, “Remain here for now.”

The Priors nodded.

“Send word for us if you need us and we will be there,” one added.

The Saints of Wura and Brethor began down the hill. A wooden fence ran near a stream. It was no more than waist height and a small latch was unhinged and a gate was open. A man who had been sitting in the field near four goats stood and shouted.

“Hello, travelers. What business do you have here?”

As they approached, they noticed the man was garbed in gray robes. In his right hand, he had a curved staff but in his face was a warm smile and he waved with his other hand.

“Good day,” said Brethor, “We look for a path through the mountains.”

“No path here is good,” the man told them.

The village behind him was bleak. They could not see anyone. Berie looked further than the others could see. In the windows, she could see faces looking from behind pulled drapes. It seemed that in almost every house, there was a person peering out. Brethor also glanced where Berie looked.

“You seem to have some people looking out to us. Tell me on this fine day,” Brethor said looking up at the sky from his veil, “Why is no one out? A child went this way recently. I am surprised they are not enjoying the sunshine.”

“You may go to the village if you want but none wish to speak to you,” the man told them. “Head further south. There you will find a way around to western Taria. There is no need to go further this way.”

“Thank you for your advice,” said Brethor. He began to walk with the others trailing, “We will visit the village, then.” 

The man stared with a slight smile, “Very well.”

Sviska watched as the man began back towards the goats, looking back as he did. Sviska placed his hand on Sishan and followed the others.

The village was indeed empty, though from the obvious evidence it was only recently emptied. Outdoor fires where half-banked, teas were left still steaming and tools for animal skinning, with a few fresh hides, were left out in the open.

“There is something aloof in this place,” Brethor said.

“Your wording is strange,” Slats said, “Something is wrong here, that is what should be said.”

Garoa went to one of the doors where they all noticed a shuffling drape. He knocked with his staff three times.

What movement was going on inside stopped.

“These people are afraid. More so than warranted if strange travelers arrived.”

“Perhaps they fear what befell Lokam?” Slats suggested.

“Maybe.”

They continued into the village. A blacksmith house was on the far edge, as well as a large two-storied building. From the windows, round and small faces looked out; a larger figure moved behind them and attempted to pull the children from the windows. 

Brethor led them to near the blacksmith’s fire and they circled around it.

“I do not trust that man,” said Berie, glancing back to the front of the village.

“And no, you shouldn’t!” a voice said behind them.

They jumped and Sviska drew his dagger. At first, they didn’t see him but Garoa’s staff was alight as a man emerged from a closed closet.

“Do you want to bleed me?” the man asked.

“No, of course not, said Sviska.

“What is going on here?” asked Garoa.

“They came, and we have been in hiding since. We were told they were here to help us. They said people were coming that would want to just kill us. But I had no reason to believe ‘em. But I see you do have weapons, what do you need with us here?”

“We seek to go to a valley north of here,” Sviska told him. “Do you know of such a place?”

“That’s where they are. All manner of strange happenings over there. We were told not to approach, that anyone that did would be dealt with. A few didn’t listen and they haven’t come back. We have to be inside by night, some have whispered that beasts have been moving through as we cower inside but they watch the houses. We are told if we play our part, we will not be harmed.”

“Are they of Legion?”

“No,” the man shook his head quickly, “I have not seen Legion in some time; even when we did, they never harmed us. I had heard from family further south that people had been taken in the night but none of that has happened here.”

“What of the man at the front of the village?” asked Berie. “He does not seem afraid to be out.”

“I used to know him but I think now he is one of them.”

 

Chapter 14 The Cleansing

 

“Stay here,” Sviska said, “Go to everyone you can in a few moments, explain we do not seek to harm them but to keep quiet. Slats, remain with him.”

The dwarf nodded.

Garoa pointed, “I would like to avoid a fight but the moment we go further north, they will try to stop us. I will go around to his right.”

“And I will go left,” Berie stated.

“Then we will go directly to him. He will not cause us any problem and if he does, he will be destroyed,” said Brethor.

Sviska and Brethor turned towards the man who could be seen in the distance, leaning against his staff.

Brethor’s blades slid down to his hands, Sviska’s hand gripped his dagger in a reversed grip but held out of view under his coat. They walked back through the village and towards the goats and the lone man.

“Make it true what I said to them, then,” he told them, “I knew you sought blood.”

Sviska and Brethor circled around him

Sviska pointed at him, “On your knees, man. What lies have you told these people?”

“Only lies to prepare them, which are truths if I am right.”

The man fell to his knees, his staff in hand. “Why is this necessary? We cannot harm you of Elinathrond.”

Brethor slapped the man, “Talk not of the city of Elinathrond, it is your kind that played into its destruction. Where is the Order?”

“A question worth asking but an answer not known.”

He slapped him again. The man collapsed on the ground.

“Why do you beat an old man? Can I not tend my goats?”

Berie remained hidden near a rocky outcropping, her bow bent. Across from her was Garoa who was close enough to hear the man weeping. Rincew was atop the distant hill, hiding in the grass and staring down.

“Go north, if you want! Just leave me!”

“That is what you want,” said Sviska.

“You will come with us then,” said Brethor.

The man began to smile and then closed his mouth tightly, “I just wanted to tend my goats and without tending, they get upset.”

Sviska looked back to Rincew who was now standing and pointing.

“We have been tricked!” shouted Berie, her bow twanged and an arrow flew towards one of the goats.

Unseen from the others, a goat had begun to stand, its form transitioning to that of a man. The arrow struck him and he fell, only partly transformed. The other three goats stood; the man that Sviska and Brethor held was staring at them.

“What are they?” the man cried, “Why are my goats changing?”

The staff he held flew to one of the men that before appeared as goats. His face was darkened with mud and on top of his head was the skull of a goat.

“That beggar worked well as a puppet! We knew we might get one of you Lokam rats, but now seeing all of you, I am happy. You feeble people will not stand against our power!”

“I thought the man was one of them?” said Sviska.

“Get him out of here!” Brethor shouted back, “He is not our enemy.”

He grabbed the old man and dragged him into the village towards one of the houses. He hammered the door with his fist. 

“Open the door!” he shouted.

He banged it again. The two other men that were also goats went to the fallen man and began to bite into him. 

“His flesh will be renewed in us!” the man wearing the goat head said. He then pointed to Brethor, “You will be devoured this day.”

Another arrow flew towards them, this one striking the goat skull. 

The eyes of the skull glowed and then from the sockets came a gray smoke, rising into the sky. From the earth erupted rocks, spiked and tall. Brethor evaded them and ran for the man with the skull as the Wolves of Taria howled and ran to help them. Garoa lifted his staff and a dome of light appeared above them, encircling the village.

The door Sviska banged on cracked open. A young woman looked out, her eyes widened by the spectacle taking place.

“Take him, keep him safe,” Sviska demanded.

The woman did not move.

He took the old man in his arms and forced his way in. He set the man down and then bowed, “We do not bring ill will towards any of you. Go to others and tell them. Do you know of any others we should worry of?”

The woman shook her head no, but did not speak and only looked at the old man placed in her house.

Sviska turned and ran back out the door. Berie could no longer get clear shots from afar. Garoa still held his staff shielding them as he walked to the side. Looking up, he feared the return of the dark presence of the demon. One of the two men with the goat-head helmeted man turned towards him. He lifted his free hand and struck the man with a ball of fire. The man collapsed but only for a moment. He burst into white flames and then stood back up, renewed. 

Garoa fired another ball of flames, sending two more in quick succession. Once again, the same happened.

“Magic is no good against them,” he shouted.

Brethor leapt and sliced at the man with the goat head. His blades cut into the body but the man did not bleed. White fire filled the gashes and they were healed. Another arrow, landed by Berie who had moved to a better position, struck the man but did not stick.

The wolves arrived, tackling and throwing him down as they bit at his arms and legs. He shouted and the wolves flew off him. Rincew arrived and tackled the man before he, too, was thrown off.

Sviska ran into the fray, slashing both of the other two men that Garoa had yet to dispatch. His blade slid along the neck of one; the neck split and blood splattered the ground. The second one he caught in the rib before punching him in the face. The man fell and shouted as Sviska cracked his neck with his boot.

“It is good you are here then,” shouted Garoa. “Perhaps Arsus was right about the need for blades.”

The man with the goat skull was now on his feet again, the eyes glowing. Brethor looked at the goat and then to Rincew.

Rincew howled and the man turned. The wolf pounded the ground and vines shot up, grabbing the man. Brethor then went for the skull, punching it with his blade. It flew upwards, blood poured from the man’s back as bones that had embedded themselves from the body of the goat shattered from Brethor’s strike.

The man was dazed. The goat head still glowed and hung off the man by way of a length of bones that intertwined into the man’s skin. An arrow struck the goat head in the eye and a fire erupted from the socket. Sviska slashed the bones with his dagger as Brethor struck the skull and Rincew tackled the man again. At last, separated from the goat head, the man fell lifeless.

Rincew pushed himself off the corpse.

“A strong entity. Let us hope that not many more of those exist.”

“Strange magic,” said Brethor. “The channeling device was the skull but how did they have magic?”

The Priors arrived and looked at what had transpired. 

“Could it have been Garoa’s staff?” Rincew asked.

“No,” Garoa said, still holding his staff up, the dome of light above them. “They must have a source of magic nearby, like in Tuonia but something else. We must go north now, before others come. I doubt we have any surprise now.”

At that moment, a horn called to the north. The tall pines shook and shifted and roars followed the thunder of approaching footsteps. From the crevice of the valley came creatures, tall and brown, their mouths agape as their muscular bodies ran towards the village.

“Trolls!” Slats shouted.

They were three times the height of even the tallest men. A duo of monsters from the caves of the mountains. Awoken by the same summoning Rincew heard, their task in the valley was stopped in response to the arrival of Sviska and the others.

Garoa let down the shield above and he and the priors rushed forward. The Wolves of Taria were still tired and not able to attack as readily as they liked but began to walk in the directions of the beasts.

The trolls ran past the large building where the children had been looking out and came to the blacksmith’s shop. Slats was waiting in hiding. With a wide swing he cut into the leg of the nearest one, toppling it. Berie’s arrow, fired from the other side of the village, caught another in the arm, as a ball of fire and orbs of light pounded it. Brethor, well ahead of Sviska, tackled the beast at its head, the stench of its snapping mouth rank as he rolled over, driving his blades across its skull. Next to him, Slats cracked into the other leg of the first beast and it bellowed in pain. Brethor went to this one, too, cutting apart its skull.

“What folly is this? They wait for us. If I did not know my enemy, I do have a guess now. It is every foul creature imaginable. We must be careful,” Brethor said.

Garoa was still running, “Forward, all. Let us take the battle forward. Berie, I think it best you watch our backs.”

She nodded.

The Wolves of Taria, recovered now, were beginning to catch up. Sviska ran with Garoa, and Slats joined them. They ran into the trees that lined the top of the area where the village was and passed into a narrowing path between the mountains.

Ahead, lights sprang from the trees. They went towards another valley that opened up before them as they descended again. A sheer mountain stood at the center of the valley. Fallen pillars of ornate design and taller than even the trees if they had been standing, were scattered and thrown down.

A large stairwell went up towards the face of the mountain, alight with large torches and a bonfire near the rock face. Two trolls smashed tree trunks against it. In the skies above, a dark smoke obscured the summit of the mountain. It was unnatural in appearance only surrounding the one peak.

Garoa held his hands up, “Stop, everyone.”

“What is it?” Sviska asked.

As they began to scan the recesses of the valley, many more trolls and other smaller and similar creatures walked around. Small camps of tents with fires in front of them and figures with antlers on their heads, and even more of the goat skull people, were assembling around the base of the mountain.

“Perhaps we do need Arsus’ men,” suggested Sviska.

“There are many, yes, but no,” said Garoa. “I will cleanse the valley with the priors, we have no need for senseless bloodshed.”

“Master,” one of them whispered, “We are with you.”

Upon his saying this, the priors gathered along his sides. 

“Stay behind us,” Garoa warned, “Had Master Nelkor been alive at Elinathrond and performed this, we might not have lost the city.”

Lifting his staff, he cried out loud, “Essence of Kel, war-god of the mountains, enable me to vanquish those that defile these lands.”

His staff began to hum, as did those of the Priory of Kel. A greenish glow began to form like a weaving spider’s web in front of them reaching up into the sky. The ground trembled and the ground beneath the line of staves turned black as the plants died and curled.

Those behind the line hid their faces. Sviska tried to watch but saw only the robes furling about in the whirlwind that had taken the valley. The burning he felt in his eyes was not worth it.

The web of green surged forward as Garoa marched with the others. The valley seemed to moan and quake. The life forces of everything living between the two walls of rock ceased. When at last the trembling stopped, Sviska looked up, as did the others.

Blackened land greeted them. What camps had been there were now charred frames. Those that walked around before were lifeless; even the goat-skulled warriors that they had struggled to defeat before, were no more.

“The power he wields is beyond understanding,” Rincew said.

They followed after Garoa who now stood before the stairwell. A stone altar was there with a tablet and inscribed runes.

Garoa turned to them as they approached.

“We were good to come here.” 

“What is it, what does it say?”

“Those that had gathered here sought the path to the Itsu. I know not the language of the south but I see one rune that stands out.”

Rincew stood on two legs, looking at the tablet. “They seek the Void of Ages, as written here. But this tablet came from elsewhere.”

“Where is the Itsu Priest?” asked Slats.

Thunder above them shook the ground, the smokes above swirled down and a figure of blackness now stood before them. Its feet and hands solid black, its face was that of fire but yet did not burn. It opened its mouth and words came forth.

“Welcome to this place, those of Wura, and the other forsaken gods. Your dealings here have nothing to do nor will have any thought towards the Itsu Priest, for I, Diea, proclaimed Lord of Demons, have been awoken.”

“You are the same wretched being that inhabited my sewers!” Brethor shouted. “Damn you, creature of Ustavis!”

Brethor tossed his blade, which went through the demon unscathed. It clanged against the rocks behind him. 

The demon laughed, “If you want me dead, my masters are above. To defeat me, you must defeat them.”

The being vanished from sight.

“They are cornered,” said Garoa, “The Order is here.”

“The Order cannot be its master, Ustavis was its master,” said Sviska.

Slats suddenly laughed, “I understand now why the creatures struck this wall. It is not just stone but a door, like the one in Elinathrond.”

“Then how could the Order, or anyone else, open it?” Slats questioned.

Garoa turned and began up the stairs. 

Brethor looked to one of the wolves, “The elf, go get her,” he said.

The wolf turned and ran back towards the other valley.

Garoa made it to the door and his hand began to glow. As Sviska, and Slats stood near it, the door began to glimmer in a red outline on the sheer rocks.

Atop the mountain, a white light began to glow and a vibrating sensation ran down the cliffs. Brethor and went and retrieved his thrown blade.

Within a few minutes, Berie arrived and, in shock, she looked around at the valley. However, seeing the others, she joined them. 

Sviska approached the door and placed his hand on it. The images of the anvil and stars on the back of his hand glowed. The door appeared in the rocks and cracked open, a black line now visible in the rocks as the two massive doors folded in. Before they had opened up completely, Garoa and the Priors were inside. Sviska followed, as did the others. The wolves and Rincew were the only ones that remained outside. 

The lights from the staves were the only light in the structure. It was open and hollow and little could tell them what this place had been in times long ago. Above them, they could see white light emanating through the ceiling.

A stairwell in the center of the room spiraled to the top, and in a careful climb, they began up. Within the heart of this mountain, there was no other light. Drawing closer to the top of the stairwell, they began to feel vibrations from the white light. It was a spell of some kind and one that, though strong, Garoa spit at upon seeing the thin veil of fog upon it.

“Is it the Priest?” asked Slats.

“No. It is a type of barrier spell but a poor one, from the look of it. It should be gold. Someone of weak magic has made this. It is enough to deter any of old magic from approaching from above. Not even the Itsu Priest, I believe, could get past this. It devours magic, especially the kind of the southern gods or of death, like the demon. This spell was made by the northern gods. If you cannot tell, I have learned much of the Galhedriss Arcana. Perhaps the Order has learned it.”

“Can you break through?” asked Slats.

“The Staff of Kel will deal with this spell.”

He touched his staff against the light; like a clearing haze, it became no more. No longer veiled, they spotted not only the sky but the horrified face of one of the Order, fleeing from the stairwell.

They ran up the rest of the stairwell and a bloodbath ensued. As the Saints of Wura emerged, those of the Order fell to the arrows of Berie and the blades and magic of the others. Sviska ran along a boulder, leaping down to slice two more of the old men. Their staves held out, they did not resist as he had thought they would. He sliced one and then paused, before kicking him to the ground. The man worked to breathe. 

“What are you waiting for, we cannot resist any longer!” the man yelled.

Sviska stopped, “What do you mean, man?”

“It is not as you think! The demon works with the Priest of the Itsu. We guard this last place to protect it from you, yes, but we are no longer of power like before. You must listen to me!”

The others were in a rage, the many that had gathered atop the mountain were indeed the last and it was with that realization that the others sought to kill every single one of them. 

Brethor, too, had noticed the lack of fight, the tiredness, the almost careless trance they seemed to be in. As each of the others began to notice the same, they stopped. Even the priors paused in their actions. Garoa struck the remaining few. Looking up a stone staircase, he pointed and shouted, “The last seal! I see it, the granite altar is there!”

Slats looked to where Garoa pointed and saw the seal of Etha.

He shouted towards Berie whom just released another arrow, “The necklace!”

Berie tossed it to him and turned back to her task. He ran forward, joining Garoa as they went up the steps.

Sviska looked down at the old man.

“The seal is what they want,” the man told him, “They must have magic. We had sought to stop you, but with one unsealed they gained allies unlike any we could face, even with some magic in our control.”

Slats and Garoa stood above the seal, the Dwarven key in hand. In a jab, he inserted it and twisted the seal open.

Light splashed the mountaintop and the temple of the mountain turned bronze. Flowers sprang along the rocks around them and swirls of light spun from around the Dwarven Hand.

“It is too late now,” the man told Sviska. “The Itsu were a foe we defeated in part long ago. We held Kel as a weapon against them; we sought the Galhedriss Arcana for ourselves to protect the rest of the world. We sought to protect others. But none can resist the Itsu or their Priest.”

“But you attacked Elinathrond, you sought to kill all of magic. At Tuonia, I dealt with the Order Hand. He had no fear of the Dark Ones or the Itsu Priest.”

“And a small price if we were to kill you all and stop this, if we could prevent the return of the Itsu? I do not expect you to understand, Sviska of the Keepers, but know that though there are some that are inherently bad, not all of the Order sought an ill end for those of magic but we saw no other end to the wars of long ago. 

“The Order Hand has vanished. I fear what he may become but I will not see that day. I wish you to know, there were others like you, others that went against the Order. They are hidden now. They guard the children we sought to kill. They hide them from the Dark Ones.”

“I know of no other children but only the child I was sent to murder. How do you know me?”

“Who does not know you among those of the Order, especially now? I am he who penned the letter to you after your failure in Taria. You were the closest to Elinathrond but then Kel was not to be held down much longer. With the emergence of the Itsu Priest, many poor decisions were made. 

“I guess one of them was sending you, Saint of Wura. It was too late when we determined who the Man of Fog, as I have heard him deemed, truly was. Perhaps, it was meant to be with you being who you have become. The world could be overdue to begin a time of eternal rest.”

Brethor and Berie both were with Sviska now. Slats and Garoa had made their way back down the steps, somewhat confused as to the gathering around the man.

“What lies does he speak?” Garoa shouted, “You should have used that blade quicker, Sviska.”

Brethor held his hand to Garoa.

“Man of the Order,” Brethor shouted, “I hear your words but know I believe you little by the standard you wear. I do feel you tell us some truth but we need more. Where is the Itsu Priest?”

“Finar, it is an old place of the Itsu. Everything has became the Itsus. Our beloved Legions have been turned to the will of darkness and fog. There is desolation to come like never before.”

It was clear that the man of the Order had began to talk almost unceasingly. He paused for a moment and Brethor interjected a question.

“Why did your forces below pound on the door, why not let them in to protect you?”

“They were not ours. We came before them and hid. They were sent after us. I do not know why the Itsu Priest did not come but we are not its allies to know such things.”

The man began to cough and spit up blood.

“Where is he injured, Sviska?” Brethor asked.

“Nowhere vital to life, I didn’t strike him in a place to kill yet.”

The man shook his head, “We did this, an effect of the spell that protected us. We are not as good at magic as we should be but a sacrificial spell bound to our lives is one that not even the Itsu can break. But it was created in the north and so your staff of the war god did away with it. I will die soon and with that, I hope to find peace, as I worry about the rest of our kind until my last breath.”

“We will work to preserve them,” Sviska told him, “Our strife is with the Itsu and those who stand with them. Men are uniting with those of magic against the Itsu Priest.”

“Then I do not regret sending you to Elinathrond to fulfill the need of The Order. Though it was thought a failure by the rest, I see now our goal fulfilled in the ones we were against.”

The man’s head relaxed and his eyes closed. Sviska stood and looked to the others.

Brethor nodded, “It is with these last words the Order fades, as it is in my mind. That is, if I have a pen in the histories of these days.”

Slats nodded, looking at the others. “What now?” he asked.

“We scour what we can find here and then return to Lokam,” Garoa said.

Sviska poured water across his blade, noticing the man whom he had spoken to moments before was now stilled. His breathing had ceased.

Brethor patted Sviska on the shoulder, “It is well it ended this way.

 

 

Chapter 15 Further Shadows

 

Sviska glanced at him and then to the dead around him.

“This world changes faster than I can get used to my understanding of it.” 

Brethor nodded, “Such are our days in this world.”

A sharp wind blew upon the temple. From the sides of the mountain came sudden growing shadows and the demon from before stood upon the granite altar. 

“Saints of Wura, I am happy to find you gathered here today! You have defeated the vile ones that sought to preserve this place as a seal and you even released magic to the world. Now your time is done and I will take charge of your destruction.”

Garoa, who had already began to scour through a pile of books glanced up at the specter who had arrived. Some of the priors lifted their staves, but their lights darkened. The demon raised his hands and their lights went out, their staves became as stone and they dropped them.

“Even now,” the demon continued, “the forces of magic are pooling together under my banner in the far west. The creatures of the woods, the mountains, and the waters, will be under my command, in honor of the Itsu.”

“Honor!” shouted Slats. “I remember, at the eastern seal, a certain stone guardian that did not have such happy things to say of you, beast.”

“Quiet, dwarf.”

“You are not welcome here, demon,” Garoa stated, not looking at the demon but stepping between it and the others, his staff held horizontally at his side, its strength unaffected by whatever had befallen those of the Priors.

“My name is Diea, Lord of Demons. Address me as such. I have toiled much to establish my place in the lands. The Itsu will not destroy me as a lesser being. They will see my power at last when I overrun Lokam with my forces. I will stand beside them in honor.”

“I need not know your name, you said that before,” Garoa commented. “You are disillusioned and perhaps you need rest. Perhaps the souls of your form seek solace?” 

“Do you wish to anger me, Garoa, of the weak  and wretched Rusis?”

“I am done with your words.”

The Staff of Kel surged with light and Garoa turned, splashing the creature in white fire. A screech echoed from the mountain, down into the valley, causing Rincew and the wolves to begin howling. They became higher and louder, the screams now causing the others around the shrine to cover their ears and bow their heads.

“Priors, take up your staves!” Garoa shouted. 

The staves of the Priors were now wood again and one by one, they picked up their staves, joining Garoa.

“Demon of the Lich,” said Garoa, “May your works be undone, may you not harm another, may the memory of Master Nelkor and his death be on your mind. I, Garoa, Saint of Wura and wielder of the Staff of the War God, banish you to your death.”

The fire began to flicker on the being, its form that of a shriveled meat, its eyes blackened and its body became leathery and frail. It then split into multiple corpses that flopped around on the ground.

A quivering whisper spoke out in several different voices, “Again… death.” 

An orange glow began to appear in the cracks in the skins of the bodies and they turned to ash. At last, the demon of Ustavis had been defeated for good.

“For Nelkor,” Garoa said.

“Garoa’s power has grown,” Sviska said to Brethor, “But when is too much?”

“As long as he uses it to good will, I see not a limit,” Brethor replied.

Under wishes from Brethor, they took time to stack the bodies of the Order and without further mentioning a fire was lit, the smoke rising into the sky. 

Sviska stood watching the bodies of the Order burned. A strange emptiness overtook him as he thought of the vileness he had known but also the closure at seeing the final moments of those he once served. His mind then went to the curse upon him and then he remembered the words of the Gypsy Mother. He must resist his mind being worn down, his resilience should stay strong. Those who had been the Order still lived among those that now served the Itsu. Kasis still lived, as well as did others, trained as he. The Keeper he had seen the other night had said some of the Order escaped. It was too late for them now. Sviska wondered now of the children mentioned by the man before. He had many questions but they would have to wait.

As they emerged from the lower level, Rincew looked at them as they passed.

“The Order is no more,” said Brethor, “The demon, too, is defeated.”

“I heard the scream of death, as well as felt the return of the magic to the land.” Rincew said, “Many happenings today in such a short passing of time.”

They proceeded out of the valley and back towards the village. As they approached the town, the villagers had gathered and pointed as they walked between the buildings.

The blacksmith stopped them from passing, “Are they gone? The ones that were in the valley?”

“Yes,” said Sviska. “You may rest now and know that evil is gone.”

There was a sigh of relief and those surrounding began to bow and shake the hands of the saints and priors of Kel.

“Blessed are you.”

“Rejoice, for we are delivered,” the villagers would say.

When the small crowd had finished, they told them farewell and began out of the valley, through the gateway they had come. They began to ascend the hill when the sound of approaching hooves pounded the ground.

Berie lifted her bow, just as the feathers of the Falacar and the shining armor of the Legion on horseback came over the top of the hill. They slowed their horses and one of the Legion spoke.

“We are of the Lokam Second Legion, we heard a clamor from the mountains. Cohorts march this way. We were to support you in need. Tell us where the enemy is.”

“No enemy now,” said Garoa, “But the people within the village need protection and a company of guards may be acceptable to them.”

“How many men were sent?” asked Slats.

“A full Legion,” he replied, “General Arsus has instructed us to set up a fort in this region. Rumor has it we will march south from here. A spear point in a coming battle against Finar.”

“Mind your rumors,” said Brethor. “We do not want the enemy knowing of such.”

“Where do you head now?”

“To Lokam.”

The evening sun was setting even as they parted from the horsemen and began north. The path ascending the lands back towards Lokam took longer and was more strenuous, even with the horses, due to the darkness above them. It was with a careful relaxation they did not mind taking more time, but in Lokam, trouble was coming.

 

The walls of Lokam were silent. The hour was one past the midnight moon’s trek when a rustling of wings awoke Bloodhawk. The Falacar chieftain was attuned to the sounds of birds but those he was not keen of had taken flight. His bow in hand, he emerged from his tent and smelled the air. Looking up, he spotted the wings of the Iolas above flying towards the city.

“Come with me,” he said to two other Falacar who had been standing near his tent. 

The Falacar encampment was to the east of the city, and taking to horses, they sped towards the gates leading into the eastern section of Lokam. He had placed guards to watch for dangers but he sensed something was happening.

Reaching the gates, the two legionnaires held up their hands. “What is it this night that stirs you?” the guard asked.

“Above, the Iolas, they are about for no reason.”

The guard stepped forward and away from the gate. He looked up, seeing nothing.

“I will inform the watch officer of such.”

“You must do so now. You are not to trust these cursed birds.”

A horn then called across the city.

“What is that sounding?” Bloodhawk shouted.

“An alarm for the city.”

“Open the gates! Let us in!”

The one guard looked to the other, who then blew into his hand, whistling. The gate began to open and the Falacar rode in.

The tower of Kel immediately caught the eye of Bloodhawk. Though he did not understand or know the specific power held within, the glow from atop it showed the Iolas flocking above.

“Sediya.”

The Falacar rode towards the center Island, seeing Evurius looking towards the tower.

“What are they doing up there?”

“I do not know what games you believed they were playing, but now is not time to think they are of goodwill. Send for the Saints, with haste.”

Evurius looked to his closest man and gave him orders to head south in search of the Saints. The Falacar rode up the bridge towards the tower but found its great doors shut. From within the sounds of searing meat and flapping wings drowned out the shouts and screams on the other side.

Guards from all over the city were converging on the causeway. 

“The keys! Where are the keys?” shouted Bloodhawk.

“It is sealed from within,” Evurius told him.

The host of men began pounding on the door. Bloodhawk did not expect it to work but, with a firm knock, he then shouted, “Men of Kel, throw open these doors. Let us assist you!”

It was then a clank and a creak followed, with the door opening just a crack. They pushed it open and noticed a bloodied prior slumped against it. Two other priors lay dead on the ground floor. Bloodhawk looked up, spotting Sediya holding the remaining prior high in the air. He used his last bit of strength seeking to stop the Iolas. He drew a dagger but faltered in his thrust, missing. 

Sediya looked down at the Falacar and smiled. 

Bloodhawk spurred his horse up the stairwells, ascending as fast as his horse would move. He made it to the furthest level just as Sediya dropped the prior. He screamed as he fell, striking the lowest level as more men poured in.

“What treachery is this, Sediya? Long have our peoples been at odds but can you not see the greater deeds to be done in the coming days?”

The Iolas flapped her wings with strong and steady waves. In her hand, she clutched the Galhedriss Arcana.

“I alone killed the god in the old times, I know the secrets of this Itsu Priest. With the Galhedriss Arcana, I will become all-powerful upon the earth.  It is I who deserves command over the lands. I protected your lands, horse rider, and for all of that you ride in haste to prevent my reward? I care little of these Saints of Wura, or people of these lands. I will ascend, as the gods of old fade. Let the Itsu Priest come for me, he will find his undoing at my hand!”

“This book was not meant for you, and I cannot have you take it, as you do now.”

The Falacar Chief drew an arrow and pulled hard on the string of his bow. 

“I do not fear your arrows!” Sediya shrilled.

She raised her hands and her body became a radiant light. Other Iolas flew around her and the Chieftain fired his bow; the arrow burned before falling like ash.

The Priestess began to float out to the open sky and Bloodhawk spurred his horse, following out atop the tower as the other Iolas split away from their master. The Priestess made a call like an eagle, the sound piercing the ears of everyone within Lokam. She turned and began flying away from the tower.

As other harpies began falling prey to the arrows and spears of those that had come to help the Falacar. The Chieftain stood upon his horse that galloped at full speed towards the edge of the tower.

“Thank you, my friend,” Bloodhawk said to his horse.

There was a moment where the horse turned his head, his eyes locked with the Falacar and then its feet left the tower. The chieftain leaped from its back, his ax in hand. He flew through the air, grabbing the foot of the Iolas Priestess.

She immediately fell downward, before spreading her wings and flapping hard to stay afloat. She glanced down at the Chieftain who, holding her foot with his left hand, raised his ax with his right. She bent forward, diving just over the walls, trying to detach her attacker but he held firm.

They flew east and low to the ground. Bloodhawk struggled to hold his grip and had twice now managed to save his ax from falling. A hill approached and he sensed the Iolas would try another dive to detach him. As she flew upwards and prepared to dive back down, he waited for the moment and then let go just as she began to dive. Her body flew in front of him as he flew still upward and with a single swing, he struck her wing.

Moments later, he hit the ground and rolled. Pushing himself up, he looked around not seeing his ax. Sediya was panting. She still held the book of magic, but alone in the field with the Falacar, she threw it to the ground. As she stretched out her hands towards him and began to run, he felt about himself for another weapon and found a bony club. It was too late though, she was upon him and with a single hand, she grabbed his neck, pressing him down to the ground. He attempted to swing at her but her other hand grabbed his wrist, squeezing it until it cracked.

“The claws of the Iolas take your ability to harm others. Now, I will take what you need to see us. Do not worry; I am sure the screams of others will be with you when the end comes for the Falacar. Just try to imagine the horror your brothers shall feel!”

Without further waiting, she clawed at Bloodhawk’s face, tearing into his eyes before slamming his skull into the ground. She released him and then went to pick the book back up. He couldn’t move and lying in the field alone he was powerless to stop her escape. A rush of wind and the stench of a bloody Iolas told the Chief that he had failed. The Galhedriss Arcana was gone.

 

Sviska was tired. The day’s events still on his mind, the sight of Lokam nearing was a welcome one. A hazy fog obscured the city and only the faint glow of torchlight could make it stand out in the bleak region.

The sounds of hooves approaching, stirred those in the group to form outward. Brethor and the wolves moved forward and ahead of the rest, finding the errant rider from Lokam.

“Saints of Wura, you must return with haste!” he said.

“What is it?” asked Berie.

“I know not. My master sent me to get you. There was trouble in the city and I did not stop to ask clarification.”

The lowly trot of the horses turned to a rapid one, as they ascended the hilly path and rode up into the woods to the west of the city, the fogs split behind the trails of horses that rode past the gypsy carts and to the north gate. It took a few moments, but the sealed gate was opened, and the host headed to the southern bridge towards the East side of the city and then to the island fort. 

Tvila spotted them and ran to Garoa, “The tower was attacked.”

“The Priors and the books?” he questioned.

“One of the two important ones remains but the other, the magic one, was taken by the bird woman. Bloodhawk went with her, jumping from the tower and grabbing her leg, but he has not returned. The Falacar scour the fields to the south and east.”

Garoa stabbed his staff into the ground; a ripple of air split from his feet and turned up the debris on the floor.

“I will go help,” said Brethor. Rincew went with him, as did the wolves; their noses would work well to find any trace of either the Iolas or Bloodhawk.

“What of my priors?” Garoa asked Tvila.

“They were killed.”

Garoa lowered his head and began towards the causeway.

“Everyone get some rest,” he said, “I will deal with those of the tower.”

Sviska began to step forward and Garoa stopped, “Please, give me this time. We will need to take our book back and you will need rest.”

He then continued on, trailed only by the other Priors.

“He takes the loss personally,” said Slats. “The Iolas obtaining the book is not something I expected.”

“I did not feel well of them to begin with but they respected and helped us,” said Berie, “I heard the warnings from the Falacar although I had hope that all of magic would work together.”

“We were warned,” Sviska said, shaking his head. “The Falacar did try to tell us.”

Leaving Garoa to the tower and those that were lost, the others went back to the inn. Slats cut a hurried attempt at sleep short, awakening to banging on the inn door. 

He went downstairs, ax in hand, but was relieved to find Nupp with a fresh layer of mud caked on his boots. Leurka stood nearby; he too was awakened by the banging.

“Good morning to you!” Nupp said. “Quite a gathering near the horse camp and I was told to get y’all.”

“I will wake the others,” said Slats. “Perusing the nearby woods, Nupp?”

“Perusing? Nah, I just found a group of refugees. Many more comin’ from the south. Dark happenings. Now, get ‘em up. That wolf fellow was a bit scary telling me to come get you.”

Slats went and awoke both Berie and Sviska.

Sviska trudged in his boots, half-awake, and followed Berie who stood in the doorway of the inn waiting for him.

The sun had just risen completely and it was clear they had not slept long. Sviska drew in the morning air and stretched before jogging to catch up to the others headed towards the east side and the gate to the Falacar camp. A large host of Falacar were about, along with the Wolves of Taria, at this early hour. Upon seeing the Saints, one of the Falacar pointed towards a large tent near the center of their camp. 

Coming to the entrance, they saw Shadowhawk. His arms were crossed and he looked down on them as they approached.

“I have not met you with my own words,” he said.

“Your vow,” said Slats.

“Yes, and it seems now it is best to break it, for Bloodhawk is no longer as he was. We will have need to work together again soon. For now, go to him.”

He stepped aside and opened the covering to the tent. Faces turned and gazed at them as they entered.

 

 

Chapter 16 Roads From Lokam

 

Sviska stepped into the tent ahead of the rest. Around him were dark linens. Deep purples and red of a sheer material he had only seen in the deserts to the west. Candles and incense burned in different spots. In the corner, a man with a small drum beat a repeating rhythm as he chanted in a whisper. The healers of the Falacar, as well as Euso and Brethor, were around the Chief’s bed. Euso had just finished wrapping Bloodhawk’s head and stood as he finished.

“I take my leave now; there are others that need my hands.”

Brethor looked to them with a saddened glare.

Bloodhawk lay on a makeshift bed just off the ground. He turned his head toward them.

“I failed you all.”

Sviska went to him and knelt, “You did what you could and were injured, but you will heal.”

He seemed to smile just a small smile, “My heart will heal, yes, but my eyes are no more.”

Sviska felt a hole in his stomach at Bloodhawk’s words.

“The beast cut out his eyes,” said Brethor.

“I am sorry is what I wish to say, but no apology or act from myself can change this.” 

Behind him, both Slats and Berie lowered their heads and did not speak.

“I wish to rest, Sviska,” he said. “There will, no doubt, be council and I wish you to go there but you and the elf, come back to me. I wish to speak with you in private.”

“We will,” Sviska patted his shoulder and stood. 

Brethor and the others followed him out.

“Have you seen Garoa?” Sviska asked Brethor.

“Not as of yet, but we are to meet in the room behind the falls to discuss further plans. There was an influx of people from the south. People are fleeing towards us with word that the city of Finar is becoming host to many creatures and items of war. The Cursed Legions are amassing. We have also heard that the prisoners of the Island Nation, among other prisoners, are there. Furthermore, the forward Legion scouted to the west. The Demon had massed many creatures outside of the valley. Though he is destroyed, another creature will surely lead them.”

“Then we will soon be engaged with the enemy again?” 

“If the Galhedriss Arcana has fallen into the hands of the Iolas, the Itsu Priest may send all of the forces to obtain it. With that book and magic now returned to the lands, he would not need to wait for the moon as before.” 

“When is the council to take place?” asked Berie.

“Now.”

They bid Bloodhawk farewell. Brethor led them back into Lokam and to the southern bridge. Following the stairwell down, they passed into the underground region of the city and to the main auditorium. 

Arsus was there and was in full armor; others around him stared at a map on the table as Evurius and the Poluti talked with Tvila.

“Already we have sent for those of Taria and the Island Nation,” said Arsus, “The Drean, too, have been willing to help and will send one hundred men, though my fear is they are of more use on the high seas.” 

He looked up to Sviska and the others, “Friends, you have arrived. I will make my wishes short and direct. We have sent for deep scouting of Finar and if we find we can assail Finar, we will. I spoke with Brethor earlier and he explained that this Itsu Priest may not give us the time we had.”

“That is correct,” said Brethor, “In these lands, Finar sits upon the grounds of an old temple of the Itsu. It is there we must move to halt his intentions. The incantation needed to free the staff required the dark moon to be filled with the blood of sacrifices. I do fear with the Galhedriss Arcana in hand, and the massed bloodshed of the Cursed Legions in the battle for Lokam, that he might have gathered enough in terms of residual magic to open the Void of Ages. But now magic has returned to the land. Not attacking Finar would mean death without questions for our captured brethren. Many lives hang on the circumstances of the Priest’s intent. We may play into the plan of the Priest but I, for one, say we should attack.”

“Then I will tell you the Poluti have already given their blessing and the Legions of Lokam are preparing to march south. I have sent instruction to begin building machines of war among the Second Legion. Our Third Legion arrived in the afternoon hours. They have told us that all remaining Legions are under the control of the Itsu Priest, and are indeed cursed as we feared. Finar is a ghost town, in terms of people not related to the war effort; the people of the city have fled and more than one foul creature is afoot in the lands. Even with the many that have come to Lokam, we are outnumbered.”

“Outnumbered is relative to power and ability,” a voice announced behind them.

Garoa entered the room with Asnea and approached Arsus.

“And though I do no longer have the book, I still hold the staff. Magic has returned and I have released the Priors from their tie to my power and this staff. Each is a formidable mage, capable of many offensive and defensive spells and they will march to the front with your Legions.”

“I do not know how the men will feel with those of magic integrated; the Legion is a machine of organization and tactics.”

“And who wouldn’t like a mage with them?” Tvila joked, “The Island Nation would be honored to have a mage.”

Evurius went to the table, also, “I see we will not be sitting to discuss this further, so I ask one thing. Taking Finar does save those of the surrounding regions from whatever end it is they are to have. But what of the Man of Fog, the Itsu Priest? If we can take the city and defeat the Cursed Legions, how will we deal with the Man of Fog? Can he be destroyed?”

There was a deep silence in the room. Garoa looked to Brethor and Sviska and then sighed.

“I do not know. What information we know of him tells us nothing. Sacrifices were only required before magic was returned to the world and now with the Galhedriss Arcana possibly in his hand—”

“You are saying, he may not even need the sacrifice at all?” Arsus asked.

“Correct, but he could still kill those gathered as an offering.”

Evurius raised his hands, “Offering or not, it seems this book is the key. Would it be better to pursue the Iolas and Sediya?”

Arsus shook his head, disagreeing, “If we do that, we risk losing the chance to attack with combined force on a ground of our choosing. How do we know the priest does not have the book now?”

Brethor raised his eyebrow and his hand, “I can answer that, because we are still discussing these plans. When the Priest has the book, he will return to Finar and open the Void of Ages.”

“And then what? What is this Void of Ages?”

“The path from which the Itsu will return to this land. The gods of the south will be one with our realm, and there will be little we can do to stop them once they arrive. Magic has returned but we must move quickly to secure our world. The dabbling of the Order was but a taste of a bitter poison that will run its course if left unchecked. If we can take Finar, we make another stumbling stone for the Itsu Priest, and one that may mean we can stop him.”

Arsus collapsed onto his hands, looking at the map. He then put a finger on Finar near the sea, circled with black ink. “The Cursed Legions are preparing and to what end, I cannot guess, but when the scouts return and give final word of what we face, it seems that no matter the numbers, we must march.”

“Good then,” said Brethor.

Little else was said, for further whispers would cause an increase in doubt and add to the tension now abounding, even though everyone in the room had known the time for celebration was to be short. 

Asnea smiled as Tvila stood to the side of her father. Garoa turned to look at her and she smiled, leaving with Sviska and the the others.

“You have done well.” 

He looked over his nose to her and then sat down on the stairs of the throne.

“I have done what I needed to protect Asnea.”

She touched his hands, “And others.”

His eyes crossed over her face and she looked at his lips. He looked down and she took the seat next to him, folding her hands together.

“There is much to be happy for even though the events of the Island Nation were just a starting point for the others.”

“I have no doubt in that, but what else to you mean?”

She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. He closed his eyes and felt a tug in his chest. Sviska took notice that Garoa did not recoil from Tvila and then left the doorway of the room. 

“That we are alone for a moment long enough for me to do that.”

He looked up at her, for a moment. Her eyes gazed at him, and he opened his mouth to take in a deep breath. 

“I must return to my duties in the city.”

She stood, turning once more to look at him before she left the room. He watched her leave, clutching his staff between both hands. For just a moment, he smiled, thinking of what had just happened.

 

The city was alive and churning as people worked to bring in extra supplies and to stock the armies for departure. The many refugees were well taken care of outside the city but extra guards had been placed throughout Lokam in case of another attack. There was a growing fear that no one was safe.

Sviska got what rest he could and then had a hurried meal provided by Leurka at the inn. Immediately after, both he and Berie left to speak with Bloodhawk.

Back near the camp of the Falacar, they were greeted as they neared the Chief’s tent. After confirming their purpose, the Falacar men let them in.

“Bloodhawk, it is Sviska and Berie. We have come to speak with you.”

Sitting up from the bed, he looked in the direction of their voices.

“Come in, please, Saints of Wura.” 

They approached and found that two pillows on the ground near his bed. A warm broth sat next to him.

“Please sit, and eat. I do not wish to eat alone.”

He held a cup in his hand and took small sips as they sat.

“Did either of you wonder why the Falacar helped you without question?”

Sviska cocked his head, “You had said the Gypsy Mother told you of the need and you mentioned Wura.”

“Indeed that was said, but in further blessings we were given pardon from the horrors of your world. When the elves and dwarves were hunted across the lands, we were safe.”

“Are you really people of magic, though? I see your steeds and your strength as a warring people, but you do not use magic.”

Bloodhawk nodded, “We do use some magic, just not the traditional kind. The gypsies you know did not always call themselves as such and do share lineage with us. They too are from the far east but from a time well before you were born. We offer our bows to your peoples in honor of you, the memories of your people, and in that we were kept well in those times of darkness. I wanted to share those words first. Before I ask something of you.

“I hope you are both prepared for what I ask of you. I charge you with this as Saints of Wura and I have arranged for you to leave immediately. We Falacar have served you without question and now you must do the same for us. If you feel your charge by Wura to be true.”

“Leave?” asked Berie.

“Yes, I ask you two because I dare not send just one but Slats has his place with the army and Garoa will be needed with the War-god’s staff. But you two, Brethor even agreed, can do this.”

“Very well,” said Sviska, “What is it you want us to do?”

He asked because he knew he needed to know but he was unsure he wanted the answer. 

As the Chief set his cup down, he stood. Feeling his way to the drawer next to his bed, he retrieved the ax he had used to attack Sediya. Feeling the top of it to be sure, he tore one of the feathers off. It was dark red, tainted with the Iolas’ blood.

“The Galhedriss Arcana was entrusted to you four. I know not what power the enemy has in terms of searching for her, but I have this.”

He reached into a leather pouch near his bed. He pulled a dust from within and sprinkled the ax with the red dust. He then took the feather and rubbed it in the dust before touching it to the head of the ax.

“This ax was used by myself to try to stop her theft. I was unable to kill her but the blood from her body will react to the sand of the steppes and plains from the Far East. The ax is made from trees from the groves of the Falacar, where we also get our arrows. It is said they were blessed by Elves and that, we shall see soon.”

Taking the ax, he placed it in Berie’s hand. A small crystal on the head began to glow the hue of a early sunrise.

“Then it is true.”

“What?” asked Berie.

“The blessing of the trees by the elves. I have blended the Falacar with the Iolas and the blessing of the elves. Though used for many seasons for hunting our prey in the plains, it has served another purpose. My desire was to find her and if I have done it right, you can point in the direction she is and it will glow brighter. I say, try to the southeast and her lands.”

Berie looked to Sviska who looked at the ax. She reached out to the east and then moved it in a southerly direction. The ax began to glow bright. She then brought it back and pointed it north, the staff returned to the color it was before.

“Then it works. I had hoped it would,” he said.

“You want us to go after her?” Sviska asked.

“Yes, and take back the book. As Saints of the god Wura, I believe you can even kill her. Then return to the battle by way of the necklace of Brethor. He said you can think of the home of your childhood, the orphanage, I believe is the words he spoke.”

“It will be done, Bloodhawk.”

“Then that is what I entrust to you. We must try. And there is one more thing.”

They both looked at him, unblinking.

“Sediya said that she could defeat the Itsu Priest. Perhaps, you can learn how to do that, also.”

“What did she say?”

“That is all, but it is worth trying. Now I bid you both go. Your horses are prepared and I send you now. Do not worry of the others, Brethor will speak to them.”

Sviska looked to Berie who smiled faintly.

“We will do this,” Sviska said.

“I wish I could go with you, but perhaps my ax will be used in my place,” Bloodhawk smiled, “Good luck, Saints.”

Exiting the tent, Shadowhawk greeted them, “Good evening and may the setting of the sun  bless your deeds. You shall find your horses on the east side of the camp. They have been fed and watered and shall need neither food nor drink for some time.”

“Are you going to stay with him?” asked Sviska, looking down at the bedroll under his arm.

He stood up tall, “No chief needs another chief, but you can say that I will take no chance in a harpy coming near to finish him off. I hear we go to war soon, do not take too long in your task.”

Smiling, he nodded slowly to them before saluting them in the fashion of the Falacar with a fist to his chest.

Proceeding between the rows of tents and horses, they found their horses, as promised, ready just at the edge of the camp. The Falacar seated nearby, around a fire, looked on as they mounted.

One of them stood, his hand over his chest. “In honor,” he said to them.

Sviska gave a nod and spurred his horse. Berie, doing the same, came alongside him, holding the ax in her right hand. It glowed steadily as they took the east road towards the mountains. The lights of the Falacar camps and the city of Lokam were fading behind them. As the darkened sky loomed above, Berie took the lead, holding the ax that would lead them to the Galhedriss Arcana.

 

Slats was eating alone. He wondered when Sviska and Berie would return and jumped to look as Leurka opened the door but saw instead Asnea and Garoa.

“Good to see someone wants to eat with the dwarf.”

“Has Sviska gone to sleep?” Asnea asked.

“No, he went with Berie. Some dealings with the Falacar. Would you like to sit next to me, fine daughter of Garoa?”

Asnea sat down, as did Garoa across from her.

“Battle comes and I, for one, will be with the Island Nation, I think,” Slats told them. “Garoa, will you and your daughter fight with me or perhaps with those of Taria?”

“We will see. I have my own plans for the battle, if they can be done. My daughter will not be on the front.”

Asnea glared at her father, “I may be your daughter but I have survived a long time without you. I will go with the Leechers and with Taria.”

Garoa began to speak, “I do not feel—”

“You have your way of doing things and that is fine. I am happy I have had a chance to meet you but I will stand with my friends. If as much as I hear about this upcoming battle is true, if this is perhaps our last stand as a people, I will fight alongside those I call my brothers and sisters.”

Asnea stood and left the room, walking upstairs.

Slats looked over to Garoa who looked distressed by her words.

“A good warrior, she is. Would have made a proud dwarf wife.”

Garoa buried his head in his hands with a slight smile. “I was upset. But thinking of a tall woman such as her with a dwarf man just dispelled any anger  I could have.”

They both laughed and Garoa stood up.

“In truth, I guess I am trying to be that which I never was.”

“There is still time, Garoa, and there will be more time. We will stop these dark happenings and you will see.”

Garoa nodded slowly in agreement. 

 

It was sometime in the early morning. A messenger from Arsus had arrived at the inn, delivering a note to Leurka who took it to Garoa.

Sleepy-eyed, he broke the seal and unfolded the parchment: 

Request for immediate summons of the Saints of Wura at the East Gate of Lokam by Arsus.

 

Garoa went to wake both Slats and Asnea. He then went to look for Sviska and Berie. Their rooms were empty. The others followed him with a quickened pace towards the eastern gates. Crossing the southern bridge, the masts of the High Ships of the Island Nation ships were visible near the center island.

The eastern gates were already open and the Falacar were mustering outside their camp.

Arsus stood next to Knasgriff not too far from the gates, his arms crossed as he smoked on his pipe.

“We will have your people form up within the ranks of the Legions so that, in case of a sudden attack, we may form a strong line. At Finar, we will discuss exact battle formations based on the siege,” Arsus said.

Knasgriff nodded, “The Drean have assembled. They rank actually closer to two hundred in number, more than I expected. Though few in comparison to us overall, I feel they may have technology beyond ours. They carry a large crystal device. They claim it will be useful.”

“Very well, as long as they can move with it. We will march at double footstep. We must get to Finar as soon as we can.” 

He turned to Garoa, standing with Slats and Asnea behind him.

“The others, where is—”

Brethor joined the conversation, interrupting the General’s question, “They have gone to hunt down the Iolas, per the Falacar. They left in the night. They will return to us at Finar. I will go with the forces of Taria and my wolves. Arsus, Lord Utros did receive your message.”

“Very well then, I feel we are soon ready.”

“It is good to see you all,” said Knasgriff, “But I must get to the warriors and prepare for march. I shall see you all there.”

Knasgriff departed from them.

Arsus shook his head, “If Sviska and Berie are gone, then very well. I have not the time to worry of their deeds. The scouts returned word that not only did the Itsu Priest leave Finar, but so did all but one Legion’s worth of warriors. The Second Legion has been preparing to move into siege and, already, I have sent another Legion, as well as most of the Falacar, though they were a bit hard to convince without you people here. 

The forces of Taria are to take a southern route from their lands and will meet up with us, assuming they do not run into any other issues. Brethor, I know you are ready to depart. Blessing to you and your wolves.”

“Thank you. Good luck, Slatnichor, and you, Garoa. I will see you soon.” Brethor began to run , meeting up with his wolves, before moving quickly around the city and out of sight.

A horse was brought to Arsus, he mounted and donned his plumed helmet.

“I hope you are ready. The time for talking is over, we must ride.”

Attendants brought additional horses to them and they mounted.

“I knew we were needed,” said Asnea, “But I did not know we were departing so quickly.”

“We must secure our ground,” said Slats. “Waiting will prove to be folly.”

The passage to the southeast was a greater distance by the way the armies took, but to the Highland road and then back south they marched. Euso and Slats, along with Asnea and Garoa, rode along with the ranks of the Island Nation.

The lines of the nearly eight thousand men marching ahead of them were comforting and yet caused even the most stalwart to worry. The forces of the enemy still outnumbered all the forces between the Island Nation, Taria, and Lokam.

They reached the valley road, also called the South March Road; its western trek went towards the mountains and left the windswept tundra and rocky ground of the north and east for green fields that rolled in the distance. Smaller streams from the northern region ran across their paths many times and, coming across a rather large one with monolithic stones guarding a massive bridge, Garoa looked to Asnea.

“Now at the waters of the Rinnska River, I will depart you. My priors will remain but I have a weapon the enemy does not, some friends I have had for some time and have watched grow.”

“What do you mean, you are departing?” she asked.

He rode away from the others and dismounted his horse, letting it lap up the waters. Those of the armies, including Slats and Euso, continued.

“The priors can shield the armies from harsh magic, but our numbers are too few.”

He took her hands in his. 

“Months ago, I thought only of myself and then, with everything that happened, I found my desires in life had changed to finding you. I have not been here for you and this is not my attempt to be a father but to let you be what you wish. I cannot protect you.”

He glanced down to her knife and to her bow. She now wore armor similar to that of the Legions. Not of her preference but on short notice it was the best she could find.

“I do not feel you need me to. But I do think that if this siege is to go well, we will need my friends.”

“The men wish for you to be here,” she told him, “I did hope you would be here.”

He nodded, “I will return. Join the others and continue. I have found myself unable to call forth my friends as of late and I am worried.”

“Who are they?”

“I want you to wait and see. For it may be when the day has become dark, I will arrive to turn the tide. Keep yourself well until then.”

He leaned forward, kissed her head, and then turned from her, leading his horse away.

She wiped a tear from her eye and remounted. The forces of the Island Nation bringing up the rear of the armies were just passing. She spurred her horse and headed back to Slats and Euso.

 

Garoa waited for them to be gone and then whistled for his dragons. He had tried sometime before but had not been able to summon them. That was before the second seal of Etha had been released. He told them to keep safe and they were doing that and hiding very well. He questioned what happened to them. He knew the demon had called many creatures and he hope they did not fall into such a trap.

He would increase the call of his whistle with the Staff of Kel, but the spell would take time and would require the waters of the north and the rocks of the south to lend their magic to him. He arranged stones from the river into a circle joining with the large stones already planted. He had seen an inscription of this place in the Galhedriss Arcana and knew it would work as a channeling device for his calling. He began the spell.

 

As Asnea reached Slats, a rider from the front rode along the lines and passed them, shouting an announcement.

“The siege of Finar has begun! Our catapults smash the walls and the Second Legion has the high ground! Keep up the double march, men! We do as the General of Lokam commands! Forces, the time for battle is nigh.”

The rider continued riding to the rear lines and then came up the other side, his message loud and firm.

The forces moved quicker, those of the Island Nation falling behind those of the Legion as the drilled army pulled ahead.

It was midday when the Legions began to fan out, their cohorts formed along a line of high hills looking down south towards Finar. The city itself was about the size of Lokam but laid out horizontally on the cliffs above a great sea that reached into the far south.

 The buildings were dark and, like a jagged crown, the walls surrounding had many tall towers with fires burning atop each of them. A shroud sat over the walls, like a thin veil of fog. Fires burned at the bottom of the walls at random spots and the ground shook as the catapults released another volley of stones. 

Slats, Asnea, and Berie rode ahead, leaving the Island Nation forces behind them. They found Arsus in a tent along the top of the hill. Slats glanced down the hillside to see the engines reloading for another barrage. Looking further out, he saw an ominous sight. No one was on the walls and not a single sound came from within Finar. Bitter northern winds blew the smoke from the fires over the sea.

Around a large wooden table, Arsus and the new forces met with those of the Second Legion and Brethor, who arrived well before them with a host of cavalry from Taria.

“We repelled two attacks just in this hour from the city,” a centurion told them. “The Legate fell within the second one and the enemy took two engines of our ten but they have kept their main forces within the walls.”

“Have we been able to do damage?” Arsus asked.

“Not as much as I had hoped, but some. The walls are hard. Harder than any stone walls I have seen,” the centurion took a drink from a nearby mug, the water running down the sides of his face as he slammed the mug back down and took his helmet in hand.

“We will reinforce the siege line,” said Arsus, “We have this high ground but our flanks are exposed. I will hold a Legion in reserve along the hilltop. Place two Legions along the main line and when they arrive, I will send the Island Nation to the east flank. Deploy barrier mines along the eastern way and if we have any to spare, along the western one also.”

Brethor laughed, “Arsus, my friend Rincew has already set up traps along the eastern flank with vines of the earth. Any attacking force will be hindered greatly in their approach. My friend is quite tired but, if time permits, we will reinforce your mines also.”

“Then good,” said Arsus, “We will form and began the second phase of the assault. We cannot risk taking longer so once our lines are set, we will shift forces towards Finar and use the Hammer of Lokam to take the gateway and secure the inner temple.”

Arsus scanned over Slats and Asnea.

“Where is Garoa?”

Slats looked behind him. He was unaware of where he had gone. Asnea touched his shoulder, turning him back to the others.

“He sought further allies and will arrive soon. The priors will remain with us and support the main lines.”

“I wish he would’ve told me but it seems all the saints are leaving. Slats, what is your calling today?”

“Put me with the men, on the front, of course. I led those of the Island Nation once and I will do so again.”

About that time, Ruir and Knasgriff arrived.

Knasgriff removed his helm but Ruir stood in the doorway, looking behind the slanted eyes of his silver helm.

“The Island Nation is formed. We are ready to march when ordered.”

Arsus nodded, “You will take the east flank with reinforcements held to the rear of your position. You will then support the Legions advancing to the gate, Slats will join you. An important note is the sounding of horns. A long blast followed by two short ones and a second long signals advance. Repeated long blasts signal retreat.”

“What is this retreat you speak of? All I can hear as that if I hear long blasts, our allies will fall back,” said Ruir. “The Lokam legions may be our allies but I can tell it will be Slatnichor and I that throw back these cursed ones! Let us go, dear dwarf.”

Slats left with Ruir.

“Asnea, the Leechers have taken positions along all the lines. You will do well to stay with the command here and when the gates are down, we will move forward..”

“I will move along the lines then, my father will arrive. I will work with him when it comes time. For now, I will seek my master.” 

“As you wish. I do not have command over you. Keep yourself well,” he looked to the others, “We have a plan but we cannot foresee all events. Our goal is to first breach the city and then to get to this temple within.”

Brethor nodded, “The Itsu Priest will no doubt arrive, it is just a question of at what moment. The Cursed Legions are in much greater number than our own. We also must not forget of the creatures summoned by the demon. Have we had word of their movements?”

“Only that they are to our west and are moving towards us. I sent additional scouts on arrival but have not heard back as of yet.”

“We must be watchful then. Though I know we have had deserters join our ranks from across the lands, we have no other allies this day.”

King Youna of the Drean came into the tent.

“We have few men but, with the whispers of stakes we are rallied to your cause to secure ours.”

“I am happy to have you among us,” Arsus told him, “I understand you have weaponry of a different kind.”

“Yes, our crystals are from islands to the far south. A combination of alchemy and nature but one that can be used well to equalize numbers. I only wish we had more.”

“Your presence here, I understand, is for your own reasons and although you were enemy of the Island Nation. I do thank you for your service today.”

“The Drean will help you to scour these evils from the lands.”

Those within the tent then dispersed.

 

Slats and Ruir moved along the far east of the hill line to a grassy valley where horse-drawn carts rode along the east flank, dropping different-sized metal spikes, forming a line of dangerous points and obstacles an attacking force would need to navigate. 

As they formed up along the furthest line along the flatlands reaching to Finar, the ground shook as a repeated volley of burning rocks turned the inner part of city into a firestorm .

Small horns sounded as the Legions of Lokam emerged pushing a large tree on wheels with a massive cap of metal. The battering ram was the largest Slats had ever seen and required a great host to push.

Someone shouted from within the nearing Legion, “The Hammer of Lokam will bring down the gate!”

Slats could now see the gates of Finar were not a single gateway but a series of three gates. There was not one that was smaller or less strong than the other was. However, the central one and one to the west, had pillars and debris lying around them. The one on the eastern edge of the city still had a clear road leading to it and the ground was more forgiving for the men pushing the ram. 

As the siege engine progressed, the rest of the Legions poured down from the hills and formed behind them. Slats looked as two priors came to their side.

“Garoa will return soon. Do not worry,” he told them.

Ruir sneered, “Magic? We have Island steel! If only Kealin was here to join us.”

 

Chapter 17 Twilight Skies Burning

 

Along the western side, Asnea stood with Brethor atop the hill, looking towards the patrolling wolves on the far edge of the western flank. Brethor hoped they would catch scent of the approaching army of the demon’s creatures. 

The Legions of Lokam moved forward on the east flank. In the center, the engines of war fired without pause Finar. With a horn call and pounding of drums came the forces of Taria. After a quick check with Arsus who greeted Lord Utros, they began to line up along the western flank to protect the siege lines. Taria had made good time and would be the first to face those coming to relieve the siege.

It was then the trees in the distance began to shake and rumble. Like drums, the ground trembled. Those of the Legion near them pointed. There was a shuffling of shields along the line of legionnaires down below them. A loud animal-like roar echoed from the trees as creatures of all kinds emerged. It seemed that those that the demon had called had arrived with no intent to parley. At their lead, the magic casters with the goats skulls were in command.

Brethor’s wolves hurried behind the main lines and surrounded Brethor, awaiting his lead.

“I do not know all of these evil creatures we face but I am tired of seeing the goathead ones,” Brethor shouted.

The Wolves of Taria began to howl and then growl towards the approaching enemy. Shadowhawk swung a sword in  a circle near his men and then pointed. Along the line, flags signaled their movement and the orders. 

The Falacar riders rode along a stretch of dark green plants growing in the field. They then turned, riding forward, their people yelling as their bows twanged and bolts flew towards the creatures. Shadowhawk led the attack.

The creatures they faced varied greatly. Some were like stone, tall and massive, slower than the others who were more like bushes than trees. The arrows had no effect. As the horses passed the strange creatures, their arms were as heavy branches and they tripped and threw down the horsemen. The large trolls like from before lumbered about, smashing at riders and nearly hitting their own, as small dog-like animals bolted beneath the feet of the horses. The steeds of the Falacar fell under attack at every turn.

More of the men from before, those with goat bones atop their heads, appeared. They ran just behind the dog-like creatures and were the first to reach the line of vines.

The ground erupted. The large green forms of the enchanted earth slapped and grabbed, tearing and throwing, though still some of the enemy made it through. The shields of Taria held strong against the first wave. Stones pelted them, the dog-like creatures slammed them. The Falacar retreated behind the lines of Taria, rallying again in the open space between Finar and the Legions as more of their tribes began to assail the attacking army from the west.

Asnea rushed behind the lines of Taria. Master Nusian stood beside Lord Utros who sat atop his horse with more of his knights. Leechers were forming along the lines of Taria, their shots hitting those along the vines which, one by one, were ripped up by the enemy.

“Knights of Taria!” shouted Lord Utros, “When the vines fail, we charge!”

The horsemen were few in number but behind them the Falacar shouted in their own tongues, pointing at him.

“We can hope they mean to go with you,” Master Nusian said.

Utros nodded, “Keep your arrows flying, Leechers.”

 

Along the eastern front, the Hammer of Lokam was nearing the walls of Finar. Oil and flames dripped from the walls now as the catapults fired at a greater arc, sending the flaming stones further into the city. 

From the distant hilltop, the horns sounded, signaling for advance.

With shields held up, the Island Nation moved forward, watching for archers on the walls. The legionnaires, holding their shields above their heads forming an even more enclosing phalanx, moved much slower that the rest. 

They began to hear the pings and tangs of arrows hitting them. As the battering ram reached the door, volleys of green spikes and fire began to fling out from the tiny holes in the walls.

“These are not arrows of wood but some magic.” Ruir growled.

From the towers along the walls, tiny crystals lit and glowed. Bolts flew from them, hitting the shields like tiny bolts of lightning.

 Men began to fall and more rushed to take their place. From the base of the walls, a line of fire erupted and in a squeal of air, a blast of fire ripped into the shield lines. 

The front ranks of both legionnaires and the islanders were engulfed, melting the armor upon the victims. Screams filled the air.

 The centurions shouted commands, as did those of the Island Nation.

“Hold the line, shields up. Hold.”

“Legionnaires, to the battering ram. Let not your brothers fall in vain, bring down this gate!”

The encroaching forces stood firm as men took to the ram. The fire attack from beneath the walls seemed to be rekindling but it was to the plains to the far east that Slats and Knasgriff turned their attention. A line of banners had formed.

There was a glow upon the battlefield and a darkness in the air; the Cursed Legions had come and their line took the entire length of the field. There was a roar from within the mass. Their forms had once again changed. Now appearing flaming bodies of white fire where before the skin of men had been and wearing silver armor, the forces of the Itsu Priest rushed towards the eastern flank.

“Centurions, our enemy approaches!” Slats shouted.

One of the Centurions looked to him and then whistled to a standard bearer nearby. He made a fist and then a finger point to the east. The standard holder twisted the pole in his hands and a material with a bright sheen flashed with each twist. The legionnaires began to file closer behind them, turning their center from the city to the flank.

“The legionnaires will reinforce our lines. Stand firm, dwarf!” Ruir then shouted down the Island Nation line, “Now is the time, men and women. Now is the time!”

Slats looked as those of the Island Nation stood together. From the hills to the north, he could see the glimmer of sunlight on the armor of the reserve Legion coming to augment their forces. Falacar riders rode up along the battle lines as more of their kind went to their flanks, rallying together. 

Slats lowered his ax. He dropped to his knee and gripped a stone in the earth, bowing his head.

“May the power of my people not falter this day.”

His ax began to glow like a red fire. The runic inscriptions on it shining as tiny flames.

A stampede of more men filed behind the three long-stretched lines of the Island Nation as the Legions nearest to the walls sent men to reinforce behind them.

Harsh horns sounded to the east and arches of lighting and fire leapt from behind the Cursed Legions, high into the sky and into the clouds. The clouds turned as flames and fires from the heavens began to strike the grounds near Slats. The priors of Kel lifted their staves. Domes of bright light bounded out from the ground, before linking with the other staves and spreading out in a shield over the entire line. The raining fire and lighting came down even harder, battering but not breaking the shield above.

The Hammer of Lokam still pounded the gates, its stone, though strong, beginning to break. The Cursed Legions passed through the shield and there was a shout along the lines. The Island Nation rushed forward. Slatnichor of the Dwarves, with Ruir to his side, smashed into the enemy.

 

   Garoa  waited long after the stones were set in the river. The forces of Lokam were likely nearing the siege line outside of Finar but time was fleeting to him.

He sat on a rock just outside the flow of the river, his gauntlets alight, the Staff of Kel loosely over his lap. He had read of a spell to call his dragons and laid it out now as the constructed stones begin to spin just above the surface of the water. A large river stone began to rise and spin in the center of the smaller ones. It was a beacon spell, one for calling those of the arcane, for the use of the caster. It had been used in the past to call creatures of terror down upon the enemies of his kind but now it was used to call friends of his, for much the same reason.

The center rock spun faster and faster and the ground began to tremble before the stone, paused in motion, rocketed into the sky with a fiery tail. The spot where he arranged the stones turned to a white fire, exploding upwards and casting steam away from the river.

Garoa was on his feet at once. His staff pointed forward, a voice echoed from the fire.

“Come forth, Garoa, wielder of the staff. Step into the flames.”

“This is not the spell I cast,” he replied, “Who are you? What do you want with me? I command the power of Kel and that of the elements. I fear not any Itsu trick!”

The fire erupted higher and then outward. Garoa pressed his staff forward. From within, an arching hue of blue grew upward, surrounding him. The fires wrapped around him and darkened.

The voice from before spoke all around him, “I am not of the Itsu.”

He held his staff tight but something pulled it from his fingertips. He held tight to it, his fingers burning as one by one each became as fire and he released it. The staff flew from his grip and he pushed his hands up, using the gauntlets of the Rusis to hold the shield around him.

“Garoa, Rusis of Elinathrond, wielder of the staff. Do not fear me, the one you released.”

Garoa peered from the dwindling shield of magic and witnessed a blue fiery face of three points. His shield faltered and he fell to the ground, coughing blood. The earth beneath him was coarse and hard. Volcanic rock with the smell of brimstone from pools in the distance. He looked up to a blackened sky and then to the face he had seen. 

A man stood just out of his reach. He wore black armor with a clear sheen as fires erupted behind him. A black cape furled around his legs and in his right hand, he held the Staff of Kel. In the left, a large spiked blade.

Garoa pushed himself to his feet. Reaching for his sword, he looked up again.

“I know you do not wish to duel the god of War on his own ground with no more than a blade of iron.”

Garoa knelt, “I did not recognize you in such form.”

“I understand. This is my form as it was when I took such form a millennium ago. Much has changed but the time of the gods wanes still. My release from the prison at Lokam was an act I did not feel would come in time but I thank you for it.”

“You are welcome, great god. Your staff has added to my power and that of the forces of the Island Nation and Lokam. We move now to secure Finar and end this battle against the Itsu Priest. I will face our enemy and I will defeat him.”

Kel looked downward and then back up to Garoa, “You cannot kill the Priest. His power is beyond you or I, that is not as it will be.”

“Do you say we will lose this battle?”

“I say only that you cannot kill the Priest, and the Itsu are too numerous and powerful in the Void to allow us of the north to do much. Still, the Saints of Wura will make a glorious stand in the end and I will take the field in support of the many brave.”

Garoa stepped forward, “You are wrong, Kel. I will defeat the priest. I have the power of the Rusis, that of the earth, fires, ice, and the lightning of the storms at my command. I have read and explored the Galhedriss Arcana and you have blessed me with the staff of your touch. There is not a power left to stop me.”

“Magic is but one piece of a greater arsenal and that of the elements and that of war are needed, but you cannot defeat the Priest by the power you hold alone. If that power was all you needed, your people would never have fallen. But the Rusis are no more.”

“I do not need you to tell me of my people. I need to know how I might defeat the Itsu Priest.”

“The Priest is a puppet of the gods, empowered beyond your realm. I have heard a Priest may be destroyed but there is only one that knows how. That is not a way known to us gods.”

Garoa approached Kel, “I am not a god and I will do it. I faced him before and if it was not for Kealin—”

“Kealin is beyond you, Rusis. He has power developed over time and has come to the gods’ aid before.”

“Kealin betrayed us!”

“You know little but I will give you what you seek this hour.”

Kel turned and lifted his hand to the air. A horn called across the ashy rock plains and from the pits of the earth erupted two fireballs that flew into the sky in a circle above them. He lowered his hand, the fireballs extinguished, and with sparks crackling in the sky emerged two creatures. As the smokes cleared from their bodies, they dropped from the skies and landed a few paces away from Garoa. His dragons had come.

Each stood double the size they were before. Blackened scales with inscriptions of the runic writing of the gods.

Garoa went to each of them and they lowered their heads. He turned to Kel, “You have cared for them, and you have done this?”

“The dragons did this for you, Garoa. You had long taken care of their kind in the shelter of Elinathrond. I merely provided a place of rest. From Brethor’s care, they followed you for a time, but after my release, they made their way to my realm and I allowed them a place to grow and develop. They will support your fight.”

An altar appeared between Garoa and Kel. As Garoa approached it, the surface turned to that of clouds and then cleared to show green fields and fires. 

“The battle for Finar has begun,” Kel said, “I feel the war cries of the faithful. I will not leave them alone.” 

The image on the altar was now on the fields where the forces of Lokam were. He saw Asnea standing near those of Taria. The Staff of Kel hovered into his view.

“Go and die in a warrior’s way.”

Garoa grasped the staff and closed his eyes. The power of the war god surged through his body and he felt sharp winds upon his face. He opened his eyes and he was atop one of his dragons with clouds surrounding him. 

“To Finar,” he said to the dragons.

 

As the large stone creatures made it to the vines, more of the smaller dog-like ones began to break through. The lines of Taria stabbed and slapped as the beasts jumped into their shields, their mouths drooling and snapping with harshly-edged teeth.

 As the battle lines and the vines began to falter, Lord Utros charged forward. A series of horn blasts and his line of men followed, the host of Falacar wheeled to the south and then broke into a charge along the southern flank of Taria. Lord Utros rode into the beasts, slashing and stabbing at them. 

It was then a roar broke the sky above them. Asnea and Brethor looked upwards and from the smoky clouds came two winged dragons. Following where the vines had been, the first let loose a liquid fire, scorching the ground and sending plumes of deep black smoke into the air. The other dragon took to the farther western path, turning the stone beings into molten rock that could no longer walk and making short work of many of the other beasts. The dragon that had attacked where the line of vines was came back up right near Brethor and Asnea, who felt the rush of wind from its wings.

Garoa looked down at them, before the dragon turned, landing behind those of Taria.

The men of Taria turned gasping, not sure at first whether to expect attack or not. 

“Come, Asnea,” Garoa said, “Your bow will do well from this height.”

It was then to the far east a bank of fog rolling from the seas and the land covered the entire eastern region of the siege. The sky darkened. From the clouds came black forms, landing as smoke among the forces of Lokam. The Dark Ones of the Itsu had come. 

High in the sky, along a pillar of rolling black clouds, came the Itsu Priest. In his hands, the Galhedriss Arcana hovered in front of him wrapped in white fire.

Garoa’s other dragon floated above them, its wings pounding the air.

“My friend, take my daughter, keep her as she wishes but also safe.”

Garoa lifted his staff and his dragon bowed down, spreading its wings. Asnea jumped to the other dragon. Her legs trembled as she grabbed onto its neck, its rough scales rubbing against her. In a furious flapping, the other dragon and Garoa took to the sky in pursuit of the Itsu Priest. They went quickly, and in the darkening sky it became difficult to see him but then a stream of fire from his dragon made his location known to her.

Garoa held the Staff of Kel in his hands, a white fire leaping from its end and towards the Itsu Priest who responded with a shield of blackness summoned before him. The cloud bank he was upon turned to that of a tornadic fire and he rose high above Finar. In a repeated barrage, Garoa attempted to strike the Itsu Priest but his spells did not break through. 

Asnea attempted to follow towards her father, but the dragon would not comply. Garoa had ordered it not to follow him before their arrival. As it flew over the lines of the Island Nation, it breathed a volley of fireballs that struck into the Cursed Legions, before swooping up and making another pass. Asnea gained confidence in her riding with ever pass and began to attempt to fire her bow.

 

The legionnaires abandoned the battering ram falling into orb formations, further backing into spheres of magic as the forces of the Itsu Priest pressed forward. The Island Nation lines were splintered and cut off from one another, even as Ruir shouted to rally them. 

Men of Ukka surrounded the Chieftain and he charged forward, the line of Cursed Legions meeting them as he and his men tore at their shields, smacking their bodies with ax and hammer. A spear then struck Ruir in the side and in a rage, he grabbed the man who had done it, searing his hands as he punched the man, sending cinders all over the ground. Slats watched as Ruir fell upon the field of battle and the enemy swarmed over him.

The dwarf gripped his ax and a fire surged in his veins as he swung his weapon. As the ground became so filled with blood that his footing slipped and his nose burned from the stench, he struggled to a small area of high ground and fought beside some of the Island Nation and a few legionnaires. He looked to the two people next to him. It was Helgi and Tegon, the husband and wife who had lost their children to the Grand Protectorate, the ones that Kealin had saved.

Fog rolled over the battlefield in a plume. A black form appeared before Slats and seemed to smile as he raised a silver blade. Slats ran forward, his ax striking at the man but the Dark One dodged, sending a blast of frost towards the dwarf that froze part of his ax. The dwarvish runes became alighted as if fresh from the furnace and the ice melted. 

He ran forward again and locked his ax with the being. It hissed and pushed back at him. There was another flash of turning to blackness to their right and two red blades appeared along the form of the Dark One. In a quick slice downward, the being became nothing and the dwarf stared at Kealin the half-elf who nodded slowly.

“De time has now come for the end. The battle lines call us all to act.”

“Kealin?” asked Slats.

The half-elf rushed into a mass of Cursed Legions. Though these beings had no fear of him in their now-changed form, his blades cut with no difference and many fell within moments in a crackling of fire, bone, and armor.

 The host of the Island Nation, including Knasgriff, rallied upon seeing the hero of their people was there.

Kealin pointed to the gates, partially shattered, “The gate of Finar needs to open! Let those of the Islands show dem our fury.”

Helgi and Tegon ran up to Kealin.

He bowed and smiled at them, “We will find your children, we will pry them from dis place and you will return to your happy home by de sea.”

A cheer erupted as the half-elf’s blades cut more of the Cursed Legion down leading the charge on the gateway. Two priors joined them. As the firetrap that had destroyed so many before lashed out at the approaching Island Nation force, the priors shielded the attackers, diverting the flames back to the walls. The stone around the gateway burned.

Slats raised his ax and began a charge towards the gates of Finar. The nearby warriors rallied, swarming behind him and Kealin. They reached the gates but the battering ram was splintered and useless to them.

“Dwarf-forged weapons can break this gate, Slatnichor, take it down!” Kealin shouted. 

Slats grinned. He swung his ax and, with each strike, that gate began to fracture and crumble more.

 

Arsus surveyed the field. Though the western flank was holding with the strong forces of Taria to the east, his forces were in disarray. The thickening fog had begun to roll up the hills. A few paces away, the Drean’s weapon fired bolts of lightning beyond the battle line into the ever-encroaching Cursed Legions of the Itsu Priest.

The other men around the camp were already mounting when Arsus began to don  his helmet.

“It is time to ride into the field. We must rally our men.”

Nrath hobbled with his cane, leading Arsus’ horse. Arsus took the reins from him. 

“Are you prepared, my good centurion?”

 “Yes, I am. It is time for a good fight, Master. I will get my steed.”

It was then a gust took the hilltop, followed by a blast of black smoke that shot around the tent. A trio of Dark Ones had come. Arsus drew his blade as Nrath was struck down, a blade passing through the back of his neck.

 Arsus went forward, blocking and parrying a blade before two of his men, already on their mounts, rode forward. Both were taken down by different Dark Ones, their horses mortally crippled before collapsing.

The once-Legatus of the Second Legion took the head of one and then kicked in the knee of another before thrusting his blade downward into his chest. 

The third one sent a blast of fire his way, catching his cape alight. He threw it to the ground as the Dark One charged him, kneeing him in the jaw as he jumped upon him. 

“You are the commander!” it hissed to him. “This day is folly for any that do not follow the Itsu.” 

Arsus’ blade was out of reach. He reached for his dagger but was forced to grab the blade and hilt of his attacker before it cut into his throat. 

“To the general!” voices began to shout out. 

Others had noticed the struggle upon the hill and were coming to Arsus’ aid. 

He felt the cold blade against his neck as his fingers ran red with blood. He looked at the Dark One. Its face was bony with eyes alight in white fire. His strength was waning when an arrow pierced his attacker from behind. The point passed through its hood and landed just to the right of Arsus’ head. The entity fell lifeless as blood poured from the hood. Arsus pushed it off him as his men reached him, pulling him to his feet. 

Asnea passed nearby. She held her bow up and nodded before the dragon turned back towards the eastern line. 

Lord Utros rode up with a company of his men.

“The western flank is won. We are reforming and marching east to reinforce the lines and the city gateway.”

He spurred his horse and rode away.

Arsus looked at his men. “We must go. To the Legions! We must join them in glory!” 

 

Brethor had rallied the Wolves of Taria near the center field when the sky to the west began to darken to a reddish black. The polar lights stretched in a deep red ribbon above them.

From the peaks of the mountains came the triangular eyes of the war-god and over the peaks to the field of battle he stepped in his massive form. His clawed hands pointed to the east and the sun began to trek towards the horizon. The sky darkened further and with a pointing finger he then closed his fists and gusts came upon them. Brethor pointed to where Slats and Kealin now fought. 

Rincew growled, “We must get into the city, the end nears.”

“Let us go then, friend,” Brethor said to him. Runka howled and Brethor laughed, “Yes, you will go to! May we feast on the bodies of the enemy!”

Brethor ran in lead of the Wolves of Taria, having changed to his more powerful form. His hair was long and he grew in stature. In his hurried sprint, passing the forces of Lokam marching towards the eastern line, he saw other banners of Lokam converge against the continued attack of the forces of Finar. He came around the wall and spotted Slats smashing the gate.

Above them, Garoa at last landed a spell on the Itsu Priest. The Galhedriss Arcana fell, appearing as a lone fiery comet spiraling towards the ground within the city. It was then, with a last smite from his ax, the gateway to Finar was opened and Kealin with Brethor, the Wolves of Taria, and Slats, charged into the awaiting forces inside Finar.

Slats smacked and ripped with the head of his ax as Brethor ran forward, taking two more of the Cursed Legions in his hands before breaking their skulls in a sparking crush on the ground. He had used his strength many times before but not upon a battlefield such as this.

Kealin spun and slashed, sending a spray of fire and ash leaping from his daggers as the many of the Island Nation and the Legions of Lokam fought the warriors of the Itsu.

Kealin grabbed Brethor for a moment as the enemy broke before them.

“Dis is the end, you know dis. We at last will be done with our enemy.”

Brethor nodded, “I hope we both fight well in these moments. It has been too long since we were on the field of battle together. It is an honor to fight with you, Kealin.”

“I am prepared for the final moments.” 

With those words, Kealin vanished again into smoke.

Brethor spotted the Galhedriss Arcana falling from the sky and into the center of the city. He signaled for Runka before stopping Slats short of another charge into a crippled enemy faltering before him.

“The battle will be fought but for greater deeds we are needed now. Take mount upon the wolf and let us move with haste!”

Runka sniffed Slats and the dwarf, though unsure of where they were to go, climbed on his back. They began to run towards the center of the city, taking no heed of any of the other men of the Itsu and moving with speed to where none could stop them.

Asnea had seen the book fall also, along with the breaching of Finar. Her dragon now flew over the city. From atop the walls of Finar, green lights began to erupt onto the sky and her dragon was bound in a web of magic. She began to fall; spiraling in the sky towards the city below, her father looked towards her as he flew above. Stretching his staff out, he slowed her fall.

Below them, he spotted the angular temple set within its own walls separate from Finar. The Galhedriss Arcana had landed within the temple grounds. Garoa pushed his daughter towards the temple grounds and then turned to the Itsu Priest who was above him with a large blade. Their duel continued.

 

Chapter 18 The Spoken Word

 

They had been riding well into the night now. The mountains were closer but it seemed the ax was not as bright as it was before. Berie slowed their pace to a trot and turned her horse to the south. It began to glow bright again.

“She is not at Swunock.”

They were near The Highland Road. They rode south until it turned in the direction of Finar. The ax glowed brighter, illuminating them as they traveled but there did not appear to be anyone to see them. But that didn’t matter because they did not have a choice.

For some time, they rode and crossed into greener fields, leaving the dryer tundra of the north. They left the road and entered a stretch of plains crossing the Tirdal river’s southern path. The stars above them glimmered and then began to fade as their Falacar steeds thundered across the ground, rushing them south.

It was nearing morning and the horses slowed, sniffing the ground. They had came to a rocky region near a stretch of mountains by the southern sea. 

“I cannot believe we have come so far so quickly,” said Berie, “These shores follow the Gulf of Alrina, to the far east of Finar. These mountains are the edge of the Red Mountains.” 

The horses shook their heads and blew air from their nostrils. Berie lifted the ax and pointed it towards the sea. The light which before was strong had darkened. 

“Did we go too far?” Sviska questioned, looking back behind them.

She moved to ax to her right, turning her horse with it. Making a full circle she lowered it.

“Maybe the spell has run out,” she said, “We were on the right path and the sea is just beyond those cliffs. We cannot go much further south before we are in the water.” 

“We need to pray they did not take flight out to sea.”

They kicked the horses and began towards the cliffs. Beside the sea, the mountains rose; a small beach ran between the sheer cliff side and the surf and, cresting the top of the hill, they began down the other side, spotting the dark water before them. The horses seemed unsteady, jerking back and forth. Sviska attempted to calm his by rubbing its mane.

“For Falacar horses unafraid of battle, it is strange they do not like this path.” Sviska said.

“Then let us leave them and walk, I could use some time on the ground.”

Dismounting, they passed through a grove of palm trees and low-lying bushes, pushing into a clearing. They heard crying over the sounds of the nearby waves and the wind blowing along the beach. The sands danced as the winds broke upon the cliffs. Again, they heard a soft weeping. 

“Do you hear that, on the wind?” asked Berie.

“Yes.”

Sviska scanned the surroundings, hearing the sound again.

A grove of trees and large rocks were ahead and he made out the sound of strained breathing. 

“Over here,” he said, leading Berie to the grove.

Walking past a tree, he looked down to find an Iolas. He drew his blade from his waist, but the creature did not attempt to stop him.

Berie had an arrow set to her bow but did not draw it back.

Sviska grabbed the Iolas by the wing. She had been struck multiple times, her feathers were tattered and bloody with splintered bone, like a broken branch, sticking up at the apex of her wings. As he released her wing, she winced in pain.

“Please, I do you no harm,” she begged.

“Tell me where Sediya is. Now!”

She did not speak.

He placed his dagger against her neck, “I have not time for this, harpy. Tell me.”

“Dead,” she whispered.

Sviska stood up as the teary-eyed face of the woman looked to the ground. 

“The Man of Fogs came with the men that wear black hoods. The Cursed Legions were here, too. We had no chance to defeat all of them but she knew how to defeat him only, yet he knew her mind. He knew her intent. She could not stop him. The moment you go to speak it against him, he knows.

“Speak what?” asked Berie, “Is it some incantation?”

“The Man of Fog is made from an incantation, what the Itsu call him holds both the power of birth and death. My Priestess knew that name.”

“What is the Itsu Priest’s name?” Sviska demanded.

She shook her head, “I do not know it. Only she did. They took your book. I know that is why you came, not to take care of one such as me.”

Berie whistled and the horses came to their side. Upon seeing the Iolas they stomped the ground and seemed to growl.

The elf stood, rubbing both of their snouts and speaking in her tongue words that Sviska did not know. Their nervousness quelled.

“They will take you back to Lokam,” said Berie, “If any question you, tell them that Berie the elf has sent you to Euso to be healed.”

“Why?”

“Because of your master, you were doomed  to die but perhaps in your confession, you will have life again.”

Sviska looked around at the bodies of the Iolas around them. None of the others seemed to be breathing.

“You may be the last of the Iolas, what is your name?”

“I am Lewya.”

“Then, Lewya,” Sviska said, lifting her onto the horse, “Go, and be safe.”

The Falacar horses, with the Iolas woman, began back towards the northern road and were out of sight within moments.

Berie looked to Sviska, the ax still in her hand.

“Take it,” she said, “My bow is enough for me.”

He took it and pulled her to him. For this moment, his mind was not on the task but on her.

“These days could be our last,” he whispered to her.

She looked up at him and behind her brown hair that hung over her face, she exhaled as she felt his warmth drawing her in. With the sea beside them, they kissed and then looked upon one another, him holding one hand on the middle of her back and the other on the amulet of Brethor.

“Hold on,” he said.

She closed her eyes, as did he, thinking of the orphanage and of his childhood long ago. The fluttering of bats rushed around them and they lifted into the sky. 

Beneath them, the lands passed as the sun began to shine. They were flying further south than Finar, down a strip of land that was the growing region for the fine wines he remembered from his childhood. The sea was beneath them. 

It was sometime later, as the sun rose higher, they began to slow before descending down to the ground. A lone set of ruins sat upon a hill. Dropped on the green grasses, Sviska looked up at the charred remains of the structure. His childhood home.

An empty feeling fell upon him for his memories were strong and had returned to him months ago at Elinathrond. He thought of his helping the winemaker nearby and glancing further south, he could see the rolling hills where the grapes were grown.

“Is this the place where you lived as a boy?” asked Berie.

“What time I had as a child, yes,” he replied. He looked north towards a dim smoke that rose into the sky. 

“Finar is further north,” he told her. “I have never looked upon it but from here it will take us many hours. Night may well be upon us by then and I cannot guess of the happenings of the Legions but I feel we will arrive well into the battle.”

Sviska approached the ruins. It was little more than broken stone walls now. Through the remnants of a doorframe overgrown with weeds, he noticed the crumbling stack of the center fireplace. He recalled Elinathrond, sitting with Brethor as he showed him the image from his childhood in the Annuals of Eclipses. He smiled, knowing that he had someone watching over him even then.

There was a great gust in the air and the clouds began to surge above them, swirling and twisting along the sky. Sviska shaded his eyes as the sun began to swing across the sky and was set low upon the horizon. The sky had shifted from a deep blue to red, and black clouds rolled over the western mountains towards Finar.

In the grayish clouds appearing above them, a ribbon of the polar lights flashing red stretched from the north and rested above them.

“Saints of Wura, my brother has stepped towards the ending of times. Twilight has been cast and all motions of the world have been halted. The Itsu Priest has returned with the Galhedriss Arcana.” 

The voice thundered against them as a clawed hand wrapped in white armor reached down, “The time has come, I will take you to Finar.”

Sviska looked over to the sea. The waves that had been crashing upon the shore were halted, and still. The world had been halted in the stillness of twilight.

 He looked to Berie who had one hand on that of the god Wura’s and the other out towards him.

 “Let us finish our task,” she said.

He took her hand and then closed his eyes. He felt his body pulled to the north with speed that did not allow his eyes to open until a stench struck his nose and he felt his feet on the ground. 

The smoke was thick from the city and the cries of battle filled the air around them. Sishan was in his hand, as was the ax of the Falacar. Berie had her bow taut and surveyed where Wura had dropped them. It was then a voice called to them.

“Sviska! Berie! Over here!”

He turned to see Asnea behind a pillar with her finger pressed against her lips.

“This way, come now.”

Berie and Sviska joined Asnea kneeling by a lone pillar. 

“They have taken the city.”

“Who?” Sviska asked.

“The Forces of Lokam. Brethor, Slats, and—” she paused.

“What?”

“Kealin.”

“He is not to be trusted.” Sviska reminded her.

“He led the assault on the gate and helped them advance into the city. We need any allies we may find this hour.”

The Itsu Priest and Garoa fought in the skies back and forth in explosions of light and fire. Flying high above the city, the dragons of Garoa circled but could not approach without finding themselves caught again by the hexes placed on Finar. At some point, the Priest had descended beneath the hexes, forcing the Rusis from his mount. Garoa used the powers of the staff to stay in the air alongside the Priest.

As the clouds above began to cover them and loom low with rumbling thunder, the fogs began to drift over them. Black masses dropped into the courtyard of the temple and the fogs plumed around them. The Dark Ones appeared.

Sviska walked forward and the others followed around him.

“Your stench is unwanted and you defile our grounds,” one of the Dark Ones said.

There were many of them and moving into a large encircling formation, it was obvious they outnumbered the Saints of Wura.

“Kasis will come soon but he does not care for any except you, our brother. You will join us today in glory.”

The circle of Dark Ones had formed. Asnea and Berie pulled their bows back.

“There are too many,” Berie said.

It was then there came a flurry of knives flying into the side of the circle. Many Dark Ones fell, pierced by the blades. From the western portion of the temple, the old Keepers of the Order, those of Dran, had scaled the wall and now sprinted at a hasty pace, sending another barrage of knives.

“Weak ones, afraid to commit to the Itsu!” a Dark one yelled in a harsh tone.

Dran threw back his hood and drew his sword, “For Sviska and those of Lokam. We fight for all men.”

They clashed and a battle between the old and new world ensued. Sviska ran to Dran’s side as multiple blasts of magic forced the Keeper to roll and hide near a stone terrace.

“Thank you,” Sviska told him.

Dran nodded, “We followed the army. I told you we would be by your side in these moments.”

They both leapt up and worked to take down as many Dark Ones as they could.

Another plume of blackness dropped into the courtyard. Sviska squinted, seeing as the figure reached down and lifted the Galhedriss Arcana from the ground.

The man looked around at the battle of his brethren and then began a quick-paced walk up a stairwell that lined the temple. Sviska knew who it was. Kasis.

 At the far end of the courtyard, a wolf howled and leaping from other side of the walls appeared Runka, Brethor, and Slats. Brethor slid off the wolf and began to sprint, pointing his blades towards the temple.

“He takes the book the altar!”

 

 

Chapter 19 Sacrifices

 

Slats held tight to the mane of the wolf as it thundered across the courtyard. Brethor’s blades flashed in front of them as he sprinted, taking the lead.

Kasis turned and looked their way before disappearing into the inner sanctum of the temple. 

Runka and Brethor jumped a reflection pool and the scratches of the wolf’s claws on the temple came just before the sounds of shouting to their side. Slats looked down to see Sviska, Asnea, and Berie fighting their way through the Dark Ones to reach them. 

As Slats entered the doorway, he saw a long hallway with pale torches lining either side. Brethor was ahead of them and, reaching the end of the hallway, he turned left and shouted before the sounds of clanging metal filled the air. 

The wolf growled and ran faster. Another shout from Brethor and the wolf seemed to be panicking to get to the end of the hallway. Sliding and scraping, the wolf made the turn. Slats slid off the back of the wolf and struck the wall.

Sviska and the others had broken from the battle outside and were hastily approaching but Slats’ head was spinning. He was unable to stand and was now bleeding from his head.

Sviska reached Slats and then turned to see Brethor and the wolf fighting Kasis. The wolf had done well to hurry to his master’s aid. Brethor was on the ground and was struggling to stand back up. His right arm had been gashed and he was now limping, blood pouring from his leg.

The inner sanctum had another hallway across two large rectangular pools of water. In the center of the room was an altar with arches that extended from either side of it up to the roof of the building. The center of the room spiraled up to a glass steeple. A glowing fog  hung above them. 

Kasis clutched the book in his hand as he spun a large spiked whip from his robes, knocking the wolf down. Brethor lunged at him but was pushed aside as the Dark One dropped the Galhedriss Arcana and drew his curved sword. He turned his hand to the wolf and in two slashes cut into the pelt of the animal, spilling its blood on the ground.

Sviska ran towards Kasis but it would be Brethor who would reach him first. The once-Lord of the Estate and Master of the Wolves of Taria struck the man’s face, following through with the blade along his forearm but found the back edge of Kasis’ scimitar forced against his neck. He looked to Sviska for a moment, before blood sprayed upwards and he collapsed with Kasis smiling above him.

“No!” Sviska shouted.

Kasis attempted to speak but was cut off by the dagger and ax of Sviska. In a dance of blades they fought; the blade of the sea was alight in a radiant light. The whip swung near his leg and he took to the air, grabbing hold of Kasis’ armpit with his ax, he spun, driving his dagger towards his opponent’s torso but missed.

Berie had her bow drawn and watched for an opening between the two of them. But in their spinning and fighting, she could not get a clear shot. 

Asnea now had Slats sitting up and her own bow was bent but she knew she lacked the skill to hit Kasis.

Berie waited, but it was then that to her left, up a walkway that led to a balcony outside, Garoa appeared. In his hands he gripped the Staff of Kel, white light pouring from his body; his gauntlets were green with flames. The Itsu Priest was above him, casting bolts of lightning down towards the Staff of Kel. Garoa seemed to stretch out his staff. A blast of fire knocked the priest back out, and the Rusis flew back into air, rejoining the fight.

“Berie!” shouted Slats.

She looked to the dwarf with wide eyes. He was now on his feet and, with ax in hand, he stood at the end of the hallway at the entrance of the temple.

“They are coming from the outside,” Asnea said.

Berie heard the dwarf shout and a clang of metal and Asnea nodded for her to go as she fired her bow. The elf ran towards the balcony above. As Garoa and the Priest continued their explosive fight, an entire host of entities, of light and fog and        no larger than a child, poured from a portal of light on the temple grounds.

From above her, the Itsu Priest spoke loudly, “I summon thee, come angels of the Itsu, know your time for retribution is nigh!”

The elf knew not what the Itsu Priest spoke of but her bow was bent. Her arrows, alight in with fiery points, did well to disintegrate the attackers. The Keepers and Dark Ones still fought in the deepening fog that gripped the temple.

The bout between Kasis and Sviska continued. Sviska had cut the whip from his hands and now Kasis was bleeding profusely from his arm.

“Why do you fight me, brother? Are we not alike in our ways? You have your power with your blade; I have mine, as was given to me. I assure you will not regret such happenings as the Itsu bring.”

Sviska continued to fight. He gave no heed to Kasis’ words.

“Why do you ignore me, brother? I ask only a place in your mind, a bit of your heart, so you will know you make the best choices.”

The clang of Sviska’s dagger against the scimitar of his once-friend helped to drown out the drilling his inner mind was taking. He concentrated his thoughts as the peering eyes of Kasis attempted to draw out the curse placed on him.

“Release,” Kasis said aloud, “The Itsu Priest knows even what the Dwemhar do. I can get to you. I have been taught.”

Release. Let me in.

Kasis’ lips did not move but his voice was in Sviska’s mind. His thoughts were bent on him like careful hands wishing to snatch control. The fighting seemed to slow between. Sviska exhaled and brought his blade towards Kasis’ head. He missed.

I know much, Sviska. I just wish to tell you.

Sviska was tiring. His hands sore from the blocks of the curved blade. His ax was not as balanced as was his dagger, its head seemed heavier and clumsy. His heart was thudding in his chest.

I just want to help you. I want to end your suffering.

Sviska felt the pounding in his head. His chest burned and he remembered the placing of the curse.

There, I can see it is going to be soon. The powers of the Dwemhar are known by the Itsu. You must know you cannot stop me.

Sviska closed his eyes. Their fighting had stopped. Kasis was now deep into the mind of Sviska but like a dark room, he could not find his way to the curse in Sviska.

There was a laugh and Kasis shuddered now, unable to return to his own body. Sviska opened his eyes. The Gypsy Mother had said that no one could learn the Dwemhar powers. The rudimentary mind game Kasis used had trapped him out of body. It was clear Kasis did not expect this but, not being of the Dwemhar, his powers granted by the Itsu were not enough. Sviska did not understand what he had done but it did not matter.

 The man Kasis remained but the Dark One, the one of magic and power, had been drawn out, led like a hungry animal, leaving Kasis vulnerable. Sviska paused for a moment, thinking of his once friend. He then took the blade of Meredaas and, in an arching slice, slashed it across his neck. Blood ran down his chest pooling on the floor and Kasis was no more.

Sviska turned to Brethor and found that no life was in him. His eyes teared. The fighting around him was growing in clamor and a thunderous sound rocked the floor.

Berie ran back towards Sviska, pointing at the Galhedriss Arcana.

Sviska bent down, taking it in his hands.

“The Priest comes!” Slats said.

Asnea, with him, stood upon the altar, her bow bent towards the hallway that flowed with a thick fog. 

“Sviska, run! Garoa is overwhelmed in the courtyard with the angels of the Itsu and we cannot stop the Priest,” Berie said, “Get the book away from here! The necklace, go!”

The Itsu Priest emerged. Slats rushed forward, his ax held high but the bony tail of the priest swept him aside and he was thrown against the far side of the room. 

Berie fired her bow, as did Asnea, but the Priest rushed forward, the arrows not fazing him as he grabbed the neck of the elf. He stood tall, growing in height as he squeezed her neck. 

Sviska dropped the book. Rushing forward, he slammed his ax into the Priest and followed with his dagger. Unlike before, neither his blade nor the ax hurt the ethereal being.

Berie was thrown at him and both of them rolled to the side.

“You are the seed of Garoa,” the Priest said to Asnea, “Do you wish to falter as he does?”

Asnea drew her knife, “I am no different that he and my fate was set before this day.”

“Very well,” he replied.

The hands of the Priest came down towards Asnea and Sviska scrambled to his feet, sprinting towards them. He jumped and pushed Asnea from his grip and away from the altar. Finding his footing, he turned, arms open. His weapons were near Berie.

But the Priest did not seek his death nor any of them. In his attack on Asnea, he had freed the way to the altar and now the Galhedriss Arcana was within his immediate grasp. He bent down, picking it up and turned to the altar.

Sviska ran for his weapons grabbing his dagger and ax. He then heard the sounds of rapid footsteps approaching. He turned just as Kealin’s red blades came down onto him. He parried and looked Kealin in the eye.

The Priest laughed, “The once god-killer now serves the Itsu, an exalted day.”

Sviska tired in his parries. His fight with Kasis had used much of his strength.

Dis is not what you think.

Kealin spoke to Sviska through the Dwemhar powers.

I did not betray you, I had to get close to the Priest, close to learn his secret. It is true, I can kill a god but the priest is different. There is a name spoken upon creation of a priest, it must be spoken again if one is to kill him.

He can only be killed within the realm of the gods. That is why I made sure he got to this temple.

Their fighting continued. Meanwhile, the Priest set the book upon the altar. The other Saints were forced down by a spell of the Itsu, their strength sapped. 

You mean to let him open the Void of Ages? 

Dat is de only way. It only must be opened, once it is, I can kill him and it will shut.

Kealin, Kasis used these powers, too. The Itsu Priest may hear your thoughts.

Sviska felt a pounding, a shuddering darkness take to his head.

Betray me? Half-elf? Do you not know I have gained the powers of the Dwemhar?

Sviska turned just in time to dodge the Itsu Priest’s blade, but Kealin was struck in the head, splitting his skull down the side, the blade ripping through his mouth. Kealin the half-elf was cut down. 

The Itsu Priest raised his foot and stomped him in the chest, before looking back to the altar and lifting his hands in the air.

“I have defeated you, Kealin, killer of gods, and now I will return my masters to glory!”

A gust of wind took the temple grounds, bending around Finar and into the inner sanctum. 

 

Kel had joined the forces fighting against the Itsu Priest’s forces.  He swung his claws swiping the ground, tearing apart the ranks of the Cursed Legions. Stepping over the main battle lines, he attacked the forces not engaged with a roar and a white fire that disintegrated that which the Itsu had empowered. Ruir lay on the field of battle, staring upward at the sight. His men rallied and charged into their fleeing enemy. The Island Chieftain smiled. As Arsus led the forces of Lokam in a growing hope for victory, the Cursed Legions broke apart and faltered.

 Kel then stepped towards the city. The polar lights spanned the entire twilight sky in a deep red hue. Wura now stood near the city.

Above the sea, a large swirling mass appearing as many stars appeared, reaching over the city of Finar. The Void of Ages was open.

Garoa vanquished the last of his foes long enough to run towards the temple. He held out his staff, leaping onto the upper level and sliding down the stairwell into the inner sanctum. It was a last attempt that was folly and too late. 

The Priest would complete his task. Though they were all weak, the Saints struggled for their weapons. Sviska crawled towards his dagger as the Itsu Priest begin to float into the air.

“Return to this world, masters!”

The gods of the North made a final move. The hands of Kel and Wura came over the Itsu Temple, before gripping into the foundations of Finar and ripping the structure from the earth.

 Sviska noticed his necklace was glowing. But it was not bats that would come this day. 

In this moment, Kel and Wura placed the temple, with the Saints of Wura, into the opened portal between realms before both gods followed them into the Void. 

Sviska gasped as a sudden searing heat covered his entire body and his eyes were forced close from a blinding light. 

 

Chapter 20 The Roads End

 

He opened his eyes and found himself face-down, a bright light above him. He opened and closed his hands and felt a substance he had not felt in some time, sand.

He rolled over, looking around to see a bright white sky. Desert dunes went out in all directions from them. The inner sanctum of the temple was now ruins, leaving only the altar and sections of the floor in the dunes near them. 

 Nearby, Berie and Slats struggled to stand but Garoa was already up. He pointed behind Sviska. 

“The Itsu creatures! They are coming!”

Sviska turned to see the angels of the Itsu. Berie pulled back on her bow and Slats charged forward. Asnea stood next to Berie but was awestruck by the sights above them and stunned.

Strange beings were in the clouds above, numbering too many to count. Some were made of stone, while others were of fire, and ice, and still others were masses of fog, much like the Itsu Priest. Kel and Wura had blades and were surrounded, striking one after another of the other gods down. Garoa looked to Sviska.

“I must go.”

In a whirlwind, Garoa took to the sky by the power of his staff. He began to send blasts of magic towards the Itsu. The Itsu Priest appeared, challenging Garoa once again, and their duel continued.

Berie fired her bow and now Slats struck down the beasts, working to overtake them. Sviska looked around and found that Brethor as well as Runka were not there. He then spotted Kealin. 

As sands ripped and howled around them, Sviska jogged towards him. Dropping to his knees, he noticed Kealin was bleeding from many areas. The Itsu blade had crushed a portion of his skull, but he still drew breath every few moments, in a gasping motion where his entire body shook. 

“Friend, you still live?”

Kealin grasped at his armor with his left hand.

Only the living may be brought to this place but I near the end. My mind, go, Sviska.

Sviska shook his head, “I do not know what you mean.”

“Sviska, the time is now. You must embrace the Dwemhar way.”

His voice was clearer than he had ever spoke.

Kealin grabbed his hand and pulled it onto his chest. In a flash of light, he was away from the realm of the Itsu and he found himself in a strange world. 

It was like a dream. It was dark. On a single cliff in the distance sat a young boy with a torch next to him. 

A chilled wind brushed Sviska’s face and then he heard Kealin whisper in a faint voice, “Now is the time for the end.” 

Sviska was no longer injured. He walked along a stone path, green grasses everywhere. The sky above was full of stars and a pale white moon. 

As he walked up the small hill and to the edge of the cliff, the boy turned. His eyes were alight with red fire.

In the distance behind him, a large lake, sparkling with the starlight above, was still even with the breeze of the night air.

“Do you like the nighttime?” the boy asked.

“I do.”

“I really like it, it is my favorite time. Have you seen my brothers and sister?”

Sviska sat next to him on the hill, “No, I only see you.”

“Oh,” the boy said, his eyes turned sad. “That is because they died. They died a long time ago, back when I was forgotten, as well.”

“You were left here?” asked Sviska.

“It is where I feel safe. Where I go when the blood is all I can see. You understand, you have that place you go to when you are unhappy.”

The little boy kicked his feet atop the cliff, “Look, a fire!” the boy shouted.

In the far distance, flames licked up the trees surrounding the lake. Sviska noticed they were burning faster than a normal fire.

“It is not long now.”

“We need to leave. I do not know how I am here but we need to go.”

“No, this is the end that was decided. It was decided long ago. I am happy with it.”

“I do not understand.”

“I know. He did not want to leave you all before but he knew the Priest could only be defeated by one way. He defeated one before. 

But not this time, he gave me the secret to keep. I have the name.”

“Are you Kealin?”

The boy smiled and giggled, “I am him, I am his happiness, when he was a young boy. He thought about me for many of his years but guarded me from the other mind he had. This place was a place of the elves, he lived here when he was young. I have his memories just not the really bad ones. That is what he told me.” 

The fires were now coming around the lake and already the flames had begun down the path Sviska had came.

“You need the name now; I am to give it to you so you may defeat him. The name of the Itsu Priest is Nurichan. Kealin had tried to do it himself, but he couldn’t. You have the gift of the mind as he did. Your wisdom has been given, so now, I can finally go to sleep.”

 

In flashes of light, the flames and smoke fled from his mind and Sviska found himself above Kealin. The half-elf’s chest no longer rose.

“Sviska! Sviska!” Berie called out.

He felt as if still in a daze and, looking up, he witnessed the elf firing her bow into the sky. The Itsu Priest was above them and Slats had been all but overrun by the Itsu angels.

A voice echoed across the sky, “My Saints, defeat the one who opened this place. We brought you here to destroy him who opened this void. The time of the gods is to be finished.”

Garoa immediately came down to the ground where Sviska stood. He lifted his staff, a bright shield of light burst outward from the pearl of the sea god and the Itsu angels were turned to ash. The Priest slammed his staff on the shield and it collapsed, knocking Garoa back and into the sand.

The Priest landed on the ground and looked to Sviska who stared at him. The confident eyes of the Priest locked with his and its blade rose into the air as it flew towards him. 

Garoa jumped between them. His staff out, he sent a shock of lightning into the Priest. In response, a blast of fog enveloped the Rusis. He swung his staff but was thrown into the sands. The fogs rolled over him in a constant wave and Sviska saw his hand fall to the ground, the Staff of Kel now only loosely held.

Sviska stepped forward, his dagger and ax in hand. He threw the ax and the Priest parried it.

“What do you know, Sviska?” the Priest asked, “What enlightenment do you feel has been awakened in your mind? You may have the blood of the Dwemhar but that is no advantage now.”

Sviska flew into the air. He felt invisible hands on his arms and legs. His dagger was torn from his hand. He looked down at the Priest’s outstretched staff.

He worked to keep his mind focused and clear. Forcing the betraying thoughts deep within.

“You know nothing, Dwemhar. But I know something of you. You have a curse and one you care about greatly among us.” 

At that moment, one of Berie’s bolts flew towards him. He watched the arrow stop before falling to the ground. He pointed his hand and, in a blast of sand, Berie and Slats were knocked back.

Sviska felt the grips tighten on his arms and then he flew sideways into the steps of the altar, rolling down to where Kealin lay.

“Blood rite of the Damned, a useful curse for the weak but satisfying,” the Priest laughed. “You shall kill the elf and we will be rid of another useless race that dishonors the Itsu.”

Sviska shook his head. He could hear the Priest’s voice.

Yes, your mind is becoming weak. Soon you will do what I wish.

Behind them, the gods of the north toppled a few of the Itsu, but there were many more and some had begun to wander towards the Void of Ages open above the sea and the ruins of Finar.

Sviska had to act. The Priest walked towards him but Sishan was far away. He reached out for the dagger of Meredaas. Its jeweled hilt flew towards him but the priest caught it mid-flight.

You are done.

It was then Sviska’s hand felt the hilt of another blade. He looked down to see the shell blade that was Kealin’s.

Sviska smiled, Itsu Priest, I need not worry of a curse for I know--

The Itsu Priest glared at him, Speak it not!

“Nurichan, I destroy you!”

He gripped the dagger of the half-elf, flinging it at just the moment Nurichan lunged to silence him, as he had done to Kealin. The blade pierced his chest. Fogs shot out from his form and then began to recede, leaving a blackened body, scarred and burning. 

In a flash of gold, light spread across the skies before a dark fire and a howling sound shrieked across the sands. The Itsu Priest was no more.

The brilliance of the polar lights surrounded them all as the sands faded and into the ethereal plains of the northern gods they appeared. The sands and the fighting from before were gone. They flew over twilight fields and up into the skies until all they could see were stars. They were now in the starlight realm they had entered when they first were charged with the Galhedriss Arcana.

The voice of Wura spoke to them:

“The Priest has been destroyed. Destroyed by your hands, my Saints. Keep well the ways of magic for we gods sacrifice ourselves to seal the Itsu away forever. So it is spoken.” 

Sviska, as did the others, felt themselves pulled downward and, in a blast of winds, they appeared on the top of Itsu Temple in Finar.

 

Around them stood those of the Island Nation, the Falacar, as well as the Legions of Lokam. 

“Is it done?” 

The man that asked them stood covered in the blood and tissues of battle. His side was bloodied and his beard was caked in mud. It was Ruir, and next to him was Arsus. 

“We have defeated the Cursed Legions, they have fled. We have taken the field and city. But what of the Itsu?” Arsus asked.

“They are defeated,” said Sviska, “We are victorious.”

A smile crossed the face of those in front, spreading then to the rest of the warriors in a wave of shouts and joyous singing.

Sviska looked to the others. Berie stood behind him and next to her was Slats. Behind them was Garoa with his arm around Asnea. He closed his eyes and wished that Brethor could stand next to them.

Rincew approached them and howled deep and long before speaking. “We have sensed the loss of Runka but where is Brethor?”

“He fell in defense of all of us,” said Berie, “As did the one you call Runka who was with him in the end.”

From the far side of the temple grounds there emerged a single person. A shuffling of Falacar and legionnaires alike followed as more began to appear from a dark opening in the ground, young and old, some well, others sick and barely walking.

Knasgriff noticed first who they were and then slowly the others of the Island Nation noticed. Prisoners, taken from all regions of the lands, emerged from their prison, the iron cells shaken free by the hands of the Northern gods. At last, they had been saved. 

Two children ran to two warriors of the Island Nation. Sviska smiled, as he saw Kealin’s promise well kept. Aoscu and Lurta were safe with their parents. He turned to look around those that had returned from the Void of Ages. Kealin’s body had not come with them.

 He then thought of the Keepers that had come at the last moment to fight the Dark Ones. Dran, and the others like him, had honored them in those last moments. Now they were either dead or were gone long before the forces of Lokam came. He had many questions but perhaps it was better he not know where they went. That was no longer his life. The Keepers were those who the Order spoke of protecting the children that they once sought to kill. An irony that he smiled at. But Sviska was no longer one of them and he was happy of that.

 

In the coming hours that passed, the Saints of Wura did little save retrieve the bodies of Brethor and Runka which had been thrown into the rubble of the temple. Arsus set a garrison to hold Finar but the Saints’ duty was to return to Lokam.  Ahead of the main army and accompanied by those of the Falacar, they rode swiftly to the city.

As news spread throughout the Lokam of the fall of the Order and of Finar, few understood the meaning beyond the Saints themselves.

Sviska went to the Gypsy Mother to give her news of the events.

He stood outside her cart where she once again sat staring at him. She cleared her table of the books she had and offered him a seat.

“The field of battle looks heavy upon you, Resua.”

“It was,” he said plainly.

“Perhaps we should look at the cards, then?”

He raised his hand over the table, “I have news that is not easy to tell.”

“And I can tell you that no matter your news, it is not something that was not meant to happen.”

He paused, not sure how to respond.

She began arranging her cards.

“You have grown much,” she said. “From a winemaker with intent of harm to a man that can look into his reflection and be glad of his deeds. It is now you must unlock that of your kin, the power of the mind beyond even what I myself have.”

She smiled and then stared at the cards.

“Snow,” she said, “That is your next path.” She flipped another card over, “But then the sea and calmness for a time. It is then I see the wolf and a rising morning sun.”

“Brethor has fallen.”

The Gypsy Mother paused.

“The news was upon me before you yourself knew. It was his time and in doing so, he died with the completion of his life goal and duty to the gods. He was once called a Knight of Kel and his duty is done.”

She was silent for a moment, “But it does not mean that I am not saddened by such happenings.”

She returned to the cards, “You were a blank card that brought fear to me before. I know you keep that card but I ask you, return it to the deck. Your path you chose long before this day and I wish to give you a new fortune, as much of one, at least, as this old gypsy can.”

He reached into his shirt, taking the card that had remained with him for many months and now he handed it over with a certain attachment to it.

She tucked the card away and then look upon him again.

“There is more you wish to know of?”

He nodded, “Kealin was half-Dwemhar and so he used the power of the mind. He referred to the Dwemhar way before I was taken into his mind and to a childlike version of himself. There is a lot I don’t know but what is the Dwemhar way?”

The Gypsy Mother shuffled her cards and tucked them away.

“The Dwemhar left this level of existence, though many not so pure did not. Those with the blood of the ancestors have the power to renew what has been lost and in time that shall be revealed. But beware, though Kealin had mastered much, of the Dwemhar power even The Order feared. You met one of the others. One of the descendants like yourself. Her face stopped you from committing what you had so many times.”

“Lord Utros’ daughter?”

She smiled, “Go now. For a time you shall rest. The Saints of Wura have completed their task but you are Dwemhar and your journey is not yet complete.”

 

It was three days following the return to Lokam, that the Gypsy Mother prepared the bodies of Brethor and Runka to be burned. They constructed two pyres just north of Lokam near the waters of the bay. Sviska stayed near them the entire time. He felt a connection to Brethor and he was saddened by the loss of his friend.

Upon the falling of the next night, people assembled near the pyres. In attendance was Rincew; his mane well-brushed by attendants in the hours before. He stood with a few of the Wolves of Taria just next to one of the pyres.

 Lord Utros of Taria, as well as Master Nusian with the Leechers, filed down the pathway. The Island Nation Chieftains Knasgriff, Tvila, and Ruir were there also. The Falacar Chiefs stood to the side, as well. Shadowhawk held Bloodhawk under one arm. Silverhawk was to their left and silent. After the battles, he had taken his vow as was custom of their peoples. 

In a procession from the gypsy carts came both the bodies, prepared in flowers and scented with oils. Sviska and Garoa walked in front, holding two handles of a carved wooden carrier with Brethor atop it. Berie and Slats walked behind them, carrying the other handles. Asnea walked behind them.

 Then came the Priors of Kel, their red robes flowing from a strong northern wind. Next came the remaining Wolves of Taria dragging the Runka’s body on a wooden sleigh. Nupps walked behind them, adorned in leaves and branches. He wore the horns of a deer on his head. 

They placed the bodies on the wooden pyres and a stillness and quietness settled, as those that had borne the bodies stood still before the others.

The Gypsy Mother came and rubbed a dab of oil on both Runka and Brethor. She then reached into the bag on her chest and dusted each of them with a purple powder. She went to where Sviska stood and took a place in front of him, raising her hands.

“To ash.”

The two pyres burst into flames and, in mere moments, became no more than smoldering embers.

Those in attendance took their leave and went on their way with little said between them.

Slats went to the remains of Brethor and knelt, “Lord Brethor, you said that no statue be made of you but you have surely earned such a token now. I will not step away from this city until I have carved one for you and all of Elinathrond that have fallen during our struggles. I must do this.”

The dwarf was red in the face and walked quickly away after his words.

The others remained and even the Gypsy Mother stood there until the embers died down. Sviska and Berie gathered the Brethor’s ashes into an urn of stone and for the wolf, one of wood. Nupp took the one of wood and took it to Rincew. The wolves departed without further word.

The one of Brethor’s remains was offered to the Gypsy Mother but she raised her hand,

“To keep him in a vessel is to dishonor him. Return him to his home and to that which was home to his family.” 

Sviska brought the urn back to himself.

“I will do so.”

She smiled and walked away, looking down as she did. She would return to her cart.

Garoa sighed. “Follow me,” he told the others.

Sviska and Berie, as well as Master Nusian who was standing nearby, followed the Rusis back into Lokam. Turning down the road towards the waterway, he led them to the makeshift tavern they had made a few weeks back. 

As they filed in and stood before the table, Garoa lit the fire with a cast of magic and tossed some logs until the place was filled with crackles and pops.

He pushed aside the table and placed a stool in the center of a circle of chairs. Behind the bar area, he bent down, grabbing a bottle from behind a panel that he himself had only found in the weeks before when they were cleaning. He was surprised it had remained since the many years from when it was hidden.

He brought forth the dusty bottle. On the label was the image of a dragon holding a flame beneath a moon. 

“Back when I was younger, the Children of Lokam had set out to save the city from the Grand Protectorate. We kept this for the time when our deed was done, when the world was as it should be, as we saw it, at least.” 

He paused, looking at Master Nusian. “Elum and Telis are not here to share so perhaps it is too soon, but I wish for this now.”

Master Nusian agreed, shaking his head, “It was Brethor that made this possible by protecting those of magic, as I understand it.”

“It was he who worked in the shadows to carve this world as it is,” Sviska added, “His vision for what we have now.”

Berie nodded, “Then be sure to offer him a chalice.”

Garoa smiled. With a sadness upon him and a twist in his stomach, he set a silver cup on the stool. He then gave glasses to each of the others, and twisted open the bottle with an echoing pop. He filled Brethor’s glass and then the glasses of the others.

They each held their cup and then in unison raised them.

“To Brethor,” they said.

Sviska pressed the glass against his lips and took a sip. It was wine, much like that he had the first time he met Brethor. The fire before him reminded him of the fireplace in the Estate. The dual dragons on either side, the painting of the polar lights above the mantle. He could feel the warmth flowing through him.

 

The night passed and though much was to be done, Sviska wished to depart for the spreading of Brethor’s ashes soon. There was much about the city to tend to for a time. 

Down near the southern bridge of Lokam, Slats had begun to work on a statue of Brethor holding his dual blades. In a large plaque placed on an altar before it, he was to inscribe all the names of those he could remember on the stone. To ensure he had recorded as many as he could, he sought those of Elinathrond within the city, asking of the names of their loved ones lost.

Garoa spent much time with Asnea but the smiles of the Island Chieftain Tvila had drawn him to spend time with her, as well. With less worry upon him, he had frequent conversations and made time to walk with her along the bay. Even though Evurius made mention of a new leader for the city, and his name was mentioned much within the city walls, he tried for now to avoid what would soon become an unavoidable appointment as chief consular of Lokam. He was at rest. His dragons too, were resting, having taken to roost atop the tower of Kel. 

Of the surviving Iolas Lewya, she was nowhere to be found in Lokam. Sviska was able to confirm that she had come to the city and received care but no one knew where she was now. Though the Falacar searched the plains, wary of even a lone Iolas, she was nowhere to be found. 

It was nearing two weeks from the passing of Brethor when Berie approached Sviska.

“Do you mean to make the trip to Elinathrond?” she asked.

“I do. Do you wish to come?”

The elf looked down and then back up to him, taking his hands. 

“I wish not to go, for I desire to remember the city as it was and my grief at the loss of Brethor is still too strong. I will wait for you here and then, we may go where we wish,” she smiled and kissed his lips.

 

The next morning he set out, riding north through Taria and to the crossing between Tar Sol and Tar Aval. As the ship left the shore, he laughed as the same bumbling, pipe-smoking captain ferried him over to the other side. It was summertime now, and though it was still cool, the snows in the lower mountains were melted and flowers of blue, red, and orange dotted the roads. The village of Tar Aval was little changed from the first time he saw it.

Ascending the hill towards the stables, he passed the place he had seen the old woman; knowing now she had been partly the Gypsy Mother, he laughed. But the old woman was not out for him to say hello to her.

The tavern was open again, though under a new barkeep, of course. He did not pause for a drink or to take even a moment for the priest of Wura. His path was set. He headed on north, up the mountain. 

Night had fallen. As he ascended, passing the warming shack, or rather the rubble where it had been. Grasses and flowers grew up around the broken door leading down to where he had spoken with Gemanc. 

After some time, he came to the river on the outskirts of Elinathrond. The snowfall was still on the ground in this area. He crossed the river, the warm waters flowing over his boots. He then came to the gates of Elinathrond.

The gateways, smashed to pieces by the legionnaires, were left barely hanging on their frames. The walls were mostly broken down. He continued and found himself looking at the fractured earth where the Itsu Priest had destroyed the ground and had attempted to sacrifice the prisoners.

He walked up Tareh Way to the east square and then past the circular standing stones. Sviska now stood alone, looking at the ruins of the Estate of Elinathrond. He opened the urn and a tear fell from his eye as he spread the ashes of Brethor upon the doorway of the home of the man who had been a stranger to him months before. With a swift wind, the ashes were caught and carried through the holes in the Estate and up around the rafters and the collapsed roof. This was the passing of Brethor of Elinathrond. 

Sviska walked alone around the edge of the estate to the cellar. He brushed the snow off and then, taking only a glance at the wood, he walked towards the walls looking south. As the sun began to rise in the east he bound his cloak around him and turned back towards the road out of Elinathrond, his task now done.

“Sviska,” a voice said.

His hand went to his dagger and he looked in the direction of the voice. It was Dran. The Keeper had a bandage on his arm but smiled at him.

“I had wondered if you had fallen but I see it is not so. Are you following me?”

Dran shook his head, “I wouldn’t call it that. But I am in the same place as you, for a time. I wished to see the city, the city where you went and the events of the past many weeks began.”

Sviska turned, looking over the ruins.

“There is not much left.”

Sviska began to walk when Dran touched his shoulder, “I know you are no longer a Keeper but I wish you to know. Our charge is now to protect the children, the children the Order sought dead. The children are those of the blood of the Dwemhar. I understand that holds importance to you. Perhaps you wish to join us now?”

Sviska closed his eyes and then placed his hand on Dran’s shoulder, “If that is your charge, keep them well then.”

Dran had his answer. “I will.”

With that, they parted. He now sought the shore of the bay north of Lokam and voyage to the sea. An elf waited for him.Their future together was his only desire as he departed through the city gates where his life was changed and his path towards his destiny had been chosen. He turned a last time and glanced at the city before following the road out of Elinathrond.  

 

This is the final novel in the trilogy! Ahead, you will find the bonus content! If you’ve enjoyed these books (or even if you didn’t) I’d appreciate if you reviewed this collection on Amazon. Thank you for reading my work!

 

 

The following is bonus content including some history, lores, and two additional stories. See how Berie and Slatnichor met in Arrowfall and learn of Slatnichor’s father’s fate in Blood of Harrodarr!

 

I. Mythos of the Lands

II. Of the races

III. Arrowfall -a short story

IV. Blood of Harrodarr -a flash fiction story

Of Creation, The gods, and the Collapse

 

As transcribed from the lore of lands

 

By the hand of the ‘ever writing quill 

 

Of Runhandis

 

Creation

In the times before time, when not elf, nor dwarf, or man yet breathed life, there was blackness. Upon the rhyme of the Great Poet, the world was sung into existence with the perfect balance of lyrical harmony.

For every stanza of righteousness there came the words of darkness but there was a balance in that magic interwove into life from the very makings of the stars and the lunar light of the great Mother. For at the time of creation it was forever night but from the first founts of magic in the lands of north came life under the light of the great Mother.

As magic came, red crystals atop mountains created life and warmth and the world received the gifts of the Elder trees. Saplings at first, they grew with the company of every beast of the land. The waters of life poured from the breaths of the Poet and the oceans filled, the deep places of the earth became as springs, and the great poet took up its home within the center of the world. 

For many ages, the Poet wrote the words that gave life to the races. First it was the Dwemhar, those of purity. The elves, those of life. The dwarves, those of stout spirit. The Rusis, those that would command magics. The Poet decorated the world in beauty and found the rhyme and song pleasant.

 

The gods

The Poet then became weary and sought sleep. But the poet could not leave the world unwatched. Thus came the overseers, hands of the poet that could manipulate and act upon the world as the poet rested. 

The Poet thought upon the world, ‘There is the Northern Winds that need a master, the Trees of the world that need A Master, the Mountain forges that need a Master, the way of War that needs a Master, and the one to go among them along the skyward lights of heaven fire. Dimn, Etha, Throka, Kel, Wura.’

And so it was.

The Poet thought of the southern regions, the great sands, the place of flames, the plains of white ‘Be these the southern lands, those closer to the great sun of time, and to these regions I give those that would be named Barua, Varua, and Ur.’ 

The last without a lord were the oceans to whom the fish-god Meredaas would reside over as long as the ocean had life.

These gods would be the brothers and sisters that guarded the world.

 

A note on the Realms:

Each god was given its one realm to live in when not active upon the world. Few mortals have stepped into these realms but great gifts and wisdom has been imparted on those that have earned entry. Of the realms visited within the Saints of Wura books was those of Wura (The starry realm), Dimn (The windy realm), and Kel, (The Fire stone realm.) 

A note on the gods: The natural form of the gods were massive giants, towering above the world. Though, on many occasions, the gods have chosen different forms. From that of man and elf to even animals. The only god that chooses the form of an animal at all times is Meredaas. It is unknown why he prefers this form.

 

The Sundering of Harmony

The knowledge of gods and the understandings of their actions cannot be written about so simply as a record but of what is known is below.

 

Though there were many issues that arose in the stewardship of the world, the division of north and south worsened as those of the south sought power beyond their claim. Being closer to the great light, they deemed themselves the Itsu, beings of eternal light.   The poet had slept for many ages and now the original three gods of the south sought to create life themselves. The first sin was that of the Demon god Ur and the creation of orcs, a mix of the elven race and dark magic. Though it should be noted that Ur was the first of the three to separate from the harmony of the world, he was not without the help of Barua and Varua. The Orc wars began. It was a great struggle for the races of magic, but in time the orc were defeated and their bodies sealed in the deep places of the lands.

The northern god Kel, known by now as the god of war, went against Ur and sealed him away in the shadow realm of the south. It is said he placed eternal bounds on the beast that shook the world so much that The Poet awoke for a time. The remaining Itsu quieted and in a flash of consciousness by the Poet, men were created to teach those of the other races of mortal love and to balance their hate planted by the wars of the gods. In response to the weight of Itsu powers, lesser gods of north were created. It was a last attempt at true harmony, for one cannot be at peace without understanding the nature of hate. 

The Itsu sensed this new life called ‘men’ and felt a renewed desire to rule those deemed much weaker than the races of magic. They began to create life again bringing about the bastard creation of demons which was then followed by the creation of god-beings. These giants, blessed with elemental powers, were meant to further enslave others to their will and that of their gods, the Itsu. The temples of Necromancy in the south were turned into a gathering place for those of men seeking the Itsu as a source of eternal life. As many of the Itsu were sent into the world, the northern gods worked against them in the outer realms until at last the gods’ war became the world’s and the races of the lands fought to keep their peoples safe. 

The Itsu began cursing their own people in an attempt to keep their people loyal. The war god Kel and Throka of the mountains, went south to protect the people. In a fight within the realm of the living world, the Itsu Varua was destroyed. Barua retaliated with sinking part of the southern lands murdering millions of the race of men. By the reckoning of the Northern gods, the deemed the Itsu nearly defeated, but it was not so. For it seemed the murdering of millions was a sacrifice that engorged Barua with power, the spirits of the beaten Itsu were formed into new beings of ethereal power. The Itsu gods and their ‘angels’ were growing in numbers and the very names of the many created were lost to time. The lesser gods of the north fought the angels of the Itsu. There was much  suffering in those times. A more permanent solution was sought by the gods to deal with the Itsu.

The gods worked with the original races and a way to seal a realm was discovered. The Dwemhar would open a portal to the realm of sands, the resting place of Ur, and then close it back, barring the Itsu from the world. The gods of the north rallied with the races of magic and they threw down the Itsu gods sealing them away using the Void of Ages. Though locked away, their power was still felt upon the world. A holy man from the south had used powerful magics to ascend into  the realm of the Itsu, but in doing so, his mortal body was no more. The Itsu blessed him with the fogs of the realm of their fallen brother Varua and sent him out to open a path into the world for their return. So became the Itsu Priest who is written about elsewhere. In time, such items as the Galhedriss Arcana and other objects of power played their part in the workings of evil and good alike. 

The poet’s desire for harmony has forever been jaded. It is said if the poet awakes again than the world will crumble as the poet will be angry and destroy the parchment of the great work that is the creation. May the song of life forever continue.

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is a more detailed look at the races mentioned in the Saints of Wura books.

 

 

Men 

Created by a flash of consciousness in a partial wakening by the great poet, men were below those of the Master races, though not slaves by any means they were meant to enrich the understanding of elves and Dwemhar of the meaning of spirits and mortality. When one of the race of men would die, the spirit would be guided to the Great Poet unless the person had been particularly evil. Such men could remain to haunt the world and even worse, could be reanimated by followers of Necromancy.

 

 

Elves

Of the first created by the songs of the poet, the elves hold Etha as their highest god and the Elder trees the most sacred plant. They have eternal life as long as no mortal blow comes to their body or in the case of the curse of magic, they become sickened. The Varmark woodlands of the west were their largest kingdoms with Narisond in the East held holy as the traditional birthplace of the elves. In the later years, Narisond became the last stronghold of the elves.

 

 

Rusis

The masters of elemental magics. The Rusis were unique because they did not require any form of a channeling device such as a wand, staff, or other magical device. Though using one could augment their abilities. It was rare for a Rusis to use such an object, unless in high office or public status.

The Rusis had one principle city and became sworn enemies to the Dwemhar. Their differences in sciences and magic belief in general led to a massive war and one that ultimately the Rusis lost although the dwemhar cities were decimated. In time, most Rusis were enslaved and eventually killed by the Curse of the Itsu that claimed so many others of magical blood.

The Rusis had the ability to turn invisible or “Shadowmeld”, though it was a less common trait to see. When hiding from the Order of the Grand Protectorate, it became very useful.

 

Notable Rusis: Rungar of the city Rinagres. A renown warrior with enchanted gauntlets give to him by the last King of the city. Rungar made his way to the great refuge of Elinathrond and collapsed. Though he died, his gauntlets went eventually to Garoa, the last living Rusis.

 

Dwarves 

Originally from the far north, the dwarves burrowed almost every mountain in the known lands at some point in the ages. The most prominent fortresses were Harrodarr in the far east and to the west along the western borders of Taria a massive sanctuary called Traflar.

Their patron god was Throka and there were many worshiping places dedicated to him within the bowels of the earth. Dwarves believed that Throka took three stones and burned them with dragon fire until the dwarves rose from the ashes of the fractured rocks. Though not the truth as deemed by the Great Poet, this was the belief held by every dwarf without question. It is said that when a dwarf was born, a diamond was placed in an altar to Throka at Traflar. If true, the value of such a find is unimaginable. Many have searched for such a treasure but none have happened upon it.

The dwarven culture had many highs but warfare and smithing were the highest. Hammersong were the most elite of their warrior class with the Master Smithy of Harrodarr at the highest level of metal working to be seen in all the lands. It is said that even the Dwemhar consulted with the dwarves as more of their lands came under attack by the Rusis and in so, some devices of dwarven design are actually Dwemhar technology as the two worked together. Due to the dwarves helping the Dwemhar and the eventual collapse of the Dwemhar race, the elves carried a deep resentment in an already tense relationship.

In the final glory of the dwarven race, they worked with the elves against the evil tide of men and managed to seal away magic from the Itsu in a last stand that took the life of many Hammersong, along with the elven hero Truesong, and even the god Etha.

Slatnichor became the heir to the ax of Disi and led battles to the east of Lokam and a final charge into the gates of Finar. In true dwarven fashion, Slatnichor became as stalwart as the furnace of circumstance he was placed in. The dwarven spirit lives on with him.

 

 

Dwemhar

A lost race that once inhabited lands beneath the Glacial Seas and down to the southern deserts. They were the closest to the gods and reached a level of technology not seen again since their downfall. Though many were killed in wars against the Rusis and the Elves, most hid their cities and structures before they were taken by the enemy. There are many secrets still waiting to be discovered. The dwemhar themselves reached a stage of personal enlightenment that they ascended from the realm of the normal world and now dwell in a realm beyond the normal ones of most.

A truly mysterious culture with little known of their histories, some notable characters of the Saints of Wura books have ties to the dwemhar. Sviska, Brethor, and Kealin all have dwemhar blood though not all gain the powerful magic of the mind as used by Sviska and Kealin. There is much more to the dwemhar that has yet to be revealed.

 

 

Falacar

Accomplished horsemen of the Far East. Ruled by four chiefs at the time of the war against the Grand Protectorate, the original tribes were under the Blood-Ax. This was an Overlord position that remained within a single bloodline until someone managed to challenge and defeat the current Blood-Ax. If this happened, the remaining sons of the fallen Blood-Ax would be killed and the daughters married off to those the new Blood-Ax determined. 

The Falacar horsemen would swear to the ruling Blood-Ax with absolute loyalty. In events prior to the return of magic, the bloodline abruptly ended and through a trial of combat four men came to a draw unable to defeat one another. These became the ruling chiefs as seen in the Saints of Wura stories. In the end, each Chief took a cardinal direction and became known as the Chief of the North, South, East, and West. 

 

Iolas

The harpy women of the Far east. Notorious for the killing of a northern god, their matriarch, Sediya, guarded the lands of the Falacar as a prisoner to the will of the gods. 

The Iolas had a history shrouded in shadows. They were rumored to come from a blood cult on the fringes of Falacar lands. The east was long nicknamed the ‘twilight lands’ due to the dark haze that keeps out much of the sunlight and the belief was that only a blood sacrifice would keep the plains growing the much needed grasses for grazing farm animals. In time, the Falacar would start to raid outside their own lands and it is rumored that the Iolas were once simple villagers that fought back against the tribes. At some point they were blessed by a dark magic and turned to birds to escape the raiders.

The Iolas as a whole were destroyed on the shores of the Gulf of Alrina attempting to hide after Sediya stole the Galhedriss Arcana. There was rumored to be one Iolas that survived but of what she did, it is not yet written.

 

 

Creatures

Mermaids- The servants to Meredaas. Peaceful, shy, and sometimes mistaken for Sirens. Whimsical like fairies and easily scared, it you are very quiet you might catch them laying on the rocks looking up at the sky, particularly if the polar lights of Wura are shining.

Sirens- The warrior class of the god Meredaas. They can fight underwater, along the beaches, and even in the rivers if necessary. By the time of the war against the Grand Protectorate, many had fallen victim to the curse. Though they too returned to normal after magic was released, it is not typical of mer-kind to get overly involved in events of the world.

Faeries: Beings of light with healing powers that are plentiful in the springs of deep woods and in flowers tended to by elven hands. 

Druid Keepers: Once plentiful in the many elven woods, they are rare by the time of the events of the Saints of Wura. With the return of magic, more of the may grow from the trees to tend to the forest. Peaceful creatures, they can be roused to fight if the trees are threatened by an outside force.
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“She is dead,” my father whispered.

I wept, my hand on her chest rubbing across her woven dress to the cruel dwarven bolts stuck into her body. I tried to lift up her bloodied hand but she was already stiff with death.

“Dwarves? Why would they do this to us?”

“The dwarves did not do this. We are meant to think they did. The dwarves flee for their lives just as we do.”

I looked up over the grasslands, the bodies of elves laying out pecked by birds with the embers of campfires still smoldering around them. This elf must of died first, the others were likely tortured for a time before finally murdering them as if it was a game. Some were missing fingers and others had carvings made into their faces. The wind blew off the distant sea kicking up the ash and I wiped a tear from eye.

“Why were they out in the open like this? They know we are hunted.”

I felt my father’s hand on my shoulder, “They were trying to get home, our city is the last hope for many and what we do now to try to save the others, most do not know. We cannot change that.”

To my left one of the others with us, Riseaa, stood with his bow. His attention perked up and he drew an arrow.

“Legion horseman!”

Three armored men thundered towards us on black horses. These were scouts, roving hunters meant to chase down small groups of elves, dwarves, and any other that stood against them. I pulled back on my bowstring as did my father and in unison fired. Three more were dead. Three more that would never look upon their loved ones again. Good, they didn’t deserve to. None of the race of men did.

 

We fled the only home I ever knew leaving it in a state of turmoil and war. Narisond was the place of my people and the grandest of elven cities. Its burning torches stood high on the mountaintops with fires so great they looked like giant moons in the night sky. All who gazed upon them knew that the lands beneath their glow belonged to us and our realm in the trees between the arms of the mountain rivers remained safe. But that safety had faded. 

It was now just before the twilight hour. Taking a separate path away from the main roads, I had hoped that others of my people could escape too, but we were a small group and meant to move fast. My father’s skill with potion making was needed where we went, and it was decided by the elven tribunals that we would make haste, rather than go with the others departing soon afterward. I traveled with him as well as two other elves. My father believed this was best for us but I worried of my other kin. Just like the elves found in the fields earlier in the day, my race was under constant attack.

 From the far southeast, we journeyed north into a realm of men called Taria. I loved the mountains and woods. They reminded me of home just as my father said they would. My thoughts of home wouldn’t leave my mind.

“What is wrong, child?” he said to me at last, looking to the path ahead. His glance was stern.

“I’m thinking of home and I am tired.”

“So are those behind us. Their fingers pull their bowstrings unceasingly as we flee. Think of them and find strength. You must stay strong now.”

My back tinged at the frigid droplets falling from dark clouds above. The rains had flooded the path once we turned north and passed into the foothills. The way became increasingly steep, but I deliberated over my father’s words. Our homeland guardians had been in constant battle to protect our woodlands. In the last few days even dwarves had joined our ranks. I had always heard they were the enemy of old. Lazy drunkards, without care for trees and flowers but only the growth of beards and coin purse. I am happy to have not dealt with them in person. The lives of elf kind are beyond that of the tunnel dwelling dwarves but now I am told we must work together.

I trusted the elf kin with us. Riseaa was one of the best archers from our realm and his eyes could see wind brushing the trees, the way the arrow’s path would sway in the wind before it reached its target. I admired his skill.

The other was Namase. He too was good with a bow, but his knife work had gained him renown in many battles in the ages before. He had been ill before this night following his journeys to the west and he was quieter than I was used to.

Nightfall came and we began to move more cautiously. While men could not see well in the darkness, our eyes saw clear ahead. But it was to the sky we watched as we moved into the dense underbrush. We walked with swift feet, passing through a herd of grazing deer with only the sound of a faint breeze with our footsteps.

“Down,” Namase ordered. 

I dropped. Riseaa drew back his bow, checking the branches and bluffs around us.

My father set an arrow to string and joined Namase in a careful scan above. The boughs of the trees swayed with a great wind, and looking up, I spotted the sparkling of stars. Suddenly, against the stars, moving and swooping closer, I could see something else. Blotches in the sky, black like ash with embers as eyes. I watched as one seemed to flap down in a circle towards us. 

I hugged the ground. The presence of these creatures sapped the life from the earth, killing the grasses and shrubs that fell beneath its presence. The screams of the natural life in the grass was deafening. These things were Dread Beasts, creatures of poison and the grave.

The roots of a nearby tree cracked as the creature landed in the upper branches. The stench of its presence upon the woods must have been the war drear that I learned of years ago. The elder elves spoke of death on the battlefield and the shattering of life forces. Death was in the air. I could barely breathe, and around me, the grasses withered and browned. Elves can hear the quiet voices of plants and I listened as they fell silent.

My father did not release his arrow and Riseaa kept his bow up only until the creature shrieked and then flapped away, joining the others flying high above.

We had escaped discovery, this time. The flock of creatures were ravenous, dropping down and killing many of our kind, who were unfortunate to be away from the safety of our realm. Elves like us. I had heard rumors of one that is said to be the fiercest of the beasts. Andgrast they called it, a forsaken word now among the halls of elves and dwarves alike. It had become a name to mean death, for too many of my kind had died under its claws.

Everywhere we were searched for. By beasts and demons of the pits from the lands of the south and the nations of men alike. Though once they were our friends in trade and some even as those of like family, they would now drag us out and point us out to any who sought us. A curse had stricken us of magic. One that, to everyone else, was our own pestilence, a sickness of the mind that drives our kind to madness and death at our own hand. I had not seen it in Narisond but those who lived closer to men were not of such fate.

 There was no medicine of Elvish craft that could heal them, and my father knows well of herbs and tonics. I never saw my father cry like the time he spoke the rites of passage for my grandmother. It is not of elves to die in suffering, much less, to die at all. 

Slower we went the rest of the night and until morning, keeping along the bases of the mountains. The lands did not feel as they did at home. It has been many years since the elven gardeners have tended these woods and flowers. The elves had lost much ground in past wars and the gods of the north did little to help us anymore, too caught up with their own issues and desires to pay attention to our needs. 

It is the war-god, Kel, which we fear. He has been stricken wild and has destroyed much of the earth in his desire to stop those gods of the south. I guess it can be said that he has done something by the meaning of the word, though not in preference to us, for the destruction of earth is not our desire.

Midmorning came and we had not stopped. Our path turned towards an earthen road, and it was there from the roadside we spotted the gleam of an axe head. At once I was at my knees, my bowstring taut, and I looked beyond the silver point ahead. Namase drew his knives and ran forward, stopping just before the edge of the road.

“Calm friends. We thought you ill willed and possibly those that search for both our kinds.”

From the bushes emerged a burly man with a horned cowl. He was stout and held two axes in his hand. A gold and sapphire encrusted hammer slung across his back gleamed in the sunlight. I knew what he was at once. Hammersongs, the dwarven high guard. But for a single dwarf to be alone was odd. I then spotted a much less pronounced dwarf, smaller, juvenile even, following behind him with his eyes bouncing between us elves.

“We are traveling north,” the Hammersong said. “I am Nurocas. This with me, Slatnichor. I was among many that fled Harrodarr. Few of our people remain there. A great host went south to your lands, elf. It seems our time may be growing short in the world.”

My father looked down at me and then to the dwarf. “You can travel with us. We head to the place crafted by your kind high in the mountains of the north. It is there we will be safe.”

The dwarf’s beard curled around his lips and he smoothed it out with his hand. “That is well. This young one has needed someone to talk to.”

Nurocas looked towards me and the boy-dwarf looked too. I indeed did not look much older than of youth, but I had thrice the lifetimes on this boy.

“Traveling with a child is dangerous,” Riseaa pointed out. “Are you his father?”

“His father and mother both stayed in Harrodarr to give us time to flee. That is all that needs to be spoken of about it.” 

The dwarf raised his brow and looked up toward the sky. I knew at once that this meant the young dwarf’s parents were dead. I felt a sudden sadness for him.

“But he is able. Trained since he was able to walk in the use of hammers and axes. He wishes to become a Hammersong when he is of age. I told him it isn’t worth it.” Nurocas laughed and then pulled his glove off his hand, revealing that while he had a hand, it was a mixture of flesh and crafted metal that articulated as he moved what fingers he still had.

 

The dwarves are crafters of many items, mostly for profit to men, but they take to their sciences almost as much as we do to the spirits of nature. Our cultures fought many times, but never has either side come close to victory. Elvish bows do little in the close confounds of underground passages, and dwarves do no better in the open meadows, where clear arrow shots can be had from the great trees of our lands. I do wonder if our ancestors wasted too much time quarreling with each other. Perhaps the answer is obvious now that we face a mutual enemy.

 

We continued up the path for the greater part of the day. Our pace slowed somewhat by our new company. We stopped only once more than I expected, but it was not for pity on the dwarves and their lack of stamina, but a foul smell in the air. The wind twisted around us and then changed. A nervous glance passed between my father and Riseaa. They both ascended into the trees. Namase once again drew his knives, and I noticed Slatnichor held his axe while looking around the underbrush.

“Dwarf,” I said, “They call you Slatnichor?”

He looked to me and shook his head.

“Do you not speak?”

“I speak. Dwarves must not worry of common talk for most of it is foul and untrue.”

The Hammersong leaned down to him. “But common talk in uncommon times is valuable for the soul.”

The dwarf nodded, almost as if now he had permission to talk to me.

“Yes, I am Slatnichor. I am fifth rank of Stone level students. That means I can mine in the mid-level mines by myself. Harrodarr was my home for the greater part of twenty years. Of winters, I have seen 32. I do know by the age of elves I am very much a child to you.”

For thirty-two years, I expected a bit larger of a dwarf, but considering what little I knew of them, I could not say much. Most dwarves that you see on the roads are much older, stouter, and meaner. That must be a characteristic of older dwarves or just another misunderstanding, I did not know. 

My father and Riseaa descended down from the trees.

“We see no ill life in the skies or open places for some distance. We will near nightfall before we can get to the next large road,” my father said.

Again, we were moving. We kept a hurried pace until, once again, an impromptu stop. My father’s hand pushed me to the ground and I turned my face to breathe. Slatnichor, too, was forced down. He now lay in the bushes off the road; the Hammersong with him brandished both of his axes. 

I scanned above in the boughs of the trees and to all sides of me. Nothing. The earth did not tremble with footsteps nor did I hear rustling in the woods around us. I looked up into the sky and spotted that the clouds moved over us with the speed of a great storm. The winds were increasing and a blackening sky gave way to bolts of lightning that struck the mountaintops of distant peaks. 

My father took a potion from his belt.

“Riseaa, Namase, here!”

As the two elves came towards us, we joined Nurocas and Slatnichor.

Taking the potion, my father cracked the top and poured it in a circle around us. A veil lifted from the earth in a silver shimmering, forming an opaque covering for us.

“Nurocas, we are safe here from the eyes of the deity.”

“With them abound, you could tell me the potion would turn me to a toad and I would be well with it.”

Namase laughed. “You cannot drink as a toad, dwarf.”

“A funny one here, yes! That would be an ill result!”

It was nice to see them both laugh. It shrouded the truth that the war god of the north had turned to such malevolent practices. There was talk he created this sickness affecting us all, but his quarry was more for men than us. Men were not harmed by this as we were. Kel did not do this. It was something or someone else. Besides, the war god had been missing for some time. I had heard rumor that the Itsu had killed him. The Itsu was the proper name of the gods of the south. Even writing this though, I wish not to give them validation with a title.

“Do you think it is Kel?” Namase asked my father.

“No, I would wish of such, but I do fear the war god has faltered. Wura remains, but he is not as overt as his brother.”

The clouds above began to return to normal as the billowed shapes torn asunder by sweeping winds left only fragments of gray in a path towards the south. The tops of the mountains smoldered from the lightning strikes, with black smoke twisting into the skies.

We continued into night and shared meat with the dwarves. I have never really eaten meat due to the beliefs of my people, but the events of late have guided new thoughts on old beliefs. The taste is strange and it reminds me of sea air. A drink of tea would be nice. I understand it is the salt that they use to preserve it so that it can provide subsidence later. It is food and of that, I cannot complain. 

In the darkness of night, I could see growing clouds with periodic flashes of light, telling us that another storm was coming. Thankfully, it was a natural one. Ahead, a fire seemed to be burning. Normally, we would have went away from this, but my father urged us forward.

“This is not a place for a fire that large,” he said.

The fire’s size was because it was no simple cooking fire. A house was aflame, and though of little importance to us, two people lay outside of it. 

“Leave them,” Namase urged my father. 

But my father as well as Riseaa went forward into the clearing, grasping the two people under their arms and dragging them back into the cover of the brush.

“Take off their heads!” said Nurocas. “They will be better without them.”

Their faces were blackened and bleeding. It was a man and a woman. The man had his fingers removed and his leg had multiple long cuts. Into his chest his attackers, or better worded, torturers inscribed runes forming the word, Deceiver. He was no longer breathing. My father closed his eyes with his hand.

The woman was still breathing and had very little injuries, but her head was swollen on one side and from her nose came blood.

Her eyes opened and she smiled, looking at me.

“The elves have come to take me away,” she said, “You are here because we did not tell them.” 

Her eyes were soft and she forced a cracked smile, coughing.

My father opened a pouch on his belt and rubbed an herbal mixture over her head. The bleeding ceased. He rested his hand on her head.

“The injuries are perhaps too severe now,” he said.

“I am well,” she whimpered, “Thank you, kind elf. Please tell the gods of our deeds. Perhaps they may grant us passages to their halls beyond the polar lights.” 

Her voice was weak and raspy and her eyes were heavy.

“What happened here?” my father asked.

“The Legion came. They threatened us, wishing for us to tell them whom we had seen. They believed those of magic were going this way and of course they were right, but we would not tell them. We had seen many going north. I even helped hide some of them for a time a few days ago. They said they were going north to a safe place. Dear elves, please know, even as they tortured my husband, we would not give in. I blacked out before such horror could be done to me. But I have gifts, I could sense their thoughts. They plan to kill many near Taria or perhaps they already have. I am tiring now...”

“The gods thank you for your loyalty to the ways of magic,” my father told her. 

“Beware, dear elf. I feel that they know what your people do. They will not have mercy on you.”

Those were the last words the woman said. My father draped a branch over her and the man, and with an incantation over each, he waved the branch. Dirt covered their bodies, and flowers sprung from the ground.

“This way is now watched,” Namase said, “What good has our path been to avoid the obvious ways if they search for us along the same road we take?”

“It was watched before. We must only hope the great host is still veiled and has not been attacked.”

The rain started again. The drops covering the burning house sizzled as we began again into the woods. The morning hour would come before we knew it. And so it was with haste that we went towards the northern road.

My father and Namase spoke back and forth. I at first was too far back to hear, but I made it within earshot of them and noticed that they spoke in the tongue of the elves.

“We must find the host,” my father said.

“You know that is not the plan agreed upon in Narisond. We are to get to the ships awaiting at the coastline. Great struggles were made to provide that way for us to head north.”

“If the roads are being searched, they will have found that place by now. The veil over the host, if holding, is all that can protect them.”

“The host marches up the road through Taria itself. It was agreed, Loria! We must follow our orders. You and your daughter were to go this way, and then to the sea. The host is not your concern.”

“Is it not a concern of yours? Do you not have kin going that way?” 

Namase pointed at him,“I made a commitment to guard you and your daughter. I told her I would not leave your side until you were safely in the city.”

They both stopped walking as did the others, their conversation now public considering its volume had gained. 

“Tell me of her mother’s wishes,” my father said, “Tell me what I do not have the wisdom to know myself.”

Namase looked down, “Forgiveness, my friend. I worry greatly in these times. I cannot speak of my own suffering as of late.” 

That he said in the common language.

“That we all feel, elf,” said Nurocas, “I do not know your words but if there is debate of something, please do not make choices without us dwarves. Our two peoples have spent much time to forge this bond in the past months We must speak only truth and not mislead, whether on purpose or not, in these times.”

My father spoke without hesitation, “A path was arraigned for us to get to the northern city in advance of a traveling host of elves and dwarves that make their way slowly but under a magical veil that makes them invisible to even the most prying eyes. It is very much like what I summoned for us earlier but actually removes those under it from the reach of this realm to protect them.”

“If they are not within this realm, I see no worry. They cannot be touched,” Nurocas said.

“The Itsu may have a way around the veil if they know of its presence. There is much we do not know but they could be journeying into a trap. We may not be able to provide much of a hope, but we know they should be entering Taria before too long. If we can meet them, perhaps we can help them to remain hidden longer. My powers are more for healing, but the more elves under the veil, the stronger it is.

Nurocas nodded,“ I know of another path. It is a way under the bay to the north and will take us to the city we all seek. It is where Slatnichor and I were headed. Like you, we were traveling separate from that host, but we ended up heading this same way to avoid a run in with the Legions. I have a fear that we are being quarried by untimely events.”

“Is this path easily taken?”

“There are many by the bay, hidden by ruins. The paths must be known of to be found, but any person, be you beast, elf, or dwarf, can take them.”

My father nodded, “So we can take another path that will be safer for all and slip away from the grasp of men and southern gods alike. We must do it.”

There were confirming nods amongst all present.

“Then upon reaching the northern road, we will find our host and then turn to you, dwarf. You can direct us to these paths, the tunnels under the bay.”

It was decided. We were to meet up with the host of our peoples traveling together under the enchanted veil. 

I did not know how we would find them, but my skill is in archery not in alchemy or mage craft as my father. I wondered if my mother would be in this host but I knew better than to hope. She was in Narisond. I feared it would be there she would remain.

We reached the road just as the rain slowed again and, soaking wet, I stared down a hill that went for a good while before the road snaked to the left in the trees.

“This is good,” Nurocas said, “We are not too far from one of the tunnels whichever way we go from here.” 

He pointed towards a towering rock formation in the woods. It was triangular and overgrown with brush. 

“When the dwarves first settled this region, that was a tower for watching over across the bay. It is one of many, and between those, you will find our tunnels that lead north.”

“Why did we not know of the tunnels sooner? Was this place not made for all of us?” Namase questioned.

“Indeed, the city upon the mountain was. However, the place we travel to was that of my kin for long before this. Within the mountains beneath the city, the Snow Dwarves made homes well before we drew the breath of life.

“Speak for yourself,” the elf laughed.

“What must we do to find the host?” asked Riseaa.

My father looked to the sky. The sun was just starting to creep up, and beneath heavy clouds, a cool wind blew upon us. 

“They must be around a day away. I knew they were set to leave around four days after us. We have journeyed for five and one half days now but their path was more direct. I expect them to pass this way either tonight or early tomorrow.”

“Or we could go towards them if an attack is expected. Would it not be better to get to them sooner?”

He nodded, “Is it fine for us to leave this place, Dwarf?” 

Nurocas raised his hand, “If that is what is needed, it is fine. We must only get to the bay. There are many tunnels, and both I and Slatnichor here know of them all,” he patted Slatnichor on the back, “I made him memorize the locations in case we were separated or I fell ill.”

We began heading south. The path was quicker at times due to the downhill slant, but rolling hills are not easy on legs already weakened, even with the strength of elven blood. I do not know how time passed as fast as it did but nightfall rapidly approached. 

We slowed our travel and took to a spot off the main road. My father stated he needed quietness and mediation to pierce the veil with his mind. I did not understand what he meant but we remained quiet.

 I switched the string from my bow with a fresh one. Twine made from the hair of an elven mare does not easily break but I like to keep the bow well. Riseaa took notice of my actions and sat down next to me.

“You do well to keep your bow as you do. You will be renowned for your archery someday.”

I looked to him. “It seems I will not have a chance. We go into hiding now.”

“Nothing lasts. In my 1854 years, that I do know. I have seen many happenings, many people that I felt would last forever. Like a flower withering are we all in truth. At the height of bloom, magnificent, but no one knows when poison shall strike your roots.”

He rubbed his head, “I find it hard to remember many things I once did.”

“The sickness?”

“It is early for me. Perhaps, time will be given to me in the city we journey to. I understand a cure of sort is crafted. I hope to make it until then. Namase, though, may not be so lucky.”

I looked over and noticed how the elf was very unnerved, a quality not elvish at all. He twitched every few moments and seemed very annoyed.

“He has not accepted his fate and he will not. It is not his personality.”

“When did he tell you he was ill?”

“He has not. It was after returning from his journey east looking for our path to take that he has not acted himself. It must be the sickness. But he will not tell me. Of other worries I too have had, I wished to defend the youth, those like you, those that will see the evils of this world defeated. The hiding we go to cannot be the end. The elven and dwarven councils would not have simply surrendered.”

“Alas, they have not,” Nurocas whispered joining us. 

 “There is a plan. One that will save our kind and weaken the gods of the south. It is one unlikely to have been thought a path before, but one that will take all of our kins’ to succeed. I dare not speak of it here though. Just know that those that have remained, have a particular purpose.”

I immediately thought of my mother. I take after her as it is with my archery, perhaps she is part of this plan.

“Elf,” I heard from behind me.

I turned to see Slatnichor nibbling a piece of meat, offering me a piece. I obliged him and took it. 

“I know we do not know one another but this place we go will be a home for all. I am happy we will be safe there.”

“I feel the same,” I replied. 

He smiled at me and though his scruffy look and unkempt demeanor left much to what I would call civilized, I did not mistaken his kindness. 

“Namase!” my father said.

The elf turned to him and Riseaa jumped to his feet. My father pointed and walked into the road. 

“Come, now,” Namase said to us. He closed his eyes and I noticed a tear forming in the edge of his eye. It was strange and I didn’t understand

We filed behind my father, whom stood with his hand out. We took hands and formed a line as one by one each person was enveloped and disappeared from sight. I saw a bright light and then my eyes adjusted. I was still on the road.

I looked to my sides and the arrow points of my kin stared at me with their jagged heads. I gasped, and they were lowered almost as quickly as I saw them.

An entire front rank of my people stood before me with their moon crescent shields and large spears gleaming from the moonlight above. My father began walking pass them and I looked pass him spotting many young elves and dwarves in the procession.

“Grand Master!” Nurocas said. He went to another dwarf in heavy black armor, “It is good to see you my friend!”

The stout dwarf was taller than the rest. 

“Nurocas, I did not expect you here. I understood that none would be able to find us once veiled.”

My father was now embracing an elf that emerged from the host. Lenias, one of the highest of elven society was a Moon Culler, a High Archon Mage, and one of the few that harvests the magic of the moon itself to spread to the living world. It was his staff, floating high above the host that emanated the veil and protecting all within it. 

“You know you should not have come here, but I dare say you have news for us to risk the veil as such. I do hope none saw you enter it.”

“Lenias, the veil may have already been found. We have knowledge that those of the world know of this procession and to attack it. The dwarves we met in the woods here have found a new path, one that is more secret. This is Nurocas and Slatnichor. They will take us to it.”

Nurocas bowed, “How many survivors do you have?”

“Our host is greater than 5000. But of warriors, we do have much less. Most of them remained in Narisond.”

“If we are attacked, we have far too little in guards,” my father said, “I suggest we take the dwarven path to lead us to safety. We cannot wait any longer on this road. You know what risk we face and as powerful as your veil is to discerning eye and attack, we must take care to assure there will not be need to test its strength.” 

I was the first to notice the oddness of Namases’ actions but his brother saw him nearly as quick. Namase began to shake uncontrollably. Lenias backed slowly away, as did we all that stood around Namase.

“Brother, what is it?” Riseaa shouted.

His brother was no longer in control of his own body. From his chest a light burst forth enveloping him in strands of fire. A line of elvish shields formed in front of Lenias.

“What trickery is this?” he said.

Namase did not speak or even give attention to the Archon’s question. He drew drew his bow and, even as his brethren and his brother followed suit, he released his arrow towards the staff high above the great host. The fires wrapping around his body followed the arrow’s path and in an explosion of light and trembling that shook the ground, the staff was broken and the veil shattered. A wave of heat stuck all of us beneath it.

Namase fell pierced by elven arrows, as the entire host fell into disarray. They had been waiting.

 From the skies above, Dread Beasts screamed and swooped down. I turned, drawing an arrow, but found myself surrounded by men of the Legions. I could see beyond their interlocked shields, their pale, homely faces and the fear in their expressions. I fired, catching one in the eye. Horns sounded behind me and a rush of elven shields collided with the shields of the Legions.

I heard a loud shout and Nurocas and Slatnichor ran pass me, striking into the shield wall and knocking them back. My father was beside me as well as Riseaa, whom released his arrows in quick succession.

“Get your daughter to the woods, Loria!” Riseaa commanded. 

I could hear the screams of the young and the wails of babies. The sky darkened above and swirling flames whipped downward, cutting into them. Bolts of ice flew from elven mages within the ranks of people, and in response, the storm clouds above opened to meteors that struck into the ground all around us. The lesser archons formed shields around the children, but were soon overwhelmed. The dying screams of the children carried on the winds between the battle cries and clanging of metal.

Riseaa shouted again, “Loria!”

I turned to see a stone falling from the heavens covered in fire. My father reached for a potion and tossed it to the ground. An arching tree grew from sapling to elder in a single breath and then was engulfed in flames as its trunk took the brunt of the fiery stone.

Shrieking pierced my ears. I turned to see one of the winged creatures land a few paces from us. It was just as the one from before but more massive and it reeked of rotting corpses. 

“Andgrast,” an elf cried out, “Andgrast the Devourer!” 

A barrage of bolts flew from the elves behind us and the creature snarled, flapping its wings. A cloud of spikes struck us, gnashing into my father, as well as Nurocas and most all of the elves from behind us that had fired at it. Most of those elves collapsed, gripping the poisoned bolts. I felt along myself. My gauntlet had caught one but I was well. My father had taken one to his shoulder but appeared okay.

Nurocas looked to Slatnichor, “Do well, young one!”

He dropped his axes and unslung his hammer from his back. 

“Do you wish the blood of yet another Hammersong, Andgrast!?”

The creature paused, snarling.

“Yes, I know your name! You attacked us before at Harrodarr. Are you not yet filled with dwarves for your unceasingly rank belly? Have me!”

The creature growled and flashed its teeth. The dwarf swung his hammer, and with a harsh tone ringing out, he struck the beast. It flew backwards into several trees splintering them beneath its weight.

It rolled and then with claws tearing the earth, it ran back towards us.

My father sprinted forward, tossing another bottled potion. This one burst with a brilliant bright light that forced the creature back cowering. Nurocas raised his hammer again and struck it, but this time the creature swung its wing, severing the dwarf’s arm splashing dwarvish blood into the trees..

“Master!” yelled Slatnichor.

The young dwarf went to go forward when Nurocas pointed with his remaining hand.

“No,” he coughed, spitting blood, he lifted his hammer up, “Go, go, Slatnichor!”

My father shouted after another bright flash from another of his potions, “Riseaa, get her and the dwarf to safety!”

I felt a grip on my arm and Riseaa pulled me away. Slatnichor looked towards me before glancing back to the Hammersong and my father still fighting the beast. He waited a moment before running to follow us.

We ran through the woods. Around us, the forms of others fleeing in every direction was coupled with the sound of agony as arrows from unseen bows cut them down.

“Metla!” Riseaa shouted.  It was an elvish arrow spell. He pulled his arrow back and shot it into the tree ahead. A bright light flashed and for a moment, there was enough light to loose arrows. 

I pulled back the elf mare string, looking down the well-fletched shaft. 

The silver armor of the evil man that somehow gained the dexterity to climb into the tree was in full form behind the barbed tip of my arrow. My fingers released. In a motion, I grasped another arrow, and then another, looking for other forms in the trees until I had loosed multiple shots. Riseaa had done as I had and there were a series of thuds before the woods went quiet and the spell Riseaa had cast, darkened.

Riseaa laughed and nodded. “Very good. As I told you, you will be great.”

I turned to smile at him when the shoulder of his armor exploded into flames from a black bolt fired from high above. I turned, drawing my arrow back and aiming to the sky.

 A winged beast flew towards me. I lowered, attempting to fire before it was upon me. I could see its mouth agape, its clawed feet and hands out; I was just about to release my shot when Slatnichor cut it down with his ax.

“ARRGGGH!” he growled, giving a second strike to the creature he had brought to the ground, severing its head before spitting on it.

I turned to Riseaa whom was now on his knees and gasping.

“You are injured.” 

“I am… I. Just go. Go with the dwarf to the waters and be free this wretched land.” He struggled to his feet and drew an arrow.

It was then there was shouting. “More of them! Over here!”

He pushed me. “Go!” He turned towards the shouting, drawing his bow back even as I saw sanguine flesh running down his side. 

I looked towards Slatnichor, who began running again through the woods. I could hear the repeated twangs and screams of agony behind us as Riseaa, elf of Narisond, gave his stand to the Legions of men. He would punish many giving us time to escape. Perhaps my father would find him before it was too late.

I spotted a glimmer on the water of the bay, the moonlight shrouded in smoke from the fires and hell behind us; I wept thinking of my father and of Riseaa, along with all that had been lost. 

There was a strange movement on the water and I stopped to stare. There were ships, hundreds, their masts a pale white on the dark waters, rapidly approaching the distant coastline. I shook my head and bowed. I was sure the Legions did not need these reinforcements this horrid night. Slatnichor took hold of my hand and pulled me on.

We came to a rocky shore and the dwarf went to a rocky outcropping. A cylindrical stone was hidden inside a small pillar beside the water. He did something to it with his hand and two crystalline stones appeared. He twisted them and a cave emerged. 

“This is the way. Once we go through it will seal behind us. We will be safe.”

With the smell of drear in the air, I closed my eyes and followed the dwarf in. I felt myself rush forwards and then opened my eyes to a dimly lit passage.

Looking behind me, I saw only stone. 

“We must go this way,” Slatnichor said.

I paused and looked down to the ground.

“Did you hear me?”

I nodded and then followed him. The center of my chest burned and my throat felt heavy. I could not get the sounds out of my mind. The wails, the crying.

 

We came to a pool many hours after entering the cave. The water was cold. When you feel the air itself getting colder, the last wish you have is for more cold. I took some drinks and turned down more of the meat from the dwarf.

“How much longer?”

“I do not know,” he told me.

We had traveled for many more hours or perhaps it was a few days. I was tired, with many nights of no sleep. We at last paused and took time to have a few hours of rest. When I awoke, we continued the same as before.

 I do not know for sure how much time had passed when at last the paths turned warmer and I began to see more light ahead. We ascended into a larger passage and then up ahead I spotted a light and a shadowed form. 

“Who goes there?” a voice shouted. 

Slatnichor responded, “Slatnichor of Harrodarr and an elf of Narisond.”

As we approached, other figures appeared, and then one of them ran off. As we reached the figures, we noticed it was more dwarves. 

“Welcome Slatnichor and you, elf.”

The dwarf was shorter than the ones from Harrodarr. His eyes were foggy gray and from his brows and beard, he had ice. 

“We are the Snow Dwarves, builders of the city of Elinathrond.”

“Then we made it?” I asked.

Up above us, a large door opened and I could see dazzling lights of green and blue ribboning across the sky. An image appeared and then paused in the doorway.

“It is true!” the figure shouted.

The had figure ran down the stairwell and across the bridge before I recognized him. It was my father.

He took me in his arms.

“I had thought you lost when I was brought here and could not find you.”

“How did you?” I began, but then tears filled my eyes. I did not care of how. I was too happy to speak.

“After the Hammersong and I defeated the creature, men, many men from ships upon the bay, attacked the Legions from behind. We fled north for some time and then made it to a tunnel as soon as we could.”

“Nurocas is here?” asked Slatnichor.

“No, dear dwarf, he suffered poisoning from Andgrast as did I but my herbs did not work quick enough. I am sorry. His body is among the others that died after our arrival. Go into the city and they will show you to him.”

Slatnichor followed one of the other dwarves, leaving my father and I alone.

“The sacrifice of Riseaa is one not taken lightly. He will be remembered. When he was found, the bodies of over fifty men of the legions surrounded him. His bow was broken in two and he had taken to using the splintered arm of it to defeat his foes.”

I walked with him back toward the large door and stepped onto the white ground that crunched beneath my feet. 

Snow.

I had read of it but had never seen it. I reached down; it was soft in my hands.

The city before us was massive. Spread out before us, I could see no end to it. Above the snow covered buildings, high in a starlit sky was a glimmering of a ribbon of lights unlike any I had ever seen.

“The god Wura protects this city. The polar lights are his pathway and his temple is within these walls. The curse cannot get us here.”

I walked with my father. The city streets were alive with people of magic from all over the lands. We made our way to a large city square. Shops and carts of all kinds line its edges, and men in red robes watched as others directed people to different regions of the city. They held staves that glowed with a radiant light. 

 My father pointed, “Priors of the war-god Kel. They guard us from the world of men.”

So many had come to this place. But relief of stress was far from me. My mind was on the events that forced us here.

We came at last to a path leading east of the square. I spotted a large structure. A single spire rose into the sky above sharp angled stone walls. Massive windows splashed orange light on to the snow. We paused for a moment and my father looked to me, a warm comfort in his eyes.

“The Estate of Elinathrond, at last, we have made it, my child. The hope of many now fallen but it is here we will stop this curse.”

I looked up at him and a tear rolled down my cheek. He wiped it and smiled.

 “Berie, we are safe now.”

 

…That was long ago now. His words still echo in my mind a comforting thought, a whisper of forsaken memory. Of the elf Namase and his actions on the road in Taria, it was discussed in times afterward with those with gifts of foresight and psychic ability. Namase had found he was sickened with the very curse we fled from and searched all the lands for a cure himself in the months before are flight. In those times, he was stricken with another curse unlike any had seen. What compelled him to act as he did was of a deliberate move by the Itsu, a deemed “blood curse” called the Rites of the Damned. He did not act of his own will.  I do not hold him to his actions.  I forgive him now, but of the cries of the children and the defenseless, I am haunted still. 

In the darkness of the far north I remain but in this icy emptiness I whither and weep. 

We are no longer safe… it was never to last this city in the mountains… Mere days ago someone burned my father alive in the winery and the elixir he crafted to protect the people when the city’s protection failed to hold back the curse, is no more. Elinathrond has turned to that of a beckoning crypt, open and awaiting the next fall of the sun to claim more lives. A new Winemaker comes to continue my father’s work but an outsider has no place here… there is something else moving within the shadows… and I am fearful of coming darkness… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blood of Harrodarr

 

I hear the crunch of boots trudging through the snow. My friend is coming. I push the lock bar to the side and open the gate. At least there will be one that will share this place with me until the end.

In the middle of the road appears a stout dwarf, a proud warrior and veteran of many battles. 

My friend. One of my last friends. I hear the snap of bowstrings. 

"Gimror!" 

He is tired. He begins to run, blood already running down his face and a steady stream rolling off his arm. Three arrows slam into his back and he stumbles and falls just before that gate. I reach down and grab him under his armor. When I go to pull him into the gateway, he slaps me. 

"No! Shut the damn gates! We have the lower traps set and the doors to the keep are sealed! It is done." 

Gimror draws a small ax and smiles, "Let the bastards come for me. I will split their pretty faces!" 

I release my grip and nod to him, "Fight well, brother."

"I will. Try not to die before me!" 

I close the gate and lock it back.  Gimror shouts from the other side of the gateway and then I hear several thuds as more arrows strike my friend.

Goodbye, Gimror.

 I stand upon the upper summit of the great dwarf city of Harrodarr.  This is the last tower. The perimeter defense in the mountains where our wardrums vibrated into the rocks beneath my feet until only a few hours ago. Those dwarves were the last upon the stairs to the mountain pass. The enemy cannot yet reach my spot. But when they do, I will do what is necessary.

We last defenders are the Hammersong. The Dwarven High Guard. Our home has been under siege and now the wretched forces of men have assailed our holiest grounds. My only happiness is that some time ago those unable to fight fled this place. Many went with them but we could not leave our sacred city to burn without dwarf blood to flow into the halls as a last defense.

For five nights we fought to hold the lower stairwells and now the gateway is all that remains. Some remain within the inner sanctums but I cannot say for how long.  I have command of the outward traps. A duty I shall fulfill. The last duty of my life.

Horns sound in the deep and I hear the scalding flames of the forge fires rush down the northern cliffs burning those that tried that doorway.  That was Rufidor, my second cousin. If I know it, he barreled hammer first into the shield line after switching the release valves of our molten smithing rivers. He joins his brothers and children that died yesterday. 

The northern way into the mountain is now sealed under hardening rock. 

 I see their banners cresting near the convergence of the rivers. They come. All the snarling chest suckers. I must release the first traps. 

The switch in hand I twist the knob. A rope snaps on a distant hill and a trio of boulders drops springing down the mountain. The entire attacking force halts for a moment. They are like ants frozen by an object in path. 

Hacking. I hear hacking. I look over to the doorway and see the wood shaking. Someone is trying to get in.

The legions of men are at it again. They are now halfway up the stairwells. I flip another switch and the Dragonfires ignite. A boiling blast of arcane fire, mixed by our very own Dwarf-Wizard Rumthul! The smoke rises and I smile. I swear I can hear the sizzle of their flesh!

The hacking continues.

As the legions are forced to wade through the slurry of burning bodies, I prepare for another trap. We had saved this one. It is the Crystal Guardians of Harrodarr! The men reach the upper level of the stairwells now. There are so many but it is the last of the magic in the mountain that shall play against them. In an electrifying brilliance, the storms of the dwarves shoot out from carved crystals and take down wave after wave of men.

But it is not enough. 

They still come for we… are evil. Or so has the hammer been measured to us in their eyes.

The hacking continues. I see a man’s face through the splintered wood. Looking back over the walls to the stairwells, I know they’ve reached the gates. I wonder how long they will hold?

I take a small ax in hand. They are still hacking their way in, but I am ready. As the gate frame shudders and falls, I take a breath ready to fight them. But it is not yet time.

 A flurry of arrow fire strikes the doorway. I glance to my left and see Eriva, one of the elves from the south. She releases a continual barrage taking down each of the attackers until at last they are all dead.

In that moment, she pauses. Lowering her bow, I catch the light of a smoke hazed moon pierce through her hair and forget all the past sins of our two races. She is truly beautiful. I remember all the fighting between dwarves and elves. Why had we wasted so much life at war against one another? I spot blood and see a horrid gash on her lower leg.

“Eriva? You have been struck.”

“I have but the halls of Harrodarr are ready. The vines of my people guard the inner sanctum. None of men shall defile this place for some time.”

The elves and dwarves had fought for years but as men deemed are use of magic as reasons for the problems of the world. We became evil. We were dragged into the streets and tortured. Our paraded bodies taken to the capital cities and spat upon. Many have died but some have escaped to a sacred Snow Dwarf refuge. A place for all peoples. A place I hope my son has reached. 

Dear Slatnichor, how I will miss you.

“They are coming,” Eriva says. Her bow is taunt and I take a second ax in hand. 

This path to our hold is not easy to reach. Up the mountains, a perilous journey made worse by coarse icy winds and avalanches. These warriors that approach were sent for one purpose, to destroy us. They cannot get down through this way. We are the last defenders. 

The elf releases her shot. I throw my axes. Three men fall and I take my double-headed ax in hand. Its name is Blackblood, named for the orcs that it was forged to fight. Now it will be bathe in the red blood of men. A spear pierces Eriva and she falls stammering towards the enemy as she draws her own blade. She rises to continue forwards when an arrow pierces her eye.

 Hammersong strong, I die for my people, her people, and all of magic that have been persecuted to this end. May our descendants avenge us.

I burst into a sprint and lift my ax above me. This is the end of my story. 

“I am Rornichor, last of the Hammersong. May I be avenged!”

 

 

 

 

Kealin may have fallen at the hands of the Itsu Priest but there is much more to his story… Travel back in time to before he had lost his siblings, before he met Tulasiro, before he understood his powers. Read my newest series Half-Elf Chronicles and learn of the west and the many mysteries of the dwemhar, elves, and dwarves. I hope you’re ready for more!

 

Go here for my newest books! 

 

Don’t forget to join my mailing list!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I’m on social media! 

 

My official Facebook page 

 

Twitter
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