
        
            
                
            
        

    BLOODLESS

THE DRAGON WITHIN SAGA
BOOK TWO
















ROBERTO VECCHI






Published by:
 

Bloodless
 
Book 2 of The Dragon Within Saga
 
Copyright © 2019 Love n’ Light Productions LLC
All Rights Reserved.
1st Edition
This book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means, including graphic, electronic, or mechanical without the express written consent of Love n’ Light Productions LLC except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.
Email: lovenlightproductions42@gmail.com
 
Website: www.lovenlightproductions.com
 
ISBN-13:  978-1072105374
 




Valani
(Ravens)
"Drin, would you please tell me the name of our new friend here?" said the raspy and breathless voice of Kinarin as we both regained our footing.
With a distinct aura of disbelief, I ignored his question and instead asked one of my own, "How did you? I mean, where did you? I mean, what just happened?" Though my flurry of questions was meant to probe deeper than the obvious, that was exactly how Vennesulte, in his typically simple and matter of fact manner, answered it.
"Vennesulte just defeated the guards who were looking for you," he said calmly. "Now is the time for movement and not talking. We must go."
Looking to Kinarin for direction as my mind was still having trouble contemplating not the fact that we were saved, but by whom we were saved, he looked back to me and repeated the words of our young rescuer, "Now is the time for movement, Drin. We must go."
As we exited the cellar and inched our way carefully through the store front, I saw no less than fifteen guards, all dressed in the colors of The Stone Keep, laying completely motionless except for the shallow rise and fall of their chests. I remembered watching in amazement as Vennesulte fought Bractos in the tournament during the festival of the moons, but that was a singular endeavor. Successfully defeating multiple attackers was a feat containing a whole other set of skills beyond physical prowess and perfection of technique. One's mind had to be quick and one's awareness had to be wide. However, the fact that this boy monk, who had not completed his training and was left to develop himself, was still able to defeat this many military trained guards indicated his mind was not just quick, but absolutely exceptional. As if sensing my continued wonderment at his most recent accomplishment, Vennesulte looked at me and said, "It is good that Vennesulte found you. Both of you. Though I would have chosen a different way to exit the tower than to jump out of the window."
Ignoring his statement, Kinarin asked, "You are of the Brotherhood are you not? I noticed the distinct pacing of your feet as you were fighting the guards."
"Vennesulte is both a member and not a member of The Brotherhood," he said as we stopped just before we opened the door exiting the winery. "Vennesulte is offered residence and food, but that is all. Vennesulte is no longer allowed their other benefits."
"Yes, I figured you must have a unique association with them. The Brotherhood does not intervene in concerns outside of its monasteries. When it is time for talking and not movement, you will have to share with us how that came to be. I do not think I have heard of anyone else who shares your status," Kinarin answered. "Now, what is happening outside this door? First, we heard two bells chime signaling a threat from within the walls. But then we heard the bells chime thrice signaling an attack from without."
Looking at both Kinarin and I, Vennesulte answered the question directly, "Yes, two bells did chime when you were discovered. However, after the beacon was seen, the bells were rung again, but in a group of three. There is an army preparing to attack. So, it seems Vennesulte was assisted with your rescue."
"An invading army?" I said just as I thought our situation could not become more desperate.
"Yes," Vennesulte answered. "And Vennesulte does not think this army is entirely natural. It does not have the right,” he paused uncharacteristically, “feel."
I continued voicing my growing desperation by stating more of the obvious, "Great, now we not only have to evade the guards looking for us, but the soldiers of a potentially unnatural army too."
"It may work to our advantage," said Kinarin, "Drin, have you ever seen what happens in a battle between armies?"
"No. Before I met you, I lived on a farm. The only battles I have experience with are those of drawing milk from a cow that does not want it to be drawn," I said as we both looked out of the window.
"Both sides always start with movements directed by their respective attacking or defending strategies. These strategies have been thought out at length for possibly months prior to the actual battle. Both sides believe their plans will lead to victory and will progress in a predictable pattern once the battle begins. Most of those who think of these plans will stand at a distance, observing, in order to issue more planned commands. But the problem is this, Drin, once the battle begins and the soldiers of each army engage the other, no amount of planning or observing can override the chaos that occurs on the battle ground. And it is this chaos that will provide us with the opportunity we need to successfully escape," he said still observing the exterior.
"What should we do?" I asked.
"Well, unless we wish to become wine merchants ourselves, I suggest we first exit the door," he said with a faintly sarcastic tone.
Although Kinarin's insight into the potential benefits of the army now poised to attack the very place we found ourselves in provided a modicum of confidence, we were still very apprehensive; and as such, opened the door very slowly. Just like my bedchamber door at home creaked when I was trying to sneak a late-night snack from my mother’s pantry stores, it creaked as it swung. And while it was drowned out by the sounds of the battle preparations outside, it nonetheless, gave us pause. In that instant, I was immediately taken back to the fear I felt during my hunger driven quest of sating my stomach in the mid hours of the night. But instead of the threat of waking my mother whose wrath of finding her strictly maintained pantry stores unwarrantingly depreciated looming ominously in the shadow of night, it was the steel of now two potential adversaries. However, as threatening of a prospect being found by either was, it still did not match my fear of my mother’s verbal onslaught. Though she rarely lost control, finding her pantry pilfered without permission reliably produced her wrath.
Home, it seemed such a long distance away in every aspect it could. In our travels, I had lost any semblance of a directional reference to connect my present with my past. I had lost much of the innocence I possessed as a natural consequence of being raised on a farm and far removed for the civilities of the city. As such, I had intended to do what I would have never thought myself capable of. I intended to kill. And I did, but my target remained alive.
For reasons I was quickly becoming aware of, Kinarin had always told me there was a reason we, as assassins, were never meant to question our orders from the Guild Master. Too much knowledge led to questions, and those questions, if left unanswered, albeit out of necessity, would lead to individual judgements. And those judgments, even if self-induced, lead to a corruption of our purpose. And the corrupting of our purpose as assassins, would lead to the declination of The Guild, something The Guild Master would never tolerate.
However, as much as he drilled this blind obedience into me more deeply than any blade or arrow could ever burrow, I still had questions. And at the present, these questions centered around the unsuccessful completion of my mission. Yes, I had killed a man, but the wrong man. For reasons I could not explain, the ledge we were on shuddered slightly and my arrow went astray. No doubt this would reflect incredibly poorly upon not only The Guild, but my mentor as well. There would be a reckoning, that much was certain, but the severity of that reckoning was beyond my scope to consider. So, just as I tried to divert my attention from the consequences of being caught by either or both of my parents when I was still at home, I sought, with just as much vehemence, to maintain my focus on the circumstances of my current predicament and the preservation of mine and my companions’ lives.
"Drin, are you still with us?" said Kinarin as he turned his attention from the street to me.
"What?" I answered turning to face him too. I had apparently not responded when he said it was time to go.
"Now is not the time to lose focus. We have been given a reprieve from the Stone Keep's attention for the moment. But even the most slow-witted ruler will think there is a link between the attempt on his life and the army now outside their gates. We must move and move now if we are to take advantage of our fortune, little though it may be. Are you fit to move?" he asked as he still faced me, singular in his attention.
Whenever I would become distracted during my training, mostly with thoughts of my father, mother, and sisters, he would draw me in to his character with a steadfast and unshakeable focus of attending to the task at hand. Its effect on me was such that it allowed no more distractions to enter my unfocused mind. And this moment was no different. Quite readily I replied, "Yes, Master Kinarin, I am ready."
He then looked to Vennesulte and then placed his hand on the doorknob of the merchant's winery for a second time. He opened is slowly while maintaining a position of cover behind the inner wall. The door still creaked, but this time, I had no thoughts of familiarity with home. My senses were focused exclusively on the buildings directly across from us. Seeing no movement suggesting there were no more immediate forces bent upon our capture, I nodded my head to Kinarin. He assumed a slightly readied stance and stepped outside as slowly as he opened the door. Nothing. That was what was waiting for us. No movement. No sounds and no sights associated with our capture were produced as all three of us exited. Though we were all readied for a fight, after a few moments of surveying our surroundings, it became apparent the assaulting army had driven more attention and resources away from our capture than what we had originally anticipated.
"Quickly now," ordered Kinarin as he began walking swiftly away. Vennesulte and I followed without hesitation, still watching the windows and doors lining the street. There was an eerie silence blanketing our escape. Armies were loud. And attacking armies were even louder. That much I knew. But absent were the normal sounds of what I had anticipated battle, or its preparation, to present. That is not to say there were no sounds at all; rather, there were still noises, gauntleted hands grasping leather hilts, the faint tings of armor being fastened, horses bearing riders to their posts, orders being yelled, heavy boots hitting the ground in response to those orders. However, these were all from behind the walls and sounded close, but there were no distant, softer sounds suggesting an army was preparing in kind. What we heard sounded more like training exercise than an actual battle.
As we turned the corner after pausing to check to see if there were any guards, I caught a flash of something metallic from one of the windows across from us. It was not a bright flash, nor was it prolonged, but it was out of place. Had it been from a weapon smith's storefront, I would not have been alarmed, but it came from the window of a homestead. Without thought, I acted. I did not know how, but I knew it was the tip of an arrow and I knew it was aimed at Kinarin. Right before I heard the thrum of the string released, I threw myself at his back. A shallow pain lanced through my shoulder as we both tumbled to the ground. Instantly he twisted our momentum to his advantage and ended up on top of me with his dagger pressed to my neck.
His attention snapped to our surroundings again, as did all of ours when we heard the sounds of armored feet rapidly deploying around our location. As the guards continued surrounding us, Kinarin calmly stood up, grasped my hand, and assisted me to my feet again. He dusted himself off, straightened his clothing without any concern for the guards, now numbering more than forty. When he had finished, he turned to face them. Vennesulte and I responded in kind. From their ranks walked a more heavily armored guard, presumably their superior.
"You have been charged with the attempted murder of Lord Myosk. We have been sent to detain you and present you to his prosecutor for formal charges. Remove your weapons, or we will take you by force," he said with all the authority of the Lord's lawful reach.
Kinarin stepped to the front placing himself between the guards and the two of us. I looked to Vennesulte and found him leaning against his staff for support, apparently unconcerned with the force charged with our apprehension.
"Thank you, sir for saving us! We were just accosted by two men running in the opposite direction. My son and I will be forever in your dept. It is good to see that The King's taxes are being put to good use here at the Stone Keep!" he said as he started to walk toward the line of guards.
"This is your last warning! Stop right there and set down your weapons or we will set them down for you!" Said the head guard as he drew his sword from its scabbard.
"Thank you so very much again! If you will follow my son and I, we would be more than happy to take you to our home within these very walls. I can assure you, we are no assassins," he said as he continued slowly walking closer to the head guard.
"Take one more step and I will order my archers to shoot you!" he said as the archers readied their already knocked bows.
"Very well, sir. I will stop. What can I do to clear up this unfortunate misunderstanding?" he said as he raised his hands in a gesture of subservience.
"You can start by dropping your weapons!" said the guard.
"Of course, of course. But we cannot remove from ourselves that which we do not have. We are not but humble citizens seeking refuge from the approaching army. Please, we will offer no trouble if you would just let us pass," he returned calmly.
"Sir, stop this charade now! We know who you are! There is nothing you can do to stop your apprehension, incarceration, and execution. Surrender now, or it will be much more painful for you!" the head guard said as he raised his hand and looked to the row of archers.
"Are you sure there is nothing we can say to dissuade your convictions?" Kinarin said as he dropped one of his feet behind the other. Though subtle and all but unnoticeable to any but the most trained eyes, I had seen him do this enough over our training that I knew what it meant. He was preparing for an inevitable fight. But with so many archers, I did not see how we would emerge victorious. Nevertheless, I too assumed the relaxed yet coiled posture and prepared.
"No. There is nothing. We know who you are and it is time to answer for what you have done, or at least, tried to do."
"Very well," my mentor said smoothly. It was a statement I had heard before on many occasions, and because of this, I knew what it meant. His mind was set and his actions determined. Because of being surrounded by guards, I knew he was going to attack, but I did not know how or when. But one thing for sure, if we were unable to quickly neutralize the multiple archers, our escape would end here and now.
I saw Kinarin's arms draw in, but because I was still behind him, I was unable to see anything his hands were doing. "Disarm now or die!" said the guard as he raised his hand slightly more preparing it to drop.
Right after the guard said his final statement, I saw, or thought I saw, or thought I might have seen, Kinarin flicker the way a candle does when blown by the faintest of breezes. And then I saw two of the archers drop to the ground in a red explosion of blood from their necks. The whole of us were amazed at what had happened in the time it takes a bird to flap its wings once. The hesitation from the lead guard provided the time Kinarin needed to dispatch with two more of the archers. Even the normal demeanor of Vennesulte was disrupted as he too hesitated to comprehend what he had just seen. Always shrouded in a veil of mystery even throughout our time together, Kinarin had just elevated himself beyond what I was willing to accept as mortal. However, regardless of whatever he had just done, Kinarin had not eliminated our peril completely. We still had the remaining guards to deal with, their numbers still formidable and their archers still deadly.
Vennesulte was next to act. Taking a short step backward and coiling on his legs, he took a tremendous leap forward and swung his staff over his head as he landed only a few feet from the head guard who had lingered upon the fantastic nature of Kinarin for a moment too long. He would have regretted the length of his inaction had Vennesulte’s staff not connected squarely with the side of his head breaking bone and consciousness.
The guards were not without their wherewithal, however. Afterall, they were men of the keep whose training was superb in every aspect. The line of archers fired at Kinarin, and the guards with swords and hand axes each split, half to engage the fantastic assassin, and the other to engage myself and Vennesulte. My twin daggers sprung to my hands and I felt my feet advancing me before I consciously knew what I was doing. I do not know how, but all of the archers had missed him. And with all finality of authentic intent, he made them pay. As I was dodging a particularly vicious strike to my leg by one of the guards, my blades instinctively fell into rhythm with my feet and resulted in the guard's end as they both easily and effortlessly penetrated his soft leather armor and bit deeply into his heart.
But my part in our fight was far from over. By now, any of the mystical effect my mentor's initial attack provided had worn off and the guards were pressing us with all of their focus. Had they remained a disjointed and chaotic rabble, the three of us would have been met with much less of a trial, but their training had asserted itself causing us to take a defensive position in our individual fights.
Facing ten armed men trained in complimenting combative techniques was an assassin's worst nightmare. They knew they had superior numbers. But more importantly, they knew they had another distinct advantage - time. All they had to do was pin us down until sufficient reinforcements arrived, which they had no doubt attempted to alert. The rhythm of the battle directed each of us to the center. When we were surrounded again, the guards backed away. We had eliminated all but approximately fifteen of them, yet in spite of our efforts, our situation had not improved because from the two intersecting streets came a column of at least twenty more men from each direction. Clearly, they had more resources dedicated to our capture than we had originally surmised.
And then a sound of pure power, from the depth of power itself, erupted from overhead. At first, I thought a great chasm must be tearing apart the city, or a hidden volcano had decided to unleash its lava from within, but then I looked up. To a man, we all halted any thought of action, even the focused eyes of Kinarin were drawn to the sky seeking to answer a simple question – what could have made that awful and awesome sound. What we saw was beyond any comprehension for descending out of all myths and legends was the largest beast I had ever seen. Burning in radiance from an unknown source, I thought the sun had decided to take physical form and crash against the earth. It was a Dragon! And it was impossible to understand. As it landed beyond the keep walls, the ground shook and we all momentarily lost our balance.
The only one who seemed unaffected by either the physical and mental effects of such a sight was Vennesulte. He quickly regained his balance, if he ever actually lost it, and was on the move engaging the nearest of the guards. Kinarin and myself were not long to follow. Before the guards' attention was pulled back to us, we had dispatched five more. Seconds into our attack, there was another huge blast of sound distracting our foes and providing a much-needed interruption to their efforts. Ten more fatal wounds opened, none of them on us.
The whole scene seemed entirely surreal. My limbs and blades, though entirely consciously my own, seemed to move intuitively without conscious direction from my mind. There was a profound detachment in my mental processing allowing the rhythm of battle to match the physical execution of my combative intent. When the fighting was complete, we stood over the dead men of The Stone Keep whose numbers exceeded our necessity to count.
Kinarin kept us moving, however, as he knew we would face more than what we could overcome if we continued to remain in the open. By now our descriptions, even Vennesulte's, had been disseminated throughout Lord Myosk's army. Unless we could hide, we would be found. And if we were found, we would not be able to fight our way through the entirety of the Keep, let alone the army outside.
Kinarin walked over to the nearest of the guards and began stripping him of his clothing. "Each of you find one of similar size and put their clothing and armor on. We cannot hide in stores or home cellars forever, and with the activity the invading army has caused, we should be able to blend in as three guards reporting to their posts."
Vennesulte and I had no difficulty finding suitably sized disguises. I had been used to wearing the light and agile clothing necessary for our training and did not expect the added weight of the guard's uniform to be as heavy as it was. However, after the first few steps, my body had adjusted to its feel without much effort. It was not until we were on our way that I noticed the pain in my shoulder. Kinarin must have heard me wince because he stopped, turned around and asked, “Are you fit to continue?”
“Yes. I think it is just a scratch,” I answered.
“Remind me to thank you if our escape is successful. If we get caught, I may have preferred to have died by that arrow,” he said with a wink.
As we continued, Kinarin insisted we walk down the center of the road with a brisk and purposeful gait. As city guards and members of Lord Myosk’s army, we would raise suspicions if our actions did not mimic the purpose and authority of those we were impersonating. With more success than I thought, we traveled down the city road with little to no interference, until we came to the second intersection. When we reached the center, we were halted by a guard dressed in full plate armor. I recognized him as one of Lord Myosk's personal guards because of the yellow cape he wore. Trailing the personal guard was none other than my failed mark along with two more of his military generals. Behind them followed the rest of Lord Myosk’s personal guard. As his entourage strode by, one of the Generals looked to us and said, "You there. Yes, you three. Come with us."
As members of the city guard and army, we would be afforded no opportunity to refuse, or even hesitate, upon receiving a direct order from any of our superiors. So, we had little choice and fell in stride behind them. In no time at all, we found ourselves walking directly into the very halls and walls we were seeking to escape from.
When we entered the throne room, I instinctively looked up to see the wooden perch. There it hung, like a beacon of my failure, silently taunting me. There were at least ten arrows stuck in the underside of it with at least ten more protruding from the railing. I looked to the empty throne and the spot just off to the side where the now deceased man had been standing when my arrow flew to bury itself deeply in his chest.
As Lord Myosk took his place on the stone-built seat raised by a stone-built dais, I wondered if I could close the distance quickly enough and complete my assignment by planting my dagger where my arrow was supposed to be. Building from within, somewhere beyond my logic because no matter how much I understood that killing him now would actually be a violation of the contract I had been assigned, I still had the urge, no, conviction to see it done. Quite possibly because he had been through this very same moment before, Kinarin placed his hand atop my shoulder. His firm contact ended any further impulse for blood allowing my conviction to quickly dissipate.
Just then, the doors to the throne room were opened and all eyes fixed themselves upon the man and woman who strode through its opening. Their clothing portrayed a visually impossible contrast. The woman was dressed in some of the most intricately designed and impressively decorated leather armor. The black, hardened leather material was laced with finely polished red patterns that reflected the light to create a visage of horror and beauty. From her shoulders spilled the most brilliant long blonde hair I had ever seen. Equally breathtaking for their own beauty were the twin blades of black and red hanging at her hips. She walked with purpose, confidence, and allure all at once.
The man, however, appeared to be a common beggar being brought to court for prosecution of crimes. In fact, that was my original thought except that he was not bounded by the traditional hand and foot shackles all criminals donned as an ever-present part of their attire. So dusty and dirty were his clothes that they could barely be called clothes at all. Where she was a striking ensemble of color, he was void of all color and all distinction. Her lines were made more distinct by her battle armor, but it almost appeared as if he had none of the normal mortal lines at all because the rags he wore blended into a formless mass of mud browns with blotches of darker dirt and lighter dust. Yet, he walked with as much purpose and confidence as did she. And then my eyes found his. White orbs of an impossible purity focused on mine and I felt like he was looking directly into my soul, if such a thing existed. So piercing was his gaze that had it not been pulled away by the welcoming embrace of Lord Myosk, I might have actually begun to believe in the soul.
Their initial pleasantries were short. I was unable to hear what was said except for two words - "Dragon" and "Eriboth". As they were led away, presumably to discuss new battle plans now that Eriboth had arrived on the back of a Dragon, the same general who bid us to follow them into the throne room indicated that we should follow them once again. We were led, at the trail end of the Lord's entourage, to a door through which all thirteen members entered. When Kinarin, Vennesulte and I sought entry as well in an attempt to maintain our cover as guards, we were stopped by a firm hand placed on my chest.
"Have you forgotten that in times of war, only the members of Lord Myosk's war council are permitted entranced into the War Room?" asked the general.
Fearing I had just compromised our disguises, I remained silent for longer than what was apparently acceptable because the general asked his question again, this time with more force. "Are you refusing to answer my question, guard? Or has the threat of war scared you so much that you have entirely forgotten your place?"
"I apologize for his mistake, General," I heard Kinarin say from behind me. "He is yet young in his training. When we have successfully defeated the army, I will make sure he is flogged for his insubordination."
"See that you do, Captain, or it will be you who is flogged," said the general. "And if anyone enters this room, you will find a flogging much more preferable to your punishment."
"Yes, General. As you wish," Kinarin answered as the general disappeared behind the heavy door.
"Great, we are finally alone. We should leave while we have the chance to do so unnoticed," I said as I looked down the hallway.
"Vennesulte is not convinced now is the time to run," said the previously silent monk.
"What do you mean? We are finally outside of any eyes that can identify us with no one between us and our escape."
"Sometimes the most revealing information is what the eyes do not see," said Kinarin in his all too familiar cryptic verbiage. When I remained silent, he continued, "Think about it. We have been given instructions by one of Lord Myosk's generals to remain at our post. What would we be telling them, all of them, if we were not seen where we should have been? But more than that, think about what we will be telling them if we remain here when given the chance to leave."
It seemed that Kinarin was devoted to my instruction even under the most stressful situations. He was consciously relentless with his charge of increasing my observational skills and always phrased statements as questions. "So, if we leave now, we will have told them we are not the guards we have pretended to be. However, if we remain here until we receive further instructions, we will have verified our disguises to the most influential men in the keep."
"Correct. Everyone in that room has seen our faces and believes we are their guards. If we leave now, our identities will be linked as either the assassins or deserters, neither of which will have a favorable outcome," continued the elder assassin.
"Vennesulte agrees. We need to remain here until it is time to not be here," said the monk as he lazily leaned against the wall.
"I think I like him," Kinarin said through an infrequent grin.
When the door opened, we expected to see all thirteen of them exit, but when we saw only the man in rags and woman walk through the door unfollowed, we suspected something inside the war room did not meet with the approval of Lord Myosk. And when the general abruptly directed us to escort them out of the keep, any questions were had were answered.
As they walked away down the hallway, we three fell dutifully in step behind them. They attuned none of their faculties to our presence as they strode away, but their demeanor held no resemblance to defeat.
"Be ready," I heard Kinarin whisper under his voice.
When we came to an intersection, Kinarin darted to his right down the empty hallway. Vennesulte and I followed without hesitation. Just before my last glance toward the man and woman was interrupted by the passageway’s corner, I thought I saw the man briefly and slightly turn his head in our direction as if he knew we had deviated from our orders. If he had noticed, there was no other sign, not that I would have seen it now walking quickly the other way. After passing a few doors, we turned down another hallway and then darted through an open door. As evidenced by the many wood burning stoves and racks and racks of multiple cooking materials, we had entered the castle kitchens.
"This is good," said Kinarin.
"How do you mean?" I asked, "We are still no closer to our exit."
"That is not so. Castles of this size often times have separate entrances for their servants. The Lords within like to think that those beneath them must be as unseen as possible. And the kitchen is always the central hub for the help. In fact, the head chef is quite commonly given charge for the entire logistical operations of the servants. And if this is like many of the other castles, it will have an exit from the kitchen leading to a back alley where everyone is expected to enter." In a matter of a few seconds after he stopped his lesson, we did indeed find a door leading out of the kitchen. "We should leave our current disguises and dress like the kitchen help. It would do no good if we are discovered on our way out. Plus, we certainly do not want to be assigned to a post on the wall. Direct conflict with invading armies is not normally beneficial for escape."
We did as Kinarin instructed and left our former disguises in one of the wood ovens and began to dress ourselves in the aprons and clothes we found hanging in a small linen room.
"Hey, you there!" said a very concerned voice from the doorway.
"Oh!" said Kinarin, unusually startled. "I did not hear you approach. Can you do me a favor and instruct my young apprentices here on the necessity of punctuality? I think they feel it only applies to those enlisted in the Lord's guard and garrison. And while you are at it, can you also tell them the punishment for being late to a posting?"
"What?" said the man in return, taken off guard by Kinarin's authoritative demeanor. Having drawn all three of our attentions, the man steadied himself for a moment and began to speak again only to be interrupted by Kinarin.
"I told you to put the white towels in that pile and the off-white towels over there!" he shouted at us.
Both Vennesulte and I nodded sheepishly. "Yes, Master Chef," I added.
Turning back to the guard, Kinarin adopted a more relaxed posture and addressed the stunned man again, "I will tell you what, it is so difficult to find the youth of today with the work ethic we had while we were still young whelps, do you not agree?"
Still apprehensive, but more becoming more relaxed, the guard slowly answered the question, "Yes, it is."
"You are what, a lieutenant now?" said the disguised master chef.
"No, not yet, but The Captain has said that if I continue on my path and keep my feet straight and do not fail Lord Myosk, then I should be up for a promotion soon. And I could really use it too, my wife is expecting our third child," he said smiling at the thought of being a father again.
"Excellent! A man of your stature should bring forth many sons into the Lord's service. I am sure he will be even stronger than you are," he said as he stepped closed enough to grasp the guard on the shoulder in a gesture of friendship and trust. "I myself have four children, though I have not been blessed with a son yet. But my wife and I have had many fun nights in the attempt." Turning toward the two of us, still feigning the task of organizing the towels, he shouted again, "Are you both blind and dumb? Can you not see you have mixed the white and off-white towels in both piles again? We are going to be here the rest of the day if you keep this up! Why I agreed to take both of you as understudies I will never know. My sister had better consider my debt to her pain in full!" Tuning back to the guard he continued, "I really apologize for this. It was not even my intent to be here today, but when my sister said that her son and his friend needed something to occupy their idle hands lest they become involved with the Thieves Guild, who was I to refuse. Though now, after meeting these two worthless whelps, I am beginning to regret accepting her offer."
"Oh, no apology needed. I understand completely. But you should know that all non-combative personnel have been ordered to their homes for safety," he said as Kinarin faked a look of concern.
"Do you think we are in any real danger?" he said as he leaned even closer and spoke just above a whisper.
The guard responded by leaning in as well and spoke equally soft, "Yes, I do, but not from the would-be assassins. One of them was even shot in the heal when they tried to escape. It will be only a matter of time before we find them. The army, however, is not entirely natural. But no army has even," he said and then stopped with a slight look of strain on his face.
I saw the guard's eyes shift focus to look directly at Kinarin's. In that fleeting moment of realization, he understood that the warm feeling beginning to drain down his chest was not being generated from a source outside of himself. He knew with certainty that it was his blood leaving his heart through a precise wound made by a dagger as it was slid between his fourth and fifth rib. As his attention solidified to Kinarin, his strain shifted slightly from a physical cause to a mental one in an attempt to understand why.
"I am sorry, brother. Fortune was not with you this day," said the master assassin. "May you rest peacefully in the mists. May those you leave behind flourish and prosper. I am sorry."
As the dead guard slumped to the ground under Kinarin's supportive embrace, I saw my mentor pause briefly and close his eyes. "We must move now," he said still kneeling. "Let not this man's life be taken without purpose. We now carry the burden of his death."
We all finished dressing in our new disguises. Vennesulte and I picked up a sizeable bundle of towels while Kinarin donned a chef's hat, presumably reserved only for the master chef due to its size and ornate threading. Before exiting the kitchen to our freedom, or at least closer to it, Kinarin hefted the dead guard's body over his shoulder and deposited it inside one of the larger ovens.
When we walked outside, first making sure there was no one to observe our exit, we were met with the signs of battle, but not yet the clashing of swords. That is not to say there were no shouts of injury and despair because the breeze seemed to carry with it not only the refreshing promise of escape, but the screams and moans of a battle that had blossomed all of its petals. Below the shrieks of pain, instead of the clanging of metal on metal, was a low buzzing that I thought was familiar, but could not entirely identify its origin within my memory. A few moments later, we heard and then felt the gently breeze of freedom increase its force. Another passing moment and the buzzing stopped. However, the eerie moans and shrieks, now set against a completely silent background, created a whole new threatening environment.
When we had managed to bypass the keep grounds and had progressed into the residential area of the city proper, we decided it was safe enough for us to remove our disguises. Kinarin knelt down and tended to his injury by wrapping it with fresh bandages made by tearing strips from his chef’s apron. I glanced over to him and saw that the wound had stopped bleeding, but still looked bad enough to make walking, let alone fighting, very difficult. However, Kinarin showed no signs of physical limitations. I would have to ask him, later of course, if this was as technique related to his training.
Even though we had distanced ourselves from main exterior keep wall, we could still hear The Stone Keep's defenses unleash all of their fury. We heard the great catapults hurtling their immense boulders through the air and felt them land on the ground with a force that shook the ground under our feet. We heard the heavy thrumming of the trebuchets as their great arrows of destruction were loosed. Combined with the faint shouting of orders and thudding of boots, the whole auditory assault created a vast symphony of destruction. We decided, as hypnotizing as the harmony of doom was, it would be better to limit our tarrying. If the army had found a way to surround the keep, the freedom of the rear gate would soon be taken away. The heavy thudding and powerful thrumming continued until we were within sight of the rear gate, but when we felt it was moments away from a tremendous climax, it ended. The sky became dark causing all three of us to look up. We saw clouds forming much to quickly in a covering much too dark to suggest anything except arcane intervention. The Wizards had come. When the cloud mass settled over the exterior keep grounds, there was a slight pause in the wind, as if all of its individual molecules froze with anticipation. Then, just as we turned again to focus on the rear gate and our potential freedom, the sky exploded in horror as multiple bolts of white lightning blasted the ground just outside the keep walls.
For the next several minutes, I understood a new sense of helplessness. So profound was it that I even felt a small amount of pity for the invaders, for what were they when compared to the awesome might of battle hardened and engaged wizards. When the lightning was complete and its devastation utter, we heard a tremendous and triumphant yell erupt from the keep walls. The joy was absolute in its realization of victory. However, while the whole of the Keep was rejoicing with their victory, our spirits plummeted and sundered upon the physically secured gates. In addition to the increased number of guards, Lord Myosk had given orders to physically bar it with a large wood beams and strong nails.
"You there! What are you doing?" yelled the guard atop the rear gate.
Before Kinarin could speak on our behalf, I heard Vennesulte's voice assert itself, "Vennesulte cannot speak for these two, but Vennesulte is wondering why he is not allowed to follow the edict of The Brotherhood."
"The Brotherhood?" said the guard a little more uncertain than before. "What do you mean the 'edict of The Brotherhood'?"
"It is a simple matter. Vennesulte has been assigned by The Brotherhood to travel to The Monastery of Foundations in Pretago Cor to continue his training. Vennesulte has also been charged with delivering a message to the Masters. It would not be wise to deny Vennesulte the opportunity to complete his mission," he said leaning against his staff.
The young monk's statement apparently drew the attention of several other guards atop the gate as well as those within the two portcullises on either side. We saw four guards on the gate unsling their bows as well as at least five more emerge from the exits on both sides of the gate tower. One of the guards on the ground spoke next, "If you are thinking you can escape, I warn you, I will not hesitate like the other guards who have attempted to apprehend you. I will give you to the count of five, and then we will all open fire and attack. And if you question the gravity of your situation, I think you should look behind you," he said indicating we turn our heads.
We turned as a unit and saw two makeshift carriages each with only two wheels on the sides. In the center and fastened to the frame of the carts were two long metal objects with hollow centers. We saw one guard next to each of the carts load a moderate sized ball into the hole of the metal tubes. When the guard spoke again, we all turned to face him, "As you can see, your situation is much more desperate than what you thought. I suggest you come quietly if you wish to come at all."
It was Kinarin who moved first by slowly undoing the belt supporting his various weapons and laid them on the ground at his feet. He motioned both Vennesulte and I to do the same. I found the eyes of the master assassin return my unspoken question with a calm certainty that held no indication of surrender even though that is what he bid us to do. It was the sound of Vennesulte's staff thudding against the ground that broke my link to my mentor's eyes. Instinctively, I focused my attention to the single sound. I felt my fingers touch the hilts of my dual blades.
"Place your weapons on the ground," the guard said evenly, showing no signs of being threatened by the slowly decreasing proximity of my fingers to my weapons.
"Drin," said Kinarin, his voice drawing me closer to balance. "Now is not the time."
I faintly heard a leathery swipe as the guard drew his sword, "I will no longer hesitate. Put down your weapon."
"Drin!" said Kinarin, "Do not let the blade cut your face."
For just the briefest of moments, I was taken back my first couple of weeks training with him. I felt my eyes open again from my slumber in response to a cool touch against my skin. I felt my head barely twitch in response resulting in the still familiar, slight sting upon my cheek.
Kinarin had often said that pain has a way of clearing the mind as long as one was able to learn the lesson all pain was meant to teach. But to do that, one must focus beyond the selfish effects and into the selfless learning. Selfishly, the continued cutting of my cheek produced a resentment that lead to my desire for vengeance. The more I focused on the pain, the more my desire for vengeance grew; and as an unintended consequence, the progress in my training was hindered. However, once I focused on the selfless lesson he was trying to teach, I was able to adapt and stop the cycle. As understanding set in, my fingers released their light grip on the hilts, but more importantly, my pride released its grip on my emotions and I was able to break the cycle my actions were about to perpetuate.
"Very good. I see you have a least enough sense to listen to your partner and do the smart thing," said the guard in an attempt to bait me to further action. But my hands dropped my weapons to the ground and I stood with my palms facing outward in a show of surrender. "Bind them!"
Without hesitation, the guards who exited from the portcullises sprang into motion. Some collected our weapons, and others bound our hands and feet with iron shackles. We were roughly led back through the city, but not by the same path we had taken to approach the back gate. Instead of winding through the residential houses and then through the multiple twists and turns of the business district, we were proudly paraded down the central avenue straight toward the keep. Had there not been an army perched outside of the city walls, and had that army not attacked, I am quite certain there would have been thousands of people lining the streets to see the would-be assassins led to the dungeons. But as it was, we were met with no cheers, no yells of jubilation, and no sounds of victory. Instead, we were met with only the distant sounds of battle.
Apparently, it was proving to be an easier defense than what had originally been anticipated because we saw nearly all of the Stone Keep's infantry reposition themselves outside of the outer wall. Such was the confidence of Lord Myosk with the current performance of his troops that he did the unthinkable; he chose to press his early advantage and end the confrontation quickly by turning his successful defensive strategy into and offensive assault of his own. As we were about to enter the city interior though the large interior gate, no doubt a prideful display by our apprehending guard to make sure those who were available would bear witness to his achievement, I saw Eriboth, still dressed in rags, exit through the outer gate. I was allowed only a brief glimpse as a rough hand redirected my attention toward our current endeavor. But as brief as my glimpse was, I was still able to see that the scene was playing out much more desperately than Lord Myosk had originally planned when he launched his counter attack.
As our witnessless parade continued through the inner gate and into the keep itself, Kinarin, Vennesulte, and I were permitted no opportunity to communicate. As prideful as our capturer was, he was also equally careful and diligent. Inside the keep, we made a few turns leading us deeper into its interior and finally stopped before a reinforced, metal door. The head guard approached it and knocked loudly.
After waiting for a couple of minutes, we heard a strong voice say from behind the door, "Identify yourself."
"Captain Thessian. I have brought the assassins for holding," he returned with equal strength and surpassing pride.
"Wait here until I return," said the voice again.
As we heard the faint footfalls lead away from behind the heavy door, Captain Thessian turned to us and said, "In just a few short moments you will find what it is like to be in the dungeon of The Stone Keep. I can assure you, it will not be pleasant."
"Make sure the prisoners are bound tightly and proceed through the door. Escort them to the east holding cell. Post three guards outside of the cell door and report to the guard commander to file the appropriate papers. We do not want any mistakes with these three. Their execution is going to be an example," said a different voice from behind the reinforced door.
Just as the door to the inner sanctum of the dungeons was being opened, there was a loud commotion coming from somewhere behind us. We heard raised voices, the heavy sounds of feet thudding rapidly against the floor, and the all too familiar ringing of steel against steel. Our entire party turned its collective attention and waited to see what was sure to emerge from around the corner. When the sounds halted before we were presented with a visual answer to our inquiry, Captain Thessian ordered two of his guards to investigate. The guards drew their swords and walked down the hall slowly and suspiciously.
We felt the palpability of the collective apprehension of our capturers as they gripped our shackles more tightly removing any slack. When the investigating guards were about thirty feet down the hallway, there were several loud clashing sounds of metal on metal followed by two loud thuds as if something had hit the ground. The guards paused momentarily and looked back to their Captain for reassurance and a possible reprieve from his initial instruction. But when he returned their silent question with only a hard stare, they turned and continued.
Right before they reached the end of the hallway where it turned to the right, no less than ten armed men cut them down and started charging toward us. Had our situation been different and we were left unbound and armed, we would have been quite capable of defending ourselves, but as it was, our survival was left in the hands of Captain Thessian and his hopefully capable guards, outnumbered as they were.
As with all living things when they are surprised by either an audible or visual intrusion into their expected moments, Captain Thessian and his guards briefly paused to process the deviation. However, they shook their moment of hesitation off rather quickly, no doubt a consequence of their training, and charged in return, leaving us unattended with our backs against the door.
When the two forces collided, Kinarin turned toward us and said, "We had better help or we may find ourselves facing them next."
Without pause, he charged as fast as he could with his feet in shackles and joined the fray. Vennesulte followed quickly leaving me no choice but to assist my companions. Surprisingly, our prowess in battle had asserted itself even when bound. Kinarin was using his wrist shackles to deflect several of the sword strikes while Vennesulte was performing a series of two-footed aerial kicks to those closest to him. After throwing my arms over the head of an attacker who had his back to me, I used my leverage to pull him off balance allowing one of the guards to run him through.
The battle was over quickly with our aid; however, the guard's numbers were reduced by half. After making sure the attackers were dead by systematically stabbing them where they lay, Captain Thessian turned to Kinarin and said, "Thank you for your assistance; however, it will not alter the course of your lives. Though, I will speak to the executioner to make sure he thoroughly sharpens his axe. A quick and clean death is all I can offer you."
"That will be enough. It will be cleaner than what they would have given us. Who do you think they are? More assassins?" asked Kinarin.
"No. They are," and then, three more guards of the keep burst around the corner and interrupted the captain before he could finish his supposition.
"Captain Thessian! The keep has fallen! The Dark Army has breached our gates and is heading toward the inner keep. Lord Myosk is nowhere to be found and his generals have been seen fleeing! Get out while you can!" As they finished, they continued through the heavy door to the dungeons yelling and screaming for everyone to flee.
"Captain, I understand you are under no obligation, but I would ask you to free us from our shackles instead of speaking to the executioner as it appears there will be no public execution," said Kinarin.
"I do not know the circumstances that lead you in the attempt on Lord Myosk's life, but what I do know is you came to the aide of my men when you had every reason to just watch us die. For that, I owe you a debt. Consider it paid,” he said as he unlocked our shackles. “Though, should we ever cross paths again, and the Stone Keep is restored to the Silver Empire, I will be forced to arrest you on the spot.”
After he had used the key attached to his belt to unlock and remove our bonds, he and Kinarin gripped forearms and offered each other a silent, dismissing nod. The captain then ordered his guards to follow him and they all jogged down the hall and around the corner, presumably to assess the truth of the guard's claims before making a final decision to act.
As both Vennesulte and I turned to follow the guards and escape the keep before it was overrun with the soldiers of the enemy army, the elder assassin said, "I would not go that way. That is, if you wish to remain alive."
"Vennesulte thinks this is the only way out," said the young monk.
"It is a way out, but I would wager not the only way. Nor will it be the most discrete way. Follow me," said Kinarin as he turned and walked toward the door leading into the depths of the dungeons. "Kings and Queens, princes and princesses, and lords of all types have long known the necessity of secrecy, especially when moving around their own castles. As much as we like to think otherwise, it is easy for them to become prisoners of their own status," he said as he removed two small metal objects from a hidden slit in his loose-fitting trousers. "Because of that, most castles were built with secret passages throughout them. And often times they were built with secret passages directly from the Royal Chambers and Throne Room to the dungeons themselves; at least, in those castles whose leaders understood the benefits of interrogating prisoners directly and anonymously," he continued as he manipulated the metal objects producing a slight click from the door tumblers as they slid in place.
When we opened the door, several guards rushed out of it, not giving us much thought as they passed. As they did, I could not help but wonder about the nature of their urgency. Yes, I knew the dark army was completing their invasion of the keep and possibly only minutes behind us, or even seconds. And as urgent as that was, these men were running with a purpose greater than the fear of self-preservation, as least many of them were.
Were they running to save their families? Possibly. Were they running to wives, children, and parents? Possibly. And then it hit me. What, if anything, existed in my life to warrant such a desperate and frenzied state? I could think of nothing. My father was still dead, and would likely remain so. My mother and sisters, while still alive (at least in my own small consideration) were so far removed from the course of my life that they might as well be. Not that I did not hope with all of my heart that they were well, but the effect I could have on their lives would be the same as if they were not. Both Vennesulte and Kinarin were people I valued greatly, however, I would be dishonest if I did not admit I had maintained a thin line of detachment, a sort of protective shell preventing me from caring too much. In that moment, when I saw the faces of the men running with all ferocity and urgency, reflecting their most primal fears, I understood that I had no motivation in my life great enough to produce the same within me.
As we progressed farther and farther into the dungeon’s bowels, and I pushed that horrible realization further and further away from my consciousness, Kinarin would identify areas he felt might be hiding a secret door. The three of us would examine them closely, but repeatedly we were left with one less hope. When Kinarin was forced to use his lockpick tools to open a particularly heavy door leading to a particularly dark corridor he said, "Well, this appears to be the last of it. I do not think the dungeons extend beyond whatever is at this corridor's end. Let us hope the Lords of the Stone Keep possessed some intelligence. If not, I feel our end may be the result of their stupidity."
The lighting was sparse at best as the wall torches amply placed in the hallways before the heavy door to the dungeon interior were all but absent down this final corridor. Except for two at the very end faintly illuminating a rather plane wooden door, there were none. We had to rely on our hands to feel the walls as we walked more so than our sight, to tell if there were any additional doors on our sides. There were none. Our last hope, so far, was placed firmly on the other side of this last door.
Before attempting to open it, Kinarin sent us back down the corridor to listen for sounds of the invading army's approach. Vennesulte and I listened for a few minutes with no encroachment of sounds except the faint and occasional dripping from the dampened ceiling. But just as we were about to return, we heard the faintest of high-pitched clangs. More fighting was happening on the path we had just covered. No doubt they would continue on until they explored all cervices of their newly won keep. Neither he nor I hesitated before returning to Kinarin.
"We heard sword against sword. Not close enough to hear us in return, but definitely on our trail," I said as stopped.
"It was only a matter of time," he said as he picked the door's lock. "Now, let us hope this is not the end of our retreat."
Slowly opening the door with a surprisingly silent and smooth motion, we saw a small room no bigger than ten feet by ten feet. It was very musty and smelled more like a cave than a man-made structure. Its floor was covered in dust and small rocks suggesting it had not been disturbed for quite some time. Vennesulte grabbed one of the wall torches to light the room. And that was it, just a room with nothing inside. It lacked what the other rooms of the dungeon contained. There were no shackles, nor bars, nor machines of torture. It was empty and seemed to reflect my slowly emptying hope.
"Do not lose hope so easily," said Kinarin, "I think this is exactly what we are looking for. Now, our only challenge is to find the concealed mechanism to open the secret passage. It will likely either be a small, out of place rock in the floor. Perhaps slightly raised. Or it could be a small hole in the mortar between the stone blocks of the walls. Either way, it will not be easy to find." He paused as did we when we heard the faint sounds of voices coming from down the corridor.
"Quick, replace the torch back on the wall. It would not look right for there to be only one wall torch when there are sconces for two," he continued after a moment of listening. "Make sure to close the door and smooth out any of our dusty footprints."
“How are we supposed to search in complete darkness?” I asked.
“Worry not,” he said as he produced yet another device from his pouch. It was a little longer than my hand and about as wide as my thumb. When Vennesulte returned the torch and closed the door, I heard a sharp snap. In a few seconds, the room was illuminated by a faint, yellowish glow coming from the apparatus in Kinarin’s hand. As he finished shaking it a few more times, its intensity grew and, through faint, the room was adequately illuminated. Before he began searching the walls, he placed a small piece of fabric at the bottom of the door, blocking any light from escaping beneath it.
The three of us began our search for any possible secret door. Vennesulte crouched low and began examining the floor. Kinarin examined the wall to the right of the door leaving me with the wall to the left. What began as a matter of hope slowly dissolved into a task of monotonous scrutiny of every misplaced morsel and minute crevasse. Having been rejected from success time and time again, I had almost given up hope until I felt a small gap with my fingertips as I drew them across the wall on the opposite side of the entryway. Just as Kinarin had said, there was indeed a gap in the mortar space, though it was small; perhaps only the size of an arrow shaft.
"Kinarin," I whispered. "I think I found something."
He walked over, reached his hand out to where my finger was, and felt the gap for himself. "There is only one way to find out," he said as he pulled a longer metal rod from his loose-fitting trousers. He inserted it until he felt some resistance. He looked to both Vennesulte and I and then gave it an abrupt push. All three of us heard a moderately loud click. Moments later, we heard the sounds of gears turning. Moments after that, we heard the loud sound of stone grinding on stone as a small portion of the wall slid back into itself and then to the side revealing a dark and small hallway.
"Quickly now. Someone would have heard that," said Kinarin.
"It must have come from inside that room," we heard a voice say from outside the closed and locked door. Clearly, their knowledge of castles, keeps, lords and ladies resembled Kinarin’s.
"Then get inside and see what it was! I do not want any surprises for Lord Kahl when he sits on the Stone Throne for the first time!" said another voice, higher in pitch and more urgent than the first.
As the three of us completed our hurried move into the secret passage, Kinarin and I slid the stone wall back into place. After we were satisfied it had slid the entire way, we began our trek through the black, unlit passage. Had it not been for Kinarin’s light rod, our journey would have taken much longer. Unlike the other dark hallways in the depths of the dungeons, this one was not built from stone and mortar. Its walls and its ceilings were dug from the ground and as such, our noses and mouths were filled with the smells and tastes of earth. But not the freshly planted earth from the farm as I was most familiar with, nor the rather pungent smell of animal fertilizer, which I had grown accustomed to and actually missed. Rather, it was filled with a rankness and staleness resembling a combination of hardened animal dung and dried vomit.
There were many twists and turns in our cramped passage, but it was singular in direction and easy to follow. We did not hear any sounds approaching from our rear, indicating our presence within the halls of the keep had remained hidden. However, it was likely not to remain so because, according to Kinarin, we would emerge into someone's chambers, or possibly the throne room itself. However, we had no other choice if we wished to stay hidden from the attacking army for as long as we could.
When the light from his apparatus had almost completely faded making vision beyond ten or more feet almost impossible, the master assassin offered an abrupt but faint hushing sound. We stayed motionless for several minutes while he listened for signs of movement. We had apparently reached the end of the earthen passageway and the moment when we would reenter the world beyond our darkened solitude. Taking precautions to still even our breathing to all but what was necessary for life, we remained silent and motionless until Kinarin indicated it was clear.
“Quiet now. What lies beyond this door, I know not. But we had best expect the worst,” he said as he began feeling around the edges of a faintly outlined door. When he found what he was searching for, he produced the long, thin strip of metal and inserted it inside a small hole. Just like it did when entering this secret passageway, it produced a small noise. But this time, it was not accompanied by the loud grinding of stone on stone. Instead, we heard three faint clicks coming from somewhere ahead. We then saw three slivers of light break the darkness outlining the hidden door. Kinarin slowly slid it open allowing time for our eyes to adjust and, perhaps a greater motivation, to prevent alerting those would could be in the room, before we were ready to respond. When he had opened the door enough for us to slip through, he went first, bidding Vennesulte and I to wait until he was certain it was clear. When it was safe, my monk friend and I followed. Kinarin had been correct again. We had indeed emerged into the throne room from a door located behind the same dais where, only a short time ago, my arrow struck an unintended victim. And although it was empty of all things blessed with life, it still held the memory of my failure and the death that ensued.
Surveying the room, we saw the large, ornate central doors leading out of the throne room and into the central courtyard. Aside from that, there was only one other exit, a smaller door placed behind and to the side of the throne. Vennesulte and I began heading for the door behind the throne but were halted by Kinarin once again, "That is not the way we need to go."
"What do you mean? We cannot possibly go out through the central doors," I replied. "There will undoubtedly be many guards, both from the stone keep and the invading army waiting for us on the other side."
"Vennesulte agrees with Drin. If we exit through those doors, we will be seen and identified as unfriendly to the side that finds us first," said the young monk.
Kinarin paused to consider our words and looked at both doors, "Either way will not be easy, but that door leads deeper into the keep. And probably to the private quarters of the Lord which consists of some form of war room, private bed chambers, and special visitor's quarters. What I am saying is that while it will provide with less resistance from our mortal enemies, it will provide more from our enemy of location. Once we pass through that small door, will have no way out. Sooner or later we will need to go through that main door."
Before we could respond, we heard a loud clack followed by several grunts and diffuse voices coming from behind the central doors. Instinctively, we darted behind one of the large supporting pillars and turned our attention to whoever or whatever was entering through our main mode of our hopeful escape. Like an ant hole spilling forth all of its soldiers before the queen, the room filled with multiple black armored soldiers who would be sure to find us within moments. I felt my heart thud against my inner chest wall and felt my breathing become more rapid. My hands instinctively reached for my weapons, but found only what the guards had left us, nothing.
"Steady now," said Kinarin. "It will be important that we do not move." I turned to see him gather his hands to the center of his body as he intricately flexed several of his fingers in a very defined pattern. I felt the air around us shutter and the light shift.
"That is interesting," said Vennesulte.
Kinarin hushed him with a short, quiet burst of air. "I can conceal us from their eyes, or I can bend the sounds of our voices, but I cannot do both."
As the flood of soldier ants drenched the floor of the throne room, multiple soldiers walked right by our position, stared at us, and then continued on as if we were not there. Although nothing regarding my mentor should have surprised me by now, this did. I had seen him use a technique he had never mentioned the first time we were cornered by the guards. He was able to close the distance between he and their leader without appearing to physically traversing the gap. I was able to accept that, mentally that is, without needing further clarification. However, looking right into the eyes of someone without him seeing me in return when he was only feet away caused me to advance my questions about Kinarin's past to a position of primary necessity. But, the necessity of survival was still holding onto the prime position the way a trained thoroughbred does in a championship race. So, silence was my only action, for now.
After the initial scurrying, the urgency of the invading soldiers (or should I say victorious soldiers), changed from search and secure, to position and posts. We then watched as two of the soldiers opened the main doors once again. Though them strode a powerfully evil visage blending confidence, malice, arrogance, contempt, and victory into a singularly cohesive gait portraying utter satisfaction. His long, white hair flowing in stark contrast to the black armor he wore, showed no signs of the age normally accompanying that color. Deliberately, he walked up the steps of the dais until he stood in front of the throne. He paused, looked up, and then turned. After several moments, he slowly allowed his knees to bend until he restfully sat, hands resting on the cool stone armrests. And then, he smiled.
It was a smile that chilled the heart the way the fierce winters of the far northern reaches of The Spine chilled the ice glaciers the ice giants called home. How anything was able to remain alive in those conditions even evaded the logic of the Wizards of the University. Such was the cold, chilling truth of this man's smile. How anything mortal remained alive underneath that blanket of chilled evil reflected in his icy grin was an equivalent mystery.
Drawing our attention from this man was a second figure entering the throne room. He wore a black robe and was shrouded in a fine but equally dark mist that seemed to hide his motion from our eyes. He walked to the bottom of the dais and bowed deeply and slowly. When he returned to his upright posture, full of confidence, he spoke with a voice that echoed the chill in his master's grin, "Lord Jesolin! I congratulate you on your mighty victory. The battle plans unfolded exactly as you had foreseen."
"Thank you, Mordin, my most loyal of servants, but it was not my sight that foresaw the battle and our victory. It was he, my master, our true master," said Lord Jesolin.
Entering the throne room next was the most darkly beautiful woman I had even seen. Raven black hair spilling down over her shoulders ended in a pool of shimmering darkness at the center of her back. Her shoulderless, black armor gleamed a brilliant silhouette of static violence as it reflected the light from the huge candelabras hanging from the ceiling. Unholy and demure, she almost floated as her hips swung subtly from side to side until they stopped allowing her to bow before man on the throne as well.
"Lord Kahl, your victory will be written about for all the ages. You have done what no one else has ever been able to do. You have done the impossible," the words dripped from her black lips. After a moment of silence, she drew one of her two blades and thrust it into the air its black metal reflecting every bit of evil and power that she did. "Long live Lord Jesolin Kahl!"
“Love live Lord Jesolin Kahl!” answered every soldier in the throne room.
When the response ended, and the enthusiastic cheers subsided, Lord Jesolin spoke and addressed the woman, "Vismorda, my every present and ever faithful servant. Your Ravens performed admirably today. Without them, we would not have taken the keep as thoroughly as we did."
"Thank you, my Lord," she said with a smile.
"Lord Kahl, while our victory is absolute, there is something we need to consider," said the robed man named Mordin.
"What is troubling you, Prime Necron?" he asked as we still waited under the cover provided by Kinarin. Although I had no knowledge of such techniques, I knew they could not be maintained forever, nothing could. But seeing no urgency from the elder assassin, my worry was minimized for the moment.
"My Lord, we have heard rumors of a large contingency of the population that successfully escaped during our battle. We could bolster our numbers greatly if they were to be retrieved," said the robed man.
"My Lord Jesolin, I do not know what significance these people can hold. Nor can I see the benefit of extending our resources to retrieve them," interjected the woman before Jesolin could respond.
"My Lord," continued the man named Mordin as he looked to the woman, "I can assure you that retrieving them will benefit our cause. Not only would we be able to increase the size of our Dead Guards, but we can also ensure our secrecy remains intact for as long as we can."
"That may be true, Mordin" said the woman as she directly addressed the robed man, "but my Ravens need rest. Certainly, they are more valuable than any of the Dead Guards regardless of how much we increase their numbers."
Watching the scene unfold was becoming more difficult under the guise of static invisibility. Kinarin had always said the most difficult quality and skill to develop in the assassin was that of patience, and would joke with me that if I possessed even a portion of the patience he did, I would find myself progressing beyond his skill with speed and efficacy. But as I had not the luxury of his stone solid persona, my anticipation for action and potential freedom was beginning to win.
When I was sure their debate would soon escalate into a physical confrontation, Lord Jesolin interrupted their blossoming argument, "Vismorda, Mordin," he said as he looked to each, "both of your devotions to myself, my master, and the propagation of his cause is not, nor will ever be in question. You have proven yourselves many times over. However, we must let down any selfish designs and plans for the future in this moment. This moment is about victory. It is about ascendance. And it is about celebration. Rest assured, my two devoted Harbingers of Death, more blood will be spilled and our transgression of all that is good will continue, but not now. Now we must still our foul steps and hold our strides in place. Now we will show or followers that there is more to life than simply the mission. Because what is the mission if there is no promise of revelry at its end?"
It was Mordin who spoke first, "As always, your insight and council proves greater than mine. Of course, let us not fret over a few meager citizens and their whereabouts. Why should we when we have all those who stayed?" he said with a grin before he continued. "Thank you, Lord Jesolin, for your wise words."
"You are welcome, Mordin. As always, I appreciate your thirst for blood," responded Jesolin.
"My Lord," said the dark woman, "if I may be so bold as to suggest the first display of our celebration?"
"Of course. What did you have in mind?"
"A display of the progress of the two young ravens we captured at the farm," she said with a devilishly attractive yet malicious grin. "They have finally learned to fly on their own."
"By all means, Vismorda. I would be pleased to see them," he paused for the briefest of moments, "in action."
The woman turned to the central throne room door and made a quick gesture with her hand. As one of the guards opened them, we saw two short, robed figures walk through each with their heads bowed. I could not see who or what they were because of their hoods, but I was open to the expectation of anything after having witnessed the pure evil sitting atop the throne. When they reached the woman, she motioned them to stop. Their feet came to rest side by side. They moved and even breathed in perfect unison.
"Lord Jesolin, I present Malice and Vile for your enjoyment. My little Ravens, show your Lord what you have learned."
It was becoming apparent to me the while Kinarin had attempted to include the progression of my patience in each and every lesson and exercise during my training, nothing could be a better trainer than experience. This was obviously becoming a prolonged and ceremonious display of regimented formality, and would likely last beyond this demonstration. I wondered how many of this Lord's other subjects would present themselves to further stand in the way of our escape.
With all attentions in the room, except the three of ours, on the small robed figures, I turned to Kinarin with the intention of whispering to him for insight into whatever plan he might have. Just as my eyes were about to leave the scene, the two small figures, Malice and Vile, removed their hoods to reveal short cropped hair that got longer as it progressed from the backs of their heads to the fronts. They were the same height and had the same hair color, however, I was not able to see the extent of their similarities beyond those because their backs were turned.
When I started to speak, but before the first word was fully formed, Kinarin held his hand up quickly bringing my question to an unmanifested halt. With no other option for action, I turned back to the two robed figures who were now standing opposite each other, each with two small blades drawn. There was something familiar about them, the way they stood, but I could not locate the source of that familiarity, until they moved.
The one on the right took three steps and launched itself at the other with a loud, piercing screech that lanced directly to the inner portions of my ears surpassing my auditory detection and reaching back into the formations of my memory. I had felt this piercing sensation on only one other occasion before. In a time that felt further away than time itself, before everything had happened, my sister Hithelyn had wandered a little too far into the Breckenwood and was confronted by a bear cub. Frightened to hysteria, she shrieked unlike anything I thought a young girl could be capable of. That shriek created the same probing lance as the attacking screech I had just heard. As the other combatant parried her attack with a silent and stoic demeanor that could not have been more opposite, I knew. These little "Ravens", this "Malice and Vile" were my sisters. And as such, no amount of patience could prevent me from action.
There is a clarity that comes with primal desperation. A focus that descends to one’s senses that boarders on the supernatural. In this moment, I was able to utilize the full ability of the dynamic link between my senses and their information's assimilation into my conscious decisions. First, I needed a weapon. No, I needed two. As I bounded from behind our pillar and outside of the veil of protection provided by Kinarin's blanket of invisibility, my attention and attack was directed toward the two closest guards. Hoping to draw their engagement separately, before any of the others could respond, my efforts were not directed at eliminating them, but disarming them.
Such was the impressive nature of the demonstration of my sisters that none of the guards, nor any of the others in the throne room noticed my initial movement. In seconds I was able to both disarm and end my two first targets. However, as useful as desperation was at focusing one's sensory abilities, it conversely affected one's ability to plan beyond the initial, emotionally driven reaction. As such, beyond the weapons I now held, I had no clue what I was going to do.
"Vismorda," said the man atop the dais in a voice of authority demanding all attend, "I believe we should postpone the full display of your demonstration to a time less, intrusive."
At the sound of his voice, everyone including my sisters focused their attention on him, leaving me standing, in the open, on my own. I saw his eyes focus on me, and just as a great conductor controls the pace of an orchestra with simply a hand gesture, his eyes directed all others to focus in kind.
"Who do we have here?" asked Vismorda.
My eyes darted from Jesolin to Vismorda and finally landed on my sisters. Their icy gaze found mine and echoed the familiarity of past memories formed into an unbreakable bond. A bond formed from tears, laughs, adventures, loss, and most importantly, love. But behind that bond, from inside their hearts, seeped a darkness and determination I did not recognize apart from its foothold within the beautifully dark woman, the robed man, and the man atop the dais.
My speechlessness prompted Vismorda to walk over to my sisters who fluidly moved to stand on each side of her. "Oh, I see it now. The high cheek bones, the angular features, the tears forming in your eyes. You must be Drin," she said placing her hands on my sisters’ shoulders. "While I was breaking them, they told me how you and their father would come and rescue them. But as you can see, they need no rescuing."
"Vennesulte would not agree with your observations," said the young monk causing me to snap my head in his direction. He, too, broke the veil of covering offered by Kinarin.
"And who is this?" asked Mordin.
"It appears our guards have not been as thorough as I would have liked," said Jesolin. "We cannot have boys running around my castle. Mordin, can you please lead a special task force of your necromancers to search every inch of our new home."
"You do not want me to deal with," he paused as he looked at Vennesulte and I, "this intrusion?"
"As amused by their futile resistance as I am sure you would be, I am afraid your skills will be more useful in locating others that may or may not be dwelling here," he said. "Besides, I have a more suitable plan to deal with our two young bravehearts."
"As you wish, My Lord," said the man named Mordin as he withdrew himself from the throne room while bidding the guards to follow.
"Now," said Jesolin, "let us resolve our little dilemma. Vismorda?"
The woman known as Vismorda withdrew her hands from my sisters' shoulders and took two steps back. As she did, I saw my sisters adopt the subtle and coiled stances of predators on the hunt. Their hands gripped their daggers a little more tightly. Their feet separated and their knees slightly bent. Their chins slightly lowered and their eyes set in their determination holding no signs of a familial bond. In appearance, they were every bit my sisters, but in intent, they had changed. Neither of them wished sit in my lap telling stories of our past adventures as we had on the last evening I had seen them.
The woman name Vismorda uttered a one-word command, a word I did not recognize from the common language. Unfortunately, my recognition was not a prerequisite for my sister’s next actions, because they clearly understood what it meant. With the same shriek we had heard earlier, Hithelyn launched herself at me with a speed and force I had not considered she possessed. When her blade struck mine, I felt the shutter of its force radiate through my entire arm. The blow forced me to retreat and momentarily interrupted my fighting rhythm. She pressed her attack and continued to drive me backward through the throne room.
Vennesulte was faring no better than I. While Hithelyn's furry was a mixed display of auditory and physical assaults, Jinola's possessed a quiet but equally lethal intent. True to her childhood character, she showed no grand gesture as she began their engagement. She merely walked to where Vennesulte was standing and attacked; however, her ferocity was no less than her sister’s. As such, she drew the boy monk into her own sphere of influence and pressed him back as well.
It was becoming clear that these were not the wild, childhood tantrums I had seen from my sisters when I would antagonize them beyond their threshold of tolerance. These individual and equal expressions of combat were the calculated attempts of foes attempting to end our lives, or at the very least, subdue us. And as such, the violent nature of our responses had to be elevated to match theirs thereby ensuring our survival, a survival that was necessary if I was to ever help them again.
So, I pressed into her next strike and, although her blade met mine with enough force to stay it, I could tell my superior physical stature was beginning to have an effect. However, had I not received training from Kinarin, my fate would have already been sealed. Once the initial shock of what my sisters had become had dissipated, my intentional, rhythmic form returned and I was beginning to assert my superiority. Vennesulte had apparently gained the effects of his training and discipline as well, because he was beginning to break Jinola's defense.
At almost the same time, we both struck flesh. My mass was much greater than my sister’s, which necessarily meant my strength was proportionately greater. As such, my successful blow should have followed the laws of physics resulting in a predictable reaction sending Hithelyn’s young and small frame sprawling across the floor from the force. But it did not. Neither did Vennesulte’s effect Jinola as it should have. Both of them simply absorbed the force with their heads and turned back to coldly and malevolently stare at us, the bruises already forming.
"That is enough!” said Jesolin, halting our battles with the power of his voice. “I do not want my new little Ravens to be damaged further. I have plans for them. Turning toward Vismorda, he continued, "Vismorda, please withdraw them and finish this. I am well pleased with their progress."
The woman uttered another unfamiliar single word command and my sisters sheathed their blades and instantly returned to stand at her sides. "There, there my little Ravens. Let me show you how this is done. Go. Stand by Lord Kahl. Watch and learn, my little Ravens."
My sisters did as they were instructed quietly and without delay or complaint, even Hithelyn. If the battle between Vennesulte, myself, and my sisters was not sufficient enough to let descend the realization that they were no longer mine, then the vision of them standing next to an utter monster of mountainous proportion, as they affectionately placed their hands on the arms of his throne, did. And in that moment, I raged.
I raged against the summation of everything. Even the very air around me drew my anger as I raised my two blades to challenge this woman. All my pleasant memories of time with my sisters were stained to soot black by the backdrop of the pure and hateful evil now taking root in their hearts. As she stepped forward and unsheathed her sword, I vowed to all that I claimed as myself to end this now. Powered by this rage, I knew there was nothing that would stop me from saving my sisters. And with that knowledge, I attacked.
All barriers were torn to shreds as my training unhinged its full dominance in my mind, body and will. I was utterly unmanned. I was sure our battle would be over soon for who could stand against an assassin when fueled by the powerful desire of using his skills of killing to save. And while I was driving my blades into her defenses with speed, power, and a lethal intent, sure that I would soon find her flesh, I did not. It was as if she knew my actions before I acted. No matter how sure I was that I was soon to take advantage of an opening I knew was there, it dissolved before my blades found it. I felt myself becoming winded. I felt my blades getting heavier and my steps becoming less precise.
Vennesulte must have seen this subtle shift too, because he joined in the battle at precisely the exact moment that should have allowed us to gain the upper hand, but it did not. This woman, this Vismorda, was defending our different strikes, kicks and punches seemingly without thought. She lost no ground but was not intentionally seeking to gain any either. When I saw my young monk friend becoming winded as well, I knew we were in trouble, a trouble that we would not be able to escape ourselves. I looked to where we had been hiding, hoping to see Kinarin join us. Certainly, we would be victorious when he did. But he did not. Instead of seeing the blinding speed and laser focus of his will wielding his full faculties to our saving, instead of watching as his daggers blended smoothly with the wind, instead of seeing him standing over this woman, triumphant in our rescue, I saw nothing.
As the moments passed and her physicality surged beyond ours, we each felt the sting of her blade as it cut flesh. Both of our injuries were not lethal. Indeed, they were only superficial, but nevertheless, we had been bloodied. Two more cuts to each of us rendered any question about the outcome, moot. It had been decided before it had been begun. We could not continue any longer and needed to act out of desperation lest we die and my sisters remain to be further absolved by this utter evil. With a final surge, we both collected everything we had in reserves and struck. But the only thing we met were the knuckles of her fists and the heels of her boots. Bloodied and beaten, both Vennesulte and I hit the ground hard.
"That is enough, Vismorda," said Lord Jesolin as he smiled approvingly.
"I should end them, My Lord. We do not want them to continue breathing," she said. "Plus, it will give a great lesson for my little Ravens."
"Your Ravens?" said Jesolin, not bothering to hide the implicit threat hidden in his words.
"I am sorry, My Lord. Your Ravens," she said. "But we should kill them now."
"Vismorda," he said as he stood and walked over to her, "while their death would provide a very constructive lesson for Malice and Vile, I do believe the greater lesson would be achieved by allowing them to see what becomes of those who oppose us. Let us then do to these two what has been done to others. Send them to the dungeons to await Mordin. They are to become part of our Dead Guard."
"Yes, My Lord," she said as he lightly and affectionately stroked her cheek. "It will be done."
With one last look, I turned my attention to where Vennesulte, Kinarin and I had been hiding, shrouded by Kinarin’s mysterious technique. Somewhere, in the deepest reaches of my understanding, I could not comprehend his absence. How could he not help? How could he leave us to whatever horrible fate claimed our futures? His very inaction contradicted everything I had come to understand about him, what I had come to know about all assassins. What I had seen as the embodiment of free will, to act without regard to consequences in moments when consequences demanded attention and altered behavior, had been instantly dissolved by one simple act of perceived betrayal. I tried to stand but stumbled and fell. Perhaps it was the heavy demand of my most recent realization weighing me down, or perhaps it was the lingering effects of being soundly beaten by this woman, regardless; however, I lacked the strength, ambition, and even desire.
“Get him up,” I heard the woman named Vismorda say. A few seconds later, I felt two sets of heavy, strong hands grip me under my armpits and yank me to my feet. Barely able to support myself, I was half carried away. “And that is how it is done,” I heard her say just before the door I had been pushed through closed.




Quantacio
(Reparation)
"Rumor has it, brother, that the council of elders is thinking about naming a new chief. You would not know anything about this would you?" asked the large, broad shouldered gypsy as he entered his younger brother's tent. Mordin was sitting in the corner with an opened book and paid the challenge no heed as he lazily turned another page. "Well, brother? What do you know of these rumors?" asked Oolos again. Mordin offered no response except to turn another page in his dusty, leather-bound book, seemingly unaware of his older brother’s explicit challenge. "Brother!" shouted Oolos, "enough of this charade!"
As Mordin looked up, he saw a large and imposing figure, made more so by the flickering light of the candle by which he read. However, he knew his brother’s imposing nature, albeit physically superior, was due in larger part to his high status within the clan, a status that was soon going to change. "Excuse me, but I do not remember ever interrupting you in your tent when you are otherwise engaged without seeking permission first. Tell me, what is the nature of your malcontent?" asked Mordin as he looked up quizzically.
"Mordin, I am in no mood to play this circling game tonight. If you were ever or could ever be direct, then do me this favor once, be so now. What do you know about this?" asked Oolos as he took a step forward.
"Why do you assume I know something? I have long been considered inconsequential next to your shadow. I have been nothing but a repulsion to the council of elders ever since," he let the statement trail off as his eyes trailed into his past.
"We have long past that. You cannot possibly still harbor illness toward me because of it. After all, I did everything I could, talked to as many of the elder council members as I could, even made promises whose bindings I am still under today," said Oolos as he continued to plead his case.
"Nevertheless, brother," Mordin said, returning his attention to his dusty book, "it is still because of your lie that I went to speak with our rivals. And because of that, I was tricked to give them information of our passages."
"Mordin, you cannot blame me! We were both still young and I needed the council to think I had been able to infiltrate the other clans and gain the information we needed to end our battles. We were losing and we would not have lasted the winter. You know that. I did only what I had to do," said Oolos as he turned his palms up in a sign of surrender.
The younger gypsy remained silent for several moments while he looked up at his older brother. "Is that it? You did what you had to do? Is there no consideration for how I suffered, still suffer under the brand of a traitor?"
"You were found faultless because you acted on the words of our enemies," he retorted.
"Yes, of course. After all, how was I to know the girl you suggested I pursue would actually be used to gain my confidence from our clan rivals?" said Mordin as he turned yet another page.
Striding boldly forward, Oolos knocked the book out of Mordin's hands who stood up to meet his brother's hard gaze. But it was not even. It was never even and could never be even. His older brother's physicality was dominant in all but the most severe situations, and Mordin was not a severe physical imposition. But nevertheless, he found himself with a manifested courage fueled by years of repression. So, his end was not to simply stand and confront his brother, but to shove him and demand he leave his tent. Unused to being challenged by anyone, let alone his younger and smaller brother, Oolos absorbed the shove by taking two small steps backward. But that was not the end of the elder's actions. He returned the shove by planting both of his palms on Mordin's chest pushing him so thoroughly, he fell backward into his chair, the momentum so great it toppled it over.
Laying on his back, Mordin began to laugh. "You find this funny? Is even this just a game to you?" Oolos demanded as Mordin continued to laugh. "Mordin! Your brother's future hangs in the balance and, in case you did not know, is tied to yours! For both of our livelihoods, what is the source of your laughter?"
Allowing his laughter to completely subside, he breathed deeply. He very deliberately placed one foot on the ground and then the other. He rather dramatically straightened up and walked to stand in front of his brother again, taking time to deliberately right his chair and place it exactly where it had been, "Oolos, are you aware of what has been happening?"
"What do you mean?" he asked, unsure the turn Mordin was taking.
"Surely you cannot have missed the rise of the clan's young champion?" Mordin asked. "From what I have heard, Vismorda certainly has not missed," he paused as he grinned, "his rise."
"Be careful, brother, this game is on the verge of becoming one you cannot finish," said Oolos as he moved only inches from his brother's face, a threat clearly etched in the depth of his stare.
"Well then," said Mordin maintaining his position, "it appears my inability to finish is a family trait, a trait not shared by our young friend, Jesolin. Or so I am told."
Oolos's legendary anger had been slowly simmering ever since he heard the rumor of his brother's involvement in the elder council's decision to have him removed as clan chief. But his accusations toward Vismorda and her involvement with Jesolin, even if they were untrue, turned up the heat causing it to boil. Oolos reached out and grabbed Mordin by the shirt collar, pushing him into his chair. The chair toppled over backward again landing Mordin in the defenseless position of being on his back, and out of breath.
"You did this!" Oolos yelled as he struck his brother across the face with a fist closed by the stress of losing position and title. Blood erupted from Mordin's nose as tears of pain streaked from his eyes. "This is all your fault!" he said as he landed another blow to the defenseless gypsy's face, cracking his eye socket. One more closed fisted blast, crunching as it struck, allowed Oolos's anger to relent enough to stand up.
As Mordin spat out blood from his mouth, he turned to his side. Oolos backed up two steps and allowed his brother to weakly stand. Before looking to Oolos, he spit a last glob of blood from his broken lip and smiled. "Well, brother, I did not act alone. But I am sure you know that. Yet, it may surprise you to know that it was not my original suggestion," he said as he paused to wipe blood from his broken eye socket.
"Tell me who! Or do I need to give you another beating?"
"Relax, brother, I am getting to the good part, although, I was told Vismorda has already gotten there herself," he said as he spat again. Oolos gripped his brother's throat and growled as he drew his fist back to prepare for another punch. However, his anger had been sufficiently deflected away from its familial roots and aimed directly toward Jesolin. Oolos pushed his brother down again, but this time he turned and strode out of the tent, bent upon issuing another beating. He walked with the countenance of a vengeance fueled by betrayal. He burst through Vismorda's tent flap and when he saw she was not there, his rage grew. He knew where she was, and he knew where he was going next.
It was less than a minute before he found himself standing in front of Jesolin's tent. Instead of bursting through, as he had done with Vismorda’s tent, he listened intently for any proof of their combined treachery. When he heard nothing, he screamed the young gypsy's name, "Jesolin!"
"What are you doing?" he heard from behind him. So focused was he on his rage that he did not recognize it was Vismorda’s voice.
"Jesolin!” he screamed again. "Come out and face me like a man!"
Vismorda walked the two steps separating them and placed her hand on his shoulder. So entrenched into this maddened rage was he that he spun around and backhanded her without thought. Seeing her tumble to the ground and lay there unconsciously, broke his rage the way a tidal wave's energy disperses on the shores of an unsuspecting coastal village. But Oolos's anger was not all that broke that evening. Jesolin saw the whole scene from between his tent flaps, and it tore away any veil he was maintaining between what he allowed the gypsies to see and the horror of what he really was.
"Before I end you," said Jesolin, his aspect swelling to engulf the entirety of the opening to his tent, "I will take comfort in the knowledge that I will take all that you thought was yours."
Oolos spun around, his attention pulled from Vismorda's unconscious body. "You! You were behind all of this!" he spat the accusation.
"That is not the only thing I will be behind," he taunted as he glanced toward Vismorda.
"Bastard!" screamed Oolos as he lunged at Jesolin.
You must let him strike you, Jesolin heard the voice say in his mind.
Why? I can take him easily, he said in return.
Because, my young and eager pupil, they must believe in you. Let him strike you, answered the voice.
For you, I will do this, but I will not enjoy it.
When he lunges, do not move and do not use the fountain.
As his master bid, Jesolin was tackled full force by the large man, both of them tumbling into the tent pulling several of the ropes and ties loose from their securing knots. As the two of them landed, the tent came down upon them.
Now, while you are covered, let him see me, and then take his soul, instructed the voice again.
Just when Oolos thought he had gained the advantage, the young gypsy gripped Oolos’ throat stronger than any mortal man was capable of gripping. Jesolin held Oolos fast and locked his eyes to his own. In the depth of them, Oolos met an ageless evil he had never before considered existed. Evil, as it was for Oolos and all the gypsies, was defined by that which stood in the path of their attempt at life and their concerns within. For the most part, it was focused on their wars with the competing clans or barbarian tribes. But when faced with something so utterly complete, any hope of anything subjective was consumed leaving the understanding that evil, as he once understood it, was nothing more than a drop of water inside this ocean. When he was so consciously afraid that he soiled himself, Jesolin drank from the soul of another mortal life.
"My Lord," said an apprehensive voice, "I do not mean to intrude, but Mordin would like your permission to begin the process on your two new prisoners."
Jesolin looked up from the young woman who's blood he had drained as a consequence of his memory and wiped his lips with his tongue. Such a delicious blood-letting she had been providing him with a rapture induced interlude into his past. Draining someone's blood is a very different experience that draining one’s soul. The blood, once it seeped onto his tongue and into his throat, provided the same sensation as a well cooked, gourmet meal. It sustained him and provided a tremendous energy boost. It did not add to or enable his power, for that comes from a place much different than any mortal influence ever could. To drink the soul, however, is an education in immortality and ecstasy.
"My Lord?" continued the apprehensive voice.
"No. Tell Mordin that he may begin at dusk today. I would like the opportunity to talk to our two young captives," he answered as he lightly tossed the dead young woman to the floor. His servant hesitated for a brief moment, glancing to her lifeless body, and then nodded, bowed, and hurriedly turned to scurry away.
How squeamish mortals were, he thought as he stood and wiped the rest of the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. And yet, how surprising they were with their devotions and connections. He remembered being in the orphanage, the other children specifically. However, void from that memory was any connection. The only three times he had the chance to form any sort of lasting connection, it had been taken from him by the beast before the mortar had the chance to set. Not only that, but he lacked a connection to anyone apart from how they could server he and his goals. Even Vismorda and Mordin. Even they posed no greater connection than what they could give him and how he could use them. Yet, when that young boy discovered his two young sisters were the ones battling, there was no hesitation for action regardless of the circumstances and resulting peril. There was no hesitation, regardless of how useless they would be to him. He acted with one and only one focus of attention, his sisters and their well-being.
He knew singular devotion. His was to his master, The Master, Satan; but to extend that beyond and apply it to another human was something he did not understand. Not even Vismorda or Mordin would draw his sacrifice for their benefit. But he could not deny he felt something different for his two young ravens. And to see something he felt, or might feel, echoed in the heart of a young man whom he shared no similarities with sparked his curiosity. In short, he found something similar within another mortal, and he wanted to know why.
He finished dressing himself. He favored buttonless, loose fitting tunics, sleeveless at the shoulders. White of course. And black trousers made from soft leather. He wore a few necklaces, each gold and each with subtle talismans attached to them. He silver-white hair was tied back with a single black leather ribbon in a loose ponytail.
There will be no benefit from your inquisition, my Young Son, said the familiar voice of Satan.
Audibly Jesolin answered, "Father, My Most Glorious Lord, I would ask of you this one thing. Yet should you feel it as an act against your desires, I will relent my current endeavor."
My Son, there is nothing you can feel that I cannot give to you, but because of your recent victory, I will grant you this one clemency from my directions. Yet, should it arise as an intrusion into your objectives as an interruption to hate and its propagation, I will intercede
"As always, My Father, I cannot express my gratitude sufficiently enough. Yours is the only will I seek to reflect," he answered as he continued through his newly acquired bedchamber door, his intent focused on the dungeons.
As he was about to exit his chambers, he looked back to his bed to admire the blood-stained sheets resulting from his moment of sexual revelry turned feast. He looked to the body of the young woman, lifeless and pale. He closed his eyes and reached for the liquid darkness, heartless in its reflection and soul-chilling to its core. As it filled him, he felt the familiar ecstasy followed by the equally familiar foul taint surge through his soul, if he still possessed one. He then redirected it through him and into the lifeless body. Sensing it was sufficiently filled, he spoke one word, "Rise,". As if being pulled by a string tied to its heart, the body rose up to lifelessly stand. There was nothing except the dark liquid sustaining its obedience. "Clean this up," he commanded. Without hesitation, the lifeless body of the young woman obeyed.
Walking through the halls of his new castle provided him with a sense of accomplishment. He knew this was not the end of his Master's dark endeavors, but he nevertheless felt something close to completion. He had ordered all of the decor reflecting the Silver Empire and Stone Keep be removed and destroyed. This meant a huge bonfire for the paintings, tapestries, and furnitures; and destruction by war-hammer for the statues and other nonflammable decorations.
Turning the corner, he was met by two robed men leading another man in shackles. "Oh, My Lord Jesolin, we were looking for you." Jesolin paused and indicated they continue. "This man here, we were going to torture for information, but he said that he can help in other ways."
Looking to the man in shackles, Jesolin said, "What other ways can this man be capable of assisting us? Does it look like we are in need of assistance?"
"He said he is an artist and can paint your likeness as a testament to your victory and dominance," said one of the robed men.
"Is that so?" asked Jesolin.
Weekly responding, the man in shackles answered, "Yes. Yes, it is. I am considered the best artist in the land. And I would gladly paint anything you desire to make this castle a splendid reflection of your greatness," he paused and added, "my Lord."
Looking to the guards, Jesolin replied to his inquisition, "See that he has everything he needs. But before he begins his work, break all of his fingers. It is easy to serve when whole, but altogether another experience to sever with excellence when broken. And should he so much as whimper while painting, kill him in whatever long and torturous manner pleases you."
"But, my lord, how can I paint," before the artist could complete his sentence, Jesolin reached out and struck him hard across the face, splitting the skin of his cheek against the back of his hand.
As Jesolin walked way, he heard one of the guards say, "Now, let us have some fun," against the background noise of the artist's continued pleadings.
When he reached the dungeons, he found both the young boy and his younger monk friend sitting inside their cell. He did not want them to be shackled just yet, that would be a necessity for their breaking. The young monk was sitting with his legs crossed and his hands upon his knees with his eyes closed. He did not move when Jesolin entered. The young boy, Drin, did raise his head at the sound of the door creaking open.
"I apologize for the conditions of your surroundings, but I am quite sure you understand why other more comfortable accommodations were not yet an option," he said as he walked to stand in front of their cell.
"Vennesulte recognizes no accommodations beyond his own mind and body. Such as that is, there is no apology necessary," said the young monk still with his eyes closed.
Without looking in his direction, Jesolin responded, "Interesting. Vismorda tells me your name is Drin?"
Drin did not respond. Instead his only action was to return his head to rest upon his knees that were drawn up to his chest.
"Oh, come now. That is certainly no way to treat a friend. For that is what I am, Drin, at least what I could be if you would indulge me in this conversation with more than the sounds of your shallow breaths," said Jesolin with as much feigned empathy as he could display.
"Friendship is an attachment Vennesulte does not recognize beyond the completion of the task set before him. Such as it is, Vennesulte cannot be your friend, for our tasks are set against each other," said the young monk again.
Ignoring the boy monk, Jesolin continued addressing Drin, "If your silence has found its genesis in the battle with your sisters, again, I apologize for your unfortunate witnessing of their demonstration. But if it is seated in the assumption they have been mistreated, I would ask you to answer one question; did they not look well?" When he was met with continued silence, he continued to press, "I see that you are well trained in fighting, at least, in the rudimentary skills. Did you not find your sisters’ training adequate as well?”
"What have you done to them?" Drin asked, finally looking up.
"He speaks finally," said Jesolin with a broad grin. "Nothing they are not thankful for. I can assure you; they have been well provided for with not just food and shelter, but training and empowerment. Does that not suit you, as their brother, to know they are being well cared for?"
"What are you going to do with them now?" ask Drin, ignoring Jesolin's question.
"Nothing they will not learn to be thankful for. You must understand something, Drin, the world is changing. Things are in motion and the true Master has revealed himself."
"You mean you are that master who has revealed himself," Drin said.
"Oh, I have claimed to be many things, my young fighter, but The Master has never been one of them," Jesolin said.
"What have you done with my mother?" asked Drin.
"Your mother, I do not think I have met her. But if the reports are true from when we took your farm, the only survivors were your sisters. Oh, I do think I remember hearing something of a farm woman. My soldiers told me there was some resistance from a particularly spirited woman who was protecting her girls. Yes, yes! I remember now. I was told that her spirit was so great it took ten of them to ram it out of her as they took her over and over again. Before they slit her throat that is," said Jesolin as he looked hard into Drin's eyes.
Drin jumped up and lunged his hand through the bars of his cell coming just a mere fraction of an inch from grasping Jesolin's throat. Standing as steadfastly as an oak, Jesolin did not move. Instead he grinned and spoke so softly that only Drin could have heard him, "There it is. That is what I want. I see your hate. I see your rage. I feel it deep inside you, simmering, under the dwindling flames of the memory of your mother. Does it trouble you that your last memory of her will be that she was made a whore?"
As Jesolin finished his taunt, Drin slowly sank to his knees supported only by a week grasping of the cell door bars. "What is this? Why have you allowed your hate and rage to be replaced by sadness? You do not need to cry, my young fighter. You do not need to feel sorrow." Jesolin squatted down and placed his hand on Drin's head now resting against the cell bars. "It is a curious thing to me. You asked about your mother, but not about your father. Is he not a concern to you?" Seeing that Drin was still sobbing, he slowly moved his hand from the top of Drin's head to the side of his face, cradling his cheek. "Come now, my little fighter. You need not cry forever. Yes, let your tears streak down your face for now, but always remember how you felt in the brief moment you allowed your hate and rage to own your mind," he continued as he lightly drew Drin to his knees and then feet by the slightest of directions from his hand.
Drin steadied himself, inhaled deeply twice, exhaling just as deeply, and steeled himself to the stoic patience of his assassin training. He looked up to meet the empathetic eyes of his capturer and spoke in a voice void of all emotions attached to any connection he maintained with them, "My father is dead. He died during our journey to Twin Oaks."
Jesolin removed his hand from Drin's cheek and returned it to rest as his side, "If I may inquire, how was it he passed? I know it must have been tragic for you to bear, for you to still bear. Perhaps in speaking of it, it will lessen the pain."
"We were attacked by two mountain wolves, and in my haste to live, I did not see that he distracted them, thereby allowing me to flee," said Drin, maintaining a strong eye contact.
Jesolin had often felt that there were connections existing in the world, as if the paths individuals walked were somehow converged with other specific paths. For reasons he did not know, nor had asked Satan about, these connections, while not directly responsible for any specific outcome, did influenced the pieces available to produce an outcome. That this boy is connected to Jesolin and his actions could have been explained away had the incident with the death hounds been singular in their entwining; but the intrusion of Drin and his sisters into his further machinations provided Jesolin no opportunity to explain away the unexplainable truth; Jesolin and this boy were connected.
"Do you have a Drahin?" asked Drin, pulling Jesolin from his moment of consideration.
"That is an interesting question. One with an answer whose complexity is greater than the allotted time we have today," answered Jesolin.
"Vennesulte sees no complexity in the existence of his inquiry. Either you do or do not," interjected the young monk, still sitting in his meditative posture.
In the infiltration of one's will, there is always a complex dance of give and take. And although the power will always remain firmly seated within himself, Jesolin knew there would be times where he would need to acquiesce. Vulnerability is the quickest way to build trust within another, and by answering Drin's question, he would show a small amount, just enough to lay the foundations of trust; a trust that would be necessary to develop if he was to successfully take his soul the way he had with Vismorda and Mordin.
"I have a father, but by no means does he exhibit the qualities inherent with the term, Drahin," said Jesolin allowing his eyes to drift toward a distant and undefined focus. "While he has been extremely influential in the path my life has chosen, he has not, until recently, been present."
"Well, at least he is back in your life. That is something right?" asked Drin.
"Yes, that is something indeed. But I must confess, I did not come here to discuss my rather complex relationship with my father. I would much rather discuss how you came to be in my keep, and how you evaded my guards long enough to hide in my throne room," said Jesolin as he redirected the conversation.
"What have you done to my sisters?" asked Drin ignoring Jesolin's question.
"What have I done? I have done nothing directly, Drin. Vismorda has done much though. But not exactly to them. She has done much for them. She is freeing them," he said as he slightly adjusted his posture by crossing his arms.
"Freeing them from what? How can you possibly call forcing them to fight as anything remotely close to being free?" challenged Drin.
"Did they look like they were forced? Did they look like they had no choice? Make no mistake, my young fighter, they have every opportunity to choose the life they will live. They have much more opportunity than even you. Think about it, Drin. What aspects of your life feel like they were completely of your choosing? Which of your actions has led you to more freedom?" said Jesolin sensing he was gaining a foothold within the young boy's mind. But after his question hung unanswered for several moments, he decided against further pushing him into a corner and ended their discourse by saying, "I will leave you to consider this: what if you could be offered a position in life and its accompanying power to fully decided what to do and when to do it?"
As Jesolin turned to walk away, he could feel Drin's eyes boring into his back. He knew there was still anger deep inside the young boy, and behind that anger was rage. If allowed to fuel his mind, that rage would undoubtedly lead to hate. And if that hate was allowed to bear fruit, it would birth evil. However, even without engaging his dark fountain, Jesolin was able to see that Drin's state of consciousness was balanced on the most fragile of foundations, and if he pressed too much too soon, the foundations would break like the icy surface of a lake before it has frozen solid enough to adequately support enough weight resulting in Drin becoming useless to his and his master's cause. So instead of pushing, he practiced patience, a patience that had been taught to him in the lessons of Satan. After all, it was humanity's tendency to do the work for him if he but wait and allow the seeds to grow on their own.
The transformation of The Stone Keep into The Blood Keep, as his followers had begun calling it, was progressing exceedingly well. Many were the techniques for motivation at his disposal, but he found the most effective were consequence and reputation. Such was his reputation for intolerance of imperfection and its resulting consequence, that those producing the necessary labor did so under a strict urgency. Even though it had been a little over a day since they had taken the keep, the changes were already visible throughout surrounding city instead of simply being confined to the keep itself.
Though they had built nothing and added nothing to the visual aesthetics, Jesolin's forces had created a gloom of despair within which all things began to reflect. The bright and vibrant colors of the multitude of tapestries, some ages old, had all been ripped from the walls leaving the grey black stones bare. The many statues created by the Silver Empire's greatest sculptors had been either carried away, or, in the case of those that were too large to be carried, broken and removed piece by piece. Even the Great Pillar, erected in response to the first successful defense of the keep too many years ago to count, had been broken and toppled. All signs of anything remaining of the Stone Keep signifying any attachment or belonging to the Silver Empire either had been, or was in the process of, being removed.
However, in the midst of the transformation, Jesolin had left strict and clear instructions that while all other aspects of the keep and city were to be changed completely, two were to be untouched: its people and its means of commerce. You see, unlike the popular opinion in Avendia, destruction is not the most absolute sign of dominion. For ages upon ages, each different race has held the belief that their enemies, and sometimes their friends, have sought their destruction. And while that would seem to be the very end of vengeance, Jesolin understood a depth of vengeance fueled by absolute hate that revealed the true nature of Satan's plans, a nature that was not dedicated to just the eradication of what God had create, but its domination and transformation.
How glorious would it be when the very creation of God had fallen under Satan's utter control? But more than that, how absolute would that control be when, given the choice, His children did not choose Him and all His supposed glory? But if destroyed, they would never have the opportunity to choose the rule of Evil freely and openly. Sure, admittedly there had been several times when mortals were forced to submit though his deception and power, but this is still the beginning. The time for people to choose freely would soon be upon them. But it, as all things with mortals, was a process. And a process that would begin soon.
As he was finishing his walk through the city and returning to the central courtyard, he saw that his soldiers had successfully gathered the remaining inhabitants of the Blood Keep. Yes, they had done so at the ends of their weapons, but the plans were yet in their infancy, and as such, fear was a required motivation. And while fear did serve he and his master's plans, it was required that devotion replace it. And for that to happen, he needed to speak to them, all of them together, so they could see his way was the way that would elevate them all.
He estimated the number of people gathered to be around five thousand. Certainly not as much as he had been led to believe, but then again, there was a contingency of the city that had successfully escaped, for now. As he walked to the dais constructed for this very moment almost immediately after their victory, located in the center of the main city square, the gathered throng gently, and apprehensively allowed him passage. Unlike the common lords of this age and ages past, he ordered no trumpets to blare announcing his arrival. He did not instruct his soldiers to clear a path for him as if the common people were not allowed to be within a predetermined radius of his presence. And he was accompanied by no entourage of resplendent guards illustrating his power and importance. No, he walked through the gathered people, his gathered people, singularly, and as an equal, as one of them.
Climbing the four small steps, he slowly and deliberately looked around making note of the fear he felt though his dark link. Sent as tiny ripples in a pond extending outward from the splash of a lone stone, their fear easily lapped against the shores of his enhanced awareness. Now was not the time to enhance and use their fear, now was the time to instill within them a trust that their previous rulers had never done before.
In a clear and strong voice absent of any malice or evil intent, echoing the benevolent deception necessary, he began, "It is with the greatest of apologies I stand before you today. The deaths of those you love, while abhorrent to my very soul, were necessary to avoid a greater injustice; one that I could not stand idly by and watch as its consequence was inflicted upon you and your generations any longer."
I can see your words lingering on their hopes. Show them more, insisted Satan.
"If there was sufficient time, I would visit each one of you in your homes and beg for your forgiveness, but as our mission is urgently driven by a need to right the wrongs that have existed for long past their time of tolerance, you were gathered here. So, it is with a collective empathy for your suffering that I beg all of you for your forgiveness, for the continuance of our mission necessitates that it be granted."
Oh, very good! Now expose the truth, continued Satan.
"For those of you who cannot grant such a request now, I harbor no ill intent, for I know your suffering is great and will take time to adjust. I will not force your agreement nor will I require your participation in anything except that which will ensure a greater life for you and those of your legacy. For that is what we all seek; a modicum of greatness, even if only fleeting. We all long to be seen as equals. We all desire our separate conditions of life to be elevated. But more importantly, we are all weary, so weary of the struggle just to be seen. We toil and strive each day, through the weariness of our endeavors, and for what? To promote those who need no promotion?"
Show them who, he said again.
Turning toward the Stone Keep, he continued, "Today, I make this pledge: no longer will you repress these people, who work so diligently for your frivolities and inconsequential edicts. Long have you used your superior might and gold to hold them down, making them believe it is your birthright to rule. Long have they suffered at your feet just so your hands can enjoy the finery of lavishly gemmed jewels and your necks can be adorned with precious metals mined by the blood of their hands. Today I make this pledge, Lords of the Land, your reign of false divinity ends. And it ends now!"
Excellent. Now galvanize them to you
Turning toward the people who were intently watching and hanging on every word from their new empathetic lord, he addressed them directly again, "But I did not come before you today to issue only a singular pledge to the privileged few. No. I came to issue a pledge to you, my brothers and sisters. Not long ago, I came from the humblest of beginnings with no more in my hands than what I hold now, nothing. But through that nothingness I found myself, and in that, I found I possessed a greater power than I had ever realized. A power great enough to not just change the path of my future, but to change the paths of yours. So, it is that I have come to stand before you now to make this pledge: I will use every portion of that power to promote your lives, to free you from the binds that hold you back, and to ensure the legacy of your generations will live the lives you have always wanted."
You have done well, my Son. As always.
As he stepped down off the dais to the applause of those gathered, he was met quickly by Mordin, "My Lord, there is someone here to see you. I would like to introduce Esthinor, the Grand Wizard of the High Council and High Wizard of The University of Knowledge."
Walking out from behind Mordin was a thin man dressed in all black, his face partially hidden behind a shadowy veil created from his hood. To his sides were two other men, both robbed like the Grand Wizard, but whose robes were a dark shade of dried blood instead of jet black. Their heads were equally shaded as their leader's.
"Lord Jesolin Kahl, it is with all humility I stand in your presence and offer you my humble greetings," said Esthinor as he bowed low, his two fellow wizards mimicking him. "Yours was a grand achievement today."
"It was but a sum of a much greater influence in my life," he said as he bid the wizards to rise. "But, given that you are the Grand Wizard, I am quite certain you knew that already."
"I must confess, when I saw the effects of your legions, and the unconventional methods you employed to seize The Stone Keep, I was rather intrigued. Indeed, there is something at work within you that is different than all others I have studied in my years at the University. One day, I hope to include that power within the scope of my knowledge, for the betterment of magic of course," stated Esthinor.
"You are not entirely what I expected from The University. Long has their reputation been to aid the realm of Avendia. I would be lying if I did not admit I half expected the intervention of The University at the behest of the Silver Empire," said Jesolin.
"True, we have fallen into the quims of the common, but that was a residue from Grand Wizards past. Now, with my leadership, we will again return to the sole propagation of our initial endeavor, that of knowledge; specifically, its comprehension and proliferation," said Esthinor.
"I am glad to hear that, Grand Wizard," returned Jesolin, "For that is also my endeavor, though on less of an esoteric and arcane level than yours."
"How do you mean?"
"If you would not mind accompanying me inside my new castle, I would more than welcome the continuation of our discussion. There is much to be done, and I must be about it immediately,” responded Jesolin as he bid Esthinor and his entourage to follow.
“Of course, Lord Kahl. It would be our pleasure,” said Esthinor as he fell in stride next to Jesolin. Mordin and the two other wizards silently following.
“Now to your question, what was it again?” asked Jesolin.
“To what knowledge was your referral regarding your mission of its comprehension and proliferation?” he stated.
“Ah yes!” Jesolin answered humbly, “I seek to disseminate a singularly focused knowledge. One that is essential to the growth of Avendia into what will be its shining age. I seek to provide all of its inhabitants with the knowledge that all power and worthiness is internal and is the result of a strict self-dedication."
"Do you not believe that could lead to a state of chaos? Should we all believe we are worthy of all things, then are not all things transcendent from privilege to right? Would not the condition of mortals then degenerate into a simple survival of the fittest wherein all things are accepted as long as it is won, through any means and any methods?" Asked the Grand Wizard.
"My dear Grand Wizard," spoke Jesolin, "what you speak is true, but only so far as differing perceptions exist. Yes, chaos would ensue if every living mortal, of which we are included, followed no greater perception except that which we reasoned ourselves. Indeed, the selfish nature of mortality would govern causing emotions such as jealousy and envy to rule without a standard of perception upon which all of our individual perceptions were measured against. These unchecked emotions would naturally devolve the condition of life into a maddened grasp for anything and everything we desired.”
“It sounds like you are propositioning the centralization of perception? How can that be done? It is the very condition of life that we are all different, and as such, have the capacity for differing perceptions. What you are eluding to, my Lord, is impossible,” said Esthinor.
“Yes, on the surface, without a greater understanding derived from already having experienced it, it would be impossible to understand. But I can tell you that perception is the root of all evil, and its eradication must be of paramount pursuit,” said the new Lord of the Blood Keep.
“Forgive my apprehension, but I do not see where this is possible,” answered Esthinor.
"Choice, my dear Grand Wizard. Choice is the key,” said Jesolin with a small smile.
“How so?”
“Though the differing of perceptions is the problem, it is but the manifestation of our ability to have differing perceptions. So, to eliminate differing perceptions, we must eliminate our ability to do so. All differences, those that are meaningful at least, come from choice. Look at that woman’s hair, the one standing by the post with her two children,” he said as he pointed. “It is long and brown, and I do find it attractive, but perhaps you do not. Or look at that rocking chair on the porch of that tavern. It offers no comfort or cushion to sit on. And while it may benefit some, I find it much less attractive to sit upon. Who is right and who is wrong? Now consider your students and their choice of magical knowledge and application. In your years of wizarding and teaching, have you not witnessed a multitude of arguments, no doubt some turning to violence?”
“Indeed, I have,” answered Esthinor.
“And were not all of those arguments rooted in the differing of perceptions based on the freedom of choice?” asked Jesolin again.
“Indeed, they were,” answered Esthinor again.
“Now ask yourself this: how much conflict could have and would have been avoided if the main condition of life was not the freedom of choice, but rather, the obligation to obey?”
Unperceptively grinning, Esthinor responded, “The new Lord of the Stone Keep sees much. So, it is your goal to eliminate our ability to choose,” he said as more of a statement than a question.
“Yes,” he responded.
“Though I do not know how you will accomplish this, or if it even can be accomplished, there is something about you suggesting it just might be possible,” said the Grand Wizard with a small nod.
“All things are possible, Grand Wizard, to those who believe,” answered Jesolin.
“I would like to speak further on this, but I must confess, I have not come here with only an introduction as my intent. I do have a sort of," Esthinor paused as if searching for the correct word, "proposition for you, as it were."
"Go on," instructed Jesolin.
"I can see that your propelling doctrine is greater than simply the Stone Keep, and quite possibly greater than the Silver Empire. If that be so, sooner or later, you will find yourself standing against the Elves. And theirs is no such trivial existence to suggest you will be able to take the Throne of Light by invading the Starlit Castle," said Esthinor. Their walk had taken them down the central street leading to the great doors of the stone keep.
“Please excuse the rubble. As I am sure you are aware of, the condition of the city was nothing but a necessity,” Jesolin said apologetically.
“I took no notice. In fact, I should say the relative structural damage to the keep and its surrounding structures is remarkably low. Quite an accomplishment and testament to your military planning,” acknowledge the Grand Wizard.
"Thank you, Grand Wizard. Now, what is this proposition?" asked Jesolin.
"My Lord, if you would allow me to approach the elves now, while your threat has not been cemented in their minds, I am sure my effects will be a benefit to you and your governing cause," he said with a small grin.
"Answer me this, Grand Wizard. What concern is my cause to you?"
"As a consequence of my beliefs, I find our purposes, while not intimately linked, set to collide at this end. It is known that the Elves harbor the greatest collection of knowledge Avendia has ever known, but they are reclusive and do not share. And since our prime dictate is the understanding and dissemination of all knowledge, it is no far thing to see that we, the elves and wizards, are on a path destined to collide as opponents," said Esthinor confidently.
"So, you wish to join our differing purposes to that of a common goal?" asked Jesolin.
"Indeed," Said Esthinor solidly.
Pausing to listen for the guidance of his master, Jesolin considered the wizard's proposition. But when he did not hear the familiar voice, he answered, "You see much, Esthinor. We are indeed set to a greater purpose than that of the Silver Empire. To that end, I will allow your indulgence with the elves. But it would be in both of our best interests if our joined purposes remain hidden. I do not think it will be well for either of us to face the elves before we are ready."
"Thank you, Lord Kahl. Placing your trust in The University is something you will not regret. We will leave with all haste. But there is something that requires my direct supervision before we set out for Meckthenial. Messages must be sent and a certain ritual must be performed. It will delay us somewhat, but like your well-crafted speech moments ago, it is a necessity for the foundation of what must come. I will send word when we have embarked. Thank you again, my lord," said the Grand Wizard as he turned to leave with his escorts.
"Is this a matter I might be able to assist in?" asked Jesolin in an uncharacteristic display of servitude.
"No, my Lord, it is an internal affair," said Esthinor dismissing himself.
Jesolin watched the wizard and his small entourage walk away dissolving into the remaining crowd who hoped to catch a glimpse of the man who spoke to their hearts as he walked back to the keep. Most of the events since his master had first revealed his true nature to him, while he was yet an unknown gypsy, were made known to him prior to their occurrence. But he had received no warning regarding this Wizard or his proposition. As troubling as that could have been for Jesolin, he was able to rationalize his decision amidst his master's silence rather quickly. Their plans were larger and as such, required a portion of boldness. Would he suffer for this boldness? Potentially. But he may also be rewarded for his foresight.
His mind, though not unfocused, did wander at times; but only when faced with idle moments between periods of action, and this was one of those moments. He knew he was to march against the Silver Empire's capital of Pretago Cor, but he had not been given any further details. As such, he set his followers unto each of their preparations. Again, his reputation drove them to independently fulfill his directives to the letter fearing not to do so would earn the ire and admonishment of Mordin, who had become his greatest enforcer.
Mordin, his Prime Necron had demonstrated an almost fanatical dedication to him ever since his brother Oolos had been removed as chief and slain, both on the same day. He had gained the reputation as Jesolin's silent enforcer, displaying absolutely no mercy to those who either disobeyed Jesolin's command, or failed to carry it out to the completion Jesolin deserved. Yet, even as dedicated as Mordin was, Jesolin knew there was no greater connection than fear. Remove the fear, and he would remove the dedication. This what his life had become: the conditional obedience forced from a control based in fear. Indeed, fear was the greater catalyst to action. Without it, he wondered if there would be any action at all.
And then there was this boy, this Drin, whose lack of fear, or its overcoming, propelled him to act against the greatest of odds. The young man's sisters could offer him no benefit nor use, and certainly created no shadow of fear, yet they gained the dedication to allow action.
His first interaction with Drin provided him with no answers to his greater question. While he did gain more insight to the boy and his motivations, there were still many questions that remained unanswered, questions that were allowed to occupy his mind during this idle time of preparation. As such, he decided to visit the boy one more time today in an effort to understand what he had not understood. Perhaps he would also gain comprehension of why he was bound to the boy's sisters so tightly. Because, whether he liked it or not, he held them in higher regard than even Vismorda; and as they offered him much less use than she, he was unable to rationalize his conclusion.
As he was walking through his new castle to the door leading to the dungeons, he was met by several of the its servants, each offering him praise for his speech and promise indicating he had achieved his desired response. There was still much work to do to gain the confidence of the people, but it had begun and was well on its way. Soon, word would spread of his benevolent reasons for occupying the keep and his further intrusion into the vast reaches of the Silver Empire. If, by chance of all chances, he was unable to sit upon the Silver Throne, he would win the support of its people and use that support to create a revolution from within. But that was the last option. His confidence in the efficacy of his army was absolute.
As he entered the dungeons housing Drin and his young friend, he said, "Since our conversation earlier today was so stimulating, I thought we could continue it now." When he was met with silence, he added, “Silence will not prevent this conversation, young Drin.” Again, the boy had chosen to remain silent. When he arrived at the cell door, he looked up as he said, “Come now, did I not say I was trying to be your,” but left the statement hanging as he saw the cell was empty.
"What is the meaning of this?" asked Jesolin as he thundered out of the dungeons to speak with the guards.
"My Lord, what do you mean?" answered one of the three.
"The prisoners, where are they?" he asked forcefully.
"My Lord?" said one of the guards after looking to the other guards.
"The two young boys! Where are they?”
"They are in their cells, Lord Kahl. Just as you ordered," said the guard apprehensively.
"I can assure you they are not! Now unless you desire your very soul to be taken, you had better answer my next question truthfully. Where are they?" he shouted.
"My Lord, if you will permit me to show you," said the guard through a fearful voice, "you will find them still quite secure in their cells. The only one to pass here after you was Vismorda, and she left alone."
“Are you questioning what I saw?” he asked through gritted teeth.
“No, my Lord. If you would just permit me to show you, please,” requested the guard again. Jesolin relented and allowed him to be led back to the cells. But, when the guards opened the door to show Jesolin that both the boy and his monk friend were still securely in their cells, their hearts sank to their toes when they saw only emptiness. "My Lord, no one has passed here since you did. Only Vismorda. We did not go on rotation, nor has either of us three been away from our posts."
"So, you are telling me that their escape was the fault of your collective incompetence?" insinuated Jesolin, his voice ripe with anger and building rage.
"No, My Lord," answered the three guards in unison.
"Then tell me whose fault it is? Are you accusing Vismorda of treachery?" he asked as he shouted. "Can it be possible two young boys could have slipped out of their cells without help from those who possessing the only means necessary for their escape?" he yelled again. "No! It cannot be! One of, if not all three of you, are lying to protect yourselves! And I will not tolerate it!"
As he finished his last sentence placing horrible emphasis on each word, the dark fountain exploded to his command and unleashed a devastating slice of rage made physical tearing into the three ill equipped guards, splattering their blood against the wall behind them. Their limp bodies fell to the ground with a heavy thud, a thud that did nothing to quench the fluid hate now boiling over in Jesolin. Without hesitation, he launched himself through the door and ran toward the only destination that mattered. He went to see his Ravens.
Dashing through the halls was providing more difficult than he had remembered on his previous few trips. Desperation fueled his speed, but it also grew his urgency to where his singular focus was being securely rooted in the hope of finding them still where he needed them to be. But he was not so overtaken that he was not aware of his rather confusing state of necessity when it came to Malice and Vile. Only on one other occasion had he felt the need to protect something as if it was his and his alone. But why? Why did he need them if he needed them at all?
Finally reaching the chamber where Vismorda kept them, he took a moment to composed himself before opening the door. He knew they would be in their evening session with her so his arrival would appear as no surprise to them. He often times observed the two young girls during her training sessions to evaluate their progress as well as Vismorda and her training methods. Before he entered, he performed a quick life scan of those within and found only two, but not the two life signatures of those he sought. He felt Vismorda, her darkness plainly visible to him as it seemed to drink the light around it, and another. But this other was neither dark nor light, yet it contained components of both mixed in a dance of lethal intent, each seeking to destroy the other and reign supreme.
He grabbed the handle, opened the door and burst through abruptly, coming face to face with a shadow as it shimmered just out of existence. Instantly he released his rage in a blanket of blackness to cover the entire room, but it covered only Vismorda as she lay breathlessly on the floor. He immediately scanned the room again for the same mixed life signature he had previously felt, but any trace of it was gone. There was only one, the Vismorda’s.
Bursting from his voice was a hate driven yell that bellowed through the halls of the entire Blood Keep to reach beyond its stone boundaries. Had it leapt from an entirely mortal vocal instrument, it would have shredded his ability to speak, but its sound was utterly unholy, propelled by an evil existing in the realm of immortality, such was his rage.
As he gathered himself, he walked over to Vismorda who had just reached the steadiness of her feet. Through an intensely stern gaze, he asked, "How?"
"There were three of them, my Lord. One of them was well trained in abilities beyond the others," she said as she sheathed her blades.
He struck her hard across her face. "Do you not remember the charge I gave you? Are you not well trained in abilities well beyond what others have used? Or has my training been insufficient?"
Push her, my son. Extend your rage to her. She must be taught.
"No, My Lord. Your training is more than adequate. He took me by surprise and gained the advantage allowing the boy, his monk friend and the girls to escape," she said as she recovered from his blow.
He struck her again. "Do you need a reminder that your charge was pitted against your life?" he spat.
"No, My Lord," she said, all too familiar with his beatings when bent upon the release of his rage.
Feel it, my Son. Give into it. Feel its call for reparations.
He struck her a third time. She fell to the ground under his backhand's impact, "What then should be done? Should your failure go unpunished? Should you be made to suffer no reparations?"
"No, My Lord. Please, allow me to find them," she said as she scuttled backward seeking to avoid the completion of his rage.
"I will allow no such thing!" he yelled as he strode over to her. "I will demand it! You will find them. You will bring them back. And you will beg for your life!"
Now, my Son. Show her the price for failure. Make her pay.
Wordlessly, he bent down. She instinctively huddled as far away from him as she could, but she was already pressed against the wall and found no reprieve in its hard surface. He reached down for her hair. She tried to strike him, but he was quicker. After blocking her rather weak attempts at escape, he lifter her to her feet, one hand on her hair, and the other around her throat cutting off her air until her face began to turn a deep shade of red. She tried to reach for her fountain, but found nothing there.
"You dare use that which I gave you against me?" he said as he continued to squeeze. Her consciousness waivered and her sight became blurred. "No! You will gain no respite. You will suffer every second!" he said as he loosened his grasp just enough to allow a tickle of air into her lungs. She lashed out at him again, but her strikes weekly landed on his shoulders. He laughed. He laughed and began.
Reaching for his fountain, sick with hate driven lust, he formed a blanket of control over her and tightened the knot more tightly that the most skilled sailors ever could. But whereas theirs was to secure sails and ropes, his was to secure her suffering and submission. He tore her clothes off as he tore away any ability she had remaining for resistance. He probed the pleasure centers of her mind not in an effort to stimulate them as he so often did during the course of his taking, but to avoid them. She would feel no pleasure. Instead he found that which contained her pain and unrelentingly drove mental spikes into it as his fingers drove deeply between her legs.
He felt her legs grow weary and paused to allow their strength to return enough to prevent her from falling. When he felt everything that was within her break and shatter into a thousand shards of shattered hope, he turned her around and pushed her face into the hard and cold bricks. He took himself in his hand and pushed his erected strength inside of her. With no remorse, he plunged in direct unison with the plunging of his darkness into all the corners of her defeat.
When the normal limits of mortal existence had been all but destroyed, that which remains is nothing more than a molten sludge of consciousness. But he would not push her that far. No, he needed her to complete the task he had assigned her. He needed her to find and return his ravens. For reasons he still did not fully understand, he needed them returned safely to him. And Vismorda, in spite of her current failure, would see it done. Before he reached a climax driven explosion, he stopped and withdrew himself.
"No, my dear. You will pleasure me no longer," he said in a whispered tone of contempt. "Now, gather yourself and find my Ravens," he said with emphasis on the last three words. "If you fail, what you have just felt will continue as an eternity. You think you have broken now? No, my dear Vismorda, you have not felt what it is to break yet. But fail this task, and you will."
As he turned to leave, he withdrew his support and she fell hard to the ground. She was utterly motionless and showed no signs of life except the silent tears that streamed down her cheeks. When she regained her consciousness, she was unaware of how long she had lane on the floor. She weekly pushed herself to her hands and knees, estimating it must have been measurable in hours. Her body was sore, mostly between her legs. Her mind was cloudy having almost been driven mad with pain. Yet, beyond the moments of her punishment, there was one thought that rang clear and loud, though it did not belong to Jesolin. She knew why he had allowed her to live. He needed her to complete a task. But what she did not know is why, when given the chance to kill her and escape unseen, had that man allowed her to live. So, while she conceded she was completely driven by Jesolin's threat, she also knew there was another quest she needed to finish. She needed to find that man again.




Wollago
(Wolflings)
"There are just too many of them," she thought. But before she allowed that thought to be transmitted to her packmates, she pushed it out of her mind. True, their situation was more desperate now than it had even been in the past, but to attach it to any amount of doubt would weaken the mettle of her companions thus weakening their position in the battle. However, the fact remained they were not faring well. She had already seen several of her companions fall victim to the deadly attacks of their enemies, enemies they have defeated in the past, but were struggling against now.
She dodged a particularly vicious strike aimed at her right hind leg, no doubt an attempt to limit her superior speed. But, as tired as she had become because of the lengthy duration of this battle, she yet possessed more fight. She spun quickly, whipped her head and biting fiercely. She struck meat, or at least whatever substance these demons were made of. It howled in a mixed display of rage and pain as she continued driving her large canine teeth into its forearm using the full measure of her powerful jaws to tighten her grip. The demon continued to howl as it vigorously shook its arm trying desperately to dislodge the large wolf’s rending teeth. But she was not to be denied this day and ground her teeth more deeply until she found the bone. It shrieked a soul piercing wail. Everything within ear shot shuttered. The small battles within the larger battle were stricken to stillness, even if just for a brief moment, the advancing right flank of demonic cavalry bolstered their determination to break the lupine lines, and the wolves became more emboldened that perhaps this fight was going to end soon.
The beast’s barbaric bellow ended as quickly as it had begun, but its will to battle did not. It fought through the pain, raised its wicked sword high in the air, and brought it down with inhuman force toward her neck. She pulled her legs and placed them on the demon’s chest. Right before its blade would have cut right through her, she leapt backward into the air, spinning as she did. When she landed, she had not a second to spare as its blade was already speeding toward her head a second time. She dodged to the right, and then again to the left to evade a third slash. It was relentless and growing stronger with each passing moment. Her bite, though deep and painful, had done nothing except to enrage the hell-spawn. She feinted a counterattack to the left, and darted to the right aiming for its right leg. Just before her teeth sank into its substance for a second time, she felt a heavy fist crash against her back. She hit the ground hard, so hard her breath was forced from her lungs. In the moment of her stunned stillness, she felt its large and strong hand lift her up by the back of her neck and prepare to run her through with its hellblade.
The demon, howling from taking one more step toward victory, held its blade high in the air relishing in its supremacy. She struggled with all of her might to free herself, but she was helpless in its grasp. She said a silent prayer and thought of only things that would embolden her pack to continue the fight. She knew her death would strike a heavy blow to their confidence but it was essential they not only continue, but they prevail. When she was just about to give up and allow her death to elevate her life to martyrdom, she saw the tremendous silhouette of her brother descend against the backdrop of the cloudless sky. He landed upon the demon's back and sank his teeth deeply into the back of its neck. Struggling against his huge weight and the force of his plummet, along with the pain from his bite, it could not hold her and let go. She landed on her feet and instantly sprang to her brother’s aid. Distracted, the demon was unable to avoid her jaws as they bit into its lower leg.
As they both struggled together to subdue the stronger opponent, she saw a large shape rushing toward them. It was fast, and while she would have normally been able to react in time, the desperation of the moment muted her pack mind and heightened awareness. As such, she was unable to respond quickly enough and was struck hard in her side by a bludgeoning force strong enough to send her tumbling. She had been struck harder before on several occasions and did not struggle to recover. She was neither injured or shaken. However, she did find herself isolated and facing the daunting task of facing a demon on her own, one that was every bit as powerful as the one her brother was now battling against.
Demons were stronger individually, much stronger. And while their pure strength could not be matched by any member of her pack except possibly The Huntmaster himself, she knew her speed was something no demon could match except possibly the strongest of the Demonkin. While her superior speed would provide an opening for her to exploit and attack, by herself, it was unlikely she was going to be unable to subdue it long enough to send it back to its own realm. Nevertheless, she had to try. The lives of her packmates, nay, the very continuance of creation, might depend on it.
She huddled low to the ground, teeth bared in a threatening growl of divine calling. Such was her mission, a divine call placed upon her will and intent by The Huntmaster that none could refute or ignore. The boring of His will into her consciousness was like the flooding of a great river. Slow, intentional, relentless and unstoppable, it could not be denied. So, she prepared for this confrontation with that gravity added to her own soul of agelessness. The demon must have sensed it within her, for it too grew in aspect and swelled its misshapen chest as it raised its evil weapon to accept the challenge offered in her guttural solitude. She gathered the substance of her resolve, bowed her head slightly in humble thankfulness, and charged.
Her eyes popped open. Though she awoke completely lucid, the images of her dream were quickly dissolved by the ethereal nature of the sands of sleep and time. Though the images faded, what lingered was her enhanced experience of creation. Not that she was more alive in her dreams, but that life had been more vivid and carried a realism and intensity she could never duplicate while awake. Her dreams were growing more intense as time passed. Before, she dismissed them as simply a byproduct of the connection she had with Inglorca, but as they persisted and progressed, she began to see them less as dreams and more as memories. Memories of a time and urgency long past and even longer forgotten.
As the lucidity of her dream passed and she adjusted to life while awake, she sat up and looked around. Unlike the goblin cell, this one was clearly made by man. She was unsure how long she had been held captive by the wizards of The University because there was no schedule by which to estimate time. Meals, as small as they had been, were served at deliberately random intervals. Sometimes hours would pass between meals, and other times only minutes. Their sleep schedule also remained random fluctuating between the time periods as her meals.
Whether it was their intent or not, though she suspected it was, the randomness of their capturer’s schedule created a low level of disorientation. Physically, she was weak, but more so she was weary of mind and weary of spirit. Since she and her brother had left their home, she had been held captive for various amounts of time. She had been held in a suspended cage by goblins, she had been held by the group of mercenaries for months until they had been assimilated into their ranks, though not a formal form of captivity, they were captives nonetheless. And now she was being held in perhaps the most secure place in all of Avendia. But, unlike the first two, she did not know her present warden's motivations. She suspected it had something to do with the changes both her and her brother were being subjected to, but for certain she could not say.
Living on the outskirts of any organized city or town limited her exposure to wizards, whether from direct contact or indirectly through rumors. Either way, they remained more obscure to her than they would to most people, which is to say they were only slightly more of a mystery to her. But as much of a mystery as they were, she was sure of one thing, they all endeavored, with a singular ferocity, toward understanding that which evaded their knowledge. And when something new intervened into their structure of understanding, they attacked it relentlessly. Because of this, she was sure of only one thing regarding their captivity regardless of how disoriented she had: they would not be released until all questions were answered.
Part of her disorientation came naturally as a condition of time. Being held captive by the Goblins was much different for a couple of reasons, but the most evident was the amount of time she was allowed to spend within her own thoughts. Quite frankly, there had been none. Rony’s quick and timely rescue of her avoided any such prolonged periods wherein her mind could wander. And while she was with Borinth and his Mercenaries for much longer, such was the rigidity of her training, that it offered no time for similar distractions. But that was not the case with the Wizards who seemed content to let her thoughts wander away for hours on end.
During this captivity, her mind was lucidly under her conscious control for most of the time; however, when she became tired, and the disorientation set in, her mind would free itself of her conscious ties and roam on its own. Most frequently, they would fall upon the shores of her childhood memories, particularly those she shared with her brother. She could feel her eyes becoming heavy again, though could not estimate how long she had been awake for, nor could she estimate what time of day it was. She tried to fight it, but her resolve for maintaining an understanding of time was slowly being drubbed from her intent. This was probably the intent of the wizards, though she could not say for certain because they maintained much of their mysterious shroud.
She yawned as she closed her eyes. She wondered if her sleepiness was also caused by the wizards as a direct effect of their magic, or if it was just a consequence of their exhausting schedule. Having worked some very hard days at their home, and then again while with the mercenaries, she was used to the muscular weariness caused by prolonged physical labor. However, she never considered its opposite would produce a similar exhaustion in her mind. She was beginning to see that sleep paid no distinction between its motivations. Physical or mental, she was tired and struggled to keep her eyes open. She yawned again and before she knew it, she had reluctantly given in as all of the sand drained from her hourglass of awareness.
"Rony, I do not want to be trapped," she said as he led her to the familiar spot where she always pretended to be a princess trapped in her tower by a huge dragon.
Bending down, Ronialdin addressed her concern, "I know you do not like it, Zyn, but who else is going to?"
"Ask mother. You know she will do it. Then I can save her too," said the six-year-old Zyndalia.
"You already know she will say no, Zyn," Rony replied. He knew his sister detested pretending being trapped as part of their game. She would always protest vehemently, but he would always win her over by promising to allow her to save him the next time they played. "She is too busy trying to get all of the pelts ready for the merchants. There is no way she will play with us right now. You must do it. For me,” he added.
"Alright, Rony. I will. But next time you get to be the one who is trapped. And I get to save you," she said as she turned to walk toward their make-shift, pretend tower jail.
Her eyes opened again as she woke to the sights and sounds of their current entrapment, which is to say she woke to the visual and auditory splendor of dust, dirt, and isolation. Over the duration of their incarceration, her thoughts would occasionally drift to her childhood memories of when she and her brother would engage in their games. Most of them centered around her being trapped by this creature or that creature and her brother playing the rescuing knight in shining armor. Until recently, she thought her brother’s arrogance and sense of superiority were the main driving forces dictating the roles they played as children. But the revelation of his burden allowed her to see that he needed to play that role to help him shoulder the burden of his role in their father's death. In a way, every time he saved her from a horrible and fantastic monster, he was actually saving his father from the bear. And more importantly, saving himself.
She understood him so much more and saw so much more in him since the day they set out to find their new home. Though the burden he carried now was every bit as heavy, since the incident with Miligos, she had seen it change. He had become withdrawn and much less controlling, especially with her. Before, when they were first with Borinth and his band of mercenaries, though Rony was not the leader, he still tried to pretend he was, at least with things concerning her. Often times his vocal objections and opinions would be met with laughter and mocking, and on a few occasions, resulted in fisticuffs. However, that all ended the day after he had first transformed. With each demon he defeated, she saw his burden grow heavier, as if each transformation did not leave him completely, but lingered more and more, attaching itself to his soul. He spoke less, and only when directly engaged by another. He trained less with others, preferring instead a life of withdrawn solitude. She could not possibly understand what he was going through, but could tell it was taking its toll, a toll she was not convinced he could continue to pay.
But his was not the only burden that had changed. As Rony became more withdrawn, she saw Liani grow more sorrowful. It was clear she had developed deep feelings for him in no small part because he carried her from the goblin cave. It did not take someone with advanced observational skills to see that her burden was directly linked to her brother’s. So much had changed since then. She saw the small woman transform from a withered villager into a lethal combatant with her own capabilities and will as strong as Dianali’s. Yet, as much as she had opened up and grew comfortable with the others, she was still intimately linked to him as sort of a providing care-giver. She always made sure he had food, even when he was absent during their mealtime. If he fell asleep before her, she would always cover him with a blanket before retiring herself. Though their physical contact had been limited because of the withdrawn nature of his burden, she was always present.
As the fog of sleep lessened, and her mind cleared itself of its wandering thoughts, she took stock of herself and noticed just how sore her joints and muscles had become from their stagnated condition. Over their time with Borinth and his mercenaries, she had become inducted into a lifestyle that demanded motion, hard motion. Aside from sleeping, there were very few moments when she was not engaged in some sort of physical exertion. Because of that, her muscles and joints were having a difficult time adjusting to a lifestyle void of all exertion whatsoever. In an attempt to appease her complaining body, she had adapted a routine where she attempted to exert the full range of her motion. Though her cell was completely inadequate to practice any martial technique, except those of the closest proximity, it did allow her to stretch a few key muscles. And while her larger joints, those responsible for more of her gross motion, had remained aloof from the aches and pains of immobility, her neck and spine were not as fortunate. Though she stretched them as much as she could, she had developed a small ache right between her shoulder blades that radiated upward to the base of her skill. It was not painful, but it was present nonetheless.
When she had just finished her stretching routine, she thought she heard a voice quietly call her name. “Zyn,” it said.
"Rony? Is that you?" she answered.
"Yes. If you stand and press your face against the bars, you should be able to see me. At least I can see you that way," he replied.
She turned toward his direction and was about to do as he instructed, but before she did, she noticed that she clearly saw his outline. "I can see you now. You cannot see me?"
"Barely," he said. “But only if I press my face against the bars. It is so dark.”
"How did you know I was here if you could not see me?" she asked.
"Your smell. As soon as they brought me here, I could smell you," he said.
"Rony, what is happening to us?" she asked as she looked around.
"Clearly we are being held captive, though for what reason, I am not sure," he stated flatly.
"You know what I mean," she said as she put her hands on her hips the way their mother used to when they were intentionally feigning ignorance.
"Yes, I know what you mean," he replied and seemed to drift into a far-off place.
"What do you think it is?" she asked again.
"I do not know. I cannot even describe what it feels like, you know, when it happens," he said.
"About that," she said as she let the thought trail off. After he returned with only silence, she asked, "Do you think it has something to do with the wolves?"
"I am certain it does. I keep having dreams that I am one," he said.
"I have the same dreams! When did you start having them?" she said with the first bit of excitement she had felt in a very long time.
"Not too long after we found them. I mean, you found them. They started simply enough. Just small sensations and things of that nature, but after it happened, I cannot go one night without dreaming that I am immersed in a battle against demons of all sorts. No matter how many dreams I have though, I do not think I will ever get used to the taste of their skin. It is the vilest thing I have ever tasted," he said as he sat down, drawing his knees into his chest.
"Rony! Why did you never say anything?" she asked him. Though her voice was hushed, he could tell it carried an implicit admonishment.
"Because, Zyn, I did not want you to think I was stranger than you already do, or did."
"Well, I have been having the same dreams. And no, I do not think you are strange."
"If I had known that, I probably would have said something sooner. But I just did not want to scare anyone more than I already have. It is not easy, Zyn, being this different," he said as his voice trailed away.
"How do you think they are doing?" she asked assuming he would know her question was a reference to Inglorca and Xunmerco.
"Well, that all depends on who you are referencing, my dear," said a smooth and silky voice from the opposite direction of her brother's cell. Both Rony and Zyndalia's heads quickly turned to observe who had intruded on their conversation. "It is good to see both of you up and around finally. I was beginning to worry that you both would be unable to bear the strain of your incarceration." Hearing no response from either of them, he said, "Very well. Shall we begin?"
"Begin what?" asked Rony.
"My investigation, of course," said the voice, as if they both should already understand.
"Your investigation into what exactly?" Zyndalia asked.
"Well, into exactly what you two are," responded the voice under a slight chuckle.
"What do you mean, 'what you two are'?" asked Zyn, trying to feign ignorance.
"Please, my dear, I know you are being held within our dungeons and I am quite sure that accounts for the development of a certain amount of allowable animosity towards us. But please, there is no need for outright denial. We know there is something different about you," said the voice as it walked over to Rony’s cell.
"Whoever you are, I can assure you that we are no different than anyone else you could have picked up from the street. We are but simple hunters who were," Rony paused, searching for the right word, "enlisted into the service of a group of mercenaries. There is nothing special about us."
Running his hands across the bars, the voice replied, "Well, at least we can agree on that."
"Then why are we here?" demanded Zyndalia.
Turning his attention toward her enabled her enhanced sight to see him. He was tall and lean. Dressed in a completely black robe, he had tied it loosely at the waist with a simple black sash. She was unable to discern his facial features, however, because they were hidden deep in the folds of his hood.
He walked slowly over to her cell and rested his face on the bars, "My dear little pup, I did not say there is nothing different about the both of you, I simply said there was nothing 'special' about you. That is why you are here. Because you are different, a difference that I have not encountered for many ages. A difference I had previously thought to have been eliminated," he let the implied threat linger for several moments. "But before we come to that, I must first be sure. Afterall, one cannot rely on the accounts of mortals for much. So prone are they to exaggeration and misinformation."
"What are you going to do to us?" asked Zyndalia.
"Nothing that has not been done before, my dear. Well, at least, to your brother. So, I will begin with him. His transition will be more easily provoked and should result in less discomfort. Yours, on the other hand, may require a special touch," said the voice under a wide grin. "Now, we have wasted enough time with idle chatter. Let us begin."
He smoothly stepped away from her cell and glided more than walked to her brother's. He stopped short of the bars, but was still within reach of them. He stood completely still. With her enhanced sight, however, she should have been able to still see the gentle ripples in his robes from the easy rise and fall of his chest. But she did not. In fact, there was no movement reflected in any part of him. He was, for lack of a better explanation, completely and utterly stilled. Not even his breaths were detectable. After what seemed to be an exhaustingly long period wherein her anxiety grew from his unnerving stillness, she heard it.
It began as a small, barely audible humming; however, it soon grew into a steady and droning din that demanded all of her and her brother's focus. She saw her brother's face change from calm observation to stoic concentration. She saw beads of sweat form on his forehead, his brows were furrowed together reflecting his current strain. It was clear he was fighting something she could not see.
But she could smell. Infiltrating her nose was the most horrid scent she had ever thought possible to smell. Such was its force that she stumbled into the back wall of her cell and sank to rest upon her rear. It was all she could do not to bend forward and wretch all over the ground. Its putrescence saturated what felt like every pour of her skin and every corner of her mind. She felt dark, heavy, so heavy, as if her muscles had shrunken in size, but her other physical attributes remained the same. She lifted her head and saw her brother. He too, was struggling against the magic of this wizard.
Her eyes began to tear from the solid nature of the stench. It was beyond anything mortal, as such, it was beyond anything she could withstand herself. As the stench reached an unbearable level, causing her stomach to heave and its contents to be emptied, the steady din increased in both its pitch and volume. Splitting her ears and penetrating any amount of concentration she had left, it drove her completely prone. There she lay, in a heap of foul induced solitude, on the vomit-soaked ground, completely isolated from not just her brother, but from anything that remained herself.
Just when she was about to give up and drift into whatever void could possibly offer her solace from her current abhorrent condition of existence, she heard a low and steady growl. Unable to move, she could do nothing but listen. It's heavy base subtly offered a soothing alternative for her focus, but even as she tried with all her might to hold onto it, the ear-splitting noise and awful stench had not relented in either of their intensities.
She heard the growl assert itself again. But this time, rather than hearing it as an outwardly audible intrusion, she felt it echo through her mind. No, not her mind, somewhere deeper. The growl continued to rise within her consciousness, as it did, both the stench and noise finally began to diminish. As the primal growl continued to grow, it carried with it a bidding to attend, as if it was calling to her to join with it, to become it, and not just to hear it. Whereas the stench and noise had forcefully demanded their assertion into her identity, this growl demanded the revitalization of an awareness set deep within her, beyond the point of memory. As it grew, so too did its demand for self-awareness, for it carried with it no less intensity than the stench and noise, and as such, she strained to the point of breaking once again. As it reached what had to be a frenzied crescendo, Zyndalia arched her back in response, straining under its force. She cried out, and the growl responded. Joining her primal howl, the growl added a depth of foundation to the arching of her shrilling voice as they joined into a single reflection of power and purpose. And then abruptly, it ended leaving her breathless, motionless and exhausted.
She was barely able to hear the voice say, "Well now. That was very enlightening. I was not entirely convinced when I heard the descriptions, but having witnessed it for myself, I am impressed. Not with the two of you, but rather with the mortals whose reports were actually correct this time," said the wizard who then paused as if waiting for a response. "I can see that both of you are exhausted at the moment so we will have to postpone the next phase of our investigation until you are able to withstand its rather taxing process. Rest well, little pups, and regain your strength. You will need it." As the hooded wizard walked away, she had no energy to follow him with her eyes. All she could do was lay there, breathing weakly, passively listening to his footsteps. She heard him open the door and close it after which her exhausted awareness faded into the darkness of her slumber.
However, her sleep was not filled with the blackness of her cell, nor the boundaries of her captivity, instead her dream directed her to a mist filled forest. She looked around and saw Rony, or at least her projection of him, standing about ten feet away from her. They were in the middle of a clearing that was lined with large oak trees. The knee-deep mist was thick, too thick to see the forest floor. That this was a dream, she was certain of, but her lucidity was more elevated than it had been in any dream she had before. She was still aware they were incarcerated in The University; however, everything about her surroundings including her brother, resonated with the reality of life.
"Zyn, what is this place?" said her imposed image of her brother.
"I do not know, but it seems real," she answered.
"Of course, it seems real. Why would it not?" he turned to look directly at her as he spoke.
"Well, I mean it seems as real as any dream could," she said dismissively as she continued to examine their surroundings.
"Dream? I do not think I am dreaming. It feels too much like life to be a dream," answered Rony.
"Wait, if this is not a dream, then how are we both here?" she asked.
Before he could respond, their attention was drawn to the figure of a huge, all white wolf striding out from between the trees. They would have thought it impossible for such an imposing figure to negotiate the thicket, but the trees seemed to bend around the wolf allowing it easy passage. It was immense, as wolves go, with shoulders standing higher than either of their heads. Its massive jaw was set into a face that commanded attention and respect bordering on awe. Its eyes reflected the entire collection of visible light as they swirled into infinity.
Both Ronialdin and Zyndalia took two instinctive steps backward, Rony actually reaching for his bow. But the huge wolf stood without flinching. Instead, it allowed a low grow to emanate from its throat. Zyn identified it as the same growl she had heard when under the influence of the wizard's spell. And much like before, it prompted a rising awareness within her. As it grew again, she felt a pressure inside of her, but not within her chest, nor any other part of her body. Instead its growl ignited a pressure inside of her concept of self. Still growing in dominance, its sheer might pushed Rony and Zyn to their hands and knees.
At only seventeen, her understanding of the world was relatively small and incomplete, but it was still hers. As such, it was the only focus of reference available to her to weigh that which was real against that which was not. She had a very difficult time with the utter feeling of reality growing within her as it began to dominate everything she had previously thought as real rendering it as simply ephemeral. All that she was, all that she is, and all that she would be was contained within the growing, basal growl from this incredible wolf.
She was barely able to steady her intentions enough to chance a glance over to her brother. She saw that he was likewise consumed by the immense beast but still had the fortitude to look toward her as well. It was all they could do to spare one moment of self-driven attention before returning their focus to the power contained within the beast's growl. Then, when they felt as if they were going to explode from the force of the growl, the beast raised its head and howled from its soul.
There was nothing else they could do but respond in the only manner the presence of the beast, its foundational growl and its piercing howl, would permit. But in its permission was contained no limitations. Open to both Ronialdin and Zyndalia was the infinity of everything they previously thought impossible. So, following the implicit bidding contained in its growl, they joined its howl with theirs. Definition, certainty, purpose, continuity, community, and unity all flowed into them. Remorse, regret, agony, isolation, desperation, and sorrow all flowed out, dissolved into the ether by the beast's influence. Much like their interpretation of themselves and their internal identity, when they joined their howls with the great white wolf’s, any physical resemblance they had to mortality and man gained a greater expression, their true expression. For when their collaborative howl ended, Ronialdin and Zyndalia, brother and sister stood on paws spanning twice the size of what their hands used to be, a reflection of the great wolf's dominating image.
You have been called, said the wolf, but it did not audibly speak. Rather it transmitted its intent through a series of emotions and visions to each of them.
Called to what? responded Ronialdin.
You have been called to lead The Hunt! the Great Wolf said.
Who are you? asked Zyndalia.
I am The Huntmaster, little cub. And much do I have to show you. But the time is not now. You must travel to the Gabbon Swamps. There you will find what you need to know to do what you need to do, responded the Great Wolf
How are we to get there from here? asked Zyndalia.
You cannot. You must travel there from where you are, it said.
How can we do that. We are yet still trapped in cells by the most powerful people in Avendia. What you ask is not possible, said Rony as he shook his lupine head side to side.
All things are possible, little cub, said The Huntmaster as he dissolved back into the forest wall leaving Rony and Zyndalia standing in the clearing they first found themselves in. Moments later, they began to feel very tired. As they both laid down on the forest ground, the pale green mist completely covered them. When they woke, even though they were back in the confinement of their cells, they felt none of the bindings of captivity they had before their experience with The Huntmaster.
"Zyn, did you feel that?" Rony asked tentatively.
"Yes. I have no idea what that was, but I cannot deny that I was there," she said as she sat up and scooted against the cell wall for support.
"What do you suppose it means?" he asked.
"I have even less of idea of that, brother. But I think we need to go to the Gabbon Swamps, wherever they are," she answered.
"Agreed. But first we have to figure out how to get out of here. I will admit, when I was in the presence of that wolf, The Huntmaster, everything felt possible. But now, back in these cells, I do not see how we are going to escape. I mean, this is the University of Knowledge after all," he said as he stood up and looked around.
"Something tells me that escaping here will not be the same thing as escaping from the Goblins," added Zyndalia who was beginning to feel the same resignation as her brother.
"As I recall," said a female voice coming from the shadows, "you did not escape as much as you were rescued." Both brother and sister turned their heads to attend to the voice and were met by a slender but lithe woman. She was wearing black leather armor with a bow slung across her back and a short sword hanging from her belt.
"Dianali!" exclaimed Zyndalia. "How did you? When did you?"
But before she could finish her sentence, bewilderment lacing her excited words, Dianali cut her off, "There will be time enough for that later. First, I have to pick these locks. And from the looks of them, they will not be easy."
From the bun in her hair, she pulled two short and thin metal objects. She inserted the first one, wiggled it around for a few short moments, and then inserted the other. She moved the second one much more deliberately, as if searching for something.
"Can you get it?" asked Rony.
"I am not sure. These are very complicated locks with tumblers that are not commonly found. I have seen then only once before, and that was some time ago," responded Dianali as she continued working the second of the two objects. "Drano!" she said after a brief pause.
"What is it?" asked Zyndalia, intently watching Di’s hands.
"Nothing that I cannot bypass with time. I was hoping I could snap the inner mechanism, but the material they used to make this lock is too strong. I will have to set and hold each of the tumblers individually," she said as she reached into her belt pouch and pulled out several more metal objects.
"You can still get it?" asked Zyn.
"Of course I can still get it," she answered, her annoyance leaving a small signature on her statement. "The lock is not what worries me. These are wizards, Zyndalia. The Wizards. I cannot imagine a situation where they did not attach magic to these locks."
"What does that mean?" asked the younger woman.
"It means that at any moment, a magical trap could be set off and blow us up. Now, enough with the questions. I must concentrate," said Dianali as she worked the picks.
Zyndalia watched her and saw her intermittently insert several metal objects, presumably to hold one of the tumblers in place once it was set in the unlock position. Dianali worked for several minutes and when she was satisfied, she paused, looked up to Zyndalia and said, "You may want to stand back. Once the seal is broken, I am not sure what will follow."
Zyn moved as far away from the bars as she was able. And while she felt very much still exposed, at least there was some distance between her and the lock even if it was largely inconsequential. "Are you ready?" asked the older mercenary.
"Yes," answered Zyndalia, "and Dianali," she paused to make sure they were looking eye to eye, "thank you."
With a quick but subtle motion, Dianali sprung the lock open. And nothing happened. "You did it!" exclaimed Ronialdin from his cell.
"Yes, but just because there was no visible effect, does not mean we can make the assumption that no one noticed. We must hurry. Zyndalia, take my bow and quiver and shoot anything that comes down that hallway. At the end of it is a stairway leading up. If you see feet approaching us, do not hesitate. And do not miss," said Dianali as she unslinging her bow and quiver handing both to Zyndalia.
Dianali collected her objects from the first lock and quickly moved to the one holding Rony. Having already figured out the tumbler system, she was able to make quick work of this one, thankful it turned out to be identical to the first. When he exited his cell, she handed him her long sword and said, "Let us hope you do not have to use this. We need to be out of here silently and quickly, assuming our secrecy is still intact."
Just as she turned to make her way down the hall and up the stairs, Rony grabbed her arm and said, "We cannot leave without Liani." There was no request present within his voice.
"Yes, I know. I have no intention of leaving without her. But she is being held in a separate dungeon in a separate part of the University. It will not be easy," she warned.
"Easy warrants no consideration," he said evenly.
"Good. Because we will all likely die in our attempt," she said as she looked to Zyndalia. "Enough of the talk, we have to go. Now."
Fortunately for them, the quick succession of Grand Wizards over the last several months caused some gaps in the non-magical security measures previously present in the dungeons of The University. As a direct benefit, there were very few roaming patrols and no stationary security points to bypass. Dianali had made a couple of comments regarding the failure of the wizards to properly secure their dungeons stating their arrogance and belief that magic was superior, while advantageous to their current endeavor, was extremely detrimental to their security. After winding through several different passageways, they came to a door with three separate locking mechanisms. After waiting for a few moments to make sure their approach had not been detected, Dianali walked toward the door.
"This may be a problem," she said.
"What may be a problem'," asked Rony.
"You tell me," she said, "What do you see? Or rather, what do you not see?"
After examining the door for a brief moment, Rony looked to her and said, "There are no key holes."
"You are right. This door can only be unlocked and opened from the inside," she said as she stepped back.
"Is there another way?” ask Zyndalia, feeling the weight of their captivity slowly build again.
"That I do not know. But we had better figure it out quickly. Every moment we spend in these dungeons is another moment we draw closer to re-capture," she said ominously.
As soon as she finished her sentence, the three of them heard several clicking sounds coming from behind the door. Ending the series of rapid clicks, was as single, louder click followed by a short moment of silence. The three of them stepped back and looked for a place to conceal themselves. But because the locked door was at the end of a long corridor, there was nowhere for them to hide. So, they readied their weapons and waited for the confrontation they knew was just an inevitability. Breaking the silence, however, was not the sound they expected. Instead of hearing the creaking of the door as it swung open, they heard several muffled sounds followed by a loud snap and then a thud. Puzzled, Rony, Zyndalia, and Dianali looked to each other, but their attention was drawn back to the door as they heard it creak open very slowly.
Stepping backward once again, they stood at the ready. However, their readiness was abruptly eased when they saw the small form of Liani emerge from the now opened passageway, blades in hand. She had several bruises to her face, and a small trickle of blood from the side of her lip. Like them, she was covered in the filth of the dungeons and wearing a simple sleeveless robe mimicking the one worn by Zyndalia.
"Liani! What happened? How did you get out?" asked Zyndalia as she rushed to hug her. As they embraced, their weapons dropped to the ground and they each squeezed tightly.
"It would seem that she has learned a few things after all," said Dianali.
Rony was stunned still as stone, unable to speak or to move except for the tears gathering in his eyes.
"All right. Enough of the warm reunion. We still have to negotiate our way out of here. There will be plenty of time to celebrate if we are successful," said Dianali as she turned to walk out back down the corridor.
"Please tell me there is a different way out than to go through The University itself," said Rony as he followed her. "I do not think we would be successful in that attempt," said Rony.
"Of course, there is another way out. How do you supposed I got in?" said Dianali with a small grin. "Though I would never have found its concealed entrance had it not been for your two wolves."
It was Zyndalia who spoke next, "You were with Inglorca and Xunmerco? How are they? I have not been able to feel them ever since we entered The University." At the mention of feeling their wolves, Rony shot his sister a silencing glare.
"There is no need for that. Borinth has been aware of your connection to them since our meeting with Du'tothin. Now be silent and follow me. We have only a short distance to go," said Dianali as she led the three captives through a short series of unlocked doors and corridors, all of which were unguarded. Finally, in the middle of a hallway, she paused, tapped the wall with her finger a few times at intermittent intervals and locations. When she had found the sound she was looking for, she stepped back, placed her feet in two specific locations and pushed on one of the stones with both of her hands. Rony, Zyndalia, and Liani watched as the stone effortlessly slid backward into the wall. Then, there was a faint pop from behind it allowing a very small section of the wall to be moved aside revealing a hidden passageway. It was little more than a crawl space, but it was large enough even for Rony whose shoulders barely fit inside.
They crawled for what seemed to be an eternity before they noticed that it sloped upward and slightly to the right. "In all my years in this land, I have never heard of anyone who has successfully escaped the dungeons of the stone keep. You three are surely being watched by something greater than only those wolves of yours. If we survive long enough, you will have to tell me what it is," Dianali said as she continued to crawl toward the faint light at the end of their very long and very small tunnel.
"Who do you think made this tunnel?" asked Liani.
"Frankly, I do not care. I am just glad your collective fortunes lead us to it," she said. "The end is just up ahead. But we must still be cautious. It is likely the wizards already know of your escape and may have set patrols in the area."
They emerged for the underground tunnel though a small, well hidden, wooden trap door underneath the thick foliage of the surrounding forest floor. The air was cool, light and refreshing when compared to their most recent confines. The sun, though hidden behind a thin layer of high and wispy clouds and the forest’s shelf, still shone brightly enough to hurt their eyes causing the three of them to squint. All four of them inhaled deeply, filling their lungs with the cool morning breeze and the freedom of escape.
"Silent now!" ordered Dianali. "Something approaches. Find cover." But as thick as the forest was, it did not yield many adequate places of concealment apart from the trees. While Dianali and Liani each climbed one, Rony and Zyndalia looked to each other and grinned, but not the grin of relief or joy, rather a grin of a predator on the hunt. Reaching their respective perches, both of their climbing companions watched in silence, too wary to call out, as brother and sister assumed low and readied postures. They stepped away from each other as if seeking to circle around a quarry flanking it on both sides. A few moments later, after their slow and silent stalking had ended, they both crouched low to the ground, and readied themselves like coiled vipers seconds before striking.
In a burst of shattered leaves and branches, from behind a densely formed layer of green plants burst forth two enormous shapes. Before either Dianali or Liana could react, they collided squarely into the brother and sister below. Each couple formed a mass of rolling and tumbling limbs and bodies, indistinguishable as two separate entities. When both pairs' momentum was sufficiently dissolved by the laws of nature, they came to a halt with both large beasts pinning Ronialdin and Zyndalia to the ground. But instead of sinking their teeth into the exposed necks of the siblings, the beasts began licking their faces fiercely. In response, both Rony and Zyn erupted in huge bouts of laughter while they struggled to remove themselves from underneath their large wolves, Inglorca and Xunmerco. Quickly, but much relieved, both women descended out of their protective perches and walked up to each hugging pair, Dianali to Zyn and Inglorca, and Liani to Rony and Xunmerco.
"I should have known those two would not have been far off. They seem to have the same talent you both do for getting into trouble," Dianali said as she calmly scratched the large wolf behind its ear.
"Ok, ok. That is enough Glory," said Zyn as she managed to slide from underneath her wolf.
Rony did the same continuing to pet Mercy underneath its large neck, "Both of you seem to have grown while we were in the dungeons. How is it you got so large?" Xunmerco nuzzled its great head into Rony's hand seeking more affection.
"I wish I could give all of you more time for affectionate reunions, but I am afraid that I need your help. Or rather, Borinth needs your help," said Dianali as she stopped stroking Inglorca's thick fur. At the sound of his name, both the great wolves turned their heads, attending to her words.
"What has happened to Borinth?" asked Liana, "Did he not escape with you?"
"No. He did not. He was, however, the reason why I am able to stand before you now. When we were being taken into the dungeons of the Stone Keep, he created a diversion, along with the rest of the mercenaries that ultimately allowed my escape. I came to find you so you could help me rescue him," she said.
"Of course, we will help rescue him," said Liani before the others could respond.
Rony looked to his sister and then back to Dianali, " We must go to the Gabbon Swamps. We cannot help you, Dianali. I am sorry."
It was Liani, not Dianali, who responded to Rony first, "What do you mean? We most certainly will help her rescue Borinth."
"Liani, we cannot. Both Zyndalia and I must go to the swamps of Gabbon if we are to find the answers we need," he said as he stopped scratching Xunmerco.
"We are helping her," she said as she squared herself to meet his response.
"Liani, please. What Zyn and I have to do is larger than anything else right now," he said as he stepped closer to her.
"Larger!" she exclaimed. "Larger! What could possibly be larger than repaying a debt of life?"
"You know that something has been happening to me," he retorted, but before he could finish, she cut him off.
"Something has been happening to you? To you? What about what has been happening to all of us? To Me?" she shouted. "I was dead, Rony! Dead! And so were you until Borinth saved us. No, we do not have to go to the Gabbon Swamps. We need to save Borinth."
"Liani, you are free to do as you choose," he said, but before he could finish, she interrupted him again.
"Free! You say that I am free?" continuing to shout, "How can I be free when I am bound by servitude to my honor and my heart? Or do you not understand either of those two things? Right now, I find them standing on opposite sides of a fence while I am being pulled by each of them. So no, Rony, I am not free!" she said, calming her yelling. When she finished her shouting, with tears in her eyes, she abruptly turned away from him and stormed into the woods.
"Well, now that all manner of creatures know we are here, I suggest we collect her and be on our way," said Dianali calmly. "Really Rony, if you wish to bed that one, you should have handled it much better. I am going to rescue Borinth and the rest of them. You do what you want, but my chances of success will be much greater if you both decided to help. You have five minutes." She sat down, rested her back against a tree, and closed her eyes.
"That was nicely done, my dimwitted brother. Your skills are on a whole other level," said Zyndalia as she walked over to her brother, hit him in the shoulder, and trotted off following Liani.
"I guess that means you are coming to help," said Dianali as she stood up.
"We have not yet," but before he could finish, she interrupted him.
"Never underestimate the resolve of a woman's will. There is nothing that can stand against it. And since there are apparently now three set to the purpose of rescuing Borinth, I suggest you tuck your little lupine tale between your legs and follow lest we hogtie you and carry you the distance," she said as she stood up and began following Zyndalia. Rony was about to protest further, but before he could, Dianali cut him off a second time with a sharp interruption, "That was your only warning. Do not test us" she said as she left him standing by himself wondering what had just happened.
When the women returned, Liani with reddened and swollen eyes, Rony offered a meek apology to which Zyndalia and Dianali silently nodded in acceptance. Liana, however, did not acknowledge Rony's presence let alone his apology. She kept her distance from him and intentionally oriented herself away from him to avoid his sight. He had always been affected whenever he saw his younger sister cry, but never had the reddened eyes of a woman struck as deeply as Liani's had. Not even on the day their father died and Zyn cried into what seemed like eternity, had it caused his stomach to turn over and over as it was now. It might have been a little easier to manage except for two things; firstly, she clearly blamed him, but for what, he did not know; and secondly, her avoidance of him was allowing his mind to fully understand just how much she had been hurt.
By now, they had undoubtedly been marked as fugitives by the wizards of The University, so they decided to stay off the roads preferring instead to make their trek across country, taking care to avoid any signs of civilization. The pace Dianali had set in the beginning was fierce, often times jogging ahead. Under normal circumstances, neither Rony nor Zyndalia would have had difficulty keeping up with their pacesetter. However, even their enhanced physical abilities could not prevent the weariness from their time in the dungeons of The University from lingering. While the signs of their struggle remained subtle, Liani was not so fortunate. When she had fallen far enough behind that they could not continue for fear of losing her, the three others stopped and waited. Perhaps because he felt remorse regarding their last real interaction, or perhaps he was trying to avoid the ire of Dianali who had become increasing irritable with each rising of the sun, Rony volunteered to fall back and assist her. Well, at least try. But Liani had apparently resolved to accept no assistance from him. So, when she cursed him away, amidst his vocal protests, they had no choice but to slow their travel.
As the days dragged on, and the weather persisted with its light rain, everything around them and inside them reflected the dismal setting of a mud-soaked terrain that faded into a hazy horizon offering no reprieve from a blanket of endless grey. Though the wolves provided them with an ease to their despair, even they were not immune to the downtrodden effects. Di’s thoughts focused on every good moment she had with Borinth but were laden with a hopeless revelation that they may have experienced their last. Rony was struggling with the necessity of traveling to the Gabbon Swamps and the negative thoughts of its potential delay. Zyndalia’s mind returned home, but not to its past memories of her mother. Instead, it favored the contemplation of her current condition. Although she hoped her mother was thriving, she knew, deep in her heart, the difficulty of the land would be wearing on her as well. In the first part of their journey, Liani had fallen into memories of her family and village and the revelation she may never experience a family life again. Now, however, she was using every bit of herself just to keep up with the other three. And she did not want to be the cause of an arrival that proved to be too late.
However, on the morning when the clouds broke waking all four of them by the gentle and warm rays of the sun, their hopes were met with a sight they had forgotten to hope for, The Stone Keep. Standing just as formidably as it had been before it was taken, its large outer wall, followed by an even larger interior wall all dwarfed by keep itself reminded Di of how Borinth had been a foundation of solid constancy. Never bending under the changing weather of their lives, never affected by the winds of change regardless of how demanding they were, he had always been there for her, and she resolved to always be there for him.
"Where do you supposed they are being held?" asked Rony.
"I do not know. I do not know if they are even still here. But this is where I know they started, so this is where we need to be until we find out more," Dianali answered.
"What are your plans for finding them?" asked Liani. "We cannot just walk up to the guards and ask."
"I plan on spending some time in the taverns, provided they are still open. From what I could gather before I left to find you, the city seems to still be running as it did before, with some minor changes though. But those changes appear to be only aesthetic," she said as she watched the city in the distance.
"At any rate, we are not going to gather any more information standing here," said Liani as she left the other three to watch. Emboldened by an unseen energy, she had shed her fatigue and made a quick pace toward the city.
They had decided they would pretend to be on a merchant trading mission from the nearby village of Someric when they were attacked by bandits. Their carts, full of animal pelts, along with all of their supplies had been stolen. Their uncle and father had been killed and all that remained was their aunt (Dianali), their aunt's daughter (Liani), and the two of them (Rony and Zyn). After the attack, they decided to continue to The Stone Keep to seek refuge while they regained their strength for the return trip back to their home city. It was not uncommon for merchant caravans to be attacked by bandits, nor was it uncommon for merchants and traders to conduct their business within the larger cities as they had more access to greater quantities of all types of commerce.
As they were approaching the outer gate, the remnants of the recent battle were still lingering on the wind the way a great vulture hovers over a dead carcass making sure there are no predators in sight before it dives to its feast. The ground, still blackened in areas from the repeated lightning strikes, contained the bodies of the fallen keep soldiers whose feet had been immobilized within the rock-hard clenching of the solidified mud. Many of them had been removed, but many could not be pulled from their boots resulting in a haze of foul odor that blended seamlessly with the scorched earth. And where the lightning had not struck the ground, the darkened remnants of mortal blood had. Though, instead of the bright red pools, it had crusted into splotches of a deep red, almost black.
Even though the signs of death and desolation surrounded their approach, they did see some small indications of life from atop and behind the keep walls. There saw regular guard rotations walking the ramparts of both the outer and inner walls along with several stationary soldiers bearing bows and swords. They also heard the faint sounds of city life, but those sounds were much subdued compared to their first approach days before the dark army launched its assault. When they were within about one hundred yards of the outer gate, they saw it open. Out from it emerged a long column of armed soldiers lead by a single rider sitting atop a large brown steed. Behind the twenty-armed guards was a barred wagon carrying several men shackled inside. The four of them quickly identified the captives as their mercenary brothers. As the wagon passed, they saw a lone man shackled around the ankles and wrists, tied to the carriage by a thick twined rope, but forced to walk behind. Dianali strained to identify any of Borinth’s defining characteristics, his proud posture, his masculine grace, and his innate lethality; however, nothing about these men suggested the mission would end in a battle outside of the city.
Rony instinctively moved to follow, but Dianali stilled him quickly, "We cannot follow," she said.
“Why not?” asked Rony.
“Think,” she responded.
Rony took a small moment before saying, “Because those guards have already been watching us. If we deviate from our path of approaching the city, they will become suspicious.”
“Correct,” answer Dianali.
“Can we follow after they have left our sight?” asked Liani.
“No,” answered the elder mercenary.
“Why not? Should we not save them too?” asked Liani.
“We could. And with the help of your beasts, we probably would. But if we do, security within the keep would be elevated to such a level that we would likely never even find Borinth, let alone save him,” she said.
“We cannot just let them go?” said Liani.
“We can and we must,” answered Dianali as she watched the caravan disappear over a small rise.
All four of them were noticeably conflicted to say the least, and Liani was downright visibly disturbed with the choice facing them. By pursuing the caravan with their captives and successfully freeing them, they may indeed gain more information regarding Borinth’s whereabouts; however, they would be sacrificing the potential success of rescuing him. Dianali turned back toward the keep first, followed by Rony, then Zyndalia and lastly, Liani.
Though they had been bolstered with a small portion of hope when they saw the Stone Keep in the distance allowing for a momentary elevation in their collective morals, seeing their companions, nay, family packed into a small cell being led away to who knows where as if they were common criminals evoked within each of them the need to act. However, knowing that whatever actions they took, even if just to follow, would be scrutinized closely, tempered their instinctive reaction to protect and defend. And, as willing as they were to leave their companions to whatever outcome fate had dealt, they were equally determined to change the fate Borinth was facing. As such, there simply was no decision to make, even if it meant the worst. However, though they made the decision collectively and without protest, it did not mean they were reconciled to its potential consequence with a lighthearted demeanor. In fact, when they reached the gate, they looked and acted every bit the part of their story. Indeed, they had lost something that day. While it was not the provisions necessary to sustain their falsified lives, it was every bit as important. As they walked under the gate, a metaphor sealing the lives of those they left behind, they each lost more than just their brothers-in-arms, they lost part of themselves.




Cossos
(Scribbles)
There was not much he could do anymore. Sure, he still possessed the power to thwart any opposition he faced from the upcoming gathering of wizards. And yes, he still possessed the link required for his power's activation; and no-one would dare question the depth of his knowledge behind it, but while he wore the shackles placed on him by Esthinor, he was unable to touch it.
He knew longing. On several occasions, he admitted to himself that he was still entranced by the touch of Lisone’s lips. She was the last woman he knew, the last woman he would ever know. There were nights, fewer now that she was ages removed from his life, that he could still tangibly feel the silky smoothness of her skin and the sweet pressure of her lips against his as they lay in splendid recovery from their night of passion. However, the remnants of that exhilaration paled in its comparison to the overwhelming completeness he felt when consumed by the power of his talent. So, even though he knew longing derived from the absence of mortal contact, he was not altogether prepared for this. And with the looming ceremony, he felt the hopelessness building to levels beyond any he had felt regarding her.
The Severing. The most horrific consequence any wizard was capable of facing was coming, and by his calculation of all variables contained within this latest equation, it was coming soon. So severe was it in its gravity, so final in its judgement, that it had only been performed on one other occasion. Indeed, it was sure to be something that neither he, nor any of the wizards involved, would ever forget no matter how long their lives would be extended by the magic flowing inside of them.
No wizard knew where or when the knowledge was acquired because there was simply no written record of it. It had been largely agreed that if it became known to those of evil intent, it would undoubtedly be used to dismantle The University and the foundations of knowledge; therefore, any and all references to The Severing were limited to the experiences of those involved and what was passed down from Grand Wizard to Grand Wizard. However, there was speculation that the knowledge had somehow been gleaned from the encounter with The Unyielding, but its confirmation had never been solidified. As much as he enjoyed pondering the wheres and whens of this knowledge’s birth, neither its genesis nor its means of continuance held any importance to him while he was still locked in his cell confined by the damnable shackles currently around his wrists.
The shackles were constructed of iron as much as he was able to tell. He did study metal working as a means to strengthen his enchantment spells, but without his talent allowing him to magically see into the nature of the material, he was forced to use only his mindful recollection of metals rendering his examination of them superficially poor. Likewise, he was unable to sense the exact magical spell they had been enchanted with further preventing his understanding. Rather than speculate at infinitum of the possibilities, he gave them one last tug releasing himself into the helpless understanding that regardless of his suppositions, even if he stumbled upon the correct one, he was still helpless to do anything about it.
"Grand Wizard Intellos," said a small, quiet voice to his right, "I was told to bring you this."
"Anaria?" he asked, "Is that you?" Again, without his magic he could not sense the identity of those present, so he was forced to ask what would have been an obsolete question only a short time ago.
"Yes, Grand Wizard. Grand Wizard Esthinor said you needed to eat and wanted me to bring you this plate of food," she said again from the corner of his cell.
"Thank you, Anaria. But you need not refer to me by that title. I am not the Grand Wizard anymore," he said distantly.
"That makes me sad," she said as she walked over to where he was shackled setting the plate down.
"Why is that? I have apparently committed blasphemy against all that we wizards are supposed to hold sacred," he said, almost mumbling the last part of his statemen, finishing with a huff.
"Because you made me smile when no one else did. I think that no matter what, we should always make people smile," she said looking at him with sad eyes.
Even though he could not magically sense the distraught nature of her aspect, he had lived quite long enough to see it plainly written on her face. "What is troubling you, my dear?"
"Nothing. Well, something," she said a little apprehensively. "You see, Grand Wizard, the other Initiates have begun to play tricks on me. They are mean to me. I do not think they like me very much," she said as her eyes began to glisten in what little light there was.
"I should think you are very likeable, Anaria. In fact, I might almost call you my favorite!" he said drawing her downcast eyes upward until they met his.
"Really, Grand Wizard!" she said with a small, hopeful grin.
"Yes, my dear. Can I tell you a story? One that I do not think I have ever told anyone before?" he asked her.
"You mean, like a secret?” she asked him, her eyes shrinking in their sadness.
"Sort of a secret I guess," he said.
"Yes! Please do!" she excitedly added.
"Very well. Please, come here and sit down." After she excitedly hurried to his side and sat down next to him, he leaned a little closer to her and said, in a quieted voice, "A very long time ago, I was a lot like you. I did not have many friends here at The University."
She interrupted him, "You did not? But you are Grand Wizard. Surely you must have had more friends than me."
"As the facts recall it, I did not. But listen closely as I tell you why," he said silencing her and drawing her attention to a sharp focus. "I was given, probably by chance, a job by my Grand Wizard at that time. Remember how I told you about spilling my ink all over myself?”
“Yes!” she answered, excited that she did remember his story. “They all called you spots!” she added with a broad smile.
“Well, the Grand Wizard was so upset I interrupted his lecture that he assigned me laundry duty for a month,” he said with an emphasized scowl.
“For a whole month?” she asked in disbelief. “That is a horrible punishment!”
“Indeed, it was, little one. But I did such a good job at it that he assigned me more things to do over that year. Before I knew it, he was including me on some of his research even before he asked the Ascendants."
"Wow! Really?" she said, now fully engrossed in his tale.
"Yes, really," he said with a smile, "but the other Initiates and Ascendants did not look at me with the same wonder that is in your eyes. In fact, they rather did not like me because of the attention he was giving me. And do you know what they did?" he asked.
"What did they do?" she asked, her voice reflecting a protective edge.
"They played pranks on me for years. Some of them even used their magic on me and tried to make me fail my assignments. But you know what?" he asked her.
"What? Tell me!" she demanded.
"In the end, after all their jokes, and all their attempts at trying to make me fail, guess what happened?" he asked.
"What happened?" she asked almost standing up.
Leaning in even closer to her provoking a similar response from the enraptured little girl, he whispered, "I became Grand Wizard and they did not," he said with a wink and spark in his eye.
Meeting his, she smiled from ear to ear when he finished his story, "Do you think I will become Grand Wizard one day? I think I will," she said confidently looking at a point in space behind him.
"I think you just might even be a grander Grand Wizard than myself. Maybe even greater than Darkinian The Great! Anaria The Great!"
"Do you really think so?" the wonderment in her voice swelled as she looked right at him again.
"Now, Anaria. It is not nice to use a detection spell when someone does not know you are doing it," he playfully admonished her. Though he could not magically sense it, he did not need to; for he still remembered the same expression on his face years and years ago when he instinctively used his talent to cast spells well beyond his level of progression within the walls of The University.
"I am sorry, Grand Wizard," she said sheepishly, "It just happens. I am not even aware of it most of the time."
"Never apologize for using what you have been given, my dear. I did the very same thing when I was your age," he said with a wink.
"Grand Wizard, Intellos?" her voice growing quiet, "Can I tell you a secret?"
"I do believe I would like to hear a secret today," he answered.
"But you have to promise that you cannot tell anyone," she instructed him.
"Of course. I will not tell your secret to anyone," he assured her.
She reached into one of the pockets in her small robes and produced several small, folded pieces of parchment. She unfolded them one by one, taking time to look for one in particular. When she found it, she handed it over to Intellos who took it.
"What is this, Anaria?" he asked her while he examined it.
"I do not know. Well, I do know. It is just sometimes I scribble on these pieces of paper like this. Do you think I should still do it?"
Taking a deliberate amount of time to examine it he noticed that there was a specific pattern to her scribbles, but he found no further familiarity within them. "Tell me, how do you feel when you are doing it?"
"I feel like I should be doing it. If that makes sense," she said, her voice trailing off into the beginnings of embarrassment.
"I should think we ought to spend more time doing what we feel we should be doing," he said with a concerned look of approval.
"Then you think I should still write like this?" she asked again, clearly looking for a more direct answer.
Sensing she needed to draw confidence for the obvious authority he still held in her estimation, he answered by looking squarely at her in a very loud and confident voice, "Yes. I believe you should absolutely keep writing like this. I would even encourage you to write even more like this."
Startling both of them was a cool and smooth voice as it asked, "Continue writing like what?"
Both the former Grand Wizard's and the young Initiate’s head snapped in response to the interruption to their conversation. "Grand Wizard Esthinor, I did not see you there," said Intellos.
"Pity what life is like without the connection to your talent," he said mockingly. "Show me."
Intellos handed back to Anaria the paper she had given him and she then handed it to Esthinor as he walked over to where they were sitting.
"I was just showing Grand," she stammered as she caught herself before she finished, "I was just showing Intellos some of the scribbles I do when I am alone."
Esthinor examined it, crumpled it up and tossed it back to Intellos as he said, "Useless are the endeavors not directly linked to the progression of knowledge. You would do well to stop this frivolous scribbling and devote all of your efforts to something more befitting a wizard. If you excel, you might even find yourself in my position one day."
"Nothing we do from within is frivolous," said Intellos firmly. "Thank you, Anaria, I will keep this with me always," he said as he uncrumpled it and folded it carefully, placing it in his pocket once he was finished.
"Make note of this moment, Anaria. See where he is and where I am. One path lands you at the pinnacle of esteem and power, and the other at the mercy of those greater, forever bound by the whims of mortality and its failings. I do not think I need to tell you which path you should follow. You may go now. See to your studies," he instructed her.
"Yes, Grand Wizard Esthinor," she said as she turned to walk out of the cell, but not before looking back to Intellos and offering him a warm smile.
The Grand Wizard favored deep, blood red robes that he tied around the waste with a series of solid black, widely wound ropes that hung just above the floor. Attached to his twine belt was a small pouch made of the same material as his robes. His hair hung down well below his shoulders and was colored very close to the black of his rope belt. He had grown a very narrow but well-defined black beard that he kept closely trimmed. As he watched the young girl exit the dungeons, the shadows created by the flickering candles in the distance caused Intellos to perceive a silhouette that distorted the Grand Wizard’s features to resemble a briefly hideous outline.  However, so very tired was he in his will, and so consumed were his conscious and subconscious minds with the lack of connection to his magic than anything else, he brushed off the momentary vision as a fatigue induced illusion.
"How do the shackles fit?" asked Esthinor. "I would not want them to cause any discomfort for you beyond what is necessary."
Ignoring his question, Intellos probed for knowledge, ever the wizard, "I had not known your studies to extend this extensively into enchantments, Esthinor. Nor was I aware of your level of knowledge regarding the link between mortal and talent. To understand it as thoroughly as you obviously do, and then to enchant that knowledge into a material is quite a magical feat indeed. Tell me, how were you able to conceal your studies from the rest of council. I know they would not have condoned or allowed it."
"Interesting," answered the Grand Wizard as he squatted down. "I would have thought a wizard of your ability would have deduced it correctly. But I can see you are still asleep."
"Asleep? What do you mean?" asked Intellos.
"Never you mind about that, my limited friend. You will understand shortly," he said. "Please, if you will, stand. It is time."
Knowing he could be made to stand and follow with the power Esthinor possessed, and understanding it would probably be a much less enjoyable experience than if he walked with his own feet, he did as he was asked, or rather, politely told. "Really, Esthinor, such an extreme measure as The Severing must be invoked on my account?"
"No. It does not. But it does need to be invoked on Bengrako's account. I cannot undermine the last official order given by the Champion of Knowledge once it has been signed, unanimously, I might add. Each of the council members signed it quite readily after your display the last time we were all together."
"I was not exactly given much of a choice," answered Intellos as they began his last steps as a wizard.
"Come now, my friend. You were given quite a simple choice. Why you were unable to denounce this new revelation of yours in favor for the tried and true supremacy of Knowledge will always escape me. And then, you continued to display your disobedience to your oaths as a wizard by openly attacking The Council once its ruling had been made," he said under a warm chuckle.
"How was I supposed to deny that which clearly presented itself as greater than knowledge? Do you not think it would have taken nothing but the truth of all truths to do this? Do you not think my dedication over the ages to knowledge should have stood as evidence enough that what I found should have at least been considered?" Intellos argued as he stopped forcing Esthinor to stop and turn to face him.
"Intellos, no one has put into question your previous dedication to knowledge. We have only placed your current state of mind in question. A question you did well to answer, for all of us, I might add. Tell me, have you ever witnessed one after their mind has left them? Is it not impossible to convince that individual of the folly of their belief in favor of reality? Nay, I should say it is quite impossible to convince a broken mind to see the unbroken reality. Now, let us continue. The others are waiting," said the Grand Wizard as he tried to turn.
But Intellos reached out and grabbed his arm preventing the turn and focusing their eyes together once again, "Do you not see! That is exactly what I have been trying to say. What if I told you that the lives we are living now, the world we are in, indeed the whole of Avendia that we believe to be healthy and whole is actually in a perpetual and self-propagating state of brokenness? And this man, this savior, this Jesus exists as He Who Will Heal it? This Dragon, the King of All, is not from myth, but instead exists as the extension of the Goodness and Love of this Man. And yet, if this Splendid Man and awesome Dragon were not enough, there is yet another linked to these two. And this other is so encompassing that it can be called only God. The God Who stands above and completes all."
"Do you not hear yourself, Intellos? Can you not place yourself in the shoes of your brother and look at yourself the way you would look upon them if it was one of them presenting the very same case you are now? Really, Intellos, you have gone quite mad. A mad wizard is tolerable, even one who stands against all that we have found sacred, but one who possesses your unparalleled power bent on undermining the foundational principles we still hold as truth cannot be allowed. And I, for one, will not be the Grand Wizard responsible for the fall of The University," he said as he jerked his arm away and continued to walk.
Intellos, however, did not move. Instead he stood, fixed in his position and spoke, "How long do you intend on carrying this charade?"
Esthinor stopped, stood for a moment, and then turned, the candlelight flickering and, once again, creating a sort of ominous silhouette surrounding his facial features. In an innocent voice he replied, "Why Intellos, what charade are you speaking of?"
"I do not know what you are, but you are clearly not Esthinor," he said.
"Of course I am Esthinor. Really, Intellos, this is just more proof of your madness; but I will play your little game, for the moment, and indulge your delusional fantasy. If I am not Esthinor, then who am I," he said closing the distance between them slowly.
"I do not know who or what you are, but I can say what I felt from you the moment before my escape was a direct opposition to what I felt from Jesus and Lacorion," said Intellos.
At the mention of those two names, Esthinor's eyes slightly squinted as if a predator was looking through his cover seconds before it pounced. "Then you must mean what you feel from me is the truth, for deception is all that is dealt out by them," he said with an air of an arrogance born contempt.
"No, Esthinor," he mocked the name, "there was certainly no deception contained in them, nor could there be. Such was the completeness of their aspect. In fact, that is what resonated more deeply than anything; objective completeness. It was as if there was nothing more that could be except for them, and anything else was so shallow, trivial even, that its importance apart from them would dissolve into a void from which nothing could return. I am sorry, Esthinor, I see no completeness in you, only lack. And I do not need my power to see that."
"Well done, young wizard!" Esthinor congratulated him with a slick coat of sarcasm, "I have a mind to keep you as my little play thing, but your use will be greater when set free. You see, Intellos, you will serve as a warning to all those who seek to stand against me. That I, and only I, possessed the power to dismantle the whole of The University of Knowledge and build it from within all the while remaining secret. Though I will not be in the shadows for much longer. You see, little mortal, The Unyielding, while an almost insurmountable foe for you, presented as little more than a nuisance to me. But enough of my indulgence. Now is not that time. It is your time, Intellos. Your time to feel the utter desolation of having everything taken from you and replaced with nothing. Now you will feel what it was like to be me, before I was awakened."
Intellos meant to answer, but was prevented by an unseen and unfelt power. His lips would not form the complex motions allowing his voice to be heard as coherent statements. His lungs would not even obey his mind's intentional directive of speaking and could do nothing more than maintain its even and level breathing. Is this what it felt like to be under a compulsion spell? Unable to do anything but what the wielder had bid and to feel no tangible reason for it? Because that is what he felt, or in this case, did not feel. There was no trace of power, no signature and seemingly no genesis for his frozen posture. There was absolutely no noticeable cause, yet he was completely at Esthinor's mercy. But mercy was not in his future.
Even though he was being forced to walk under the compulsion of another, he need not require it to reach his destination. He remembered it well. Having been the Grand Wizard, he was well versed in all aspects of this horrid ritual. From the most minute details, to the location of the specially enchanted room, one forgets nothing concerning The Severing. So, while his feet were being directed by Esthinor, or whoever he was, even if they were not, he would have had no difficulty finding the room. Though he knew entering it would bring with it a certain amount of emotional clarity, he was not prepared for the flood gates of his emotion induced memories to be opened so quickly and so thoroughly. The moment he crossed the threshold into the medium sized, circular room, he was hit with a cascading deluge of recollections laced with all the raw emotions as if he was actually in their moments.  Never, never had he thought he would ever be separated from what had become the defining nature of his identity. And never, did he anticipate the need to relive the awfulness of the only other time it was performed.
Ages ago, while Eborune was still the Grand Wizard and Intellos just an Ascendant, the rogue wizard, Jhundis de' Hundarin, known for his contempt of The University as well as his raw power, had delved so deeply into his knowledge of life and death, that he broke though. That is to say he was able to animate certain creatures whose lives had expired. He did not create life, because there is no knowledge for that, but rather, he created a link into the dead carcasses and allowed them to live without living. He argued that the potential benefits for this was endless. But The University, specifically the High Council, did not agree with him insomuch as they believed the potential problems certain to result, clearly out balanced the benefits.
As both sides were pitted against each other with unreconcilable differences, through written correspondence, The High Council of Wizards decided to escalate the stalemate by sending an emissary to negotiate with Jhundis, and that emissary was Intellos. While some thought him underqualified for the task, Eborune felt his uncanny ability to maintain composure, even in the most dire situations, would prove more useful than sheer depth of knowledge. True, Intellos did possess the largest reservoir of magical talent in the land, but the basic knowledge possessed by Ascendants raised concerns for the other twelve members of The Council. Nevertheless, he was still selected.
And it was probably a good thing too, because his status as an Ascendant carried no inherent threat; as such, he was readily received into Jhundis's abode without delay. The rogue wizard was a stoic man, but his stoicism did not subvert his naturally pleasant nature. Rather, it emphasized it.  However, his pleasantness did not circumvent his convictions, which, by the end of their rather lengthy conversation, Intellos had discovered were unshakeable. He was cemented to the potential benefits his research could have for Avendia and would not hear any suggestions to the contrary.
After he finished his report to the whole council, an inquisition that lasted several hours, some of which were spent under spells of recall deemed necessary to adequately describe the conversation in its entirety, he was dismissed while they deliberated their next actions. Through Intellos, it had been made clear that Jhundis de' Hundarin's convictions and intent could not be dissuaded by reason. Therefore, the only path left open for them was that of force. So, amidst no pomp and ceremony, and in the early hours of the morning, before even the roosters crowed, all thirteen members of The Council departed for Jhundis's tower. Thirteen departed, and thirteen returned. However, one was Jhundis. As one might expect, when an immoveable magical object meets an unstoppable magical force, the resulting collision defies all laws of nature suggesting that only an equal and opposite reaction results. All laws of nature, whether discovered by the wizards or some outside entity, never take into account the unnatural collisions of magic. And in one of those unnatural collisions, one of the High Council members was killed.
His death was quite untimely, and not just because he was relatively young, but because he represented one of the thirteen necessary participants to perform what The Council had decided was its only course of action after their deadly encounter with Jhundis - to perform The Severing. Unanimously, it was decided that Intellos would replace the dead council member because of his large reserves of power, but only for the purpose of performing the ceremony. He was told to be inside the circular room behind the main library when the sun set below the horizon. He did as he was instructed and took his place on one of the glyph-marked marble tiles.
There were fourteen tiles similarly marked in total, thirteen for the performing wizards and one for the target of the magic. Each glyph was subtly different, but clearly from the same language, though Intellos had no previous knowledge of it. As the other participants entered the room, they all stepped silently and took their places, all but two, that is. Eborune had not entered yet, nor had Jhundis. Intellos wondered how wise it was to have only one member of the council, even though he was the current Grand Wizard, escort the prisoner. Apparently, his worry was without actual cause as Jhundis, for whatever reason, had abandoned his passionate fervor and replaced it with a calm and obedient complacency, almost contentment. Both final participants entered the room and took their respective places without incident. The young Ascendant did find it somewhat silly that Jhundis was shackled around the wrists, but perhaps they were an essential part of the ceremony.
There was a moment of pause, after which Intellos expected some form of verbal instruction, but instead he felt a slight, almost imperceptible flowing of his talent. However, unlike each and every time he previously engaged it, including the very first time, the movement was not initially directed within him, but toward the center of the marble, glyph-marked tile he was standing upon. Was Eborune responsible for delving into another's magical reservoir and manipulating the link to utilize it for his own purpose? That was essentially impossible, or at least he had been led to believe it was.
The more his reservoir was being directed downward to the tile, the more he became aware that he was unable to feel any signature of any of the other wizards; something he should have been able to sense if indeed another had gained access to his talent. But, as more magic was being draw out of him, the more he realized it was the result of no other wizard, but the glyphs themselves. Almost in unison with his revelation, his began to glow a deep red, as did the other glyphs. All except the one Jhundis was standing on. His remained dormant.
In the next few moments, he felt the drawing of his magic accelerate. Replacing the subtle and slow drawing, was an increasing sensation of it being drained the way water is drained down the rudimentary plumbing of a king's bathtub, forever lost and assimilated into the ground below. He looked to the faces of the other wizards and all but Eborune held the very same expression of combined wonderment and alarm. However, the Grand Wizard's face was set with a calm determination allowing Intellos to gain some assurance that his magic would be returned upon the completion of the task.
Once he felt as if no more could be taken, there was a subtle change to the direction of its flow. Instead of beginning within him and ending within the glyph covered tiles, he sensed thirteen new and distinctly different beginning points, each centered in the glyphs. The magic they had been gathering from the wizards was now aimed directly toward Jhundis. As Intellos’s eyes focused on the rogue wizard’s, he saw a very different expression than that worn by Eborune. There was no calm determination, nor was there any reassurance and confidence. There was only horror, basal and primal horror. Not the kind related to facing an opponent far surpassing one's own ability thus ensuring defeat, but that the inevitable defeat was the end. And not just a simple end promising a second beginning into something different, but an end with nothing else left. The horror Intellos saw in Jhundis’s eyes spoke more loudly and more memorably than any other experience he had, or would have. There was no doubt, the man Jhundis de' Hundarin, who was solid enough to stand against the whole might of the High Council of Wizards, had just been broken.
As Esthinor's marionette strings finished their dance and Intellos crossed the threshold of the familiar, circular room, he readily saw the familiar glyphs immortally imprinted into his mind. He still did not recognize the writing, but there was a familiarity about it beyond what resulted from his inclusion into its magic years and years ago, as if the swirls and patterns were trying to call out to him, and if his subconscious turned its awareness far enough toward them, their origin would become clear. However, his subconscious was far from his concern. Much more prevalent, encompassing the totality of who he was and might never be again, was the inevitability that he was going to lose his longest and most trusted friend, his gift, his magic, his purpose, himself. And for the first time in a time lasting longer than anyone's memory, mortal or otherwise, Intellos was afraid.
When he was able to remove his eyes from the mesmerizing glyphs and their haunting, memory inducing provocations, he saw, just like with Jhundis, he and the current Grand Wizard were the last two to enter and take their positions. He recognized eleven of those present, each with hard set eyes fixed upon his betrayal of their trust. The two he did not recognize must have been members of the wizarding community, but how they would have remained unknown to him was a concern. Who were they and how had they come to be included in such a severe and important ritual when not even he, the former Grand Wizard, recognized them was an inquiry he would have to attend to later.
But now to the point. There was no use delaying the inevitable, and since the shackles he wore around his wrists prevented any such plans from bearing hope, he decided to confidently stride toward the central glyph bearing tile. Much like when he was a participant, the outer thirteen glyphs began to faintly glow a deep red. Slowly he watched the expressions on each of the wizards occupying the glowing glyph's tile change from calm patience to harried wonder. Clearly, they were experiencing everything he had. But when he found Esthinor's eyes, there was no such worry or stoic calmness reflected in them. Instead, all color from them faded and they seemed to dissolve into an utter blackness portraying nothing except emptiness.
An endless emptiness stretching farther than his mind was capable of understanding soon dominated all that he was able to attend to; and from this emptiness stretched all that was lacking in Avendia and within himself. It was as if every unforgiving act of selfishness, all the deeds done from his own faulted logic, came crashing down on him to reside inside his magical center, the center that began to waste away. He looked down and saw his glyph begin to radiate the horrible indication that his talent was being siphoned. The deep, indigo glow grew in its intensity with every passing moment. He looked again to the eyes of those present and found only a reflected horror in their stares as they were all unable to look away from the tragedy befalling one who used to be their own. All except Esthinor and the two unknown wizards. Set upon their faces was a mask of agony and revelry. Agony at not being able to directly participate at causing a mortal this much pain, and revelry that a mortal was feeling such a high degree of hopelessness. For that is exactly what Intellos was beginning to feel. Hopelessness. Utter hopelessness. As the indigo glow from his nightmares began engulfing his whole being, blinding his eyes from seeing anything apart from its all-encompassing sphere, his talent was being drained at such an alarming rate, he nearly lunged forward onto his hands.
The years of training his ability to focus on the interruption of expected patterns was something paramount in the serious cultivation of the wizard, and certainly one of his prowess. And even in the midst of all he was losing, when nothing he could consciously call upon would allow him to attend to anything else except the awful draining of him, something inside still understood that inherent within the indigo glow resided a presence beyond his expectation. But there it was, making itself known to his conscious attention nagging him from the fringe of everything he thought was happening. And if he did not know any better, he would have believed he sensed a gate through which his energy was flowing. Interrupting this beginning awareness was a final surge of energy accompanied by a final flash of an indigo explosion that harmlessly dissipated against the walls of the circular room. And then, it was done.
He felt nothing. That is not to say he did not feel the hard stone against his hands and knees. Nor is it to say that he did not feel the thick air filling his lungs as he inhaled and exhaled deeply and laboriously. Indeed, he still felt all of the physical sensations associated with the continuance of his body, but next to the magically enhanced intensity he felt when his talent was flowing freely, it was as if he possessed no body at all, no sensation at all.
"What shall we do with him now?" asked one of the participating wizards whose voice he did not recognize.
"What shall we do? Nothing," answered Esthinor as he walked over to the fallen Intellos.
"What do you mean?" asked the voice again, this time Intellos identified it as female.
"My Dear, I mean that we will allow him to choose to do with his life what he wishes to do with his life. Let us see if he will maintain his silly notions of God and Christ when he has nothing left," he said as he squatted down in front of the still laboring Intellos.
"But will that not be dangerous?" she asked again.
Before answering her, Esthinor found that which drew his attention, a little, neatly folded paper lying on the ground just beneath Intellos's hand. As he pulled it from underneath the former grand wizard, he looked up to her and said, "Little one, he has no more power than the scribbles of a little girl anymore. No, we will let him go free to stand witness to all those who dare to follow Him. This entire realm will know the depth of our resolve and the consequences of standing against us." As he stood up and unfolded the little girl's writings, he looked down to Intellos, "Take him back to the dungeon until he is well enough to walk, then set him loose."
"Yes, My Lord," said the female wizard.
Esthinor paused to look over the writings on the little paper one more time and then threw it back down to rest just underneath Intellos's forehead. As the Grand Wizard turned to walk out of the circular room, he was followed by the other members of the high council. After they had left, Intellos looked up to the doorway and inhaled deeply. When he exhaled, he reached for Anaria's paper. Just as he grabbed it, he felt himself being lifted by two sets of small but strong hands easily lifting him off the ground, his toes barely touching. He would not remember, but he was half carried and half dragged through the halls of the university until he was deposited in one of its cells again. In his weakened state, he fell to the ground hitting his nose on the dirt floor. Empowered by the jolt of pain, he pushed up and rose to just his knees. With shaking hands, he tried to unfold the piece of paper but dropped it, the shaking preventing any coordinated movement. He clenched his hands and cursed himself and his weakness.
So engrossed was he in this simple task that he did not hear Anaria come through the cell door. She knelt down in front of him and gently rested her hands on his. He looked up at her with tears streaking down his face as she gently picked up the piece of paper, opened it, and placed it in his quivering fingers. Her simple act of kindness broke him further than any ritual ever could. He bent forward resting his forehead the small girls lap and wept greater than anyone had ever wept in the history of weeping. He wept for everything he had given up, everything he had once had, and everything he would never have again. But most of all, he wept over the memory of her.
When he woke, he instinctively rubbed where his wrists were made sore because of his shackles; however, he felt no metal beneath his fingers, only the raw remnants of healing skin. A single day after the successful performance of The Severing was not nearly enough time to break his natural instinct to use magic as the means to inventory his physical well-being; and it was even less time to remit the internal pain of having nothing respond.
What was it all for? Measuring the worth of his newly given purpose against the all-encompassing void now present within him, he found the scales tipping in favor of the latter. It was ironic to him, because never before would he have believed that nothing was a greater burden than something. It was easy to believe in a greater purpose, a greater mission, when he believed he was equipped to see it completed; but he was finding it an altogether different endeavor entirely to believe in something when that very belief had led him into the misery he was now feeling.
What did it all mean? He had been so sure of everything in the cavern of the Dragon King. In His presence, inside the vision of Jesus and what He had done for the whole of humanity, he had swelled with confidence; a confidence that lead him successfully through a series of three impossible trials to show him the truth of himself. And when he knew it, when he had found it, he was given a quest, a mission to fulfill. And even though he had no evidence of this quest, no true direction to follow, he still mounted his ever-faithful horse, Ethdios, and embarked on what he would never have embarked on before.
Now, when meaning was paramount to whatever stability he hoped to maintain, he had none; nor did he possess any faith in the completion of his quest. Without his magic, without his power, he simply could see no way of finding the Scribe and leading him back to the cavern.
How silly had he been to believe in children's myths and the portents of faith before the supremacy of knowledge. Hundreds of years had passed through the hourglass of time between his introduction to magic and his mastery of it, and yet here he was, bereft of all he had become and forsaken by the very thing causing his brokenness. Broken because of a single experience that outweighed the summation of his years and years of an oaken dedication to the continuance of knowledge; and for what? For what!
He reached into his pocket and pulled out Anaria's folded paper upon which she had written her scribbles. Unfolding it, he examined them again; perhaps because he was looking to anything to draw some type of meaning to his now meaningless life, or perhaps he was seeking solace from anything that would remind him of his link to his life as a wizard. Regardless of his reasons, reasons that even he did not know the truth of, he vowed to keep this, his last and only possession from his past life. He was sure he saw some familiarity in her scribbles, but the depth of which evaded him. After a very long while immersed in his examination, he conceded that he was transferring his hope onto her silly paper and closed his eyes.
He must have dozed, because when he opened them again, he saw Anaria standing outside of his cell holding a plate of food. He took a moment to adjust to his new, magically voided reality, still saddened deeply because of what he could not feel, before he addressed her.
"Anaria, I did not see you there. How long have you been standing outside of my cell?" he asked with a faint smile.
"Only a few short minutes, Grand Wizard Intellos," she answered.
"Would you like to come in and sit down for a while?" he asked.
"Do you have another story to tell me?" she said excitedly at the prospect of another great tale.
Seeing her large smile, his eyes began to tear. He had so many stories, had been on so many adventures, and held so much knowledge to impart to the young wizards of today, but his burden had been shifted from raising and furthering their minds into, into what? It had just occurred to him that The Severing had not only removed any use of magic he could conjure, but had also removed any burden of purpose associated with it. Had Anaria not been present, he would have broken down and sank into his self-pity again; however, he drew a small portion of strength from the hope that he could model strong behavior and goodness, even without magic. Yet he was still unable to find enough of it to indulge her inquiry, "I am sorry, Anaria, but I find myself lacking the required strength to delve into the story of a grand adventure," he said as her eyes lost some of the hopeful spark they had contained only moments ago. "However, perhaps you can join me for this meal?"
"Thank you, Grand Wizard Intellos, but I have to return to Grand Wizard Esthinor soon. I am to accompany one of the new council members somewhere, though I do now know yet," she said as she entered his cell and put down the plate of food in front of him. He had always appreciated the magic imbibed into the cell bars and doors allowing its residents free and easy access without the need for a key. When The University was built, the wizards were wise enough to cast spells allowing the doors to be locked to its prisoners but still be opened by those who called it home. Such a small convenience, but one he appreciated, even to this day.
"Anaria, how many times must I tell you that you need not address me with that title. Not only am I not the Grand Wizard, but I am no longer a wizard," he said tenderly as he picked up a piece of bread and took a bit.
She turned her eyes down and Intellos could see the shame beginning to build across her expression for disappointing one of her perceived superiors, though in the rankings of wizards, she was now well above him. "I am sorry, Grand Wizard. It is just you have been the Grand Wizard for so long that I do not think I will be able to stop thinking of you in that way for a very long time."
"That is certainly understandable, Anaria, and I should not think it a cause for apology at all. I will have difficulty not thinking of myself as a wizard too. I did want to thank you for your assistance yesterday after the ritual,” he said as he took another bit from the bread.
Her shame-built frown turned into a smile when she realized how vital she had been to her one-time mentor. Seeing this, Intellos asked another question, "Tell me, Anaria, have you done any more of your scribbles lately? I should like to have more of them."
"I have not, Grand Wizard. Grand Wizard Esthinor has kept me very busy. He does not like it when I am idle with my time. 'Idle hands are The Devil's forge, and an idle mind is its forge master' he says," she said mimicking his voice, though it did not sound at all like him, just a deeper version of her own.
"What does he have you doing, if you do not mind answering my question?"
She sat down across from him, "Mostly, he has me writing down everything he wants me to write down, but only the stuff he says and does when I am with him. I still have to go to my classes and keep up with my studies. It seems he has me busy from the time I wake to the time I go to sleep."
"It sounds like you are playing a very important role to The University. So, you also take care of all of the prisoners, or am I the only one fortunate enough to enjoy your company?"
She grinned with pride and happiness again, "There is only one other in the dungeons with you. But he is kept on the other side."
"Is he a wizard like myself, or rather, like I used to be?" he asked, no intrigued as to who else Esthinor would keep prisoner.
"Oh, no, he is not a wizard at all," she said as she grabbed a little of the cheese that was on Intellos's plate.
"Why then is he here?"
"I do not know. But he does keep talking about God and a man named Jesus. But I do not know him either. Although he does sound very important from the way Esthinor acts," she said as she was chewing.
Could it be? Could there be another who has had the visions of the God and the Man named Jesus? But what does it mean if he was not the only one enlisted into the mission of faith? And possibly the most critical question: what does it mean that they are both here, in the same situation, both helplessly captive by forces greater than them? Were they both just playing the fool to another deception, or was their close proximity to each other part of a subtle symphonic orchestration wherein they were meant to each play an individual instrument forming an entwined melody for this part of the greater musical composition?
"Grand Wizard? Are you ok?" asked Anaria who had noticed that Intellos had begun staring into his plate of food.
"Oh, yes, Anaria. I am quite well. I was just thinking," he responded.
"I have to go back to Esthinor now. He does not like it when I delay in my tasks. Sometimes he gets mad when I am gone longer than he thinks I should be," she said as she stood up.
"Does he hurt you, Anaria?"
"No, he just speaks loudly sometimes, but then quiets right back down. He even apologized once for yelling too loudly," she said.
"That is good to hear. Be well, Anaria, and never stop scribbling," he said as his eyes begun to tear up.
She jumped into his arms and gave him a large hug, at least as large as a young girl was capable of hugging. However, to the young girl, it was the greatest hug she had ever given and because of that, it was the greatest hug Intellos had ever received.




Cesteptio
(Decpetion)
Thus far, the day had passed in a blur. As with all weddings, there was an impossible amount of details requiring attention. And while for most weddings, the majority of the details were, at least in part if not completely, managed by some or all of the participants, it would not due for the details of this wedding to be trusted to anyone but the best; and she was the best. At least, that is what High King Yahnaros believed. And for the moment his belief was shared, albeit reluctantly, by Lord Hinthial of the elves. Both men required the best for their respective scions, which is why both men now required her.
Though her reputation was not always so. In fact, there was a time when it was, for the most part, ruined in the eyes of everyone, everyone who did not understand the workings of royalty and their political consequences, that is. Years ago, when there was no outlet for the rage of one of his royalty, the High King was left with no other decision than to utilize his considerable influence and, for lack of a better word, rig a rather outlandish legal process resulting in her guilt. Consequently, she lost the cornerstone of her adulthood and the freedom of working without the restrictions imposed by another.
But King Yahnaros was not without compassion, so he employed her as his royal concierge. However, he was not entirely altruistic either. He had a need that she was quite capable of filling. Even though the Silver Castle was not an inn or tavern, some of its functions were very similar, and since she had run the most successful one in the realm, he felt very comfortable placing his reputation, and that of the hospitality of the Silver Empire, squarely on her shoulders. She accepted it with ease just like when she found her husband in the act of betrayal. She made peace with her new life rather quickly, packed all of her belongings in just two hours’ time, and boarded the carriage sent by the High King himself.
During the pinnacle of The Dragon Lair's fame, she had the opportunity to entertain royalty on a few occasions. However, nothing could prepare her for hosting them every day; and not just the small Lords and Ladies of the bordering provinces, but those from across the whole of Avendia. Yet, even with her exposure to their unique and rather luxurious needs over the last couple of decades, for any and every occasion, again she found her preparation lacking related to her current endeavor - the first ever wedding between not just elf and man, but between an Elven Prince and Human Princess.
Presented as a proposition to the High King six months ago from Lord Hinthial's personal messenger as a way to solidify the aligning of the two greatest forces of peace in Avendia, it was first tentatively rejected on the basis of lines of succession. There simply could never be an elf ruling over the world of man, nor could there ever be a man ruling over the kingdom of the elves. But Lord Hinthial anticipated this and had a secondary messenger dispatched within days of the first.
Upon his arrival, High King Yahnaros poured over the legality of the proposed alignment drawing upon the considerable legal counsel at his disposal. He even brought out of retirement the great Angorin Benecostas Sulosin the Third, renowned and revered for his drafting of the amended inclusions into the Freeman's Doctrine which lead to the eventual abolishment of the slave trade. Well, at least its legal practitioners.
They poured over the documents for weeks, dissecting each and every word in both the common language and its Elvish original. At the conclusion of their research, and announced by Sulosin himself at the Council of Lords, he affirmed his belief in the proposition outlined by Lord Hinthial. In rather dramatic style, something he had always been known for during his speeches at the Council, he rose slowly when called upon by King Yahnaros and said, in a very loud and proud voice, "Good Lords, I would ask for your gracious understanding as I abate my welcoming of all of you and get right to the point, for it is sharp and presents with a truth that is already set on its path, a path to collide with us in the near future. Never before has an empire risen as high as we have as quickly as we have. It is true, we shine so brightly that our neighbors have become jealous and seek to understand our methods, some to mimic, and others to take. And while we have taken measures to ensure our freedom and safety though the unparalleled strength of our army, there will be a time when The Stone will fail; for alone we cannot stand against the combined might of our current rivals, and our rivals yet to come. This is truth! The Elves have seen it as well, but they have grown bolder in their protective methods. So, it comes to this: should we unite with the Elves, who have always been our faithful allies through the binding laws of our cultures, with a bond greater than any ink from any pen, or should we believe our pens alone provide a bond strong enough to resist temptations and distractions? Thus, what I present to you is the dilemma of our future. As to the legality of succession, we have inspected every word and every source of intent, and through our rigorous examination, we have found no threat to the succession of High King Yahnaros, nor any of his heirs. His line, and therefore, the line of the Silver Empire will stay intact in the hands of men. As for my stance, I can assure you I would like to believe that the written doctrines of legality are adequate to bond the men and elves together, but having seen the law fail on so many occasions, I must admit, rather reluctantly, that our pens will not be sufficient. We need an ink stronger than what we currently have. We need the ink of blood, the parchment of family upon which we can inscribe our futures with the pen of marriage. Only through the binding of Prince and Princess can we obtain the security we need to ensure the continuance of The Silver Empire and the unparalleled light it shines to all inhabitants of Avendia."
His rather emphatic speech created a minor debate, but in the end, it was clear the path the Lords of the Silver Empire had to choose. That very evening, High King Yahnaros had his best scribe draft an acceptance letter to Lord Hinthial. Though he thought it mildly concerning the letter did not originate from the current elf king, King Rendunial, he dismissed it because there was no elven prince to join with his daughter. And when King Yahnaros learned of King Rendunial untimely death at the hands of his own brother, the famed Eriboth, he further dismissed it as a fortuitous act of coincidence.
However, not the great speech by Sulosin, nor the debate that followed, and certainly not the death of the Elven King meant anything to her because she had been singularly focused on all of the details that both ruling entities deemed essential. And not one of those land-marked, historical occasions held any influence over the demands of the day, nor would they alter her planning, because she did not plan for elf and man and their respective futures. Instead, she planned for Prince Thorlian and Princess Gwenyia, two young adults whose mantles had earned them their current positions. As Prince Thorlian stood upon the raised dais and before the altar, and Princess Gwenyia was about to be escorted down an impossibly long isle by her father, she finally gave herself the allowance to exhale, the first real exhale she had allowed herself in the last four months. And with that exhale came the enchanting voice of Mylanas Ishanduil.
She alternated between singing in both elven and common so that all present could hear and understand her tale of love, though even without understanding the words, its impact would have not been lessened. But it was not limited to the love existing between two people. No, it was a love that reached deeper than the bond of flesh to flesh right into the love between the three ever present eras of time; past, present, and future. Her song revealed how through both the Prince and Princess, the past was allowed life as their actions were the reflection of teachers long since dead to mortality. She sang of the present and how these teachers would be allowed to celebrate along with the new couple as they bonded themselves and their nations together. And she sang of the future and the burden their marriage would carry for man and elf alike. Through linking these three points of time with her immortal voice, she perfectly reflected the decor of the event and creating an environment of peaceful surety resulting from the decision both races had made.
As Nadalize opened her eyes after exhaling four months of pressure and planning, she also let go of her host driven sight and allowed herself to see as one of her guests. And what she saw brought her to tears. There was such an expectation of perfection with the planning of all of the King's events, but for this wedding, that expectation was replaced with requirement. And exceeding all of her predecessors, she exquisitely met each requirement resulting in a perfection beyond what anyone thought possible for a representative of either man or elf.
Standing at the back of the throne room, on the top most level of the rows and rows of built up seating, she was able to observe the breath of the beauty she had created. It was long decided that the only way to represent the melding of both races was to line the throne with a silver lattice work of fencing upon which were woven an uncountable number of lilies. But they were not just the common white lilies. They had been colored black against the wishes of the elven contingency; however, when set against the silver backdrop of the lattice work as well as the black tapestries that were used to line the back of the throne room, it created a spectacle unlike anything anyone had seen before. Likewise, and adding to the striking nature of the black flowers, the leaves that were normally green, were colored a slightly darker shade of silver causing a layered spectacle of depth. The black tapestries, the silver lattice fencing, the slightly darker silver leaves, and the black lilies created an awestruck response from each of the guests that no amount of colors could have produced. She looked up to the lighting and favored the lighted constructs created by the elves. Their unique glow muted any other colors allowing the black to stand out just a little bit more. With their starlight flickering, the whole of the throne room appeared to all onlookers as a negative of the night sky. Truly a masterful and counter-intuitive vision, but then again, she was known for her vision. Perhaps it was because of the emotional release built up over the last four months, or perhaps it was the stunning voice of Lady Ishanduil reminding her of days past, but regardless of the reasoning, she found her thoughts drifting to another time, another life, a life wherein she was mother an mentor for a young girl made woman before her eyes.
She thought of Athlorial quite frequently after the night she left giving her charge over her son, Torrick. But as time passed, the frequency of those thoughts faded, not because of any conscious effort on her part, but because of the normal progression of things when not in the sight of life's daily progression.  Yet the intensity of those memories held a constancy that could not be dissolved no matter how much time had passed. And one night in particular contained a rather permanent placement within her possible regret and potential hope. It was the night she decided to give Torrick away.
"Thank you for following Athlorial for as long as you could. You are sure she is safe?" she said as she held little Torrick in her arms.
"Yes, I am sure. She was hired into the service of a traveling circus. And from the looks of it, quite a large one with ample surplus for her security," said the hooded figure as he stood in the shadows of the corner of her room.
"You are sure she was able to escape without detection?" she asked as she gently rocked the toddler who was currently struggling against sleep.
"Yes, as you instructed, I saw to the scene and made the necessary adjustments to make it appear as though it was a random robbery. No one will suspect her as long as she stays away. They will think she was taken, along with several other valuable belongings," he said stoically.
"You missed nothing? There is nothing left to trace anything back to me?" she said again as she continued rocking in her chair, the young boy now asleep in her arms.
"You question my abilities now? After these years of service?" he said in an uncharacteristically playful voice.
"No, certainly not. You have proven yourself more than adequate on every occasion thus far. But it is not a random acquaintance we are protecting now. It is my life, my two lives. There can be no ties to her or her child. If there is, no amount of trickery will avert the attention of the authorities this time," she said as she turned her attention from the infant to him.
"I understand. All details have been accounted for. There is no trace," he said as he turned to leave.
"Kinarin, before you leave, I must ask of you for one more duty. It is one I have been debating for a long time," she said as she wiped a lock of hair from Torrick's sleeping face.
"Yes, Nadalize?" he answered as he looked at her over his shoulder, although he knew what she was going to ask.
After a very long pause, and several tears, she looked up at the man and said, "You know what you must do."
"Indeed. In anticipation, I have already made the necessary arrangements with the banking community on the boy's behalf. He will be well cared for in the institution I have selected. You need not worry about his fortunes," he said as he turned and walked over to her as her rocking slowed.
"Please, watch over him," she asked as her tears overflowed and dripped down her cheeks.
"You know I cannot do that,” he said as he turned and walked toward her. “Suspicions would grow if I am seen, and that could lead to prying hands. Hands that could follow the banking records if they so choose. And those records would lead back to you and the boy. I do not think Lord Cutori's vengeance has yet been filled. By all accounts he has still dedicated the majority of his substantial resources to finding Eriboth, and no doubt Athlorial, should he learn of her absence," he said as he knelt down to look at her.
"Yes, you are right," she said in resignation of what she had already known. "When can this be done?"
"Tonight. All is ready," he said as he reached for Torrick.
Internally, she fought the impulse to hold him as closely as she could, never letting him go, but she knew that would make this moment only more difficult. So, she handed the sleeping child to Kinarin who held him gently in his arms. Such a contrast he could be. In one moment, he was a lethal assassin, capable of great feats of violence, and in the next, he could hold a baby as if he had held many before. She knew he was young, but she knew nothing more about his past save that it must have been laden with the type of pain now infusing her. She watched in silence as he walked out of her house carrying the last tangible reminder to the life she had once lived.
As she continued watching the progression of Princess Gwenyia and High King Yahnaros, she could not help but become lost in the hypnotic voice of the elven evidence of perfection. It was almost as if she was hearing music again for the very first time. On only one other occasion had she been equally moved by the mortal expression of harmonic vocals, the night Athlorial had sung Eriboth's poem.
Before she knew it, the wedding ceremony had ended to the boisterous applause from the guests in attendance. The internal thunder in the throne room created by the hundreds of attendees jolted her from her memories and hopeful speculations of Athlorial and her future back to the present and tasks at hand. Although those tasks were now placed firmly in the grasps of her subordinates, with nothing for her to accomplish now, she nevertheless still felt her anxiety raise at the completion of this first part. Because as much as it was over, it had only just begun.
As is customary, directly following every wedding ceremony was a night of celebration. Although the celebrations tended to be less structured in their planning because the individuals involved would be naturally less strict in their observations, the nature of the two who had just been betrothed elevated any relaxation she might have been inclined to feel. Instead of needing to appeal to only one set of cultural norms, she had to equally appeal to both without appearing to segregate either. So, her task had been to create an illusion of unity wherein neither the pride of the Elves nor Men would be slighted. As such, she continued the theme of silver and black into the grand ball room, but added much smaller flickering candles suspended inside glass center pieces placed at each table. The candles were made from black wax which caused the flames to stand out more brightly against a black background. Hanging from large, suspended pots were streams of the black lilies and silver leaves. They did not hang down far enough to interfere with the sightlines of the guests but seemed to end perfectly to enhance the scene instead of becoming it.
The head table, while normally straight and long, was instead bent in an elongated horseshoe shape extending from the newly wed prince and princess. Next to each of them were their respective family members. Lighting the backdrop of black tapestries behind the head table was an arch of suspended glass spheres similar to the ones placed on the tables, however, these were slightly glazed creating a very soft and slightly hazing effect on the eyes. It was as if everyone at the head table existed on a slightly more ethereal plane than the rest of the attendees. As she entered the grand ball room, her eyes were instantly drawn to the grand expanse of the formidably beautiful head table. It seemed the whole of the Royal parties glowed slightly as if they had some divine nature added to their existence, if even for just one night.
Even though she had been the creative force behind the visual extravaganza of the entire day, she nonetheless was raptured by its brilliance as if she had been an attendee only. But not all attendees were in the middle of seeing their emotional hopes played out before them, as such, her wonderment and scrutiny of the images was altogether on a different level. Indeed, had it not been for the presence of her husband's nudging elbow, she might have missed the herald’s formal introduction completely. Thankfully, his subtle nudge provided her the return to reality and sense of location she needed to gracefully enter the ball room and proceed to her and her husband’s designated table. Although she knew where each predetermined seat was, she still allowed the page to escort them. She was neither family nor friend so her table had not been placed very close to the head table, but neither was it at the very back of the ball room. Instead, she placed herself at the table with several of the other important pieces to this day.
Along with her and her husband, her table contained, Amoos Trask, who was hired to cater the event, and his guest, a rather portly woman who reflected his countenance suggesting they had either been married for a long time, or were siblings. To Amoos's left sat Mylanas Ishanduil and her guest, a striking elven woman whose eyes were more blue than even the sky on the clearest days of creation itself. Though they both looked immortally youthful, the wonder lacing Lady Ishanduil's guest was suggestive of an elf still in her years before her Indri Primos. Seated next to them was the master musical conductor of the King's Symphony Orchestra, a man named Aliun Dar and his wife, Throsilla. Rounding out the table of ten was a slender elf wearing wizard's robes. He was accompanied by an elf girl dressed in the same style of robes as his, however, his name currently escaped her memory. Seated at this table were the main players in the sensational display of collective beauty when elf and man combined their respective efforts in the collective unity demanded by their superiors.
"My Lady Nadalize, I should think it not too bold of me to say your talents have exceeded any and all expectations of the day so far," said Amoos as he pulled her chair out for her.
"Thank you, Amoos. But the night is not over yet. We have yet to sample your food. From what I hear, it will surely surpass my efforts," she responded.
"Indeed," said the wizard, "As elves, we have yet to utilize magic to enhance our food, but all indications state that we should strongly consider it. Tell me, Amoos, how is it you came upon this notion? You are not gifted with the talent."
"Thank you, Lady Tugori," he said as he graciously accepted her praise for the meal yet to be had. "To answer your question, Glindinol, it came to me in a dream. I am sure the Wizards of the University had conducted research into this topic before, but they had not thought to use it to directly alter the seeds of the plants. You see, it is one thing to enhance food once it has been developed, but to alter the seed, well, then you can completely change how food is grown. And the best part is, once the seed is altered, all subsequent seedlings naturally reflect that which was altered in the original seed. We in the food business have named it Magical Reorganization."
The wizard known as Glindinol pondered for a moment, then spoke, "What, if any, are the long-term effects on the seeds you have altered? Do they carry any magical residue or does it dissolve over time.?"
"The best we have been able to tell is that it does dissolve over time, but at a very slow rate. There does not seem to be any negative effect on the individual plants or seeds. In fact, as you will soon see, they present much more healthy than their predecessors," he said as he directed their attention to the liberal plates of salads that were just being presented to them by the various array of servants.
The colors were outstanding, and when pitted against the silver and black of the decor, all eyes were drawn to them the way their hearts were drawn to the lyrical performances of Lady Ishanduil. Indeed, the food presentation was nothing short of brilliant. Its perfection allowed Nadalize to feel grateful that she possessed the wisdom to allow Amoos the freedom he required to create the palatable mastery they were enjoying. Each course, complimented perfectly with either a choice of wine or mead, played out as if the musical director was conducting the very greatest masterpiece ever orchestrated. There was no doubt, the magically enhanced food certainly dominated their compliments well after dinner and into the night. But Nadalize would not remain long enough to hear them all. Instead, the wine she had liberally consumed began to reign supreme. Again, with the subtle insistence of her husband, she thought better to retire to her chambers shortly after dinner.
While lying in bed, her eyes still wide from the stress of the day's events and implications, she began to think of Athlorial once again. Perhaps all of the stress weakened her normally strong countenance against the effects of her past memories resulting in their infiltration into her consciousness, or perhaps her exhaustion had finally gotten the better of her. Regardless, she could not remove her mind from Athlorial and Torrick. And she soon developed an irrational foreboding concerning her thoughts. As she found it impossible to sleep, she rolled over onto her side, gently kissed her husband on his cheek, careful not to wake him, and rose with the intent to get some fresh air in the royal gardens.
She knew there would be only the slightest chill it their air, even at this time of night, so she decided to don her light robe made from fine silk. She then walked to her balcony overlooking the royal gardens. Once outside, she could still here the celebration continuing its magnitude without weakening. She paused for a moment to breathe deeply and considered how fortunate she had been. But that fortune soon turned to melancholy as her mind drifted to her two lost children.
She did desperately long to see them, to hold them once again and to know they were thriving. Since Athlorial had left, she had not had any contact with her nor heard any rumors about her. It was the same with Torrick. Nadalize had allowed Kinarin, her young friend, to select the location where he would be raised without her knowledge. She did not trust herself to maintain the necessary distance from her grandson to ensure his anonymity and subsequent safety.
Just then, when she could all but feel Athlorial and Torick as she had when she hugged them both, she felt warm hands around her waist and knew, in spite of her attempts, she had roused her husband from his slumber. He had an uncanny ability to know when she was upset and what was upsetting her. Such was the accuracy of his premonitions that she even questioned whether he possessed some unknown and unrevealed portion of magical talent. But she knew he did not. If he did, then they would surely never have met. And that was unthinkable.
She gently closed her hands around his and indulged in his warm embrace. "I am sorry I woke you," she said as she tightened her grasp subtly.
"I am not," he answered with his resolute dedication to her. "You are thinking of them again, are you not?"
Turning in his arms she said, "How do you know that? How do you always know?"
He raised his hand and stroked the side of her cheek, "The same way I knew you were ready to love me when I told you how I felt. I just did."
"Well, I thank the fates you knew, because I had yet to understand that about myself," she said as she gently kissed his lips. "You know, if angels actually did exist, you would surely be one of them."
"No, I do not think I would. I do not possess the beauty of one. You, however, possess a greater portion of the divine. Yes, I am quite sure of their existence," he said as he held her just a little more tightly.
"Oh, and how do you know they exist?" she said playfully.
"Because I am holding one right now," he said with a small, equally playful grin.
She kissed him again, "What would I ever do without you?"
"Probably get a chill," he said as he produced her thicker robe to put around her shoulders. "I figured, since you were going to take a walk in the royal gardens, you would want something warmer than your silk robe."
She looked up at his eyes, truly amazed. "How do you do that? How do you always know?"
"I just know," he said. "Now, if you are about the gardens, you had best be about them soon. I heard that the wizards are expecting it to rain sometime tonight. Judging by the clouds earlier, and the smell of the wind, they will be right this time. I will be waiting for you in bed." He hugged her tightly and kissed her again. "Now go. I cannot keep this bed warm all by myself for very long."
"You know I do love you?" she asked him.
"Yes, I do," he said with his roguish confidence. As he turned and walked back inside their bedchambers, she had to admit to herself that his roguish nature had played the greater portion of her attraction to him at first. But over time, the more she got to know him, the more he revealed to her he was much, much more than just the head gamesman for the King. He was a complex man, solid in his devotions and ideals. But more importantly, he was oakenly devoted to her.
Over the years she was employed by the high king, she had developed an intimate relationship with the royal gardens. She found them perfectly suitable to the losing of her thoughts in a safe and remote location. With the celebrations continuing inside the grand ball room, and no doubt the chambers of the visiting dignitaries, she was certain she would have the gardens to herself, except for the possible intrusion of a stray bird or random rodent. As dedicated as the royal exterminator was, in a castle of this size, there were bound to be two or three critters who were inevitably capable of avoiding his attention, at least momentarily. Although her solitude might be infringed upon, she was thankful it would not be from those capable of communicating with her.
Even though she had made her decisions with the interests of Athlorial and Torrick playing the prominent roles, she still, from time to time, felt guilt. Had she done enough to ensure more than just their survival? As she walked down the intricately constructed stone pathways, unable to appreciate the visual display of colors because of the time of night, she could not help but question herself. She needed answers, but those answers would likely never come. From time to time, she would enlist the assistance of her friend, Kinarin, to conduct a search for them both, but in spite of his quite capable skills, he was unable to return with any information beyond that of vague rumors. She resolved to contact him again soon.
She rounded the corner of the garden maze and exited the living structure. When she looked to her right, she thought she saw a figure laying in the bushes. Probably just one of the attendees of the celebration, she thought to herself. The figure was too far away and the night was too dark to distinguish any sort of identifiable characteristics. She wanted to walk past as if she had not seen it, but it simply would not do to have one of the King's guests run into misfortune. So, she decided, under a modicum of reluctance, to approach the figure and see if she was able to identify who it could be.
As she drew closer, she saw that it could not possibly be one of the attendees because its attire was made predominantly of rages that appeared to have been torn and covered in mud, dirt and grime, though in what order, she could not be sure. Inspecting it further, though still from about ten feet away, she was able to see it must be male. It was too large to be a female, unless of course, it was an orc or ogre female, but she doubted that was possible.
Seeing a royal guard approaching, she signaled for his assistance, "Guard, please, there is a man lying here. Can you help me turn him over?"
"I do not think we should move him, m'Lady. What if he is," the guard paused searching for the right word, "infected." It was common for the dredge of life to have contracted any number of pests, and not entirely uncommon for those pests to carry some form of yet to be defined sickness. Though most often times not lethal, the diseases associated with the poor were most often times manifest as physical deformities such as open soars. Rarely did they contain anything more substantial or permanent. But, such was the condition of Avendia that most healthy people, if health is a term of success and not a flowing dynamic wherein there were many factors, feared what portrayed them as unhealthy. And nothing carried more fear than open soars.
"Then we will be infected as well. Now assist me or tell your supervisor that you were the one responsible for the demise of an innocent on the castle grounds!" she spoke up forcefully. It was not too long ago that she had almost been one of those unfortunate souls who found themselves on the street. And had it not been for the altruistic and pragmatic nature of the King, she surely would have been one of the "infected".
The guard hesitated for a moment, but seeing the steel gaze from Nadalize, decided she was not one to test. He quickly closed the gap he had consciously been maintaining and assisted her. They each put their arms under the fallen man and on the count of Nadalize, turned him over. When her eyes settled on the man's face, she stepped back in unison with a breathless gasp.
"Tell no one of this man! Do you understand me? Tell no one of him! He is to be taken to my quarters. You will then forget all that you know of this night. If you do not, I shall summon The Guild for you!" she said to the guard.
"Yes, m'Lady, I understand. But who is he?" he asked as he looked more closely.
"A ghost," she said.
The guard hefted the unconscious Eriboth over his shoulder and followed Nadalize through a series of less commonly used passageways to her chambers. She knew she would not incur the attention of any of the normal nobility as they would be well into their glasses of liquid revelry or immersed in the song and dance of jubilation. But rounding the last corner to her chambers, perhaps a little too rushed, they came face to face with none other than the High Captain of the King's guard, Lord Captain Coinir. However, it was obvious he was not roaming the halls in an official capacity because he had, held by the waists, two equally beautiful elven girls accompanying him.
"Oh, Lady Tugori, I did not expect meeting anyone in these halls. My apologies," he said with the slightest of slurs. The two young elf girls chuckled when he finished.
Hoping his drunken state would prevent his attention from focusing on the man currently laying over the shoulder of his subordinate, she attempted to quickly brush past he and his two companions, "No apology required, Lord Coinir. We will be on our way."
As she walked past, the captain gained a bit of awareness at the unusual sight, "One moment, Lady Tugori, if I may? What are you about tonight if not tending to the details of this event?"
"My Lord Coinir, the details of the event are well passed their critical status, as is the King's security apparently," she said, turning around to face him.
"What do you mean? The High King is in no danger?" he said as he cast an amused glance at his two companions. "And who is that thrown over your shoulder Guardsman Blaekno?"
While the drink had invaded his inhibitions enough to allow him to grasp the affections of these two young elves, it had not, apparently, invaded his perceptions. Nadalize could think of nothing else to say except a direct challenge. Hoping his mind had been at least partially muddled, she walked right up to him and spoke, "But he is not, is he? Think of this, Captain. What if this man, the one slung over the shoulder of your guard, had been an assassin instead of a drunken beggar? Do you not think he would have been able to infiltrate a hidden perch upon which he would surely have been able to fire a lethal shot at his target? And what if that target was not the King Yahnaros, but one of our esteemed emissaries? What do you think the fallout from that would be? War? Perhaps, but surely, and at the very least, your ability to lead those given charge over the security of the Silver Castle would be drawn into question. I dare say you might even be imprisoned if someone was so inclined to suggest you had conspired with one of the Silver Empire's many enemies. At the very least, you would be shunned, and at the very worst, you would be branded a betrayer."
Her challenge was enough to give him pause, and had he not been under the influence of a liberal amount of mead, not to mention the company of two beautiful elves, he might have been able to see that her breath was slightly more shallow suggesting her confidence was not rooted in truth, but in a hopeful deception. But as he was, he did not notice anything beyond what she had implanted in his mind. He looked to his two companions, then to the guard, and then back to Nadalize.
He laughed, a great hearty laugh that sparked the inclusion of the elf girls. "You are quite right! I had best divert my attentions from these two young beauties and include more rigorous training for my guards. I am grateful for at least this one. But the hour is late and I am well past the sobriety to do what is best. Come on my elven beauties. Have you ever seen the moons from the terrace overlooking the Royal Gardens?"
In unison, they said, "No, My Lord Captain."
"Then I am quite certain the Lady Tugori will excuse us. It seems she has business to attend to as well," turning toward his two guests, he continued, "Let us go, my lovelies. I promise the moons are radiant tonight."
As the three of them walked past, good humor restored and the confrontation almost forgotten as quickly as it began, Nadalize motioned the guard to follow her. When they reached the door to her chambers, she pushed it open allowing the guard to enter first.
"Please set him down on the sitting chair and then go. I will tend to him from here. Speak of this to no one and your assistance will be appreciated. Speak of this to anyone and you will no longer be able to offer assistance any longer," she said as she closed the door.
"Yes, Lady Tugori. I will not speak of this to anyone. You have my word. May I return to my post? If I am gone too long, it will surely raise suspicions," he responded.
"Yes, you may go," she said as she placed a pillow under Eriboth's head.
"Who is this?" said a voice from behind her. She turned around and saw her husband standing in the silhouette caused by the glow of the two moons streaking through their open window. Even though they had been together for years, his attractiveness still stunned her at the most unusual moments. He could be doing nothing at all, or returning from his latest hunting expedition with the king with their quarry slung across his neck, but in those random moments, her breath still caught in her chest. Tonight was one of those moments. However, under normal circumstances she would indulge both hers and his less than savory intentions, but this night was far from normal. In fact, the return of a rumored-to-be-dead legend found lying in the most unpredictable locations on perhaps the most important night for both the races of man and elf, two races he called kin, was something she could not ignore. And, at the moment, she could not quantify the myriad of emotions she was currently experiencing.
"Come now, wife of mine, surely my good looks have not taken all of your words away," he said as he gently walked over to her.
She always appreciated his humor, "No, my dearest. It has not, although I do find your charms irresistible. But, as you have no doubt noticed, we have a larger issue in our midst."
"Does he require our healers?" said her husband as he bent down to examine his unconscious body, "I do not see any visible wounds. Indeed, he appears to be quite peacefully sleeping."
"I can assure you of one thing, my dear husband, whatever state he is in, I doubt he is experiencing much peace," she said as she put her hand on her husband's shoulder. "I do not think we should notify anyone. He is, after all, rumored to be dead. I am quite certain we do not want anyone wondering why a dead man was found lying in the Royal Garden of the host to the very race that is rumored to have killed him. Not to mention questioning us as to why we brought him to our chambers."
"You know him well then? I can assume he is from your past. Perhaps from the days of The Dragon's Lair?" he asked as he put his hand on hers.
"Indeed, he is. Come, let us retire to our balcony. It is a nice night and I feel we will need a whole bottle of wine to get through this story," she said taking his hand, leading him across the chambers. Looking briefly back to Eriboth's peaceful face, she inhaled and then exhaled, adding, "And most likely, two."
She was right. It was a pleasant night, but not in the quiet peacefulness reflected in the features of her unconscious friend, rather in the knowledge they would suffer no further interruptions to the necessity of telling her tale. Since the days she ruled over her own small domain, the days she felt so many emotions she had never thought she would, the days she thought she lost the two closest people to her, her lips had remained largely silent regarding them. Yes, she did mention some things, but they were not of the informative nature. However, as all things concerning Eriboth and his presence resulted in situations necessitating further explanation, she thought it better to outdistance his questions by providing him a full, proactive explanation
Her emotions surprised her. Not in their presence, but in their intensity. She had relived these moments at infinitum, and while they did produce some tears, she had believed them to be muted over the passage of time. But there was something about hearing her own words audibly, as if their very sounds breathed life back into the death of times past. Her tears started subtly at first, almost imperceptibly, but when the first tear dripped past the boundaries of her eyelids leaving a damp streak down her cheek, the flood gates were soon to follow. Yet, her tears were not without the accompaniment of her joy induced smiles. That night, her husband witnessed joys and sorrows he had never seen from her before, and he loved her more for it.
They spoke deeply into the night until the pale rays of the moon had all been dissolved by the early morning sun; and yet the music from last night would continue well past the breaking of the dawn. When they had begun talking, they were sitting on opposite sides of their sitting couch, but her tears and his love would soon close that distance until nothing separated them, not even their pasts. But in this early hour, when the mist and dew was just beginning to be warmed away, and they would no longer need their outer night clothes, she felt sleep spill into her soul from an emotional exhaustion she had not felt for nearly two decades.
As she was sleeping soundly in his arms, he could not help but remember the day they had met. It was shortly after he had first come to the Silver Palace hoping to expand his pelt trade. But as circumstances would have it, his uncanny knowledge was enlisted by a merchant who was fascinated by the idea of the hunt; knowing about and tracking animals in the sport of killing them. But he was not a merchant of specific materials and textiles as were nearly most of the others, he was instead a merchant of the provocation and propagation of mortal desires, as he described it. Through his fascination of the hunt, he had created, with the help of a hopeful animal pelt trader, a business of providing exactly that.
At first, the he was reluctant to teach his skills in the knowledge that teaching them may make him obsolete in time, but the businessman assured him that the fulfillment of desires would earn him more commerce than any amount of trading ever could. He explained that the nobles were ever fascinated by the basal and physical skills held by those of lower social status. Their lives were filled with the common, everyday safety that bred boredom; a boredom that needed to be channeled. They were simply going to be the channel. As it was, his business exploded in merely months.
When word reached the High King of its popularity amongst his nobles, he became intrigued at the prospect of entertaining his visiting guests through something unique. When the High King approached him, he was apprehensive at the prospect of leaving what he had come to know to embark on yet another endeavor. However, just as before, the businessman was there to rest any concerns he might have conjured. So, in a matter of four months from first meeting the businessman, he journeyed from a peasant-born, animal pelt trader, to renowned guide and skilled instructor, ending as the High King's Royal Gamesman.
Because the High King was very thorough with all aspects regarding the entertainment of his guests, he directed the other newest member of his Royal team to attend the Gamesman's hunting party which included a wild game dinner made from the very animals they killed. When she turned around, the youthful gamesman, full of roguish charisma, was instantly captured.
Standing nearly a head shorter than the rest of his guests, she nevertheless carried herself with a quiet and congenial confidence portraying her stature as formidably taller.
"My Lady," he said catching her attention, "I do not believe I have seen you here before. Is this your first time on the hunt?"
"It is indeed. Clearly it is not your first time though. How many have you been on?" she asked him.
"All of them," he said with a slight smile. "Please allow me to introduce myself, m'lady. I am Geromain Tugori, the Royal Gamesman. It will be my pleasure to guide and entertain you throughout the day," he said as he bowed very low with a wave of his hand.
She returned his greeting with a curtsy and smile, "It is very pleasant to meet you today, Geromain Tugori. I am Nadalize Remnesci, Royal Concierge to High King Yahnaros."
"It appears we may be seeing much of each other then. I will welcome each encounter," he said as he took her extended hand gently kissing it.
"As will I," she returned with an expectant smile.
As much as he wanted this moment to extend much farther into the day, he knew it could not. After hearing her story, he knew the presence of this man, Eriboth, was nothing more than a harbinger for more daunting times ahead. Throughout the world, he was known as many things and by many names, but the one that came to mind as he was lying on their sofa was Enon Audiblin, "Doom Herald".
"I can assure you," said a raspy voice from the chamber interior, "while that name was once well deserved, it is far from who I am now." Geromain adjusted himself to attend the voice and saw Eriboth standing in the doorway to their terrace, supporting himself with one of his arms. His appearance was anything but legendary. Wearing rags spotted with dark stains, he hunched over at the waist as if he was in pain, supporting himself with his hands on his knees. His breathing was labored and shallow. "Tell me, however do you know Nadalize?" Eriboth asked just before he fell face forward hitting the floor with a resounding thud jolting Nadalize out of her restful slumber.
Their silence had been understood by each of them, and rightfully so, accepted. With the wind rushing past them, though its effect was muted by the power of the beast on which they rode, streaking toward the Stone Keep, he was acutely aware of her arms around his waist. Though he knew it was only because of the perceived need to secure herself on the back of the Great Gold Dragon, nevertheless, he felt warmed by her touch.
"Why did you not return?" she asked as the silence was lanced through by the unspoken accusation he knew would eventually be given voice. And although her statement held truth, it was not the complete truth, for he did return for her.
"My Lady Soliana, your question is unanswerable in its current form. Out of the deepest respect for you and your honor, I will, therefore, let it linger unanswered instead of attempting to offer an explanation for something that never occurred," he said.
"That is quite the lordly response. Or rather evasion. You did not return, Eriboth. You did not fulfill your promise and I would have my answer before we arrive at our destination," she stated with the devout forcefulness of her developed persona.
He saw that she was indeed far from the young and innocent girl he had first fallen in love with. So different was she now than the Athlorial he had remembered, he had completely not recognized her when he met her in the elven forest. It was not until his eyes had been blinded and his true sight opened that he was able to see beyond what she had become and into who she had been. But, even with her progressed persona, he sensed there was more inside, much more. He saw within her the resolution of a will that would not be denied its inquiry. So, he decided against prolonging the discussion. “I remember many things from my life before I was freed, nearly all of them, including our wonderful week spent in the presence of each other; but what I remember with the utmost clarity was the dress you were wearing when I saw you upon my return," he said after a moment’s pause.
"You returned?" she said taking no precautions to hold her voice in check from revealing her emotions.
"I did," he said calmly.
"Why did you not come to me?" she asked.
"That was my very intent. However, I thought better of it at the time," he stoically responded.
Almost screaming, she pressed him, "How could you think better of it? What, in the realm of everything that could be considered sacred by your blessed stars, could have convinced you to disregard your promise? Do you know what I was forced to endure because of your decision? Do you know how much it hurt knowing, or at least thinking, you had forgotten?"
Again, returning her onslaught of emotionally charged questions with steadiness, he replied calmly, "My Lady Soliana, let me explain that there is no amount of pain that you have felt at my hands that I have not felt because of yours. But even as I say that, I know the blame ultimately rests on my shoulders. Yes, I believe I do know exactly how much you have hurt."
Exploding from his answer, she tore into him with more accusations, "What pain could I have possibly caused you! You were the one who did not return! You were the one who did not keep his promise! And it is because of you that I was forced to give away the only spectacular thing I have ever known in my life! You forced me to endure what no mother should ever have to endure!"
Though he did not address it, her reference to being a mother resonated beyond the protected places we keep hidden for fear that if they be exposed, we would suffer great pain. Intentionally ignoring its implication, he responded, "Believe me, please, my intent was no less than to see you brilliantly radiant in your joy and happiness. And as I have said before, the ultimate responsibility of your pain rests on my shoulders. Therefore, I bid you to forgive me."
"Your intentions be damned along with you!" was the final statement she made before a very long period where silence was again called king.
He was certain had she not been seated firmly behind him on the Dragon's back, she would have left him forever, but circumstances prevented her from doing so. He was also certain that she did not know exactly how accurate she had been regarding his damnation. He was damned, or at least he had been. Before his death at her hands, he had been so lost in his own estimation of himself that had it not been for the direct encounter with the man named Jesus, he was certain he would have rejected everything the Man and God could deliver.
Though now, having been touched by the heart of The One True God, he could not deny the all-encompassing Love responsible for bringing him back to life and introducing him to a purpose fueled by selflessness and nothing more than for him, Eriboth, to be everything he was intended to be. Through his acceptance of the Love of Jesus, he was no longer damned, he was freed; but more than that, he was catalyzed into a mobilization greater than he would have been capable from any mortal motivation in existence. For that, and so many other things, he was able to find gratitude where none had previously existed.
"When?" she asked with a strong voice, finally breaking the profound silence.
"Pardon me, Lady Soliana, but to which are you referring?"
"You said you felt pain at my hands and that you returned. I want to know when?" she said as more of a statement of the inevitable than a request.
"I am not sure that information would cause you to feel the peace you desire," he said.
"When?" she said even more forcefully.
"So be it," he said. "It was the day you were wed."
There were moments of silence they had shared before, while they were lying in bed at the Dragon's Lair so long ago, and again when they danced at Princess Glinovia's Indri Primos celebration, and most recently while riding on the dragon's back, but none spoke of eternity as the one following his rather simple statement. While waiting for her response, no doubt held static in her throat by the revelation and the resulting consequences of what he had just said, he began to hear another voice. It was gently calling his name, as if it was trying to draw his attention somewhere else, but he could not imagine where else his attention should be if not on Soliana. He heard it again bidding his attention with more of its quiet force.
"That is it. Open your eyes. You are safe," he heard the voice say, but not only had it grown very close, it was also very familiar to him.
As his eyes opened, he heard it say, "Oh my."
Before she was able to say more, Eriboth felt who she was. "Do not worry about the condition of my eyes, Nadalize. I can assure you my sight, while limited physically, is functioning quite well in every aspect that matters," he said while fighting a parched dryness in his mouth.
"I wanted to let you sleep longer, but there was a strain on your face for the last several minutes and I feared you were having a nightmare. It has been so long. Forgive me for asking, but how did you get here and how did you get like," she paused searching for the correct description of his beggar-like appearance, "this?"
Trying to sit up, he felt the woman's hand on his chest bidding him to lay back down. "I would not exactly say it was a nightmare, but yes, it did cause me some much-deserved strain."
"Eriboth, I have so many questions I do not even know where to begin," she said as she put a cool cloth on his head.
"Indeed, much has happened since our paths last crossed, but our time to reminisce as friends will have to wait. There is a much more pressing situation that necessitates all other endeavors be suspended. Tell me, can you deliver me to the audience of High King Yahnaros?" he asked.
"Something told me your presence here indicated greater things were in the works. I am in the trusted employ of The King, as such, I do not think it would be difficult at all. Even without my recommendation, I feel he would be intrigued to see you again. After your rumored death so soon after you departed, I am sure his intrigue would be enough. But it might not be immediate. He is currently entertaining Lord Hinthial. Their heirs were just wed," she said as she shifted her sitting position.
"His presence may prove counterproductive. He and I did not part under the best of circumstances," he said as he too adjusted his posture.
"Why do I sense you are understating? What exactly transpired between you and Lord Hinthial?" she asked him.
"Oh, I am afraid it was not simply a matter between he and I that caused me to leave the elves under duress," he said as he adjusted himself further to a seated position.
"Why is it never simple where you are concerned," she asked with a bit of affectionate sarcasm. "Tell me, what obstacle have you created for yourself this time?"
Sighing deeply, he answered her, "I killed King Rendunial. But greater than that, if there can be something greater, I openly called into question the faith of all Elfkind."
"You did what?" she asked with exasperation lining her voice.
"I denounced the stars," he said.
"Enon esthudia," she said, leaning backward in her chair. "Are you sure your pressing endeavor cannot wait until he has left?"
"It cannot," he said staring at her with a piercing sight only his all white eyes could convey. "The Stone Keep has fallen."
Because of the lavish and woefully indulgent celebrations of last night, there was nowhere near the level of activity present within the Silver Castle’s grounds as there normally should have been for a brisk autumnal morning. So, when Nadalize and her husband, Geromain, were absent from their normally habitual activities, it was noticed without further inquisition because quite frankly, not one of the other nobles was in any condition to engage in their habits either. But this is not to say neither of the two of them were inactive, for much had to be accomplished and quickly if Eriboth was to be granted the uninfringed upon audience with High King Yahnaros.
Clearly, he could not be introduced in the King's open court, for the Elven contingency would surely be present. Nor could his introduction be during the normal operating aspects of the kingdom outside of the castle walls as at least one of the hundred or so elves from Lord Hinthial's contingency would surely be present. Consulting Geromain, both Eriboth and Nadalize agreed the best opportunity to secretly present Eriboth to High King Yahnaros would be during the next gaming hunt, three nights from when Nadalize had found him. True, it was to be accompanied by Lord Hinthial and some of his closest advisors, but it did present with the opportunity to both conceal Eriboth's presence, and separate the king from the Elf Lord's far reaching presence. As it was, it gave Geromain just enough time to make the arrangements allowing them to maintain the necessary secrecy.
Eriboth could feel a growing urgency, but behind the ever-present nagging to become active against Satan and the dark forces led through his very own son, he felt a peace settle within his soul regarding their decided upon timing and approach to King Yahnaros. In fact, since his death and subsequent return, he did all things by feel. Not necessarily the feeling of right verses wrong, because those subjective doctrines were the battle field for his two current combatants; mortal subjective interpretation and divine objective truth. Before his awakening, there was no battle at all except that which was present within all mortal beings. Yet now, even though he knew the truth of the Man called Christ, there was still a constant struggle. And for three days, the struggle had grown largely because he had been forced into inactivity and concealment within Nadalize's lavish quarters.
Staring out of her window, but being conscious to stand far enough away so the shadows of her chambers concealed his presence, he gazed into what he once saw as the rising sun. But now, blind to all physical splendors of sight, he could not see the vast colors any longer. The fading oranges and reds, growing less prevalent as the rising orb turned from orange to yellow giving way its multi-colored, complex brilliance to the crisp, clean and purely blue ski against a backdrop of splendidly changing autumnal colors was nothing more than a memory for him. But even that memory seemed diffuse and distant, as if it was a different person's lent him only through a complex spell.
Yet, he did see, in a way. And that way was ever so much fuller of life's beauties than anything he had encountered before, because what he saw was not the visual input of a million points of reflected light, but rather a million points of reflected divinity. In everything, he saw God. He saw Love. And he knew They were One and the Same. And through his new sight, his understanding of Them was opened to the true meaning of infinity.
"Eriboth, it is time," said Nadalize as she interrupted his thoughtful consideration of God and purpose. "We must go now so we can arrive at our places before you are discovered."
Eriboth turned and walked over to stand in front of the short woman, and although he could not see the single grey lock of hair betraying her age, he did not need to. "Thank you, Nadalize. One day I will repay you for all of your kindness. But I am afraid it will have to wait."
"You will repay me by ending this threat," she said before her emotions were allowed to catch up to her thoughts. "Just make sure you end it."
"Before we go, I would like you to consider something for me," he said drawing her back from her two steps toward the exit.
"Yes, anything," she said.
"Thank you," he said as he placed a hand on her shoulder.
"Are you not going to tell me what I need to consider?" she asked quizzically.
"No, but you will know the time," he said gripping more firmly.
"Why am I not surprised," she said shaking her head. "Now, if there are no more cryptic delays, we really should depart."
He smiled and followed her lead out of the exit and through yet another doorway leading to the dual possibilities of success and failure. Though he was not fully eased by their use of deception, they could see no other way to conceal his presence form Lord Hinthial, who would, no doubt, insist on apprehending him as a traitor. In truth, according to the elven customs, he was a traitor. But his atonement for his crimes against his elven kin would have to hold until the threat to Avendia had been dealt with. However, he was sure the rationality the Elves were known for would not reign over their insistence for recompense, a recompense he had to avoid. And to avoid it, he needed a plan focused on deception.




Sekara
(Refuge)
There would be a reckoning. She knew this. But the day when the reconciliation of her emotional upheaval at discovering the life she thought she had ended and was finally free from was solidified beyond the safe confines of her memory, would still have to wait. There was work to be done. Regardless of her emotional state, which admittedly was beyond her full comprehension, work, duty, and its completion comprised the paramount focus of her thoughts and actions. And as such, her attention was singularly focused on the task of successfully evacuating as many of The Stone Keep's inhabitants as was possible. Though, in spite of her resolve, she had to recognize she lacked a plan sufficient in its logistics to competently complete her task.
A good portion of her training with Psumayn had included various defense techniques for prolonged sieges as well as the evacuation of a large towns and cities. However, much of their success depended on a lengthy period of preparation wherein there would also be time allocated to its practice prior its implementation. Grossly lacking in this preparation time presented her with what she felt was an insurmountable obstacle, she did not have a plan. As she watched Eriboth exit through the large gate, for the first time in a very, very long time, she felt ill prepared to face her current charge. As was her habit, whenever she was presented with a situation that left her lacking, she revisited the training that had propelled her so far in life.
"What is always primary in your assessment of any situation, including battle?" the elder, grey-hair man asked as he attempted to deliver a kick to her midsection.
She dodged deftly. His kick met air. "To ascertain the variables," she answered as she blocked another of his kicks, this one aimed at her temple.
"And how does one accomplish this," he asked her, dodging one of her well-aimed punches.
"By observing," she said feeling as though she had the upper hand in their training session. She advanced her position and surged with her hip seeking to grapple him and displace his balance enough to allow her to sweep his exposed right leg.
"That is obvious, Soliana," he said as he stepped back in anticipation of her next effort. "But you must seek beyond the obvious and into that which is less visible," he retorted, positioning himself behind her allowing him to repulse her confident plan.
As she landed hard on her back, he advanced and jutted his foot to her neck, pinning her to the ground, "You must never accept what is given in battle and in life. For those are existences wherein only that which is seen can be taken, and you did not take the opening I gave you."
"Why must everything be a riddle from you?" she asked as she pushed his foot to the side in a gesture of defeat.
"Why must you see only the riddle behind my words?" he said as he walked away from her.
"Why?" she asked as she stood up and dusted herself off.
"To which unanswered question are you referring?" Psumayn answered as he assumed his fighting stance.
"All of them, any of them," she said, clearly frustrated.
"When you can pick one above the other, I will answer, but not before," he said as he squared his shoulders placing his hands on his hips.
"How can I possibly do that when I have so many unanswered questions? And you provide no answers for any of them, only more riddles!" she said, accusation implicit in her response.
"My dear Soliana, it is not my endeavor to provide answers for your questions because they are yours and not mine. As such, they can be answered only by you and not me. I can only show you the path that will lead you to all of your own answers," he said preparing to continue the sparing lesson.
"And when will that be?" she asked.
"When you are ready for truth."
"I am ready now," she said advancing upon his position with a feint to the right and trying to strike him with a backhand.
As he met her attack, blocking it completely, he drew her close by grappling her extended arm, "And what are you ready for? Surely not the answers you seek."
She stood there, locked in the power of his grasp and his ability to dissolve away any argument she might have constructed. She could neither physically move within his tight grasp nor emotionally move with the even tighter grasp of his truth because she was not ready. And she knew it.
And as she looked around at the enormity of the task facing her now, having been given no time to prepare and no familiarity with the Stone Keep's current evacuation plans, or if they even had any, she had to admit that she was not ready for the task Eriboth had assigned to her.
"Excuse me," she heard a voice say from behind her, "but are you the ‘Woman on Fire’?"
She had not heard that name in such a long time. At first, she ignored the question, thinking it must have been a conjuration of her memory of simpler times, times when her only dilemma was figuring out how to escape the throng of people wishing to congratulate her after one of her performances. A pause followed confirming her first estimation and dismissal, but when it was asked again, she could not deny its genesis was not from her past, but standing behind her. Instantly, she turned to address the voice, but instead of seeing one person, she saw ten, all of them looking expectantly at her. "I have not been called by that title in a very long time. Yes, I was once that woman, but my performing days ended many, many years ago. Though I do thank you for remembering."
"Pardons m'lady, but I cannot take credit, nor can any of us gathered here, for remembering your performing days, though worthy of it they may be," he said.
"How then did you come to know that name? It is not commonly known any longer," she said as she tentatively placed her hand on the hilt of her sword.
Holding up his hands, he took a small step toward her, "M'lady, we mean no confrontation. We are here for your leadership, as it were."
"Leadership?" she questioned him, easing her tension.
"Yes, m'lady," said the man as he took another small step toward her, “This might sound difficult to believe, but we were told to be here, at this hour, too seek the ‘Woman on Fire'."
"Why do you assume it is me?" she asked as she looked around noticing that more and more citizens of the stone keep were slowly gathering.
"M'lady, surely you have seen your hair. I can tell you, with the sun shining through it at this precise hour, it stands apart like a blazing bonfire!"
Drawing her attention to the sun, she squinted as she looked at it. At this hour of day, it had become a deeper shade of orange than at mid-day. And when combined with her radiant blonde locks, at this precise angle, they became the bright orange-red of flame.
"By whom were you given this directive? And for what purpose was my leadership called upon?" she asked them as the ten continued to multiply in number.
"It was the God of dreams," said another voice from behind the man. Soliana looked to find him but could not distinguish the exact person responsible for the answer.
"An Angel of power," said another voice, again maintaining anonymity as a result of the growing masses.
And finally, "The God of All," said a last unknown voice.
"M'lady, they are all correct. From speaking with my friends, I can only surmise they all had the same dream experience I did. Regardless of the form the messenger chose to take, we were all given the same message. Whether it was an angel, God, or ghost from the past, we were all told to seek the ‘Woman on fire’ at this specific time, on this specific day, at this specific place," he said taking yet another step closer to her. "And here you are. To the blessings of God, here you are."
His speech drew a quiet din of approval from the others still gathering. So much had their numbers grown that they must have approached the hundreds. She looked around the circle that had gathered around her and saw both fear and hopeful expectation. Clearly, they feared the army of darkness gathering outside of the keep walls. And clearly, they looked upon her with an expectation derived from their shared experience of being told to find, apparently, her.
There was a collective jump by the those gathered as the sounds of battle began, but Soliana remained calm. She had years of battle in her experiences and well knew the difference between sounds far off and those close by. Resolved to accomplish the task set upon her by Eriboth, not for him, but for those he put in her charge, she looked to the leader and asked, "Where is the rear gate? There must be one."
"What are your plans? Surely, we cannot leave our homes," said the man as he looked around for confirmation.
Soliana saw the eyes of the people giving her pause, not because of their fear or will to survive, but because of their collective unwillingness to leave their homes. Wordlessly, she walked through the crowd as they readily parted for her. Some of them protested, thinking she was leaving them and rejecting the validity of their dreams. Others followed her thinking she was leading them to wherever they needed to go inside their city to remain safe. But she was doing neither. She knew. She knew they would never leave, at least, not without a little nudging. So, she looked around and found that which she sought, a bench upon which she could stand.
After she jumped up, the gathered people waited and watched for her to speak, "For whatever reason, and by whatever power, you find yourselves following me. To what purpose, I cannot answer. There is a dark army amassed outside of our walls, I cannot speak to the means they employed to arrive here, but I can speak of their purpose. They will seek to steal, kill, and destroy what life you have now. I can tell you this, though the Stone Keep has never fallen, and even though its people and soldiers are amongst the strongest in the land, it will fail. This army is one that cannot be stood against with the hope of victory for they do not act as other mortals act. They do not fight as other mortals fight and they will not grant the clemency other mortals grant. They will win and your lives will be forever changed, if not lost," she paused to allow the finality of her words to sink into their hearts. "But there is a hope. Clearly, there is something, someone, some entity at work behind all that we face attempting to provide a reprieve from the awaiting doom. But doom is exactly what you will face, as will your families, if you do not abandon your understanding that home is rooted only to any specific place, because there is nothing to a home that any house, city, and land can provide apart from its physical dwelling. Is a home not more than that? Is it not defined by the very memories you have? And can those memories not be forged elsewhere?" When she paused this time, she knew she had opened their hearts to the idea of leaving the Stone Keep.
"I can see your hearts opening. This is the leadership you will support if you choose to follow me. It will be the leadership that will see your lives flourish elsewhere. For the Stone Keep will fall and you will be enslaved to whatever demands are placed upon you by the victors. Gather what you can, only the necessities. We leave when the sun dial shows half again the hour. If you are not here, we will not wait."
But the gathered people did not depart to see to their last tasks as citizens of The Stone Keep. Instead, they looked around amongst themselves, some muttering to themselves under their breaths and others speaking in hushed tones to each other. There was nothing more Soliana could say. She had said everything she believed they needed to hear, but they still did not leave.
"What are you doing?" said a strong voice from the crowd. Even from her elevated position, Soliana was unable to see who had been its creator. "Did you not hear her and was she not the woman in your dreams? And yet, you are still standing here. I choose to live; therefore, I choose to leave." And just like that, the crowd ended its mutterings, slowly taking action. With each passing second, the acceleration of their movements seemed to grow until she could see the majority of them walking quickly if not running to accomplish her directive.
She looked to the sky, the sun still hanging onto the last string holding it attached to a divine existence and saw what she should have considered to be a beautiful evening. But when set against the growing progression of an evil so unspeakable it threatened the very soul of man, all things, regardless of their innate splendor, became nothing more than a cruel reminder of what may never be again. It was in moments like this that she thought of her son, Torrick. Would she even recognize him if she ever saw him again? And while she liked to believe in an eternal bond between mother and son birthed from the very nature of life, she could not confirm her hopes with any amount of validity. Not because she doubted the strength of her eternal love for him, but because she doubted any existence of a divine inspiration to that love. True, even though the rising of Eriboth had proven a greater aspect of life than the flesh and blood of mortality, she still could not reconcile her past with the cruel lingering of her present; and at present, she dearly missed her son.
Torrick. Who was he? Was he well? Had he experienced all the goodness life could offer? Did he feel loved? These were but a few of the endless questions seeking residence in her consciousness on a constant basis. Regardless of how well she was able to focus on her task driven goals, regardless of how adept she had become at repressing all of her sadness and guilt, and regardless of how much she had successfully forged a new identity for herself apart from the painful memory of leaving him, the presence of those unknown answers that all mothers should always know, were always there. In the background of her intent, they were always present and would always be present because such was her love for her son. It would never end.
But the infinity of her love and all things considered therein would have to wait, for returning to her location were the beginnings of who would become her refugees; that is, if they could successfully leave the Stone Keep. First to return was the spokesperson for the initial group of ten. He was accompanied by a woman and young girl. Next to return were some families, some of which had filled the better portion of their belongings into wagon carts. One of them even had their carts strapped to two horses. She cautioned them that carts would only slow them down, and in the event of being chased, their chances for avoiding capture would be reduced if they were still rooted to their personal belongings. However, she did not refuse them the right to bring what they wanted. After all, there was no time to inspect each and every person's personal belongings. Time was short and their opportunity for successful escape was growing shorter with every second they waited.
"What way do you propose to leave the city?" asked the spokesperson.
"What is your name?" she asked in response.
"Dregor, m'lady. Dregor Yule. I am a fabric specialist. This is my wife, Linsia, and our daughter Nithana," he said as he lifted his daughter up to better see Soliana.
"Is this the woman who will save us, Drahin?" asked the little girl.
"I believe she is," he said as he affectionately pushed a lock of her blonde hair out of her eyes.
"She has hair like mine!" the young girl exclaimed excitedly.
"That she does, Eklirin," he said as he set her back down. "But now is not the time for it, we must leave and I must set you down."
"Ok, Drahin," said the girl as she walked back to the gentle embrace of her mother. "Did you see, Drashin? She has hair just like mine!"
Soliana could not help herself from forming the beginnings of tears at seeing the excitement of the little girl. But she quickly subdued her initial response and turned to address Dregor, "Dregor, what is the best way out of the city? Does it have a rear gate or another exit large enough for our numbers?
"It does indeed. The rear gate will be large enough for us. But I do not think they will readily open it to allow us to leave. There has been an order passed for all people to stay within their homes," he said.
"Then we will just have to find a way to convince them to allow our exit. We should leave soon," she said. Looking around she estimated their numbers to be nearly three fourths of that which was present when she addressed them. More were returning, but she did not think everyone would. However, over the next five minutes, she saw their numbers grow to about half again larger than her initial estimation. When she looked to Dregor and nodded her head, he turned and loudly said, "It is time."
They were relatively unimpeded as they walked through the town to the rear gate, to each of their surprises, because of the imposed directive that all remain in their homes until the all clear. All of the guards and militia they saw were very preoccupied with either bolstering the forces along the walls, or searching the streets for the assassins, and while Soliana was most beneficial in direct battle, and was predisposed to join either of those forces, she admonished her natural intent to better serve her civilian charge. But the urge to join in the defense of the city was powerfully present.
As they approached the rear gate, after walking through the twists and turns of the city, Dregor walked up next to her and said, "I hope you have a plan to get beyond the gates. They have not moved to unbar it, nor have they begun the process to engage the winches on either side."
"To be honest, Dregor, I had not thought of anything yet. I truly hope your dream can be believed, because if it cannot, then I do not know what we will do," she said as she looked gravely to him.
Before Soliana had the chance to personally approach the guards, one of them shouted from the bridge above "What is the meaning of this?"
Stepping forward, she answered his inquiry, "I am Soliana Solaris, and I represent those citizens who have chosen to seek refuge until this army is defeated. We are here to request the gate to be opened and allowance be granted for our passage."
"Are you aware that there is an imposed curfew including a restriction to residences?" the guard asked haughtily.
"Yes, we are aware. But we come with the gravest of requests and humble pleading that the imposition be overlooked," she said strongly.
"Under whose authority do you ask this?" he asked.
Soliana had no answer to his question. What was she supposed to say? Under the authority of a barely known God based on the dreams of random citizens and at the behest of an outlawed legend who had recently returned from the dead did not sound like the answer that would elicit a response remotely close to beginning the process for the gates to be opened. But in truth, that was all she had, and all she could say. She looked to Dregor and then to the others behind him, all waiting for her to answer. She looked to the other guards and then back to their leader, but when an answer failed her, she was about plead for their mercy and understanding when she heard a strong voice from the crowd say, "Authority is a funny thing, is it not Captain Belecin?"
She recognized it as the same voice that spoke up after her speech. Instantly, she turned to identify its source and saw a lean man stepping forward from the gathered throng. He wore loose fitting black breaches bound by leather straps running the length of their sides and a loose fitting pale green tunic tucked in at the waist. Over the tunic, he wore a dark grey, leather doublet fastened in the front with metal clasps. He was slightly taller than she was, but not tall for a man. Yet neither was he short. Hanging at this belt was a thin rapier held by a frog styled sheath.
Looking down at the lean man, Captain Belecin squinted his eyes and paused as if considering outcomes for several different actions. In return, and seeing his hesitation, the guards looked back and forth between the captain and the man, "Indeed it is."
"Then you understand that authority is nothing more than illusion, Captain," the lean man said as he continued to walk and stand beside Soliana.
"Yes, it has recently been made very apparent to me that it is," he said as he was still weighing his options, obviously torn between two equal and opposite forces.
"So, tell me, Captain Belecin, which illusion do you wish to maintain?" said the man with a voice laced with intent.
"You understand that if I open the gate, it is done. There will be no more illusions. And once this dark army falls on the walls of The Stone Keep, Lord Myosk will have my position," said the captain.
"I am perfectly capable of extrapolating the consequences. But then again, they are not my consequences, but your own. Yet I would urge you to think of the consequences that would befall you should the gate remain closed," he said as he lightly touched the hilt of his thin rapier drawing a reciprocated response from the guards.
"You need not remind me of those. I am well aware. But this is it, Jaro, there will be no more you can extract. It will be finished," said Caption Belecin. Looking one more time to Soliana, Captain Belecin addressed her, "I do not know how or why you came into the company of this man, but I can assure you, no good will come of it. Yes, you will be granted passage, but understand, his price will come due. And I fear you will be ill equipped to pay it."
As the captain motioned the guards to open the gates, several of them hesitated drawing the ire of their captain. As he forcefully barked his orders again, Soliana turned to the man named Jaro and said, "Thank you". He did not speak but nodded his head in acknowledgement and walked back into the crowd, disappearing almost as quickly as he had appeared. She made a note to thank him again later if time and opportunity allowed.
Dregor stepped forward and addressed the captain, "Captain Belecin, thank you for your graciousness. If you or any of your men would like to join us in our search for refuge, you will not be turned away."
"Your offer is noted, but we are quite safe within the walls of the stone keep. They have never failed before and will not fail now," he said with all the graciousness possessed by one who had risen to the position of captain in an empire exploring its eloquence.
"Are you sure, Captain? We would welcome you with open arms," said Dregor, persisting in his offer. Soliana looked to Captain Belecin, but saw his eyes remained focused on his loyalty to Lord Myosk.
"Your companion, Jaro, might protest our inclusion within your ranks. But even if he would not, we must remain loyal to The Stone Keep, Lord Myosk, and The Silver Empire. I am quite sure our forces will stand to defeat this dark army with little effort," he said.
"Perhaps, but perhaps not. You might not want to blindly place your faith in the trappings of men, or their institutions," he said, continuing to challenge the sensibilities of the Captain.
Pausing, the captain decided how to respond, "Are you suggesting that we put our beliefs somewhere else? Where then would you suggest," he asked slightly mocking Dregor's innocence.
Seeing that the Captain was growing tired of their conversation and fearing his decision might be swayed by Dregor’s insistence, Soliana did not wait for him to respond. Instead, she grabbed him by the arm and pulled him slightly as she walked toward the open gate, "Forgive us, Captain Belecin. We appreciate the allowance you have granted us. If there is ever anything we can do for you in return, please just make it known, and it will be done." Under her breath she whispered to Dregor, "We must go."
It took longer for her and her followers to complete their passage through the gate than what she had originally thought. Since leaving the center of the city, she had not had the opportunity to see just how much their numbers had grown. What began as a couple hundred had grown into multiple hundreds, even perhaps a thousand. As she stood, watching until the very last person had exited the gates, she was forced to consider the logistics of providing for a group of unexperienced travelers this large. Not to mention, the final destination of their escape had not been even considered let alone solidified. In all honesty, she had never thought they would be permitted to exit. As such, it was beyond her consideration to decide upon a location, at least, none that would have been given any thought greater than this explicit moment.
"Well now, it appears as though our numbers have grown much larger than they were at the time of your speech," said the man she knew as Jaro.
"Indeed, they have," she agreed. Turning to look at him, "I would like to thank you again for interceding on our behalf. I do not know what has transpired between you and Captain Belecin, but for my part, I am thankful that it has. Were it not for you, we would have likely found ourselves trapped inside the city walls.”
“The Captain owed me a favor. I collected upon it. Nothing more,” he said as he surveyed the last of the citizens to cross the threshold from city to countryside.
“I should say that it is hardly the matter of a simple favor to sway a Captain of the Guard to betray a direct order from his Lord,” she said placing a hand on his forearm. "Thank you," she said again.
"M’lady, it is nothing. Please, I can assure you that my act was not based on selflessness. After all, it is never a small thing to come to the aid of a beautiful woman," he said with a small grin. "Now, to the point. Have you decided on a plan to sneak around the gathered army? They will no doubt be preoccupied and should prove easy to bypass."
"We will not need to sneak around the army. We are not heading in their direction. We are going to head north, beyond the mountains," she said beginning to walk to the head of the caravan.
"Beyond the mountains? Are you sure? I do not think that would be a wise decision," he said catching up to her brisk pace.
"Oh? And why is that?" she asked him.
"Do you not know what lies across the mountains?" he asked as he reached out to grip her arm.
She quickly dislodged his grasp with a subtle twist of her elbow, “Do not grab my arm again unless you wish your hand to be removed from its wrist,” she said quietly. “I know full well what lies across the mountains to the north. I also know that to remain within the province that has just been taken by a dark force would not be conducive to our freedom. Our only hope is to cross the mountain pass." She was familiar with the animosity between the Orcs and Man. Long and storied was the history between both races, and none of it peaceful. Sure, there were periods of relatively passive aggression, but for the most part, at least on the border, there were frequent skirmishes. However, those skirmished resulted from mainly a political origin as both man and orc claimed rights into each of the other’s lands. Yet, in her studies of orcish culture, to better understand their battle techniques, she came to understand they were not the brutishly barbaric, blood-crazed monsters of her youth. Indeed, they were hardened by battle as the preferred means to settle any dispute, but rarely were they provoked to violence for violence sake alone.
"Would it not be advisable to head west to the coastal cities? They are large and plentiful. Surely, we would find refuge within one of them. They will undoubtedly be much more amiable to a prolonged relocation than the Orcs,” insisted Jaro.
“Jaro, how far away are the coastal cities?” she asked.
“They are quite far, but would the length not be worth the greater chance of acceptance?” he asked.
“Greater chance you say? Perhaps traveling that far over the land is easy for you when you are alone. But consider our numbers. We cannot possibly sustain a journey of that distance with as many people as we have. We would have to travel across more than half of the entire Silver Empire relying solely on the land to provide for us. Food will become scarce, as will shelter and water. Not to mention the risk of disease to the young and elderly. No Jaro, we are not a hardened army of soldiers that is able to withstand the hardships of a prolonged march over that distance. Our best choice is to cross the mountain pass. It is a much shorter distance over a much more forgiving terrain than heading west,” she said as she stopped to speak to him directly.
“I do not think the Orcs will be as forgiving as the land,” he said ominously.
"Perhaps not. Nevertheless, that is the direction we are headed. After all, the hospitality of our hosts will matter not if we fail to reach them. You are more than welcome to continue your journey on your own, but if you stay with us, we head for the mountain pass," she said sternly.
“I meant no offense, m’lady. I only mean to offer an existing alternative,” he said apologetically.
Looking at him warily, she was uncertain what to make of him exactly. It was no small influence to possess the capability to turn a guard away from his Lord’s orders. Neither was it lost upon her that the individual who possessed that skill, or rather, influence was likely to be formidable as both a foe and an ally. At the very center of her dilemma was her concern for his trustworthiness. She did not doubt that the influence he held over Caption Belecin saw its roots grown from nefarious seeds, but she did not know the depth of those nefarious roots. Could she trust him? Yes, but that was not really the question. Everyone is trustworthy. However, it was the manner of their trustworthiness that she was considering regarding this Jaro. Could he be trusted to offer up the best solution to their problems as a whole, or would any suggestion from him be laced with the selfish desire to make sure it was good for him first, and the rest of the refugees second? She did not yet know.
"I appreciate your concern, but we are headed North. As I said before, you are welcome to travel with us, but should your purpose be set against our well-being, you will not find me so understanding," she said firmly.
"Oh, I would never endanger the lives of your followers. Again, I meant only to point out the potential peril innately present where the orcs are concerned," he said. "Now then, I assume you have plans for the provision of food and other necessities?"
"Is everything ok, Lady Soliana?" asked Dregor walking up to them, followed by three young men.
"Yes, Dregor," she said as she greeted him with a warm smile, "Everything is well. Jaro here was just advising me on the perils of heading north. He was also expressing his concern for the provision of food, water, and shelter should we require it."
Dregor looked Jaro up and down, as did his three companions, "Very well, m’lady. We think all of those seeking to follow you have exited the gates. They are now being closed. I think it best we put as much distance between us and the city as possible before we set up camp for the night."
"I agree with you, Dregor. We can ill afford to spend any more time close to the city than we already have. Tell the people to begin their march north. We will stay tight to the main roads so we can warn any travelers we might encounter on our way. Also, it will ensure none of us gets lost in the country side. The main roads will also keep us close to the river so we can continue to replenish our water supply. Make no mistake, Dregor, our journey will be difficult and full of danger. But I believe we will be successful."
"Yes, m'lady," responded Dregor and he turned to depart.
"See to it that we send our youngest and fittest ahead of us to scout for food sources. Feeding this many people will be no small undertaking," she said before he and his companions left.
"Yes, m’lady. I should think it will take a miracle," he said looking around at their larger than expected numbers.
"Miracles are for children's tales, Dregor. It will take planning and proper execution," she said as he turned back toward her.
"Right you are, Lady Soliana," interjected Jaro, "but I fear the closer we get to the Orcish lands, the more in need of a miracle we may become."
"Then we will be provided one," said Dregor confidently.
"Is that the case?" answered Jaro. "Just like that? Something or someone will provide us with a miracle? I guess that is why my life has been so difficult then," he said loudly.
"Do you mock the power of miracles?" said Dregor, firmly set in his belief.
"Certainly not," responded the lean man, "I merely do not believe in the validity of a God, or being, who has, as of yet, failed to show himself in my life. Without your god, one can only assume any miracle can be explained by chance. And when it comes to the Orcs, there is no chance."
"You are right about one thing," said Dregor.
"What is that?" asked Jaro.
"There is no chance," he said. Turning back toward Soliana, he asked, "With your permission, I would like to see to your instructions."
"Dregor, you do not need my permission," she responded. However, seeing that he did not move, she added, "but yes, please see they are executed. We have a long journey ahead of us."
As Dregor turned and walked away, his three younger companions following, Jaro asked, "Where did you find that one?"
"I did not. He found me," she said watching him leave.
"How long have you two been together?" he asked.
"Oh, we are not. I met him only earlier this very day," she answered.
"How can it be that a beautiful woman such as yourself remains without a man?" he asked.
Squaring her shoulders as if challenged, she addressed him directly, "The plague of men is not something I am unfamiliar with, though I currently find myself at peace and well without the affliction," she said.
"Then perhaps, m'lady will allow me the opportunity to change her perception?" he said, grinning slightly.
"As my companion Dregor so eloquently stated only moments ago, ‘there is no chance’," she said increasing her pace and walking to lead her refugees leaving Jaro to his own devices. She was hoping he would not follow, and when she noticed he did not, she felt relieved. She was no stranger to the company of men, even if only temporary, and although she did admit to herself that he was roguishly handsome, his company, or any man's company, was something far from her thoughts.
And then there was the complexity of her emotions for Eriboth. Hated and loved, blamed for both her pain and perfection, believed to be dead at her hand and then resurrected to the inclusion of her life, he currently stood at the outskirts of her ability to comprehend. Was there a greater purpose to his presence in her life? Why was she unable to, in spite of even the most drastic of measures, be rid of him? Though she did not believe in such things as fate and destiny, she was beginning to understand, if there were such things, then hers might be the unending torment of that man. Regardless of her confusion and unanswered questions regarding the nature of his inclusion into her life, she was not so deluded to ignore a singular truth - the gravity between them would likely never end.
As she walked at the lead of the refugee column, she could not help but acknowledge how absolutely fatigued she had become. Emotionally, physically, and mentally, she had been pushed to her limit over the last several weeks. In this moment, she, quite possibly for the first time, realized just how fortunate she had been to be trained under the harsh tutelage of Psumayn for all those years. Although they were some of the most difficult times in her life since leaving the comforting confines of Nadalize and The Dragon's Lair, she had learned to appreciate them and the character they had helped to build.
Nadalize. How she missed her mother. She had not thought of her as much as she did Torrick, but the questions she applied to him were the same for her. Though she had long since left that life creating an utterly different identity for herself, she still, in this moment, lingered upon the warm embrace from possibly the only selfless person she had ever known. And a warm, completely selfless embrace was perhaps the one thing she desired most of all.
She had committed herself to being the sole power in her own life responsible for all decisions and consequences; however, now she was beginning to find, in spite of her attempts to free herself from the ties binding her to the forces outside of herself, specifically men, that she continued to be nothing more than the smallest piece on the Kinnock Guul board. But there was nothing to be done about it. The lives placed in her care were more important that any of those in her past. Not Matteus, not Psumayn, not King Rend, and certainly not Eriboth would prevent her from completing her current endeavor of protecting her refugees.
Under her direction and Dregor’s implementation, they quickly developed the necessary operational structure to provide enough resources, namely food and water, for the lot of them. They had designated gatherers and hunters, as well as water fetchers. And the land, almost as if sensing their needs, provided ample supply. Routine quickly began to rule. Any uncertainty and doubt regarding their successful means of providing all the basic necessities of life was beginning to be replaced by a quiet confidence that, as long as the woman on fire was in charge, there was no need to worry.
That did not stop her from worrying though. Over the first few days, they had learned that the stone keep had fallen and there were rumors that Lord Myosk himself was brutally executed at the hands of the leader of the Dark Army, a terrible man named Jesolin Khal. They had also learned, through rumors of course, that this Lord Kahl was not bent upon the destruction of the people, nor their enslavement, but stood for their freedom from the oppression of the nobles. Understandably so, this created a fair amount of dissention in the refugees as several of them became upset at leaving their lives behind based on dreams. However, though Soliana remained calmly adhered to their endeavor, it was Dregor's personal relationship with many of the refugees that galvanized their intents to remain with the group.
A few more days had passed and the mechanics of their journey continued to fall into a predictable routine. All was well except for one evening when the clouds opened up and let loose a short but powerful deluge of water. However, this bane, as it was first seen, was a definite blessing because the remaining four weeks of travel to the mountain pass would see them pulled too far away from the river to easily collect its contents. Soliana knew this and immediately ordered all containers to be filled with the water.
During the nights, for the most part, after she had personally seen to the condition of nearly all of those she had been given charge over, she was left largely alone. This was something she welcomed because it allotted her the opportunity to begin exploring many of her thoughts and emotions, not the least of which was the apparent resurrection of Eriboth. As she took what would be her final drink of water that night before slumber would take her, her thoughts drifted to their journey over the land on the back of a Dragon. And when her eyes finally shut with their intent to remain so, she would dream of the journey again.
"What happened?" she asked as the great beast leveled off from its powerful ascent into the upper reaches of the sky. She felt calmed now, much calmer than she had been when the Dragon used its powerful legs and wings to launch itself off the ground and climb higher than even the Scribe of Heaven. However, her calmness of mind did not translate to her gut as she still felt a small bit of nausea.
"The nausea will pass in time. The Dragon's magic will see you safe and cared for during our flight. Any apprehension you feel is not a condition of Him," said Eriboth as he sensed her discomfort.
"So, flying of the back of a child's myth has had no effect upon you?" she said with mocking sarcasm.
"By all means, it certainly has. Yet, there is something about dying and being sent back that puts many things into the proper perspective," he said. Though he was conscious of many things regarding his new found sight to see more than just the physical, he could not deny, he was very aware of her embrace around his waist to stabilize her position during their flight. He was aware of it, and he enjoyed it.
She sighed a very deep sigh. "Eriboth, there is so much to discuss, so many unanswered questions and so many emotions to reconcile, I do not know where to begin," she said through her sigh.
"Indeed, there are many things we must speak about, though I am not convinced they should occupy our time considering the current state of Avendia," he answered her unspoken request. He knew she looked to him for a beginning to their reconciliation, but he did not have one. As much as he had changed since his return, he knew he was still mortal, and just like she, he knew he was lacking when it came to their direction.
"Why?" she asked boldly.
"To which specific "why" are you referring? You must admit, there are several," he asked for clarification.
"Why did you not return?"
"My Lady Soliana, I did," he said.
"Lady Soliana, Lady Soliana," she heard a voice from the clouds as they continued to streak toward the Stone Keep. "Lady Soliana, Lady Soliana," said the voice again.
When she opened her eyes, she was, at first, confused by what she saw. Her dream, or memory, or whatever it was had felt so real that she did not question it, but just accepted it as where she was at present. So, when she saw the stars shining brightly against the moonlit, night sky, she became alarmed to the point of drawing the dagger that was always strapped to her thigh.
"My Lady, it is only me, Jaro," said the man as he stepped backward instinctively.
Righting her senses quickly, a forced talent for trained warriors, she sheathed her blade and sat up, "I am sorry, Jaro, I did not mean to threaten you."
"Believe me, it is I who am sorry for disturbing your sleep. I would not have bothered, but it looked as though whatever dream you were having was troubling you," he said as he squatted down.
"If you only knew, Jaro," she said as she momentarily stared into the night sky.
"Perhaps I can," he said, "I have often been told I have a talent for listening."
"I am sure you do. But perhaps another time. Now, what are you doing up at this hour?" she asked him now fully in possession of her wakened consciousness.
"In truth, I was simply looking for a private place to relieve myself," he said as he chuckled.
"Then I will not delay you any longer," she said.
"Well, as long as I have your attention," he said as he sat down next to her, though not close enough to be within reach of her rather quick dagger. "What are you plans once we reach the mountain pass? Do you still intend to pursue refuge with the Orcs?"
"We are headed north. That is all I can say for the moment. In regards to our refuge, we will find it wherever it presents. If it is with the Orcs, then it will be with the Orcs. If it is with another opportunity, it will be with that other opportunity," she answered him.
"I do not mean to question your leadership, m'lady, but I am not sure the majority of the refugees would have chosen to follow anyone's leadership if they knew it might place them in direct confrontation with the Orcs. Is there not another way?" he asked her.
"Of course, there is another way. There is always another way, but it is not our way. We head for the mountain pass and whatever fate awaits us there," she said with finality.
"'Whatever fate awaits us there'? Is that not an arrogant statement? Are you to decide the fate of these people who have followed you on a whim generated by a rousing speech?" he challenged.
"Arrogant? You think me arrogant?"
"I do not know you well enough to think you arrogant, but your last statement was certainly built upon its foundation. Do you not think the better portion of wisdom would be to remain in lands that are predisposed to assist us rather than to cross into lands that have traditionally been hostile toward the entire race of man? The hostilities between Orc and Men are no secret. Or do you intend to adhere to your blind faith and dispute all forms of logic?"
Considering him for a moment, she realized that she did not know enough about him to consider anything about him. He was attractive in his broken, roguish way. His scar down the right side of his face portrayed a rough existence, but she sensed there were deeper scars yet concealed. His eyes were hard, the way life solidifies the fluidity of hope into a cemented understanding of a reality without it.
She knew that reality intimately. She had known it, lived it, and understood the burden of carrying it for so long. She knew he carried it too. "What happened?" she asked him.
Her question disarmed his ire and softened his eyes. They grew distant and mixed with the dual reflection of love and loss. "I was once married to a brilliant woman who represented everything good in this harsh world. And when I was so completely blessed, and believed I could not be any more so, she gave me a child. Her name was Illiana and she was as perfect as the moon. Pale and beautiful. Her hair reminded me of the golden wheat just before the harvest. Her smile lit up the darkness of this world and made me consider the possibility of something greater beyond our world. And her eyes, oh her eyes. They spoke of a purity far lost from our land. She was perfect. She was perfect and she was mine," he said as his eyes continued to soften.
Soliana saw the beginning of tears, "Was?" she asked.
"Yes, m'lady, 'was'," he answered.
"What happened?" she asked him as she rested her chin on her folded arms across her knees.
"We were young and alive with all the possibilities of life. But what we never thought, what I never thought, was that those possibilities could be taken away without a remorseful thought given afterwards," he said perhaps in the preparation of retelling a story he kept far from his memory. "It was a summer evening and we were about our town attending the local selection festival. It was nothing grand like those offered by the larger towns and cities, but it was ours and we loved it. Our daughter always favored the animal pens," he paused to chuckle. "You should have seen her trying to ride one of the sheep. She was much too small to mount it herself, but she would not allow anyone to help her. She was so much like her mother; like a river of life that could not be denied its passage. Her energy, much like her mother's, formed tributaries into the hearts of everyone they came in contact with," he paused long to allow himself control over the emotions now a fluid presence in his normally emotionless aspect. "They killed them," he said suddenly with a deep and tear ridden inhalation. "But they did more than that. They only killed them after they were done with them," he continued as a deep fire of pain burned within his eyes.
"Who was it?" she asked as her eyes began to fill with tears, more for the pain he was feeling than sympathy for those she never knew.
"I never saw who it was. I was too busy with my own dealings and business," he spat the word as if it was the plague. "I had been pulled away by one of my business partners to discuss the next phase in our development. We were already successful and were presented with a rare opportunity to expand our business holdings into the neighboring province."
"I am sorry for your loss, Jaro," she said compassionately as she reached out and placed her hand on his arm.
"They violated their bodies," he hissed. "Even my little girl. They violated them and left them to die like rabid animals!"
"What did you do?" she asked as she tightened her grip hoping to offer him a measure of solace that time could not.
Looking down, and then up to the sky, he answered when his eyes returned to meet hers, "I did what any man would have done. I renounced all of my ties to life and began my quest for vengeance."
"Did you ever find who was responsible?"
"No. But one cannot sustain life on only a vengeance bent existence. So, I began to reflect what life had given me. Because life had taken so much from me, I decided to take it back from other people."
"So, you became a thief," she said without any accusation in her words.
"Yes, I became a thief," he said with no remorse. "Why should I not? Life had taken everything from me because without them, nothing else mattered. And because I never found who was responsible, I blamed the condition of life itself. There is no justice in life. There is only action. And our actions are the only things granting us what we think is justice."
"I once believed as you did. I once blamed my path on an individual just like you," she said as she withdrew her hand.
"Were you fortunate enough to find him?" he said as he leaned backward, propping himself with his elbows.
"I was indeed," she said.
"And did you return to him what he stole from you?" he asked.
"Yes, I returned to him the death he had given me," she answered,
"And how did it feel. Tell me so that I may feel that satisfaction though you," he said with a set of purposed focus in his eyes.
"At first, it felt delivering. As if a decade long drought had finally been ended by the purest and most refreshing rainstorm there had ever been," she said as she closed her eyes, feeding on the memory of a splendid meal. "And then, after time passed, only a few hours as a matter of fact, I felt less and less full."
"What do you mean?"
She tilted her head in consideration, "I do not know, really. In the act, it felt glorious to finally be rid of the man who broke me, but after the meal had been served and all dishes cleaned, I found myself still empty. And then," she trailed off without finishing the statement.
"And then what?" he asked with expectation for her explanation.
How could she tell him the very man responsible for the fulfillment of her vengeance was now alive? He already questioned her sanity, or at the very least, her judgment. No doubt he would question her even more if she told him the truth. So, she decided to amend the truth to fit the circumstance and responded, "And then I found out that the death I dealt out was not a permanent balm for the burning vengeance I carried."
"Is there ever a permanent balm for that?" he asked.
"None that I have found yet," she said as she leaned back on her elbows.
"Then it appears as though we are doomed," he said as he looked into the distance.
"Perhaps, but perhaps not. There may be hope for us yet," she said.
"Perhaps," he echoed. "But it is late and I am in desperate need of relieving myself. With your pardon," he said as he stood up.
"Of course," she said and watched him walk into the darkness beyond her hearing. He was much more than she thought he would be. Jaro the thief was more than the fingers he used to collect the purses he stole. He was much more than the schemes and stealth he employed as trades of his chosen craft. And he was certainly more than the vengeance he once sought. He was a good man forced into a bad vocation. But who could blame him? Life had given him pain, more pain than he was capable of handling while maintaining the belief system he had once believed. It had changed him, warped him and forged him into the reflection of what it was to him - take because it will be taken from you. And she could not say that he was wrong.
Soliana was accustomed to rising well before the sun peaked its golden, warming rays over the horizon, so when she was the first to do so, she was not surprised. She enjoyed this peaceful time before everything static began to move. It allowed her the freedom to plan unhindered by the opinions of others. Not that she did not value them, because she did, but with so many people, sometimes they did drown out her well-educated judgment.
Walking through their camp, she saw things had become more worn down than when they had started their journey three weeks ago. Fabrics used for tents were stained with dirt and watermarks. Some seams were showing holes as well. The ropes used to support things like drying lines were showing marginally frayed portions. They were not in any danger of breaking; however, without being equipped to make the necessary repairs, she doubted if they would last another three weeks. While much of their material supplies were running thin, the food and water provided by the land seemed to sufficiently meet their needs. There were times when rations were necessarily limited, but those were neither frequent nor severe.
When she reached the far end of the camp, completing her examination, she saw three separate lights approaching from the distance. They were not approaching quickly, as one might expect if an alarm had been raised; but they were coming closer at a slightly elevated rate. She estimated the time it would take for them to reach the camp and judged she had enough time to and wake both Jaro and Dregor, the two men whose council she had come to value.
The two of them were comprised of what she called contrasting similarities. Each man was good and dedicated, but the object of their dedication was very different. Dregor, still possessing a wife and child, weighed all of his decisions based on the well-being of a family unit, whereas Jaro, the quintessential lone thief was concerned with only the health of himself. And so long as the two of them were aligned, Dregor’s family and Jaro’s independence, they were not at odds. But when their opinions were different, neither of them would yield their respective positions, often times requiring Soliana to provide a calmer and more unifying position. She respected both men for what they were. And though Jaro was a thief, she saw many similarities between he and Dregor, though neither man would admit to them openly. She doubted if they would even do so in secret.
She had little difficulty finding them amongst the other refugees. One of her directions was that for ease of identification, the pattern of their camp be consistent from site to site, as much as was possible given the landscape of the terrain. This meant she would know right where to go to find both of them if potential trouble arose. And the approach of three riders bearing no identifiable banner presented a potential trouble. She approached Dregor’s tent first, sticking her head inside the flap. He was not a very sound sleeper, unlike his wife and daughter.
“Dregor. Dregor,” she whispered. Seeing him open his eyes and return to a conscious state of understanding quickly, she continued, “There are three riders approaching from the North. I believe they wish to speak with us.”
“Very well, m’lady. I will be there shortly,” he said as he stoically but slowly sat up in bed attempting not to wake his daughter or wife.
“I will meet you at the northern edge of our camp. They are not riding hard, but they are approaching more quickly than a causal purpose would indicate,” she said as she closed the tent flap and began walking in the direction of Jaro’s tent. When she did find it, in rather short order, she did not approach it as she did with Dregor’s. Instead of opening the tent flap and jutting her head inside, she stood just outside of the fabric door and called his name, “Jaro. Jaro,” she whispered. But he did not return any sound of acknowledgement. The only noise she heard was a rather faint snore followed by the sound of him instinctively shifting his position. Had it been her first time rousing him from sleep, she would have opened the tent flap and walked right in. But it was not her first time, and because of that, she had learned her lesson. The first time, about three days into their journey, she had inadvertently interrupted he and two young women clearly enjoying each other’s company. When all she could do was stare in shock, he had asked, “Well, do you wish to join us?” She turned and immediately exited his tent hopefully before her face had time to flush showing her embarrassment. From that moment on, she never entered his tent unannounced.
“Jaro!” she said more forcefully. “For the sake of all that is good, wake up! We have riders approaching from the north.”
“Riders?” he asked through a groggy yawn.
“Yes, riders,” she said. “Get dressed and meet me at the northern border of our camp,” she said waiting for his acknowledgement.
“I will be there shortly,” he said releasing her to return to their designated meeting spot. As she turned to walk away, she was certain she heard a rather feminine giggle accompanied by a rather pouting voice say, “Do you have to go now?”
As Dregor and Soliana waited for Jaro to join them, they saw that the riders were only about a minute away. In the early morning hours before the sun had fully risen, had it not been for the reflective, metallic quality of their armor, Soliana would not have been able to see that the two riders behind the lead rider were, in fact, city guards. She and Dregor looked to each other both thinking it was strange to see guards this far away from the city of Tatherton.
“Well, is that not strange?” said Jaro as he approached, a slight grin on his face.
“I am glad you were not too occupied to join us this morning,” said Soliana with an edged quality to her voice.
In response, Jaro remained silent, but had a very large grin on his face. Soliana simply shook her head. “Well,” said Jaro, “what exactly is the reason I was,” he paused, “interrupted?” Now it was Dregor’s turn to shake his head.
“We will find out in a moment,” said Soliana as she inclined her head to the three approaching riders.
As she had initially deduced, the two in the rear were city guards, but not the guards of common rank. Rather, they must have been higher up in the ranks because of the cloaks they wore. The leading rider was not a guard at all. He wore a large billowing cloak with a deep hood that he allowed to drop off his shoulders. His hair was long and as dark as the material of his cloak. He wore a white tunic and a pair of black trousers. His tunic was tied up the middle with black lacing ending at the top in a rather complex bow. His face was angular and severe. When they had ridden close enough to see, Soliana saw that his eyes were of the lightest shade of blue she had ever seen. When they rode up to the three of them, the lead rider dismounted smoothly and addressed Jaro, “I am Gridder De Lu Montage, lord of these land and Lord of Tatherton.”
Without hesitation, Soliana accepted his introduction and followed with one of her own, “I am the Lady (though she did not enjoy using the term, she thought it better considering the formality with which they were just addressed) Soliana Solaris. I am the current representative for the refugees from the Stone Keep.”
“Ah, yes,” said De Lu Montage, “the refugees from The Stone Keep. I heard it was taken?”
“Yes, it was attacked and conquered by a dark army,” responded Soliana. “Some of us were able to escape and are seeking refuge within your lands.”
“My scouts did tell me there was a large progression of people heading in our direction,” he said. “But my scouts have also told me that there had been nothing ill done to those of the Stone Keep who chose to remain there. In fact, I was informed of the rather benevolent nature of the coup. Apparently this Jesolin Kahl has said his endeavor will do nothing more than to give his people freedom from the nobles.”
“I can assure you, Lord Montage, that regardless of what appearances he may be portraying, this Lord Jesolin Kahl is altogether evil,” said Soliana.
“Perhaps, perhaps not. But to the point. We are not prepared to sustain a pilgrimage of this size at this hour,” said Lord Montage.
“My Lord?” asked Soliana confused at his statement.
“Refuge. You cannot seek refuge within our City. That is why you have come this far north is it not?” asked Lord Montage.
“I am sorry, m’lord, but we are only passing through on our way to the mountain pass,” she said.
“The mountain pass?” he asked as he and his guards exchanged glances.
“Yes. That is why we have come this far north. To seek refuge within the lands beyond,” said Soliana.
“The mountain pass has been closed off by a huge landfall during the last rains. It remains impassible to this day,” he said apologetically.
“What?” asked Jaro.
“The rains were so severe this past season that it wore away at its foundation causing a landfall to completely block the pass. We have sent several of our best scouts in search for a possible opening, but none have been found.”
“What are we to do?” asked Dregor. “We cannot go back. Not now.”
“You are right. We cannot,” affirmed Soliana.
“We should head west, m’lady, to the coastal cities,” interjected Jaro, “like I suggested in the beginning.”
“Coastal Cities? You would have a better chance digging through the land fall than traveling across the whole empire with winter coming,” said Lord Montage. Seeing the deflation in Soliana’s eyes, he continued, “Take heart, all is not lost. As I was saying, while we cannot sustain you and your people within our walls right now, perhaps after the winter we will be able too.”
“We are a strong people, m’lord. We can work.” he said.
“I am sure that you are, and I am sure that you can, but that does not change our material restrictions. We do not have the houses available for you at present. Nor do we have the grain and food stores reserved to provide for you this coming winter. We here in the North experience a much different winter than what you do in the south,” responded the Mayor.
“So, you will not allow us residence within your lands?” interjected Jaro.
“I did not indicate that. Slow your assumptions, my good man. We will be able to allow you to stay, but we do not yet have room within our city borders to house you properly. However, if you can last the winter providing mostly for yourselves, we should be able to start the process of expansion to include all of you within our city proper. But until then, you will have to stay in the valley,” he said.
“Where exactly is this valley?” asked Soliana.
“It is on the southern border of our lands, not more than a day or two’s ride from where we now stand. It is uniquely situated far enough away from our main cities so you will not disrupt the rhythms of life that my inhabitants have come to know. At least, not before we have made the necessary preparations for you to do so,” he said.
“What of the surrounding land? Is it able to sustain our health throughout the winter?” asked Jaro.
“I can assure you, that if you are wise, you will find the supplies you need. You may even choose to remain there once your roots are down and watered.
“Are we able to discuss this before we let you know our decision?” asked Soliana.
“Certainly. I will be here again tomorrow morning at the same time to hear your answer. But if you wish to remain in my lands, you will have to build your camp in the valley,” said Lord De Lu Montage.
“Thank you, your Grace. Your offer is very generous. We will spend the night deliberating and will have your answer tomorrow morning. Thank you again,” said Soliana.
Gridder mounted his horse, nodded, and turned to ride back to the city of Tatherton with his guards behind. As Jaro watched him go, he waited until they were out of hearing range when he said, “What was that about?”
“What do you mean?” asked Dregor.
“Did you not find it strange that he knew of our request even before we requested it. Before we knew we had to request it?” asked Jaro again.
“Perhaps he is just a very straight forward and prepared man,” added Soliana.
“There is something that does not seem right to me. Almost as if this was a show,” said Jaro as he began walking back toward the center of their camp.
“Where are you going?” asked Soliana. “I think this would be a good time to discuss our options.”
“I am going to have a look around. I should be back before nightfall,” he said without looking back.
It was not a long walk to get to his tent, and as much as he desired to stay within the wonderful company of his current distraction, a young woman who had such a talent and desire for kissing, he was resolved to uncover the nature of his suspicions. Though he had spent some time in Tatherton before, it was not long and he did not know much of the city or its people. He did know, however, that it was very large and successful. They had made a name for itself as having a very low crime rate. Sure, there were still the local pickpockets working the scene and there was a small faction of the Thieves’ Guild, but its presence was very small when compared to others in cities of equal size. For whatever reason, the Thieves’ Guild had failed to maintain all but the smallest influence in Tatherton.
Because their camp was close to the city, he reached its gates almost before dawn completed its coup against the moon. The city was much as he remembered it. It was surrounded by a stone wall, as were most of the well-developed cities of the Silver Empire. Its gate was rather large and remained open from the early morning hours to the late evening hours. There was not a large presence of guards as one would expect for a city with such a low crime rate. But the contention was that when residents were all content and busy, then there was less opportunity and desire for both unorganized and organized crime syndicates to develop. And from what he remembered of his time inside, most of the inhabitants were quite content.
Gaining entrance was very easy in contrast to just about all of the other large cities regardless of whether he was questioned or not. Most of the time, he was able to maintain his relative anonymity by adopting any one of his pre-developed, fictional personas. The more time he devoted to his back story, the more believable it would be, and the more anonymous his true identity would remain. Though all of his colleagues crafted their false personas with diligence and thoroughness, he fell into them with a consumptive necessity surpassing even the most dedicated thieves. Perhaps it was an attempt to create a cover story for more than just his past life, or perhaps he had truly given himself over to being a thief; regardless, he developed a nearly inaccessible gate around who he was in favor for who he pretended to be. He remembered when he was questioned by the Grand Inquisitor of Pretago Cor himself for two straight days, and not even he was able to break down the gate guarding the inner courtyard of Jaro’s pain. So, when he came to Tatherton’s guard post and found only one guard present who did nothing more to slow his progress except to offer a courteous nod of acknowledgement, he grinned and wondered why he chose not to spend more time thieving within its borders.
As with all large cities, there was a wide, inner circle of mostly businesses and residences devoted primarily to driving the economy surrounding a very large market. There were guard posts stationed in regular intervals throughout this inner circle, just like the other major cities. However, the ones in Tatherton were much less threatening than the others. Indeed, some were even without a guard presence whatsoever. As he walked through the streets, he was somewhat confused by the residences as well. Most of the housing units, stacked at least three to four levels high, appeared to be vacant.
Each residential area was divided into several districts. Most of the time the districts reflected the differing levels of affluence between its residence. As Jaro walked more toward the interior of the city’s outer ring, he noticed this pattern was also reflective of Tatherton’s organizational structure. Though not as grand as some of the mansions in cities like Pretago Cor, nor those of the shipping merchants of the costal port cities, the residences toward the interior were still impressive.
During his walk around the city, he noticed that all of the normal activities of any city were intact. The guards were on patrol, but there seemed to be considerably less than what he expected. The forges and merchants’ stores were open and currently busy. He even witnessed a funeral procession. Children were playing any number of games in the streets and in the parks. Mothers and fathers were busy attempting to coral their progeny in between their daily chores. Tatherton was, for all practical purposes, a normal city in all areas and observations except one - there was absolutely no presence of an active Thieves’ Guild.
To explore this, he decided to observe a beggar who was currently slumped over and resting by leaning his seated back on the wall of a local business. The grass roots income, the very bread and butter of the Thieves’ Guild, including every individual faction to the whole loosely organized total entity, was derived from its very intricate and well concealed League of Beggars. You see, most of the upright people in cities and towns think that people who ask for charity do so out of an innocent need to sustain their barely sustainable lives. It is this concept of innocent charity that allows one of the most intricate structures of organized crime to exist without any interference from authorities. Indeed, most of the time, seeking to appear benevolent, these very entities of authority actively contribute to either individual charities such as the corner beggar or downtrodden single mother, or to the large and organized charities such as the Women’s League Against Poverty. Regardless of which charity is the chosen destination for the monetary infusion, there is at least a small portion, and sometimes a large portion of it, that ends up lining the coffers of the Thieves’ Guild.
So, he sat and watched; however, the true art of surveillance is not found in only what is gathered, but in the very means utilized in its gathering. For what good is knowledge if the instrument of gathering it is discovered and compromised before the complete portion of that knowledge can be disseminated? So, while Jaro sat and watched, by no means was his sitting inactive and static. He took great pains and went to great lengths to appear as any number of normal inhabitants of Tatherton. Several times guards walked past him and each time they did, he had appeared to them as someone different. Just as assassins seek to mark, research, and execute their targets in secrecy, so do the thieves of the Guild. As such, Jaro was no novice with disguises and the avoidance of detection.
Throughout the day, the beggar used all of the techniques employed by the Thieves’ Guild, so there was no doubt he was a member, or at least used to be a member. But just watching and observing the techniques did not yield the information Jaro desired. To uncover that, he needed to follow the beggar after his shift was over, hoping it was part of an already established routine. If not, there was no telling how long he would have to observe his mark.
As it happened, Jaro had a little bit of fortune on his side because the beggar started to move from his spot not long after the guards had set the street lights to glow. Following someone and remaining undetected was easy enough when it was one of the simple residents. However, when the target had been trained, it was a much more trying endeavor. There were many more factors to consider. Should he be discovered, the mark would undoubtedly alter his normal pattern of depositing his daily take delaying it until such a time when he was absolutely certain he was not being followed. Or, the beggar could lead him into the belly of the beast, as it were, pretending not to have noticed him at all. Either way, discovered or not, gaining access to Tatherton’s Hall of Thieves would be very difficult.
As the beggar turned the corner, Jaro increased his pace hoping to close the distance without the risk of being seen. Had Tatherton’s Thieves’ Guild possessed a greater visible presence, he would have taken strides to prevent being seen by a third-party observer, not an uncommon tactic employed by larger guilds to ensure everything their thieves had collected had actually been deposited. After all, thieves were thieves and would be thieves without regard from whom they were thieving. But Jaro had to risk it. He needed to recover his line of sight to further track this beggar as soon as he could. For a skilled thief could disappear with only a moment’s opportunity. As Jaro turned the corner, he was relieved when he found the beggar continuing his walk. However, his relief was short lived because he took an unexpected turn down a narrow alleyway forcing Jaro to accelerate his steps once again. This time, when he turned down the alley way, he did not see the beggar again. He did, however, establish a whole new line of sight with three other individuals who had been waiting for him. Before he could react, the larger of the three men struck him square in the jaw rendering all concerns a diffuse shade of black. And in the blackness of unconsciousness, there was no line of sight to establish.
“I had not anticipating capturing them until they had been droned into a sense of security. That we were able to capture one so quickly will have exceeded the new Lord’s expectations,” he heard a voice say as his mind cleared.
“Indeed. Has Lord De Lu Montage been notified yet?” said a second voice.
“Yes. A messenger was sent as soon as we secured him. He should have delivered the message already. I would not expect the Lord Montage to appear before he speaks with the traitors in the morning,” said the first voice. “We were able to detain the beggar he was following as well, though we can see no connection between the two. What do you want me to do with him?”
“Detain him for the evening and let him go early in the morning,” answered the second voice.
“Yes, Captain.”
“Until tomorrow, Lieutenant,” said the Captain. Jaro heard a set of footsteps walk away followed by the sound of a door opening and then closing. He heard another set of footfalls follow the first.
“Why were you following me?” asked another voice.
Jaro opened his eyes to see that he was inside a small cell. It looked to be a temporary holding cell that would typically hold criminals until such a time as they can be transported to the castle’s formal dungeons to await trial. That he was not in the bowels of the castle was a relief because escape from there would be more difficult than a simple a holding cell in a simple guard building.
“Well? Why were you following me?” asked the voice again.
“I was not following you,” lied Jaro.
“Come now. Yes, you were. You were pretty good though. It took me a little while to notice,” said the man.
“How were you able to mark me, but could not mark the three guards you ran into?” replied Jaro. He thought the voice sounded familiar, but he could not place from where. He looked at the man, and while his face also looked familiar, much like his voice, he could not identify from where. Deciding subterfuge would no longer be productive, he decided upon the truth, “I wanted to find answers.”
“How would following a beggar lead you to answers,” chuckled the man.
“Come now,” it was now Jaro’s turn to call his bluff, “you are no more a beggar than I am an honest man.”
“Indeed,” said the man, looking intently. “Very well, if you tell me why you chose to follow a beggar as your source for information, I will tell you who I am. And, if you are as wise and as clever as you think, it should answer some of your questions.”
Jaro looked at the man again, attempting to ascertain his formidability. Clearly, he was more than a simple beggar. Most of the time, those in the guild relegated to begging were chosen not because of any particular skill set, but because they possessed an innate look of forgettability. That this man was able to correctly identify him even before he indicated he was likewise skilled in the area of disguises and observations indicated he did possess a specific and enhanced skill set. Again, he decided against deception as those most adept at discovering it were those most adept at producing it. “I was seeking information about the Thieves’ Guild. In particular, why it was so inactive in a city of this size.”
“Interesting,” said the man as he stood up. “Very well then, maybe this will answer some of those questions,” he said as he began rubbing his face. In matter of a few moments, his squared features faded away and his face became much more angular. The man bent his head down and seemed to rub his eyes. First the left one, and then the right one. When he was done, he pulled out a small container from his torn clothing and opened it. It was no larger than a scribe’s spectacle case. He placed something inside, but Jaro could not tell what it was. When the man looked back toward him, Jaro understood why the man went through such lengths to disguise himself. Staring back at him were the piercingly pale blue eyes and angular features of Gridder De Lu Montage.
“This is an interesting turn of events,” said Jaro.
“As you can tell, I am a man of many hats. And one of them is leading the Thieves’ Guild in Tatherton,” he said.
“How many hats do you wear exactly?” asked Jaro.
“Enough to ensure the balanced prosperity of Tatherton and its people. And right now, that means I have to wear the hat of a faithful Lord of the Realm. By that I mean I have to be faithful to my people. And to do that, I have to make sure their lives are not threatened. So, you will of course forgive me when I turn you and the whole of your pilgrimage over to the new Lord of the Stone Keep, or Blood Keep, or whatever he has chosen to call it,” said Lord Montage.
“So, the Lord Kahl knows of our whereabouts?” asked Jaro, not without a small level of anger.
“Yes. I dispatched riders the moment I first heard of your little pilgrimage. My fastest, as it were. They should reach The Stone Keep soon if they have not reached it already. Undoubtedly, an appropriate force with be sent with all haste. And if the rumors are to be believed, they will be given an unnatural speed. I expect them to arrive quickly,” said Montage.
Jaro stood. Montage squared his shoulders. “You will understand, of course, why I cannot allow this to continue,” said Jaro.
“I expected as much. Well, get on with it,” said Lord De Lu Montage setting his feet in a martial stance.
Before Jaro could respond, Montage advanced and dissolved the distance between them in a blur of quickly erratic movements. At first, he was unable to follow the unorthodox attacks. It was Montage who landed the first punch to the side of Jaro’s face which had already been injured from the first punch he received that day. But one does not rise in the Thieves’ Guild without being able to adapt to the unexpected. Instead of resisting the momentum of Montage’s fist, he absorbed it, as painful as it was, and used it to his advantage. Spinning, he swept the legs out from his adversary. But as Montage fell, he extended his arm catching Jaro’s ankle, jerking it hard.
After a moment, both combatants collected themselves from the hard, wooden floor and squared off again. This time though, Jaro did not wait for Montage to engage his undulating advance and attacked. Montage was quick though, and was able to sidestep before Jaro was able to sweep his legs a second time. Leaving himself open for a flank aimed advance, Jaro attempted to compensate by twisting all the way round, however, Montage anticipated it and was ready. Three punches, one landing against Jaro’s kidney, one striking his right thigh causing an immediate cramp, and another reinforcing the bruise against the side of his face, broke any further thoughts of attack. Montage was more formidable than a simple Lord. He was a scrapper, a fighter, and used to street brawls. But then again, so was Jaro.
Montage forced his advantage, but now that Jaro devoted his energies to only those required for defense, he was unable to produce the successful results he had in the first few minutes of their fight. That is not to say he was not able to land some punches, and even the occasional kick, but their effects were muted because of Jaro’s ability to absorb and correct angles minimizing their effectiveness, though they were talking their toll. His lungs hurt to breath. His leg was beginning to cramp again. His arms were growing heavy. He must have broken a rib because. Jaro’s time was running short. In a last-ditch effort, he flung himself toward his opponent. Again, Montage was ready. He stepped sideways wrapping Jaro in a tight choke hold. His grip was strong. It would only be a matter of moments before Jaro’s unconsciousness would set in and he would be at the complete mercy of his opponent.
He had one possibility. He gripped Montage’s arm with both of his hands using it to lift his feet of the ground. Luckily, he was close enough to the cell bars to place his feet against them. He shoved with everything he had left in him, cramp included. Jaro’s leg strength, combined with an already leaning back Montage, caused the two of them to crash against the ground. At the instant Montage’s back struck the concrete floor, Jaro jutted his head backward striking Montage’s chin. The result was a hugely forceful impact of Montage’s head against the unforgiving, wood floor. The impact was so great that even Jaro felt his teeth rattle. Instantly, Lord Montage’s grip around Jaro’s neck went limp and his breathing stopped.
Jaro turned over and saw trickles of blood leaking from Montage’s ears and nose. After quickly checking the man for his pulse, he wasted no time and searched dead man’s body for a key to the cell. He did not find one, but he did find something just as useful. Well, for a thief of his skill they would be useful. From one of the hidden pockets, he found Lord Montage’s set of lock picks. He used them to quickly pick the cell door lock. Before leaving, he propped the corpse up against the wall and did the best he could to remove the fresh blood from its face with the sleeve of his shirt.
Hoping he would find a quick exit through one of the windows, he unlatched it, raised the inside pain of glass, and looked out only to find he was on the third floor of a building. He considered working his way through its interior while hiding from the guards, but he did not know the lay out. Nor did he know the locations and numbers of the guards within. Deciding against it, he looked out of the window again, but saw nothing providing a means to scale down safely. He looked to the left and saw nothing. He looked to the right, but before he could examine the next building, he heard a loud shouting. A fraction of a second later, he heard the crystal clear, frantic ringing. He looked out of the window again to his right and did see a window ledge about five feet away and about ten feet below his current height. It would have been a difficult jump even without his injuries, but his cramping thigh, cracked rib, and several other minor bruises were dictating he take a more reserved course of action.
“You! Stop there!” shouted a voice from the doorway. Jaro turned and saw two guards come rushing into the room. Without hesitation or heed for concern, he climbed onto the window sill in front of him and leapt to the ledge of the building next door. Because of his injured leg, he misjudged how far he could jump and ended up short. Reaching out with both of his hands, he was able to grasp the ledge he had been aiming for, but not without consequences. A tremendous pain lanced through his entire rib cage causing him to wince and loose his grasp. He fell the rest of the distance landing awkwardly on his already injured leg. Pain shot from his ankle to his knee and he thought he heard a loud pop. Though he did not feel like it, he was alive. He looked up from his back, but did not see the guards following him out of the window.
One of the advantages for living in large cities is that they were serviced with the basic amenities that smaller cities and villages could not afford. In Tatherton, there were already partially plumbed houses, at least they were plumbed for usage of indoor privies. They had not yet created a system for providing interior running water, though plans had been completed. Tatherton did have a sewer system large enough to provide for the entire residential districts of the more affluent areas.  While most people avoided the access points to the complex sewer system because of its profoundly unpleasant odor, Jaro found solace within it. He found solace and he found silence, the silence he would need to escape. As he pulled off the heavy lid, almost crushing his fingers as he dropped it back in place, he climbed down into a foulness no one should have to voluntarily enter. However, as foul as this experience would be, the alternative was worse. When his feet met the ground splashing in the rank sewage, he was presented with three small tunnels within which he would have to crawl. He judged which direction would lead him out of the city toward their camp and began the horrible crawl through an unimaginable sludge, a crawl he hoped would eventually wash off. He could not imagine entertaining the company of his various indulgences if he smelled like the underside of a detestable beast’s excrement.




Sensertio
(Infiltration)
I had been pushed beyond my ability to control my response to having suffered so much loss over such a short amount of time. I did not remember the progression of being taken to the dungeons, but I did remember the tears, screaming, and kicking. The wounds I suffered at the hands of the woman, Vismorda, a black silhouette of lethality I considered greater than Kinarin, were minor when compared to the gashes suffered to my heart. My father's death was something I had learned to cope with largely because of my occupation of becoming an assassin; however, the addition of my sisters resembling nothing of what I remember, instead reflecting the horrible evil responsible for taking the Stone Keep, threw me into an utter hopelessness. To make matters even worse, I was without the welcomed, emotional distraction of a torturously difficult training regimen drawing my mind away from everything that had been taken from me.
When the bars clanged shut, and I heard the tumblers secured in place, I felt a detachment settle into my heart. I become numb. The summative total of my recent emotional stressors had caused me to shut down and assume a lethargic affect even slower than the great red sloths of the southern desserts. I was sure my body could still provide action upon my discretion should I find the need to call upon it; however, I could no longer see the need for effort of any kind nor in any situation. As it was, I sat, with my back propped up by the cold, stone wall, my arms hanging at my sides allowing my fingers to touch the ground. My posture slumped in an effort to avoid any exertion whatsoever. At this point in my life, exertion indicated purpose, and purpose indicated fate, and I did not believe in fate any longer. In fact, I believed in nothing.
So, when I saw Vennesulte sitting with perfect posture in a trancelike, meditative state, I grew angry. Somehow, I believed his continuance of purpose was mocking what I had been through over the last several months. How could he, after seeing the lancing pain I had endured, not offer solace? It was not only incomprehensible to me, but an outright insult. And I was tired of being insulted by life itself. I looked at my friend, feeling none of the affinity I had before, and bore my anger into him. I spoke through gritted teeth, "What are you doing?" When he did not answer, I spoke more loudly, "What are you doing?"
Again, he did not answer and I assumed it was because of his infernal mediation. So, I stood up with more speed that I thought I was capable of given my lack of desire, and strode over to him. I had called out to whatever powers or gods or beings there were in the heavens only to have them ignore my pleas. I would not allow it any longer. I would not be ignored again. I strode over to him with a hell-bent purpose to be heard. I squatted down placing my head only inches away from his. I inhaled deeply and prepared to let loose everything I had inside in one powerful statement, but a moment before I let the inhalation explode from my lungs, like a serpent, he swept my legs out from under me. I landed hard on my back and immediately began gasping for air.
"What has Vennesulte done to engage you thus?" he asked, though I was still unable to answer him. Instead of repeating his question as I expected, while I struggled to gain sufficient breath, he calmly sat, still with perfect posture, waiting for my lungs to fill. As my reflexive and involuntary gasping subsided allowing me to move, I stood up a second time and trying to look as ominously as I could.
"How can you just sit there?" I asked instead of answering his question.
"How else should Vennesulte rest? Vennesulte does not think resting while standing would be as beneficial as resting while sitting," he said, finally opening his eyes to look at me. But instead of the customary challenge offered in response to an attack, he genuinely seemed perplexed by my question.
Growing in frustration, I asked him, "What are you talking about?"
"Resting. Was that not the direction of your question?" he asked with no trace of sarcastic malice.
"No! That is not the 'direction of my question'," I yelled in mock imitation.
"What is the intent behind your question so Vennesulte can answer it and displace your aggression?" he asked without any trace of mockery.
Even after my training with Kinarin, when I had learned the skills necessary for battle, whether it be against a single opponent or multiple opponents, I had never developed the desire to fight. Not even when I attempted to assassinate Lord Myosk did I ever have a desire to engage my lethal abilities for their sake alone. Rather, it was because of a desire to become more within myself, to make purpose my sole intent thereby granting me such. But now, in this moment, when everything in my life had crashed on the waves of an evil that had consumed the hope of seeing my sisters again, and when the one person I thought would be there as my guide and mentor chose to walk away when I needed him most, there was nothing more I wanted to do than to fight. Something, anything. It did not matter, I just wanted to fight, but even that was being taken away from me by the disarming innocence of this young monk.
However, I still needed an outlet for my growing hostilities. Seeing him, still waiting for my answer, innocently sitting cross-legged, his hands on his knees with his perfectly straight back and his perfectly innocent inquiry into my current vexation, I could do nothing but clench my fists, throw my head back, and bellow a horrible cry of every unjust frustration I had felt since I first embarked on the damnable journey for the good of the empire, and the good of us all.
"I have not heard that sound since I first heard it from your sisters while I was training them," said a smooth voice laced with mockery. "Except their cries were begging the pain to stop while yours just might be asking the pain to start," it continued.
At first, I did not comprehend what the woman had said, not that I did not hear her, but rather, I was too involved within my own verbal request to the heavens to allow her my focus. But as my primal, pain driven bellow ended as quickly as it began, I heard her say, "My, my, my, that was indeed a powerful display of desperation. Tell me, to whom do you cry out?"
"What?" I asked.
"I asked you to whom were you crying out. Was that not what you were doing; crying out in complaint of your current situation?" she asked.
"I was not crying out to anyone," I said under my breath.
"Come now. Of course, you were. I am familiar with that scream. The scream for hope, relief, comprehension. The scream for a savior. In fact, I daresay we are all familiar with that scream," she said approaching the bars to our cell.
"Vennesulte has no familiarity with emotions of loss and sorrow. As such, Vennesulte has none of the emotions responsible for the demise of humanity," interrupted my young monk friend as he sat, unmoving, in his identifiable cross-legged posture and closed his eyes again.
"Well now, it appears your little Ithshin has a voice after all. Tell me, have you trained it to sing and dance too?" she responded, no doubt in an attempt to test the emotionless apathy Vennesulte had just claimed to own.
"I claim no ownership over him," I answered as I slumped down against the back wall.
"But you did claim ownership over my little Ravens, did you not? They were your sisters, were they not?" she asked. The implication that they could no longer be defined by any attachment to me was not lost upon the waves of my hopelessness. Rather, her insult and challenge had been amplified because of it. You see, while Jinola and Hithelyn may hold no connection to me, I still held one to them. And no physical distance, nor emotional readjustment on their part could ever create a divide large enough for me to absolve the fact that they were still my sisters. I may not be brother to them, but they were and would always be, sisters to me. And right now, my bond to them was the only thing I could cling to that could give me even an infinitesimal degree of hope. After all, even the infinitesimal is greater than none.
"One can never claim ownership over another," said Vennesulte, quite possibly in an attempt to divert her attention from me to himself.
"The young monk speaks again," she said while still looking at me. "I would like to hear you sing that same futile song, little monk, after a few of my training sessions. Vile was particularly fun to break, but even so, I feel you might be even more enjoyable to own."
Opening his eyes to look directly at hers, he spoke with the assumption of an authority based on certainty, "One can never own that which is greater than oneself. As such, Vennesulte is not worried about your training methods."
"I have heard larger and greater men say that too, little monk. Be careful, for they may begin sooner than you think," she said, her voice thick with threats.
"Even so, should they begin now, you have not proven yourself greater, and as such, Vennesulte does not recognize you with the esteem you believe you have," he said as he closed his eyes again.
"We will see, little monk, we will see," she said and was about to turn her attention back to me when I heard Vennesulte interrupt her.
"Yes, I do see, but you do not," again he challenged her, but for what purpose, I was unclear. Though two years younger than myself (I am assuming he was two years younger, but could have been more or less) he had the unusual ability to speak as though he was much older with a wisdom steeped in personal experience rather than youthful vigor. And when he adopted this authoritative voice, it was exceptionally difficult to avoid his line of questioning. And she was being drawn into his realm of obscure logic.
"This said from a boy of barely enough years to possess the strength to carry the stick he does. Tell me, boy monk, what can you possibly see that I do not?" And there it was, the hook he had cast had caught its quarry. She bit the bait and was trapped.
"You could see as I do, but your eyes have been closed much too long for them to be opened to the freedoms of detachment. And because Vennesulte remains detached, he can see your pain," he said without a doubt to the truth he had just spoken.
For a moment, I thought I saw her face express a combination of surprise and disbelief, as if what she had just heard was the truth, but she quickly covered it up with a resolute determination, "Pain, I have no pain, only freedom?"
"How can you be free if you are still attached?" he pressured.
"I am not attached. There is nothing I cannot walk away from."
"But that is not what Vennesulte sees. No, you are bound more tightly than we here in this cage. And because you are trapped more tightly than we, you cannot be greater.  Thus, you cannot claim ownership over anything," he said as he returned his gaze to peer behind his closed eyes once again.
I could see the smoldering intent in her steel cold gaze as she continued to look quietly at the young monk who had just, apparently, hit a truth she was not aware of herself. How he was able to do this, I would never understand, but once he knew, he knew. And when he knew, he acted and things changed, even if those changes remained undetectable. I was sure this woman was going to continue her discourse with him, but instead she turned to look at me, "How is it you infiltrated our castle?"
"What does it matter?" I answered.
"The manner in which you gained entrance is of no real concern. We have taken the castle and are fortifying it. It is securely under our control," she said as she crossed her arms in a show of disinterest.
"If it is of no concern, then why did you ask?" I was still feeling the urge to fight, and if I could not engage physically, then I would engage verbally. After all, I had just witnessed Vennesulte claim victory in a verbal exchange and decided it would feel good to do the same.
"It was merely a lead for a greater question, who else is with you?"
How could she have known there was someone else with us? Kinarin had kept hidden and slithered away in the shadows when we had been captured. He left no trace of himself. As angry as I was at him, something inside of me prevented me from betraying his presence. Granted, there was a part of me that definitely wanted to see him reap the benefits of betraying me, but there was still a greater part of me that was appreciative of everything he had done for me; and in spite of my current anger toward all facets of my life, including him, I could not muster the fortitude to assert my base desire to see him punished. So, I lied, "No, there was no-one else."
"Are you expecting me to believe you two just happened to infiltrate the Stone Keep all by yourselves?" she said staring directly at me.
I had not formulated a secondary lie to adequately explain my first, so instead of trying to without the necessary preparation, I stalled for time, "I am not expecting you to believe anything I say. But that does not mean it is not the truth."
She paused for a moment as she considered my last statement, "Very well, let us assume you are telling me the truth, and there was no one else with you. Let us assume you were able to gain entrance to the most formidably guarded fortress in the Silver Empire. Let us assume all that to be true. Then, for what purpose are you here?"
I was hoping she would not ask us that, but because she did, and I did not have an adequate answer, I thought my best course of action was to pretend I did not understand what she was asking, "What do you mean?"
"I find it hard to believe that both of you, so clearly out of your element, would be here, inside the very fortress our army was attacking, on a random whim of fate. That is what I mean. And if you wish your lessons to be at the very best, minimally bearable, you will end your charade of ignorance and speak truly," she said, the implicit threat woven throughout her verbiage.
But I was beyond threats and their effects. I had almost nothing remaining to generate any amount of internal hope after finding my sisters under the control of this woman and her lord. Indeed, if I reasoned it out further, I would have been able to say that I had nothing at all to hope for, "Bearable?  You assume that your planned tortures in an attempt to convert us would pose as less bearable than my father dying?" I said as my anger grew. "You mean to tell me that seeing my two sisters under your control and transformed into the very likeness of evil will be less bearable than whatever you have planned for me?" I said as stood and walked across our cell to stand as close to her as the bars would allow.
"You do not know the extent of our resolve," she said with a slight grin, "though I do admit, you possess a certain youthful vigor I find pleasing. Perhaps I will take more time with you than your young monk friend here," she said with a provocative hint of seduction. “You are so young, so wounded, and left so alone to wonder why you have been doomed to feel all this pain.” She saw into me, a part of me I had been denying her access to, a part I denied myself access to. But in reality, I longed for someone to see it. My mentor, Kinarin, though adept at instruction in all things assassin, lacked the warm comfort of understanding, an understanding that I needed no matter how much I tried to deny it. “You possess so much power, much more than you are even aware of; but you are held back and confused.” Yes, I was confused. “I could end that confusion for you. I could give you the answers you seek,” she said as she reached through the bars. When her fingers touched my cheek, my eyes closed. It had been so long since I had felt the loving embrace of my mother that I found myself instinctively pressing into her palm. In the tips of her fingers, I found a comfort born from understanding and acceptance. In her palm, I found warmth and surety. And as she caressed down the length of my cheek to my neck, I found solace. Solace and comfort, no matter how twisted, was still a welcomed reprieve from the torturous emotional upheaval my heart was currently enduring. When I should have instinctively pulled away, I did not. "Yes, your breaking will be fun. I may even keep you for myself instead of letting Mordin take you. Your young monk friend, however, will not be so lucky," she said as she withdrew her hand.
It is almost with a regretful shame I admitted my forlorn longing to have her hand touch my face again. For the first time in many months, she had offered me the comfort of human touch, a comfort I had not felt since my evening with the immortal perfection of the mortal elven woman, Mylanas Ishanduil. But I did not remember Lady Ishanduil's touch with enough clarity, or any for that matter, to assign it even the smallest amount of effect upon my mentality. As it was, this woman's twisted touch was all the compassion I had felt since leaving for the Silver Selection. Had she continued to press her advantage and stepped inside our cell, I am certain there was the chance I would have kneeled in her presence right then and there. But for whatever reason, she turned and walked away, leaving me longing for her fingers again. I was quite certain her reason for leaving was just a method to more quickly gain her complete dominance over me, but regardless of my awareness, it had been effective. At least, until, Vennesulte broke his silence.
"Vennesulte does not think it was good that she touched you.  Vennesulte sees a fragility within you that will not be able to withstand her allure," he said as he stood up and walked over to the cell door.
"What was I supposed to do? We have no way of escaping," I said as I joined him.
"Vennesulte would not resign to such hopelessness yet. Remember, there is still one who has not been captured," he said.
"Do you mean Kinarin?" I said almost spitting as I his name.
"Would Vennesulte possess another meaning?" he said as he turned toward me.
"No. He had his chance to intervene. He had his chance to fight. And he left. He watched us lose and he left. I will never forgive him for that," I said as both Vennesulte and I stood facing each other. I thought I saw a rare expression of empathy in his eyes in response to the tears forming in mine; but his following action dismissed my initial interpretation when he silently turned, walked to the center of the cell, and resumed his all too familiar, cross-legged posture. As he closed his eyes, he said what would be his final statement of the day, "We should rest now. I feel we will need to move soon, but now is the time for rest."
He often spoke cryptically, so I did not weigh his words too heavily when he did. But I did feel tired on an emotional level. Part of me wanted to sleep for eternity and dream of the times of years past. I wanted more than anything to be cleaning out the horse stalls of our farm no matter how putrid they smelled. I wanted to be annoyed by my sisters as they sought to engage me in their gaming schemes. And I wanted to hug my mother; to once again be consumed by her selfless and complete love. As my mind wandered through the levels of sleep, I found myself dreaming of my father's farm and my home. Such was the wonderful peace of those dreams, they held me raptured in their illusions. Truly, in that moment, I would not have objected had they consumed me for the entirely of creation. But they did not.
Invading my peaceful recollection of a more peaceful and plentiful time was a very annoying poking to my shoulder. At first, I turned around in my dream and expected to find my sister Hithelyn prodding me with one of her make-believe weapons in an attempt to gain my attention, but when I did not see her, nor anyone responsible for the continual prodding, I looked up to the sky. The clouds were brightly outlined and slightly grey on their interior. They were lightly fluffy and floated without an ominous intent. As they stretched into the Horizon, I could see they blended into a dark grey that threatened of storms, but they were far away and not likely to reach our farm until the chores had already been completed.
And there it was again, the nudging to my shoulder. I turned around more quickly this time expecting to catch one of my sisters as they scurried away after playing a joke on me, but no one was there once again. Instead of looking to the sky this time, I turned in the direction of our farm house and, as expected, saw my mother standing just outside of the doorway. She was clearly yelling something, but I was too far away to clearly make out what she was saying.
I found myself running toward her with my sisters in stride. They were laughing and yelling at me to run faster and faster. But no matter how fast I ran, they were somehow able to keep my pace. When I looked from them to our house, though we had been running for what should have been enough time to cross at least half of the distance, we were no closer to reaching our home than what we had been when we started. I did not see my mother outside yelling any longer and assumed she walked inside to finalize our dinner's preparations. I turned to my right and caught my sister Jinola as she told me to wake up. I laughed and looked to my sister Hithelyn who was looking at me quite sternly, echoing Jinola's directive.
I looked back to Jinola, and was going to answer her request, but when I turned my head, I did not see my sister running next to me as I had expected. Instead I saw her dressed in all black and holding two threatening daggers in her small fists. I stopped running and immediately whipped my head around to see my other sister mimicking Jinola's readied posture. Before I could speak, they both lashed out in unison and would have bitten deeply into my skin had I not opened my eyes and seen Kinarin's face inches from mine.
"Drin," he whispered softly yet briskly. "Drin," he said again as my mind was attempting to clear the fog of a dream enhanced slumber, "are you fit to move?"
"Vennesulte does not think he is ready," he said as he walked over to where I was laying.
"Drin, clear your senses and gain control over your mind. It is time to move," said my mentor as he lifted me to my feet. The rapid movement allowed the full assertion of my wakeful mind, though not without a short moment of unsteadiness.
When my legs felt firm, and my anger at Kinarin had returned, I asked him, "Why did you let us get captured?"
"We can talk while we move. We do not have time to sit idly. If we are to rescue your two sisters, we must act on our opportunity now. I do not think we will get another chance," he said as he silently and quickly walked through the opened cell door. I looked to Vennesulte for an explanation, but he just shrugged his shoulders and followed Kinarin's lead leaving me to do the same.
As we exited the cell, I saw two guards, both whom were dead, but showed no signs of the cause. They looked peaceful, as if they were returned to a restful place removed from the troubles and strife-riddled dictates of life.
"Drin, there is no time, we must move," Kinarin said emphasizing the word move.
All three of us quickly and quietly made our way through the dungeon's corridors avoiding notice from the rotating guard patrols. Kinarin seemed to instinctively know where they would be, when they would turn, which way they would turn, and for how long they would be turned. Because of his leading, we soon exited the dungeons completely unnoticed.
"Very good. Keep following me and stay close. We still have a bit of a journey into another part of the keep before we find your sisters. I just hope they are still alone when we get there," he said as he peered around a corner.
"You have seen them?" I asked.
He chose to remain silent as he quickly rounded the corner and traveled the thirty or so feet of the hallway until he came to a closed door. Once he reached the door, with myself and Vennesulte close behind, he produced a single, thin metal instrument about five inches in length. It looked to be one part to a set of lockpicks, but there were several jagged ridges on one of the sides. I saw him insert it into the keyhole and wait a moment. before making a few very minor adjustments. Then, after only a few short moments, I heard a very faint click. He removed the object and placed it back in his pouch. Gently placing his hand on the handle, he pushed the door slowly open revealing a very large room with multiple beds affixed to all four walls.
The room obviously served as an internal barracks to house the royal guard, but since there was no royal guard anymore, at least none that were currently housed within this chamber, it was empty; empty of people, but not signs of life; or rather, life as it used to be. Most of the beds were unmade, something inexcusable in military life. Likewise, there were other signs of disarray. Clothes were randomly and hurriedly thrown on the floor, random drawers of the many bed tables had been left open, and small pieces of paper littered the floor all adding to an overall appearance of messiness ultimately indicating two things. Firstly, its inhabitants had left in a hurry, and secondly, they did not return from wherever they were going.
"Follow me, I have something for us," Kinarin said as he led us to one of the lower bunks. He approached a closed chest at the end of a bed across the room, one of the few that were still closed and locked, and produced a key from inside his pouch. Using it to open the chest, he reached in and produced three individual robes. “Here, put these on,” he instructed. As we did, he reached in and produced the weapons I had before we were captured. The twin blades felt a little too much like home in my hands. He handed Vennesulte three short pieces of wood and said, “Here, this should do. Are you familiar with it?”
“Yes, Vennesulte prefers the three-sectioned staff, but was not allowed to carry it outside of the monasteries. How did you come by it?” he asked as he admired its construction.
“I have not the slightest of ideas. Does it really matter?” said Kinarin as he too donned the robes.
“No. In the end, it is here,” he said.
“It is time we go. Now begins the difficult part of our infiltration," he said as he checked to make sure his disguise was complete.
"Difficult?" I asked. "How do you mean, difficult?"
"Difficult because I was unable to ascertain any information regarding the layout, timing, and guard rotation of the interior of the stone keep. Your sisters are kept there, as is the majority of the current Lord's interior guard," he said as he fastened his belt.
"Are you sure our disguises will work? Have you seen people wearing them?" I asked.
"Yes, I have. And no, I am not. There is more intricacy to a disguise than just simple clothing. We must mimic their actions as closely as possible. From what I have been able to gather, those wearing these robes are often times left to themselves. They are largely unengaged by the guards. In fact, I believe they are somewhat feared, or at the very least, partially revered by the common guards. From now on, when we walk, we must keep our heads lowered and our hands crossed in front, hidden in the robes. Our steps must be together and only about three quarters as much as a normal walking pattern," he said as he demonstrated their posture. "Though you will likely wish to attend to whatever sights and sounds we will encounter, you must resist them. Remember, you are not an assassin. Neither are you a member of The Brotherhood,”
“Vennesulte is not a member of The Brotherhood,” said the boy monk interrupting Kinarin.
“Yes, I know. But now you cannot walk, or act, or talk, as if you were ever a member. We are now members of whatever evil we encounter. Do you understand?" he asked us.
“Yes,” we said in unison.
“Good, then we must go,” he said.
As we exited the indoor barracks through a large door opposite the one we entered, we passed a set of four guards dressed in faded black leather armor. Hanging at their wastes were several wicked looking blades. They did not appear to be applicable for battle as they practicality did not apply to either reach or speed, two of the advantages often times sought in conflicts. However, they did appear to be effective at maximizing pain. I could only assume their intent, and that of the guards carrying them, was meant for torture.
We were about to pass them by when one of them spoke, "Where have you been? We have," he paused, "guests that require your talents," he said. When he finished speaking, the other three slightly snickered under their breaths as if whatever talents we were supposed to have possessed would expectantly lead to their enjoyment.
Kinarin did not verbally respond, but I did see him, in my peripheral vision, gaze up at the guard who spoke. The guard's expression turned from a grin of mild anticipation to one of more pronounced apology. "I am sorry, Necron. I did not mean to offend. Please, at your leisure," he said as he slightly bowed his head, a gesture that was duplicated in the other three torturers.
Kinarin raised his head slightly more than what it had been, and just when I thought he was going to verbally address the guard with an admonishment, he spun around and backhanded me hard across the face knocking me against the wall. In a tone I had never heard before, his voice carrying an ominous and evil threat, he spoke, "See that you do not offend me such again. You will not raise your head, or make any such motion, unless I deem it necessary enough to allow." Apparently, I was not alone in my startlement because I saw the four guards recoil from him as well.
After the four torturers stood completely still for a moment, their apparent leader spoke, "Yes. Well then. Very well. This way please. Our captives are waiting for you."
As if he knew what he was supposed to do, Kinarin instantly fell in step behind the four torturers, head slightly tilted down. Vennesulte and I did the same, and although I had an almost overwhelming urge to wipe the blood he had drawn from my lip, I kept my hands folded inside the sleeves and my head down not willing to risk another demonstration of Kinarin's dedication to his disguise. They led us down several sets of twisting steps until we came to a singular, black door. There was no keyhole and there did not appear to be a handle. When the head torturer stood in front of it, he reached inside his tunic and pulled out some sort of object, its exact description I was unable to see.
As he touched it to the door, it pulsed with what seemed like an audible energy, but I was unable to completely distinguish whether I felt or heard it. Nevertheless, my apparent lack of comprehension did not prevent it from completing its task allowing the door to open slowly outward.
When it did, there was a decidedly evil and oppressive energy emitting from within the corridor. It was dark, dank, and stale in every way an old castle corridor could be. But beyond that, it reeked of wrongness, but not the way a spoiled piece of meat reeks. There was no tangible odor, but to say it “smelled” was the most accurate description I could conjure because it hung in the soul the way a particularly foul odor hangs in the nostrils even after the offensive item has been removed. With each step, the halls seemed to more tightly press against us, except they were not growing in their physical confinement. As we were led more deeply inside the foulness, passing door after door, we became aware of the possibility that we might not escape. Understanding the severity of this new consideration created an added emotion of fear to supplement the wrongness of our steps. So absorbed was I in the effect of my surroundings that I almost collided into Kinarin when he stopped in front of a door to our right.
"Necron, would you like us to continue our presence inside to help facilitate your work?" asked the head guard. I was always grateful for Kinarin's leading presence in our endeavors, but never more so than now. Had I been called upon to answer, I was quite certain my response would have involved vomiting and convulsing as it was taking all of my efforts to simply breath and walk in step with both of my companions.
"We should require no assistance. It is better you do not witness what we are about to complete. It is quite," he paused to look directly into the guard's eyes, "unsettling."
"Are you sure you will not require our abilities, Necron?" asked the man. Instead of a verbal response as Kinarin had delivered each time before, he struck the man senseless across the face. "See that he is harshly reminded of his insolence when he regains consciousness," he said as he returned his head to the slightly downcast posture we were becoming familiar with. As a unit, the other three torturers picked up their apparent leader and hastily retreated down the corridor, hoping to avoid another admonishment from Kinarin.
Although I knew the answer to the question I was about to ask, I asked it anyway, probably out of principle, "Did you have to hit me that hard?" I had been struck by Kinarin during our training sessions, and while they were always forceful, this was the first time I was struck completely unaware.
"Be glad I did not strike you as hard as I did the guard," he said as he turned to examine the door. "You would not have been able to follow us if I had."
"Where do we go now?" I asked as I looked to Vennesulte who was leaning against his three sectioned staff almost oblivious to the awful rankness of this place. Although the struggle was considerable, I did find myself becoming more and more adept at ignoring its effect the longer I spent within the halls, though I still felt my companions were having a better time of it.
"I do not know," he said as he more closely examined the door. "One thing I do know, however, we will not be going through this door. I cannot open it."
"Your lockpicks will not work?" I asked, more out of disbelief than actual inquisition.
"There is no tumbler set to use them upon. I cannot pick a lock if there is no lock," he said as he looked down the corridor in the direction we had just been escorted.
"Vennesulte does not believe it is time to retract our progress. We should continue forward," said Vennesulte in an uncharacteristically vocal manner. For most of our combined endeavors, he chose to remain silent and follow our lead, or rather Kinarin's lead. But every so often, he would voice his thoughts and opinions.
In response, Kinarin and I turned to look farther down the corridor and saw that it ended in a doublewide set of doors about fifty yards away. "Well, it would not be wise for us to return the way we came. If we are seen by the guards who brought us down here, they will undoubtedly have questions regarding the completion of our supposed task. The boy is right, we must go through those doors. Maintain your disguises."
As a unit, we moved to the doors. When we were within about twenty of our reduced paces away, it slowly opened and we found ourselves face to face with another group of three figures wearing the exact same robes we were.
"Necron," said the leader as a sign of acknowledgement. He paused and waited a moment all while keeping his head lowered in their familiar stance.
"Necron," returned Kinarin and moved to bypass them.
"Pause and hold," said the leader of the other group. It was more of a command than an acknowledgement. Without turning toward the voice, Kinarin stopped. Vennesulte and I did the same.
"I have a request," he stated.
"Voice it, and it will be done," said Kinarin.
"It is nice to see one so readily compliant. In the necessity of haste, we have had to forgo some of the more intricate dictates of the training in favor of accentuating the more lethal uses of our art. This results in a rather annoying occurrence of delayed obedience. It is good to see it void in you," he said. Before Kinarin could respond, one of the other robed figures, his face hidden within the folds of his hood, leaned in and whispered something in their leader's ear.
"Yes, you are right," said the leader of the other group. Addressing Kinarin again, he said, "To the point then. You will accompany me to the Inquisition room where one of your acolytes will perform the Inquisition. Our glorious Lord Jesolin Kahl wishes to see the progress of my implementations to better judge when we can move upon the Silver Empire itself."
"It will be so," answer Kinarin.
Without delay, the three like-robbed figures started walking back down the hallway we had just walked through. Apparently, our disguises were well done because I was quite sure, had we been discovered, we would have been instantly attacked. And while our combined physical prowess and skills would be sufficient to overcome just about any other physical encounter with the same number of combatants, I was also quite certain we would not prove victorious against the might of this evil force when its totality was set against us as an intentional design. Kinarin, I assume, felt the same because he fell in step behind them without pause.
We silently followed them through a series of doors and corridors, and while my attention was mostly consumed with maintaining this difficult and unnatural gait pattern, I left part of it to watch for any signs of my sisters. The whole time we were following our inadvertent capturers, I had not considered what it meant when the leader had said that one of Kinarin's acolytes would perform the inquisition. But when all six of us came to stand before another set of ornately decorated double doors, and their leader indicated we should follow them through, I realized that either I or Vennesulte would be called upon to follow their inquisition protocols. Protocols that neither he nor I had any understanding of.
"Necron, may I ask your permission to speak with my acolyte regarding his preparation?" said Kinarin before they opened the doors.
"Are you indicating that his training has not been adequate enough to prepare him for this moment? Do I sense a lack of confidence in your methods?" asked the leader with an unspoken hint of accusation.
"Necron, this moment is much too important to leave to chance. I merely request a few minutes to remind my acolyte of the consequences should he fail. I am confident in his ability as an extension of your methods, but I feel a last-minute reminder will focus him more acutely," he said, keeping his head down in a subservient manner.
The head Necron paused to consider Kinarin's words. As he did, the doors were opened and we heard a voice say, "Mordin, my good friend, please proceed with your demonstration."
"Yes, Lord Kahl," he said as he addressed the voice from within the room. "It will begin shorty. As an added demonstration of our proficiency at training acolytes, it will not be my direct acolyte performing the inquisition, but one of his acolytes."
"This is a surprise indeed. Are you confident he is ready?" said Lord Kahl from somewhere unseen inside the room.
"I have been assured of today's demonstration's success. They have requested a few minutes to prepare. Will that be acceptable, Lord Kahl," asked the man named Mordin.
"It is acceptable. When they are ready," he answered. "But do not try the measure of my patience," threatened Lord Kahl.
Mordin bowed his head slightly and turned toward Kinarin, "When you are ready."
"Acolyte," he said looking to Vennesulte, "please accompany the Necron into the room. We will be ready momentarily."
The man named Mordin and the three acolytes, one of which was Vennesulte, walked through the doors with their unified and intentionally limited gaits. After they were far enough inside preventing them from listening in, Kinarin turned to me and said, "Do not raise your head. Listen only. There will be two people in that room who will be the subjects of the Inquisition. One will be used for information and the other will be sacrificed to allow the other's information to flow. You will be asked to perform that sacrifice. When you enter, walk to the altar, you will know which one. Walk up to it, take the dagger, pause for a few moments after you raise the dagger in the air, and plunge it into the heart of the subject."
"You want me to kill this person?" I asked him again.
"Drin, you must do this," he said.
"I do not know if I can?" I said as my head was considering what he had just told me to do.
"Do you wish to see your sisters again?" he asked me. When I returned with silence, he spoke again, "Then you will do as I say. We will not be able to leave here if our disguises are compromised. The power in that room is something we cannot match." Without waiting for any response, he turned and walked through the doors leaving me to watch him go feeling as if this was the second time he had abandoned me when I needed him most.
This whole scene was growing in its impossibility to comprehend. As I crossed the doorway and into the rather grand room, my eyes were instantly drawn to a large altar sitting on a raised dais. It was set against a background of blood red tapestries and illuminated by only a few very faintly lit wall sconces. The flickering of the flames against the tapestries almost created the illusion of flowing blood. Upon the altar was stretched and tied by her hands and feet, a naked woman. Even from this distance I could see the dagger held within its housing supported in a glass case at the far side of the altar. I did not see Kinarin or Vennesulte and was afraid to look around to search for them for fear of betraying my foreign identity.
I was, however, able to see, in spite of my limited periphery, the presence of both the man named Mordin and the man named Lord Kahl. They were both sitting on large, ornate thrones on the far end of the dais opposite the altar. As I climbed the stairs, I felt my heart rate quicken and my palms hidden within the sleeves of my robes grow sweaty. I felt a small bead of sweat develop under my hood as it coursed down my brow. The maintenance of our disguises and the hope of finding my sisters depended on my success during this inquisition, whatever that meant. As I finished my short ascent to stand atop the dais and turned to assume my position behind the altar, I saw a man strapped to a chair. He had obviously been beaten severely, even tortured. At least the surgical precision of his lacerations indicated as much. I could not help but wonder who this man and woman was, what had happened in their lives to bring them both together, at this moment. Were they strangers? Did they know each other?
I turned to face the altar and saw that there were rows and rows of pews all filled with similarly clothed individuals, their expectant attentions set firmly on me. I saw the dagger, wickedly fashioned and set into a hilt of black marble. There was a blood red vein of metal running the whole length of the blade that seemed to pulse in tune with my heart, which was beating rapidly and strongly. Beyond the dagger was the woman's face, and set in her expression of mercy, were her eyes.
I noticed them first, perhaps because of their familiarity. They seemed to bore into me, not because of their depth, but because they seemed to know me, at least the compassion inside them indicated as much. This woman's eyes drew me in more than her nakedness ever could. But what I expected to see reflected back to me as fear, was instead manifest as understanding and familiarity. I wondered who this woman was, where she had come from. And then her facial features dissolved into a clarity that dismantled every mortal condition of my humanity. Once I saw her whole face and not just her eyes, I knew why they were familiar. She was my mother.
"Drin," she whispered weakly.
I was grateful for my hood because it was hiding the fact that my breath had stopped and my eyes began to uncontrollably tear. I was stricken to unconsciously stand, because consciously, I was frozen and without the muscular control to even breathe.
"Drin," she whispered again, but this time managed to smile weakly.
Something beyond my own limited fortitude had taken over because I did not respond to her. When everything about me wanted nothing more than to be consumed by her warm embrace of assurance, when I wanted nothing more than for her to tell me things would be ok, when all of me wanted to again be her innocent son tending to his chores, when every molecule and substance I ever identified as me wanted to reach out and embrace her, breaking the leather straps holding her tightly upon the altar, I could not move. As if paralyzed by the strongest poison from the dessert snakes of the south, my consciousness had been solidly rooted in place.
"It appears your young acolyte has been frozen by the nakedness of the sacrifice," I diffusely heard a woman's voice say. "Perhaps I should send one of my little Ravens to finish the task that your acolyte seems incapable of accomplishing, Mordin."
"That will be quite unnecessary, Vismorda," he said as calmly as he could. Again, my understanding of what was going on outside of myself was blurred almost to the incomprehensible by the nightmare I was living. "Necron," said the man named Mordin.
A few moments later, I felt a presence behind me and heard a familiar yet unknown voice, "Do you not find this exhilarating, my young Acolyte?"
From somewhere deep within me, I heard a voice answer, "Yes."
"Then what is the cause of your delay?" the voice said drawing more closely than it had been the first time I heard it.
"It is all so real," I heard myself say.
"Yes!" it said as it grew in excitement. "It is real. Her nakedness, the pumping of her heart and the blood that flows within her veins. It is the most real thing we will experience! Can you see it? Can you taste it?" he rhetorically asked. "It is no small thing to admit weakness, for in it you will find the key to your strength."
I reached for the dagger.
"Yes, feel it grow within yourself! Taste the bile of hate and the expression of your lust to have it filled. Can you feel it grow?" the voice said as it was now close enough to whisper in my ear.
And in truth, I did feel my hate grow. I hated that my father had died, I hated that my sisters had been taken, and I hated seeing my mother like this, displayed as a toy for whatever evil machinations they had planned. But until I heard this voice from behind me, my hate had remained hidden behind the condition of my own life's directions. But now, feeling it grow, I could not deny its reality. And the more I acknowledged it, the more it grew. And the more it grew, the more I wanted it to grow. I raised the dagger in the air.
"Drin," said my mother weakly to the singular presence of my hearing.
I looked down to her, blade suspended and my eyes continuing to cry. Had it not been for the presence of the voice behind me and its bidding of my repressed hatred to grow, I might have collapsed from the strain of what I now admitted I was about to do.
"Yes! Feel it grow! Feel it pulse within your humanity and sense of judgement. Let it take hold of you!" whispered the voice as it continued to raise my hateful awareness. "Find your release. Find that object of your hate and focus on it."
Still holding the dagger suspended, I turned my attention away from my mother and focused upon where the hate bid me to go. Kinarin. I looked to him and my sadness completely dissolved as did my awareness beyond anything other than hate. Held deep within me, beyond my gratitude for him taking me and saving me from my life on the streets and the brutality of what it would undoubtedly have been, I hated him for a greater brutality that presented because of him.
"Yes!" said the voice behind me much more strongly than it had before. "Feel all of the hate and its connection to the strength you need to do what you cannot do on you own."
In my boring hatred for the man responsible for this moment, me standing over my mother holding a dagger of pulsating evil and waiting for the moment when I would plunge it into her heart, I was no longer Drin Martos, the farm boy, no longer Drin Martos the Selectee, no longer Drin Martos the Assassin in training, I was Drin Martos the Avenger. And the injustices of my life demanded accountability.
"Now! Release all of your pain! Release all of your hate! Accept your power and render judgement!" directed the voice, laced with thrill and glee.
My eyes shifted from Kinarin to my mother, but my hatred stayed firmly cemented on him. She must have seen the change in my eyes. She must have known what I was going to do even before I did. Because replacing her previous partial plea was an understanding and forgiveness.
"Now! Do it now! When all you feel is hate and its vengeance filled judgement, reach out and complete its request!" said the voice strongly and confidently.
My breath began to quicken, my hands tightening on the black marbled hilt.
"Drin," whispered my mother again.
"Yes!" yelled the voice so filled with excitement, it was nearly palpable.
"Drin," she whispered again.
My fingers now turning white from my involuntary clenching around the daggers hilt.
"I love you," she said as a single tear was released from her eyes.
Hearing her say the words I had longed to hear reached into me as if my soul was brought from wherever it existed and allowed to live with a tangible identity all its own. And what my soul felt as part of the condition of its gifted breath was a love so profound for my mother, it literally wept from every pour of its ethereal substance. But there was no joy found in its expression of love, only sorrow. Because even my soul, though now separate and filled with all the intentions of hope, was forced to acknowledge the inevitability of my body's actions and their current conductor. In that moment, when the strain of hatred and love were tearing me apart, I wished nothing more for it to end. And in this wish, my mind was granted its escape. The complexity of continuance birthed from love was something I could no longer attend to with anything of me that was left, if there was anything left at all. So, while I desired love to begin, I gave into the end of hate. I gave in, and the dagger plunged.
Nothing, I felt nothing. I did not even feel the dagger as it sliced between her ribs and into the fleshy meat of her heart. But I did see. And all I saw was red. Bubbling up from her porcelain white skin, it gathered on her chest as an ocean of red regret. It held me paralyzed inside its hues and slight pumping. But soon the pumping ended and the flowing stopped, but nothing else began. As if the final door of my life had been closed and locked behind a set of rusted tumblers, nothing else opened in its place. There was no other pathway or metaphorical corridor down which I could run and hide from my own reality. I had no direction. And while I was crumbling, I heard the voice speak, this time more distant than right next to me.
"You see, Mordin, all he needed was a little push," said the voice.
"Your methods, again, exceed even my own, Lord Kahl," said the man named Mordin.
"Perhaps your acolyte’s hesitation will be a blight on the lack of your current methods, Mordin," said the female voice.
"Vismorda, I do believe Mordin's acolyte performed adequately enough. After all, even you cannot resist the pull of naked skin altogether," said the Lord Kahl.
"Yes, Lord Kahl. Your wisdom offers much enlightenment," said Vismorda. "Now, since we have extracted what we needed from this man, may I be excused to tend to the further training of your Ravens?"
Looking affectionately to each of my sisters and then back again to Vismorda, Lord Kahl developed a particularly malicious grin upon his lips, "Indeed you may. But this will be the last training session you have with them without my presence. I feel they are ready to undergo more strenuous training."
"Thank you, Lord Kahl," she said turning her attention to Mordin. "Perhaps we can combine our training methods in future sessions. I think our coupled techniques may prove to be even more successful than we are singularly."
"We may indeed," returned Mordin giving no hint to his thoughts.
Vismorda turned toward my sisters, said one word I was unable to distinguish, and turned to leave the large room, my sisters falling in step right behind.
As the gathered robed men started to stand and exit through a few different doorways, I vaguely saw Kinarin stand up and turn to address Mordin, "Necron, with your permission, I would like to allow my acolyte to retire to his quarters. I believe he may have endured more strain than he was yet prepared for."
"I agree with your assessment. Lord Kahl's presence, as direct as it was for him, carries with it a very heavy burden. He did well today, as did you," said the still seated Mordin.
"Thank you, Necron. May I request the presence of my other acolytes? I wish to continue our training and feel the reinforcement of today's Inquisition will best be served immediately," said Kinarin again.
"Granted," said Mordin.
"Thank you, Necron Mordin," he said. "Lord Kahl, your influence is something we all can aspire to reach," he said as he bowed his head deep. After Lord Kahl returned this gesture, quite a bit less severe, Kinarin turned and walked toward me. My abilities were still glazed over in a sort of numb lightheadedness, but with both his and Vennesulte's grip on my opposite forearms, I was able to walk and exit the large chamber.
Once we were in the hallway, Kinarin pushed our pace a little more than causal strides forcing me to put more effort into maintaining his speed.
"Drin, we must walk more quickly. We do not have much time. Your sisters will be vulnerable for rescue for only a few minutes I believe," he said, although my current state was unable to register the meaning behind his words. It was almost as if he was speaking in a different dialect. When my strides were not increasing as he had requested and I was becoming a hinderance to rescuing my sisters, he stopped, turned me around and pushed me against the wall, both of his hands on my shoulders.
"Drin!" he said forcefully, "you must wake up from the haze you are in. Your sisters' lives depend on you!" At the mention of 'sisters', the slowly emptying abyss I was falling into managed to grasp onto that word and used it to pull me forcefully back to the here and now. It was as if I was sucked back into the realm of the living and my soul was returned to me. At the very least, that word served as a temporary distraction from a horrible admission allowing me the opportunity for redemption. And it was that chance, to be redeemed, that I returned to full operational acuteness of my faculties.
Seeing the change in my eyes, Kinarin took his hands off my shoulders and said, "Come, we have not a moment to lose."
"Where are we going?" I asked him.
"We are going to get your sisters," he answered as we hurried down the hall, and rounding the turn at its end.
"Vennesulte does not think they will be alone. Their woman will probably be with them," he said ominously remembering our first encounter.
"I will deal with her. Both of you will retrieve the girls," he said as he signaled us to slow and finally stop. "If I am correct, she, the one they call Vismorda, will have taken your sisters to begin another training session. And if I am correct again, she will be alone with them. Therefore, our numbers will be equal. Drin, Vennesulte, do you think you can subdue the girls long enough to inject them with this?" he asked as he produced two vials from his belt underneath his robes.
"Vennesulte believes we will, though not without delivering minor injuries to them. They have grown fierce and efficient," he said.
Not waiting for me to answer, Kinarin continued, "Good. We will have only one chance at this. Now Drin, how is your escape plan coming? Did you create a mental outline of these halls that will lead you back to the castle?"
It took me a moment to complete, but I did. While training as an assassin, Kinarin always emphasized the importance of escaping. And the greater the assassin's understanding of the geographical layout of his surroundings, the greater his chance of living to assassinate again. He relentlessly wove this practice into all of my training, randomly pausing to ask where we were in relation to our target, detailed directions of several escape plans, as well as on the fly adjustments. I had not realized it, but because of this, I had subconsciously created a memorable and working mental map of the halls and doors we had been traversing. It was ready and so was I.
"Yes," I answered as he handed us the vials. "What is this, I asked?"
"It is what alchemists refer to as a sedative. It will slow their functions and dull their minds to the point where they will not be able to offer resistance. While I am dealing with Vismorda, you will have to inject your sisters with it. But do it quickly because I am sure an alarm will be raised soon after we reveal our true purpose."
"Will it harm them?" I asked.
"Do you wish to see them freed?" he asked me in return. Before I answered, I had already given voice to the completion of this conversation in my mind. Of course, I wished to see them freed; therefore, any potential harm to them would be a necessary risk. When I did not answer, Kinarin correctly assumed the same completion in his mind. "Good. Now listen. They will be through this doorway. They will be undergoing their training. Follow my lead and I believe we will be successful."
"How do you know they will be behind this door?" I asked him.
"That is not important, but make no mistake, they are there. Now, if there are no more questions, it is time," he said, looking to both of us.
"You did not fight this woman, Kinarin. She is more powerful and quicker than anything I have encounter before," I said feeling necessary to warn him. She was the one variable I did not believe we could account for. She had managed to subdue both Vennesulte and myself, a feat that not even Bractos nor the numerous guards we faced were able to do. I was not even sure Kinarin could face the both of us and emerge victorious.
"Leave her to me," he answered and stared straight into my eyes.
Fluidly, Kinarin turned toward the doors and walked up to them, still mimicking the gait pattern of the Necrons. He placed his hands on the handles and pulled both of them open to reveal a large and mostly empty room. Lining the walls were several racks of weapons of various makes. It was illuminated by several large wall sconces and two large candelabras hanging from the ceiling. Kinarin had been correct in his assumption, they were alone, and they were training. Vismorda's back was turned to us as she was watching my sisters battle each other, neither of them gaining the upper hand. Almost as soon as we entered, however, she turned around and authoritatively spoke, "What is the meaning of this, Necron?"
"Vismorda, I regret the interruption, however, Lord Kahl suggested that we observe your methods as a beginning step in the suggestion you made to Mordin in the Inquisition chamber," he said keeping his head bowed.
"Lord Kahl suggested this? During one of my training sessions with my Ravens?" she asked skeptically.
"I was likewise surprised with the rapidity of his suggestion, but one does not refuse Lord Kahl, as I am sure you well know," Kinarin said.
Vismorda turned to my sisters and issued a single word command to which they halted their combat. She turned back to us and spent several moments in silence, perhaps in examination of each of us. After she looked at Kinarin for an extended period of time, she spoke again, "You are right, Necron, one does not refuse Lord Kahl, but neither would he instruct anyone to interrupt a training session of his most favored little birds. No, I think not." She grinned slightly and continued, "These two little boys, “she said while nodding toward Vennesulte and I, “I have already had the opportunity to instruct, but not you. Please, remove your hood so I can see the eyes of the man who dares to confront me."
Kinarin slowly reached up with both hands and removed his hood. As he did, Vismorda's grin grew in its admission of possibility. "Finally, the day has seen it fit to send me a man who will undoubtedly bring me much pleasure in his breaking. The young ones proved much too easy. But you, yes you I think will not break so quickly."
"I fear you will find no pleasure within me," said Kinarin as he untied and removed his robe. Dressed fully in his assassin's gear, he looked the part of lethality made flesh. There was no malice or threat in his voice, only certainty.
"You know so little of who we are?" said Vismorda as she unsheathed her two black bladed swords. "Allow me to instruct you in our intricacies."
Kinarin mimicked her by drawing both of his elongated daggers, "I fear the instruction will be yours."
As they began slowly circling each other the way a predatory animal does when preparing to engage its prey, Vismorda turned to my sisters, "Do not interfere, my little Ravens, this will be over quickly."
Kinarin likewise addressed us, "Do what you must. This will be your only chance."
Their circling continued to slowly spiral in until they were but a sword's length away. Vennesulte moved closer to Jinola and I mimicked him by slowly moving toward Hithelyn. Both Kinarin and Vismorda dropped into their respective martial stances in preparation for the battle; Kinarin holding one blade down at his side and the other extended out pointing directly at Vismorda. Vismorda, in contrast to Kinarin, held both of her blades parallel to her midline, hilts almost touching. And then, when their breaths saw a unified exhalation, they both exploded into action.
In my life, short as it may be, I had never seen two beings move so quickly and evenly without pause of lack of fluidity. I had trained with Kinarin and thought I had been able to push him closer to his limit of martial excellence, but after seeing just the first few seconds of their violent engagement, I understood how wrong my estimation had been. The four of us were struck by their complete compliment to where we were unable to move. Vennesulte and I, along with my sisters, were respectively surprised at the excellence both of these combatants were exhibiting. To my amazement, Kinarin was matching the raven haired, bladed death's strikes and slashes as fluidly as she was delivering them. But just when our hopes had begun to grant us the faith that he might prevail, something subtle changed within her, and the strain she was showing on her face dissolved into an expression of calm detachment.
As she pressed him, and he was pressed, I stood in disbelief until I heard Vennesulte yell, "Now Drin! Now is the time to move!"
Before I had fully registered the meaning behind his auditory interruption to my focused concentration on the battle before me, I heard a high-pitched screech and deflected my sister's blade barely in time to prevent it from slicing a deep gash in my flesh and the tissues beneath. Had I not possessed a greater size and strength, I was not convinced I would have emerged victorious because she met me step for step and strike for strike with speed and agility. I tried to glance to see how both Kinarin and Vennesulte were faring with their respective battles, but my sister was too well trained and too deadly in her intent to allow me even a moment's reprieve. As such, my attention was devoted to two different endeavors. Firstly, I had to remain alive; and secondly, I had to deliver the poison without permanently hurting her.
I remembered watching Hithelyn wielding countless branches with all the poor coordination expected from a young girl untrained in swordsmanship. I witnessed her awkwardly strike at imaginary beast ranging from the simple and mundane to the fantastical creatures imbued with magical abilities. But never, even in my wildest possibilities and extrapolations, did I ever think I would consider my sister as anything but the awkward little girl. But a girl she was no longer. And even less so was she awkward. But my superior size and strength proved to alter the battle enough in my favor that I was able to deliver the poison. Albeit after I had delivered a kick to the side of her face rendering her unconscious, but the poison was delivered nonetheless. Seconds later, I saw Vennesulte also delivering the poison to Jinola. He had her wrapped up in a grappling hold and was pinning her to the ground. Seconds later, her struggling stopped and her body went limp.
I quickly looked back to Kinarin and Vismorda only to witness her apparent supremacy gaining a foothold. Before I could move to assist him, I saw her easily deflect one of his lightning quick strikes, step back slightly, spin and kick him squarely in his gut knocking both the wind and his chance of victory out of reality. He stumbled backward and fell to a single knee, gasping hard. I instinctively stepped to assist him and engage her myself, but he held me frozen with his admonishment, "Go, now! Take your sisters and leave!"
Before I could move, frozen in place by yet another horrible decision I was facing, Vismorda bellowed out a deep and hideous laughter. "Yes. Take your sisters and run. But fear not, my little plaything, I will soon be following."
"Drin," insisted Kinarin through labored breaths, "Take them and leave!"
Seeing my hesitation, Kinarin found his footing and turned to me, "You have them. Do not worry about me! I have a few tricks I have yet to show her," he said. "Now go!"
I did not wait any longer. I turned and hefted my sister onto my shoulders and exited the room. "Do not worry, little pet. I will soon be there to collect you again," said Vismorda as I was about to pass through the doorway. Before I did, I turned back toward them. I saw Vismorda attend to the struggling Kinarin and heard her say, "Now, let us finish this."
"No," said my mentor. "Now it begins," he said as his mouth formed an almost imperceptible grin. I did not witness anything more of their battle, but in my imagination, having met both in the circle of combat, I did not expect Kinarin to emerge victorious. And perhaps this end was fitting for him, to be taken by the darkness he so reluctantly contained inside his longtime wounded soul. As both Vennesulte and I ran down the hallway, all I could hear was his voice as it echoed over and over again, "Death has a price, Drin. And it always comes to collect." Perhaps this was death coming to collect for the many deaths he had been responsible for. Perhaps it was nothing more than him offering his life as a way of redemption by allowing us to live. Perhaps he wanted the last action of his life to result not in the death of his profession, but in the life of his compassion. Either way, it did not matter because at the end of this moment, even if it was just for this moment, he was going to die, and we were going to live.




Lulbrenio
(Illusion)
For the second time in his life, he stood, gripped in the clenching fist of the moment, with his fingers hovering above the handle leading to the next era of his existence, unable to turn the latch that would ultimately lead to the further testing of his purpose and worth. But, unlike the first time, when the door stood before his adolescent body as a threshold to freedom, this door, the door to the assembled war council, his assembled war council, presented as a further indoctrination into the machinations of his lord, Satan. Such as it was, it stood to see his Lord's grip tighten harder around whatever freedom he though he possessed. For the only possession one who served was allowed to have as his own was to be controlled utterly. As such and in spite of, the joy and exuberance of taking The Stone Keep, the undertones of control were never far from his consciousness. So, in this moment, when he was presented with a choice to open that door or stay his hand allowing it to remain closed thereby possessing a portion of himself for himself, he realized he had no choice at all. So, his fingers, slowly descending until they contacted the cool metal of the handle, pushed lightly down with just enough strength to allow the locking mechanism to unlatch. He slowly pushed the door open and confidently crossed the threshold of not just the large room, but the fantasy that he possessed anything apart from what he was allowed to possess. And in that, he possessed nothing at all.
"Lord Jesolin, we eagerly await to update you on our progress with our plans to further our influence into the Silver Empire," said a monotoned voice from the large table, the head of which remained unseated. The man who addressed him was much older and was the only gypsy council member to remain alive after Jesolin's insidious control had been manifest. Gin'ev Innon, the white haired and white bearded elder, had a reputation for ruthlessness well before Jesolin’s influence. Indeed, had the elder gypsy possessed more foresight, enough to correctly determine Jesolin’s true intent, he might have been able to offer some resistance, maybe enough to subvert his actions. It was not long before he was identified as a potential tributary to the rushing river of evil that was Jesolin's endeavor. As such, he was allowed to live. But life was not good enough for Gin'ev. He soon proved his merit and was allowed to partake in the intricacies of pain and hate through Jesolin's training. Though he lacked Mordin's ability and deeply rooted hate, he nevertheless maintained an aura of malevolence that balanced out his lack of power.
As Jesolin silently walked to the head of the table, taking care not to look at any of his gathered Warbringers, as they had been named, he silently gave thanks to Satan for valuing him enough to choose him as his instrument of propagation. The young lord had been absent from his dark meditation for the past few days. As a result, he could feel the anger of his Master's demands slowly growing as a separate gravitational force attempting to draw him closer and closer inside of his own soul, the way a maelstrom on the sea swirls around and around drawing all ships to its center of destruction. Jesolin knew there would be an accounting for his absence, but much had been done, and there was still much more to do. Long has it been since he had pushed the boundaries of Satan's patience. Perhaps he chose to do so now because he had forgotten the excruciating lessons that would follow. As such, he committed to seeking solace within the painfully effervescent pull of the dark liquid soon after the completion of the meeting of his Warbringers.
Gliding into his chair at the head of the table, he placed both of his hands, palms down, on its smooth, marble surface taking a moment to meet the eyes of each of those gathered. There were twelve altogether, including himself; a fitting number, he thought as the number mocked the first twelve gathered against Satan. To his right was Vismorda, his ever present and ever lethal leader of The Ravens. Next to her sat Gin'ev Innon, the gypsy elder turned instrument of dark malevolence who's lethal planning and scheming had proven quite potent, especially in rooting out Jesolin's threats early in his ascension within the gypsies. He was followed by Endonis Lesion, the elven wanderer now corrupted and utterly loyal, then Mein en'Duun, the southern sword master who had recently presented himself for hire, then Grothock Thrin, the dwarven slave trader, then Suony The Serpent, trained by The Guild but rejected when his methods proved to be more brutal than what they would tolerate, then Exein The Dark, a rogue wizard who had left The University ages ago to pursue the darker magics forbidden by The Council then Hurdon Doak, an Ogre shaman who was sentenced to death after denouncing Ogressin himself then Guoth Mot, the barbarian chieftain and previous enemy of the gypsy clans, then Bractos The Doombringer who's spiral into darkness was profoundly catalyzed by his most recent defeat, and lastly, Mordin The Prime Necron finished the table by sitting directly to Jesolin's left.
"Lord Jesolin," said the monotoned Gin'ev, "we eagerly await your allowance."
Ignoring the once elder, Jesolin closed his eyes and sank deeply into his fountain of endless hate. Only seconds passed to those gathered, but for him, it felt as if his descent into the tangible power of Hell had lasted a lifetime. When immersed in the endless dark fountain of tarlike, black liquid, all things were enhanced exponentially. What was previously impossible to see, he saw. What was impossible to hear, he heard, and what was impossible to comprehend, he comprehended. In this state, he knew everything about those who sat before him; their motivations, inclinations, limitations and potential strengths. And while he felt their devotion still firmly solid, he did sense a growing seed, that if left unattended, would mature into the trees of dissention and disobedience. And that was something he would not allow. So, he spoke.
"Your palpable anticipation of our progressing plans is most pleasing. Yes, we have accomplished what no one else has been able to accomplish. And we will accomplish what none others can even hope to accomplish, but I sense something that could potentially thwart our Master's plans. Because of this, I must ask all of you to join your hate, darkness, and power to mine so we can pull it out by its roots, leaving no trace of the seeds left to grow," he said, opening his eyes as he finished.
It was Gin'ev who spoke next, "Surely, there are none amongst us who would seek to dismantle everything we have achieved thus far. Tell us who and the rest of us will deal with him thoroughly."
Turning to stare directly at the older man, Jesolin's eyes were alive with the darkness and hate he was currently swimming in, and he might have consumed the man's soul right then and there had it not been for the interruption by Hurdon, "Open to you I will become. Hurdon has nothing to hide." His baritone voice resonating in the chests of everyone gathered.
"So too will I," echoed Vismorda.
"As will I," joined Mordin.
All the while, Jesolin's eyes never left Gin'ev's. "Very well, Lord Kahl, we will all open to you," he said.
Moments later, each of the eleven Warbringers accessed their individual dark fountains and opened their powers to be linked to their Lord. As Jesolin extended eleven small tendrils of his own dark liquid to flow into the fountains of his followers, he noticed that it was not his alone that was flowing into them, but the direct influence of Satan himself. Through their constructed bonds, he felt all of the malice and hate they felt for him. He knew their devotion was nothing more than the effect of his control, and as their power grew, so would their boldness; a boldness that would inevitably lead to challenge. And while he would, in time, welcome their challenge as a hungry predator welcomes the futile resistance from his prey, that time was not now.
Pulse. While he held them trapped by locking their fountain to his, he pulsed them each with a morsel of pain driven beyond where their minds ended and their souls began. But what he had intended only as a reminder, Satan used as an instruction full of painful instructions; for he imbued Jesolin's pulse with a driving torrent of pain that caused each of their backs to arch wickedly. Screams echoed beyond the chamber they were in. Even Hurdon, the great Ogre Shaman's normally subdued grunts were turned into a horrible howl transmitting the pain he was experiencing to all those who were within the sound of his considerable bellow.
And then Satan spoke. Through Jesolin, his voice turned to a hideous replica of Satan’s evil, the Lord of Hate said, "There is no justice for you now, nor hallowed redemption, nor respite from my endeavors and triumphs. I will allow no more illusions for you regarding the genesis of your accomplishments. And never again will you think possible an exodus from my instruments of hate and control. The man, My Son, He who sits before you, is my chosen weapon to wreak all the controlling domination that hate can accomplish. And it will be total. So now, while you sit and silently scheme in an attempt to overthrow his control, know this: it will not be. He is mine and falls under my protection. If there is any doubt, or will be any doubt, let this be a gentle reminder of what awaits you if you do not understand the validity of my words."
A fraction of a second passed as the words of the unholy master ended. And though it was a minor reprieve from the first pulse of pain they felt, it was fleeting in its comfort. Whatever pain he had caused before he spoke was dwarfed in comparison to what they all now experienced. All, that is, except for Jesolin. He was well acquainted with the unholy degree of pain his master was capable of summoning. So, when the torrent of tsunami like waves impounded their minds, bodies, and souls, he was the only one prepared.
When the waves finally ended, and enough time had been granted allowing those present to regain their composure, Jesolin spoke, "What you experienced is but a fraction of what I have endured. To have our Lord address us in any manner, even if only through me, is a privilege none of us is worthy of. But, because many of you are yet virgins to his corrective embrace, I will consider his words sufficient and render no further action necessary. But have no illusions, should I suspect even the slightest betrayal, there will be swift and prolonged justice. For I am not without my own talents for creating pain, as all of you well know."
Breaths were still labored; lungs were still awkwardly trying to gain the fullness required for speech. The only one able to answer his warning was Vismorda, perhaps because she was best acquainted with Jesolin's wrath and attention, and therefore, better equipped to recover from it, "Yes, my Lord," she said between wiping her brow of pain induced sweat and deep inhalations, "it is understood that all of us pledge our devotion to you and Satan alone."
"It pleases me to hear that, Vismorda. Tell me, do you speak for everyone?" he asked her.
There it was. Jesolin had just, within the words of a seemingly innocuous question, given an outright acknowledgement of her importance second only to himself. But why? He had never publicly done so before, not in the years they were together. Even in the beginning, when he still possessed more than a vague resemblance to mortality, had he acknowledged her position. But there it was. Choice, he had given her a choice. For whatever reason, he had not decided to dictate her position with him, but rather gave her a unique opportunity to decide for herself. As she looked around the room into the eyes of the other Warbringers, she could not help but see their hatred for her. And now, if she should but affirm his question, she was sure to be even a larger target than she already was. If there was any uncertainty within her, it was settled the instant she met the eyes of her longest and largest competitor, Mordin. Instinctively, her lips formed a triumphant grin. She knew she had won. She knew, and she spoke "Yes, my lord, I speak for everyone gathered. We are yours," she said as she inhaled deeply, still trying to recover from Satan’s painful embrace.
Once he was satisfied that there were no audible or visual disagreements with Vismorda's statement, he said, "So, where do we lie with our preparations?"
It was Guoth Mot who spoke first, "Our infantry is healing, my lord. They should be able to march within the month."
Next to speak in affirmation of Guoth's claim was Grothock Thrin, the dwarven slave trader. Although still struggling with recovering from the pain he recently felt, he spoke strongly and clearly, "I agree with Guoth’s assessment. A month's time will be adequate for preparations."
"Infantry is not what won us the Stone Keep, Guoth," said Mordin as he lowered his hood. "It was the deception we initiated with my Dead Guard. Without them, their army would not have been arrogant enough to engage us on the open field."
Cutting into the all-male debate, Vismorda offered her opinion, "And who was responsible for cutting their infantry down without a single casualty?"
"Your Ravens were aided, Vismorda," said Exein The Dark.
"Mind your tone, Wizard," shot Vismorda. "My Ravens would have dealt a lethal blow even if your rock-mud had not been utilized."
"Regardless of the methods," resonated the baritone of Bractos, "I think we can all agree that this was a collective victory."
"Collective?" repeated Jesolin boring his stare directly into the large man. "At what point did you think any of what we have accomplished would have been possible had it not been for the leading and anointing of our Master, The One True Master? You dare presume that our success, even the smallest portion of it, was not directly the result of our steadfast devotion to his teachings and allowance? And what is gathered here, at this table, except squabbling egos who have not embraced Him utterly?" he stood up allowing his rhetoric question to hang as if he desired a response. "Need I remind you that He is listening or do you all forget the blessing of pain we received only moments ago? Do you need a reminder!" he threatened as he walked around the table to utter silence. "I will tell you this: there is naught that we do that has not been ordained through His unholy influence; and to even utter such, to claim any part of it without the complete understanding that all we do is from Him, is to utter a blasphemy I will not allow again." Settling behind Bractos, he placed both hands on the large man's muscled shoulders. "Let this stand as a final reminder for you," he said, effortlessly snapping his neck.
None dared to look at their Lord for fear their life may be used as another illustration of the price of arrogance and pride, and none at this table cared to pay it. "Mordin," said Jesolin as the muscular form of Bractos fell to the floor, nothing more than a limp collection of mass and dust, "gather this heap and make use of him. Make him," he paused, "something special."
"My Lord?" said Mordin inquisitively.
"Are your experiments on imbuing the Dark Power into corpses not progressing?" asked Jesolin as he began casually circling back to the head of the table.
"They are, My Lord, but they have reached a limitation, I fear," answered Mordin as he cleared his throat.
"Limitation?" inquired Jesolin.
"Yes, my lord. There appears to be a limit to the amount of power a physical frame can hold. We have burnt many corpses to uselessness in the process of pushing these limits," he said.
"Find a way," said Jesolin flatly. "Bractos, though his usefulness has exceeded its welcome at this table, can still be an imposing force. A force we will make use of in his death," said the white-haired Lord of the Blood Keep.
"Yes, my lord. It will be done," affirmed Mordin. And with a look to the corner of the room, two of his subordinate Necrons hurried to gather the hulking body.
When they had exited, Jesolin continued, "Now that we have all been sufficiently reminded of the price of betrayal, even in its smallest portion, what are your proposed plans to attack the Silver Castle and Pretago Cor?"
After a very long moment of silence, Gin'ev Innon answered, "It seems, though our proposed methods differ, I believe we have a consensus on the time frame. I believe everyone at this table will be in agreement that we can have all of our resources ready to march in a month's time." He ended his tenuous statement by looking around at the remaining Warbringers for approval.
"Is this the consensus then? That we must delay for a month until adequate preparations have been made," ask Jesolin.
"It is, Lord Kahl," answered Hurdon with his thick Ogre accent. "The prospect of marching on Pretago Cor includes a longer march and considerable number of defenses we will need to prepare for."
"Do you agree, Grothock? You have the most experience with prolonged marches," asked Jesolin.
"I do agree, Lord Kahl. There are many things to think of and to plan for when marching for that distance. The path alone will take at least that long to complete," answered the dwarven slaver.
"I see," said Jesolin. "But what if I told you we were to march in a week?"
"A week?" answered Endonis. "I have neither experience with armies nor with sieges, but it seems to me that a week will not be enough time to maximize our potential for victory."
"Nevertheless, we have one week to make final our plans and preparations," Jesolin said as he stood up signaling a completion to their meeting.
"But, my lord, a week is not enough time," said Mordin. "How can you expect us to complete everything that must be done when we do not have the required time?"
Jesolin did not answer his Prime Necron's question. At least, not verbally, but his death cold glare was answer enough for Mordin. Instead, he turned to Vismorda, "Vismorda, please follow me. I have questions regarding my Ravens."
"Yes, my lord," she said as she stood up following him out of the room. For a time, they walked in silence through the halls of the Blood Keep as Jesolin surveyed the changes his followers had made since their victory. Had he not ordered them, the devotion of those who followed would have required no prompting. After the night of utter celebration and dark revelry, they began their work of transforming the symbol of strength and fortitude for the Silver Empire into the very foundation of the darkness they worshipped.
The statues for the former high kings and rulers had been torn down and crushed into piles of rubble within days. In their places, statues representing all forms of hideousness as a representation of the likeness of the unholy Lord Satan had been, and were still being, erected. Everything from obscure masses of flesh to those more human looking, but still grotesquely mutated in their depiction, were quickly carved and mounted. All the colorful tapestries had been burnt in a great bonfire. In their place hung artistic renditions of the evil in the statues. Together they formed a compliment of horror that exceeding each of their singular interpretations. But possibly the most unsettling change throughout the Stone Keep itself was the alteration of its lighting. Previously lit with a surplus of wall sconces and fantastically large candelabras all with ample flames to adequately light even the deepest reaches of the Stone Keep’s halls, it was now illuminated by less than half of those. However, in spite of the number that had been removed, the greatest change was not the number of individual candles, but rather, their quality. Resulting from Exein’s addition of dark magic, the candles now flamed with a dark red luminescence enough to catalyze the transition in name from “The Stone Keep” to “The Blood Keep” quite naturally.
Their silence continued as they exited the Keep and continued their walk into the surrounding inner city. Though it seemed like more than a lifetime ago, Vismorda was reminded of the walks the two of them would take into the woods when they were both still young. She enjoyed those times the most because it was one of the only times when she could exist as herself without the influences and expectations of being with, and betrothed to, Oolos. With Jesolin, in those early days, she had experienced a freedom and belonging based solely on who she was and not what she was. However, soon after Oolos’s death and the selection of Jesolin as his succeeding chief, that feeling of freedom began to slowly, imperceptibly fade. It would not be long before she would be held captive by the seductive and controlling grasp of his hate born rage. And although the inner city itself had not undergone any of the same physical changes the Stone Keep had been subjected to, she knew, much like herself, they would be coming, and they would be undeniable.
As they entered the Blood Keep again, making their way back to the War Room, felt her fear begin to rise. Though the specific details regarding her last instruction remained unclear, she nevertheless, clearly remembered its effect. Reaching the door, Jesolin opened it for her, allowing her to step through first, albeit apprehensively. He followed her in and sat down on one of the chairs on the side of the table, bidding her to do the same. She did not know how to interpret his seemingly calm behavior when set against her two most recent experiences, so she hesitated.
Sensing this, Jesolin was quick to say, “Please, sit. It is alright.”
Again, not fully trusting his motives, for good reason, she sat down slowly and hesitantly. She had assumed their last encounter would be sufficient for him and she would be allowed to leave after the Warbringer’s meeting to search for Malice and Vile. Indeed, she was surprised when he bid her to attend instead of demanding she leave with all haste. That he requested her private presence again was something she had not anticipated nor understood. However, his soft and sincere voice mimicked the innocence she had known when she first met him years ago. It had been so long since she felt any amount of humanity from him, even though she knew it was not a true reflection of who he had become, she welcomed it.
"My Lord, I must apologize for my failure. There were indeed complications we had not foreseen when we decided to place he his friend in the dungeons instead of killing them. Their resolve proved," she paused to search for the correct word, "considerable."
"Be that as it may, my dear Vismorda," he said as he reached for her cheek, touching it lightly and affectionately, "you bested them so easily in your first encounter, how is it they were able to best you in your second?"
She lied, "Honestly, my lord, I was caught by surprise and was not prepared for their dual attack." She had debated telling him the truth about her encounter with the shadowy man, but decided against it for fear that he would probe her for more truth than she was willing to admit. "The boy, Malice and Vile's brother, has been trained by The Guild. And that petulant monk is a member of The Brotherhood. Had I not been caught unaware, I would have had no trouble dispatching them, but because their presence was unknown to me, they were too fast."
Bushing her raven locks out of her face, he tenderly asked, "My dear, have you been injured as a result of the encounter."
"No, my lord, nothing more than my pride. The bruise to my face has already healed as a result of your teaching. For that I am grateful," she replied to him, still uneasy of his apparent concern for her.
"That is good, my dear. Good because I have a task for you," he said as he withdrew his hand from her cheek.
"Anything you desire, my lord."
"Is that true, Vismorda?" he asked as he lazily sat back in his chair.
"Of course, it is, my lord. You know I would do anything you ask," he said as she leaned in, sensing his disbelief.
"But that is not true is it."
"What do you mean?"
"I recall asking you, or rather telling you, to train and keep my," he emphasized the word 'my', "Ravens safe. Or did I present ambiguity in my previous statement?"
"No, my lord, you did not."
"Then why have you lied to me?"
"I did not lie. I would never lie to you."
"Of course, you did. You said you would do something and you did not. Is that not a lie?"
"My lord, please believe me when I say I did everything I could to protect and prepare them," she said, her anxiety mounting.
"And now you request something of me in spite of your failure?" he asked, his voice losing much of its compassion.
"I did not request, I merely," she said, but before she could explain herself, he interrupted her,
"But you did," he said, his voiced laced with accusation. "You requested that I believe you, but I do not."
His words stung as they always did. Where had the man she had fallen in love with gone? The one capable of compassion and understanding who accepted the title of Clan Chief reluctantly and only because the elder council wished it so. Although it seemed like many lifetimes ago, she longed for that same innocence, an innocence that belonged to both of them. She longed to be touched by him like the first time he had touched her. Perhaps there was still a fleeting tenderness within him, but seeing the light and anger in his eyes begin to grow, she knew nothing had changed. Yet, in this moment, when fear should have gripped her, when she should have thought better of it to challenge him because of the inevitable consequences, when she would normally have dissolved into their routine of him taking and her giving, she gave nothing.
"Then what do you believe if not me, your closest advisor?"
"What do I believe?" he repeated her question.
"Yes, what do you believe? Are you not still a man, hidden under all the hate? Do you not still have the ability to believe in something, anything else?" she challenged further.
"What more is there than the hate we possess? What else sustains us, propels us, drives us to accomplish that which we could never have accomplished without it?” he answered. “Do you not feel it, even now, growing like a rushing river in the midst of the heavy rains flooding it until its banks cannot hold back the torrent of power?”
"Yes, I feel it, and like you, I rely on it for strength and power, but there must be something more. Do you not long for a time when we do not have to hate any longer? A time when we can rest and just be together? I know we have much to do. I accept that and even enjoy it, but what happens after?" she asked. When she saw his eyes grow distant, losing some of their hateful excitement, she reached out her hand to touch his face. She thought she saw his eyes redden the way they would in the brief moments before tears broke their boundaries; and just when her fingers barely touched the side of his cheek, she believed she saw remnants of that innocent young man she had fallen in love with so long ago. However, all of her hopeful assumptions faded as quickly as the innocence and hope behind his eyes when his hand lashed out knocking hers away.
“No! There is nothing more!” he shouted, instantly grasping his fountain. Perhaps it was the softness she had just seen returned to his eyes, or perhaps it was the effect of losing Malice and Vile, or perhaps she had reached her mortal limit and could not contain any more of his hate induced abuse until some of hers was released; regardless of her reason, or reasons, something within her, deep within her, on a basic level, changed. When she would normally have begun pleading for mercy while backing away from him in an effort to mitigate some of the coming inevitability, using her power as a means of protection only, she found herself quickly standing, holding firm, and forming her power to strike back.
Lacking any hesitation born from her lack of desire to become the victim any longer, she lashed out with several mental spikes aimed at dismantling his consciousness. She felt them crash hard against a shield he had formed at the last second. Clearly, he had not expected her to act first, but she was tired of expectations and demands. Knowing that if she let up, if she gave him a chance to recover allowing him to gain the advantage, she would never be able to resist his powerful offensive weapons. So, she continued her assault by launching more and more mental spikes behind which she formed what she could only describe as a psionic whip. Continuing the wicked onslaught, she was waiting until the entirely of his defenses were consumed with protecting his consciousness against her mental spikes. In the moment, when he was left open for her psionic whip to crack against his subconsciousness, she would unleash the complexity of her hate in all of its entirety. And that moment was now. Much like a physical whip, hers snapped so loudly inside his subconsciousness that its reverberations were echoed in the deep reaches of his identity.
She had never before been able to strike him so effectively. But maybe that was because she had never employed the mental tactics Mordin displayed mastery over. Before, in every other encounter she had, training or otherwise, the manifestations of her dark-fountain laced power were limited to that which enhanced her physical prowess. Had it not been for the heat of the moment, she might have been surprised at her new abilities and hesitated just enough for Jesolin to attack first. But when the door to a previously closed room was standing ajar enough for her to grasp its knob and throw it wide open, there was no apprehension for what lay within. The only motivation was utilizing everything within her grasp without regard to its consequences or previous experience.
Strike him again, she heard a voice say within her mind. As such, while she formed another psionic whip, she grabbed the blades fastened to her hips and prepared for another assault. Just as it did the first time, her whip landed with lancing effectiveness against the crux of his subconscious identity. He writhed again.
Again, strike him again, bid the voice inside her head.
A third time she formed the wicked, subconscious whip, and a third time it struck with paralyzing force.
Now! Finish him! she heard the voice command with utter glee.
As she walked over to where he was writhing on the floor, her heart quickened and her breath deepened. She had sheathed one of her blades and gripped the other tightly in her right hand. So long, so long had she been tormented by his twisted love fueled by a hate so pure it altered everything it touched into a reflection of itself. So many times had he ravaged her body and mind seeking only to increase his control over her. So many times had he exerted his power, to its fullest extent, with no greater goal than to sate whatever mood or moment he was currently being consumed within.
She looked down, into his eyes, and saw them vacant and paralyzed, as if her psionic whip had cracked deeply enough to end whatever immortal substance was sustaining his mortal functions. It was fitting she be the one to kill him, for all of those who suffered the transformative pain at his hands, none had suffered as much as she. As she raised the dagger, preparing to make her final strike, he tried to speak, but was only able to weekly sputter. She bent down to allow his final words to be heard. After all, it was he who had shown her more power and ability than she would have ever known on her own. She, at least, owed his last words more than a lonely voice.
He sputtered again, but it was still too faint for her to hear. “Toil not, my love, for I did love you once. Your end will be swift and complete.”
As she finished speaking, he sputtered again, but this time with enough strength and coordination that, if he had desired, he could have formed words clear enough to be heard. But instead of a coherent, spoken language, she thought his sounds resembled laughter. As she stood up, preparing to deliver the blow that would set her free, at least as free as she could be with rampant hate still dominating her soul, he sputtered so clearly that none would have mistaken it for anything but what it was, laughter.
“We will see how long you can continue to laugh after my blade has pierced your cold, dead heart,” she cursed. Even at the moment of his death, he was mocking her, controlling her, and stealing her. She did not wait for his response. With the speed of a scorpions stinging tail, she drove her dagger straight into his heart. At least, that is what her mind’s eye visualized a split second before she moved. However, before her blade found flesh, Jesolin’s hate exploded in a bellowing thunderclap of rage throwing her backward against the wall.
As she regained her footing, protected by the power she held from the effects of the vicious impact, he continued to chuckle. She assumed her Shadow cloak and drew upon the depth of her hate for him. Yes, it was true he had given her so much more than what she would have ever experienced as the wife of Oolos, but in his giving, there was also a terrible price; a price she could not bear any longer. The price of pain. She had remained powerless to his repeated rapes and beatings, but with the emergence of this voice from within her and her new-found power stemming from her deepened hate, she felt empowered to act upon the voice's bidding.
"Well now,” he said, “you have grown, my little Raven,” he said.
Give in to the hate. Feel it within you, instructed the voice.
She listened and she obeyed. Detached from the processing of intentional thought, she drew the blade on her thigh and dropped into her martial stance. Jesolin did not respond in kind except to square his shoulders bidding her to advance.
Do it! commanded the voice. Without hesitation, strike him and all can be yours.
But she did hesitate. Regardless of what her inner voice had been screaming to her, the years she had spent under his control, the years of painful repercussions at his hands, and the numerous, torturous training sessions she had barely been able to suffer through all combined into a paralyzing seed that had been thoroughly watered and fed. As such, the roots of his control over her were comparable to those of the largest trees in the greatest elven forests. They were just too much to overcome in one moment of boldness. She wanted to attack him. She wanted to strike him and end his torment. But, if she had not understood this before, she understood it to its fullest now: there is more to action than desire, and more to freedom than hate.
In the split second of her hesitation, Jesolin grinned. He grinned and made her pay. She would not be the only one to utilize the psionic whip on this day. As impressive as hers was, it was small when compared to his.  Quite possibly, he could have severed her from her identity rendering her utterly broken and nothing more than a senseless summation of bone and muscle lacking the greater portions of awareness. But he did not want her broken, not yet anyway. After all, his two new little ravens were not fully ready to leave the nest. As such, he needed her to function. So, instead of cracking the whip hard enough to sever her identity and subconscious awareness, the root of all intention, he held back and paralyzed it.
Groggy and disoriented, she barely felt his weight mounting her. And had it not been for the familiarity of his manhood, she would not have been aware of his presence as he penetrated her. The more he thrusted, the more she regained herself, and the more she felt the pain. But this pain was not linked nor expressed in any form of physical feeling. It bore more deeply than that. So deeply, in fact, that it penetrated the very understanding she had of herself – what she had been, what she had become, and what she would evolve into. When she looked into the latter, she began to cry. Is this all life had in store for her, to be used by this grotesque human, if he could be considered such any longer? Is this the summit of the mountainous pain she had endured? Was this as far as she was destined to climb? Again, her tears were not the reflection of the current moment because she had endured his brutality before and could endure it now. However, when her prophetic attempts to see into her future yielded nothing more than this repeated doom, regardless of her rise in power, her tears gathered in the pools of her resignation because of the overwhelming confirmation that this was all there was and all there would ever be.
Take him, said the voice. There is more than one way to win a battle.
Following the voice, in her weakened state, she lashed out with her power furiously and desperately. She struck him with her arms, legs, fingers, whatever she had left. But her attempts to struggle against him, to fight his rhythm and make him succumb to hers, were futile. Her hate manifested weapons crashed against the iron wall of his defenses. Her closed fists and her scratching nails, made no difference. He was taking her and there was nothing she could do about it.
No. Match him, said the voice again.
In this moment, every fiber of her being detested him, but then again, was that not the point of hate, to enrage the depth of loathing thereby eliciting a connection to powers and potentials not mortally available? She felt his fingers tighten around her neck, seeking the thrill of her suffering, a suffering that only provoked a greater urgency to his thrusting. Would he kill her? Was this when his hate would surpass his restraint and consume him utterly?
No! The point of hate is control. Control him! commanded the voice.
“I cannot!”
she screamed, unaware her cry penetrated the boundary of her mind.
Are you not a woman, is he not a man?
Vismorda’s response was laden with tears and void of words. Her only reply was the acknowledgement that she was incapable of following the bidding of this voice. As Jesolin’s fingers continued to tighten, blocking any flow of air, and his trusting became more violent, she knew. In this moment, she knew he was going to kill her.
Let me show you! demanded the voice.
Just before her consciousness faded into the darkness of finality and she lost any voluntary control of her physical structure, she acted in the only manner she was still capable of. Though, in truth, she would have welcomed the peaceful reprieve from her pain and suffering death would have surely offered, she still had a will to live. And this will to live, this desire to continue within mortality, manifested because of a single need, she had to get them back. Not because he commanded it, but because they deserved it. So, unable to physically act upon her will to survive and continue, she did the only thing she was able to do, she decided and acquiesced to the bidding of the voice. And then, blackness.
When her eyes opened, struggling against the light to focus and adjust, she felt the lingering heat of a body lying next to her. A few moments passed and her recollection came rushing back, but that was it. She did not feel the residual pain, nor were her breaths labored as they normally would have been. Neither did she suffer from the groggy, mental haze following the insurgence of his power into her. A few more moments passed and she noticed heavy breathing, but it was not hers. She hesitated to turn her head fearing that giving sight to him would further increase her awareness allowing the full effects of his brutality to reveal themselves behind whatever it was they were hiding behind.
Almost startling her, he said, still breathing heavily, “My compliments, Vismorda, I did not think you had that much in you. You still may have use for me after all. In truth, I was going to kill you. I was going to tighten my fingers around your neck until the very last hopes of breath had been squeezed from your lungs never to return again. However, I must admit, you impressed me.”
She could think of nothing else but to maintain her silence.
“As admirable as your performance was today, it does not preclude you from my command,” he said as he turned on his side to look at her. “You will find my Ravens, and you will bring them back. Or you will die,” he said flatly.
********
There are many things revealed within the dark meditation, and while many of them are dedicated to the enhancement of combative performance, there are still many that are not. However, most of the unlearned, those not enlightened to the complexities of hate and rage, would never see the more subtle means of power. To the brutish combatant, he who seeks power and domination through physical displays greater than one's opponent, there is but one result from establishing and maintaining the dark link with one's dark fountain. But to him, the Prime Necron, he who seeks greater truths and more subtle means of control, there is a much greater world to discover. The vastness of ability and power contained within the absolution of hate was beyond anything he had previously thought possible. Yes, the gypsy shaman had been capable of unnatural knowledge, but they were nothing, and would never be anything, when weighed against the power and knowledge he had gained. And yet, though he had learned so much, he knew there was more yet to be revealed. But now was not the time to meditate upon the truths he did not know; instead, it was the time to manifest his latest secret and granted ability - The Five Portents of Hate.
Through the instruction of Jesolin, he was able to understand the five components of hate; and though his understanding of them, the ritual of imbuing each of these portents into a corpse to anchor the dark power thereby allowing it a type of pseudo-life linked to the will of the necromancer, was made possible. They were not giving life to the lifeless, for that is something not even hate can overcome, but they were creating something of use from the useless. After all, usefulness is an extension of hate. After all, if there is no useful purpose, then there is no purpose at all.
As he traversed the doorway into the Ritual Room, created very shortly after the Stone Keep had been taken, he observed a charred and blackened corpse in the center of the Ritual Circle. He had half expected to see as much given the failure of his Necromancers on their previous five attempts, but he had not expected there to be no visible progress whatsoever. He walked slowly toward them, the faint, reddish hues of the wall sconces flickering ever so slightly. While he was walking, he made sure to examine the ten-sided rune drawn on the floor, its lines made with the blood of its participants. The lines were drawn correctly, as were the smaller blood-runes at each of its ten points. There were five different runes in all, each representing a different portent of hate - pride, division, jealousy, control, and finally domination. Circling from left to right, they were ordered correctly. There was no imperfection present within the physical drawings the ritual demanded. This meant there had to be either an imperfection in the way the ritual was being performed, or the power provided during its performance was imperfect and insufficient. And while there was the possibility his chosen necromancers could have slightly varied their performance from his very specific instructions, he felt the latter cause was the more probable explanation for their repeated failure. They knew well the consequence of failure, and they would undergo everything possible to avoid his wrath.
To him, hate had always been a dynamic manifestation expressed through combative magic. At least, that is what it had been until he had recently been given a deeper understanding by Jesolin's teaching. And because his transition of thought had presented as initially difficult, he had taken extra care and preparation when transferring that knowledge to his selected necromancers. No, there would be no deviation from his instructions; therefore, it had to be a lack of power. And a lack of power meant there was a lack of hate. And a lack of hate was a condition he could not abide.
"Do it again!" ordered Mordin, growing frustrated with the inadequate efforts of his ten gathered Necrons.
"Prime Necron, we have attempted this ritual per your instructions five times now with the same results. The mortal body is not meant to hold and house this type of power without the presence of a basin. Without an active dark fountain in the recipient, we cannot do what you ask," said a very fatigued necromancer.
Mordin slowly walked over to the Necron, knelt down beside him, and spoke softly into his ear, "Yes, I am sure you are tired. I have been very demanding." He reached his hand and gently placed his palm on the weary necromancer's shoulder. "I can see that you are tired. But do not worry, your rest is coming soon." To the other nine necromancers he added as he stood up, "Is this how all of you feel?"
One by one they looked up from their meditation, each with eyes latticed by a web of red, spiderlike marbling betraying their fatigue, shamefully nodding their affirmation.
"Perhaps I have placed too heavy of a burden on you. Perhaps I have assigned you an impossible task," he said as he walked to the center of their circle to stand where the now blackened corpse had been placed. He knelt down and examined it closely. What had once been a greying corpse, preserved through the effect of one of the dark rituals he had been taught, was now spent as a dark-grey, charred mass resembling nothing of humanity. When he completed his examination, he rose and addressed them again, "Or perhaps, I have not provided the necessary vessel and sufficient power."
As he turned to the doorway, silently motioning with his hand, four Acolytes entered quickly and removed the burnt corpse. A second group of four followed, carrying a large but limp corpse. Even though this body was void of life, it was still an imposing figure. They hurried over, as much as they could, and placed the corpse where the burnt one had been, the size of it almost surpassing the circumference of the dark rune that had been drawn on the floor.
After his Acolytes exited, taking a moment to bow in reverence to him, he walked over to the necromancer sitting at the prime position of the ritual circle, inside the rune of pride, and motioned that he remove himself. Mordin watched as he silently stood up, turned, and walked out of the room. Mordin then slowly turned, and eased himself into a cross-legged, sitting position, mimicking the posture of his remaining nine necromancers. Sitting opposite him was the second strongest. This was necessary because the two with the most power needed to both be sitting within the runes of pride as pride was the beginning of all hate. "Let us begin," he said closing his eyes, the others doing the same.
He began by establishing the link to his dark fountain and used it to enhance his meditation of pride, that which was uniquely the result of his own efforts. For that is what pride is, the distinguishing of oneself above another because of one's own efforts. His counterpart did the same, and after a few moments, a faint pulse was felt emanating from the blood-runes within which they sat. Pride had been activated.
Within his understanding of pride were the components necessary for the next portent of hate - division. For without pride, one cannot see the differences between each of us, ultimately judging them as inferior. And with that inferiority came the natural focus upon that which was different. And what had been seen as different, was now a potential of interruption to our pride. For how can one be prideful if there exists a different source of pride? With that understanding, the link was created by the next two necromancers directly to the left of Mordin and his counterpart creating another faint pulse. Division had been activated.
Directly related to the focus of differences, thereby emphasizing that which divides us, is the natural progression into jealousy - the animosity toward any and all differences for the sake of difference. And as the focus on division grows, so too does the propensity to be jealous of that which divides us. If one exhibits pride in that which differs from us, then comparison between objects becomes the consequence often times leading directly into envy. And if we cannot have what another does, jealousy is then amplified. A third pulse emanated from the third pair of necromancers. Jealousy had been activated.
A natural result of jealousy born from emphasizing the reasons for our division instead of the reasons for our unity, is the presumption that controlling those differences can lead to a reduction of our jealousy, and therefore, an increase in our pride. So, control then becomes the activation of jealousy and is the kinetic manifestation of the portents of hate. As Mordin felt the fourth pulse from the fourth set of necromances and the runes beneath, he knew Control had been activated.
But control was not the end of action. He knew the goal of control was complete domination where the effort to control was completely eliminated because there was nothing left to the differences being controlled. Hence, there would then be no need for division because everything would be dominated to the point of similarity. Thus, domination was the end manifestation of hate. With the pulse signaling the activation of the final set of blood-runes, Domination had been activated.
As the lines connecting the five sets of blood-runes linked to each other, he began the process of linking them to the last and final rune, the blood-run of Hate, inside which lay the large corpse. As he allowed the dark energy they had developed from its five portents to flow toward the center, it was necessary that his entire being become a reflection of the hate he felt. But because he so readily felt the entire progression of the portents within his own hatred for Jesolin, it was a matter of allowing it to flow in a direction. As a result, the action of direction required no effort except to funnel.
When the power housed within the outer blood-runes met the central rune, it began to glow a faint and dark red. Aiding the runes, Mordin poured his power within them allowing motion to begin. Not motion from the vessel Jesolin had provided, but motion within the power. As before, with the other corpses, it flowed into this new corpse to the point where he doubted its ability to withstand the surge. But this corpse was strong, as was his own power. So, when the body began to glow itself, and he could sense the apprehension from his necromancers through the links they had established, he did not echo their fear of failure. Instead, he grew in his confidence for great was his hate, and great was his control.
And that was the secret to the success of this ritual. Hate cannot exist without the manifestation of control through the assertion of power. His necromancers simply lacked the sufficient levels of power to control the flow of hate into the corpse. When the previous five corpses began to disobey the wills of the practitioners and started to show signs of being consumed by the infusing of power, the Necrons were ill equipped to adapt. However, Mordin, the Prime Necron, did not just know the paths of control, he possessed the power to manipulate them to their fullest. So, when the behavior of this new corpse in response to the power it was being directed to hold deviated from his intent and it began showing the beginning signs of being consumed, Mordin adjusted the nature of the runes. Had he not, they would have continued with their initial purpose and poured all of the power they held into the corpse without any regulation. However, by altering the blood-rune’s focus from imbuing the corpse, to controlling it, he began achieving what his Necrons could not. Yet, control was merely the beginning, for with only control, there is still choice and still existed the choice for the runes and corpse to disobey his intent. So, through the link provided by his dark fountain and catalyzed by the combined powers of all present, he asserted his will and advanced control to utter domination. In that moment, when the possibility of choice was consumed, Mordin, the Prime Necron, the first True Necromancer, demanded his creation to rise.
And rise it did. Emanating the unholy combination of all five portents of hate, what once was one of Jesolin’s Warbringers had been transcended into the reflective consciousness of leashed wickedness. Bractos had been a massive expression of mortal perfection, a mountain molded into flesh; but he had still been limited by the finite condition of mortality. However, the hard lines of limitation were not only blurred, they were completely erased; for standing before them now was a body not built by the fleeting nature of cells and tissues, nor fueled by heart and blood. Instead, its bones were infused with Pride, strong and resolute in their substance. Its muscles were bathed in Division capable of rending separate that which was together. Its veins, void of blood, were filled with Jealousy. Its mind had become the embodiment of Control, lacking its own independent thought, but craving that of its creator. And its will, the source of all choice, had been fully Dominated, reflecting only a singular focus, that of its master, that of Mordin.
Having completed the ritual by allowing the flows of power to slowly diminish, the master of necromancy slowly stood up and walked to stand in front of his newest creation. This was not the first time he utilized his powers to animate the dead. Though effective and profitable for what they were, his Dead Guards had been simple constructs only. They were not infused with the powers of hate as this creature had been. No, they were nothing more than animated masses of flesh and bone, vacant of everything except the promise of tasting human tissue.
“Who do you server?” asked Mordin.
“The Master,” answered the beast of hate in a voice deeply resonating of the Five Portents.
“And who is The Master,” asked Mordin again.
“You,” it said causing Mordin’s lips to curl at their ends in a sinister grin.
*******
Naked, he knelt down inside his rune of meditation as he did so many times. Each time before, he was motivated by attaining a higher understanding of his master's will and hate. However, this time was different. This time he needed answers. He had been a loyal and faithful servant. And quite readily too, as he owed everything he had become, everything he had attained, to the providence of Satan. Because of his unwavering obedience, he rarely questioned his master's reasons. He learned from a very young age that questioning him was not nearly as important as obeying him. All things worked though the machinations of his master to benefit him, and in that, he realized the power of blind trust. But even in his blindness, there were times when questions intruded into his understanding. And while his previous questions could be quelled without answers, these could not. For these centered around his father, the man called Eriboth; the only man to contain almost no evidence of the painful scars all life contained.
Very few things could penetrate his obedience to the hate he held, but the emergence of his father was certainly one of them. While on the field of battle the instantaneous emotions dominated his actions and allowed him to emerge victorious through the revelation and manifestation of a tangible focal point for all of his hate; however, with the dissolving of those reflexive emotions into those more profoundly developed, he was not sure that hate was all he felt.
Yes, there was an impossibly large growth of it, but underneath it, to the roots of his questions, breathed the beginnings of curiosity. Who was this man? Or asked more precisely, what was this man's identity? And further yet, was any part of his identity reflected in who Jesolin had become? As powerfully defined by his Master's influence, these questions were proving too insidious for his walled defense of hate to prevent without further investigation. And who better to investigate with than the one who had always been there for him? As he sank into the ocean of his dark fountain, accessing its power to fuel his meditation and connection to Satan, he allowed his questions to flow.
Yes, my son, you have many questions about this man, stated Satan.
"Is he my father?" asked Jesolin.
He is
"Why?"
Long have I watched him. Long have I seen him and long have I influenced him, though he knows it not.
"What do you mean, influenced him?"
Do you not think my hands have tightened their grasp on everything in this world? Do you doubt the intricacies of the plans I have set?
"You know I do not."
Then why do you question?
"I meant no disrespect, My Lord, I meant only to understand your purpose of allowing our battle. You did know he would be there did you not?”
Ah yes, the mortal need for understanding why. How binding it is, to be limited by the finite and inconsequential understanding of what you cannot possibly understand, answered Satan, pausing momentarily before continuing. Yes, I did know he would be there. His presence, while jarring for you, was necessary to set in motion other events, events necessary for your rise, my Son.
“Had I not discovered he was my father, I do not think I would have bested him. He is like nothing I have ever faced before. His mind was impenetrable, as if it was not even there,” stated Jesolin. “How can that be?”
You are correct, my son. His mind has been usurped by blind obedience.
"To what?"
Illusion.
"How will I defeat him?"
You will not, you cannot.
“You said you would grant me the power to defeat all of my foes,” said Jesolin.
He is not your foe. He is mine.
“I would have killed him for you had it not been for the dragon,” responded Jesolin, still deep in his meditation.
You are a faithful servant and Son. I have no doubt you will fulfill your purpose. You have done well.
"Thank you, Father."
Do not thank me yet, my son. I have a gift for you.
"What can you possibly give me that is greater than what you already have? Father, I am full."
Yes, you are full. But even you can use assistance to help ease the burden I have placed upon you.
"With you, I can do all things. You are enough for me."
I am enough for you, but you are not enough to complete what you must complete.
"But, Father, you have given me assistance in the Warbringers. Surely they are enough to assist me."
They are formidable, but they are mortal, human, and failing in nature. In the end, they will fail you, my son. Has Vismorda not already failed you?
Jesolin knew this question was not meant to elicit a response or debate. Vismorda had failed him. She did let his two little Ravens escape. And yes, as devoted as she was to him, she was nothing more than an illustration of how devotion expressed through a mortal vessel was still mortal and capable of failure. “Of course, you are wise. I am grateful for any assistance you can provide.”
Do you remember the Portents of Hate and the Runes of Power I taught you?
"Of course, father, how could I forget them?"
Good. They will be instrumental in this next lesson.
"What is it?"
I will show you how to Gate. But to do it, I will need all of you.
“You already have all of me,” responded Jesolin.
No further words, whether audible or otherwise, transpired between Satan and Jesolin, master and student, father and son, that evening. As the presence of Satan left his mind and the residue of his exhilarating foulness departed from his soul, Jesolin was left with no greater understanding of Eriboth than what he had possessed prior to his meditation. But that did not mean he was unchanged in reference to the questions of his mortal father. Somehow, the reassurance from his Lord, Satan, rendered all of his questions insignificant. It no longer mattered what fraction of his father’s identity he carried, nor how much of it was imbedded within his own identity. No longer did he need to know for what purpose Satan had allowed the two of them to battle. And no longer did he need to know what part Eriboth was to play in Satan’s grand plan. Having the burden of facing and defeating him lifted by his master, Jesolin felt an unexpected freedom and lightness of mood.
However, the removal of such a burden consequently brought other burdens into focus, for there was much work still to do. Emboldened by his master’s selfless act, he confidently began the first of those burdens, to solidify his assistance. As his inclusion into the world of Satan and Hell progressed through the years, and his sensitivity to all things evil increased, what had initially begun as detailed conversations through which Satan instructed him in the complexities of several rituals and nuances of The Dark Liquid had transformed into a sort of intrinsic knowledge. So, while Jesolin was drawing the complex blood-runes covering most of the surfaces of his chamber with complete perfection without practice or preparation, he was not surprised. When the runes were completed with all the ability and instinct of one performing them since birth, he motioned for the young woman who had been silently standing in wait, to approach.
He kept them, all of them, for moments just like this. There was a power seeded within the blood of mortality. Something happened when it was spilled on the runes, or when it was used to draw them. However, Satan had not yet chosen to impart unto him the knowledge associated with its magical mechanism, but that did not mean his dark magic would be any less potent. And considering the amount of blood this particular ritual was calling for, its potency would rival anything he had felt from his master before.
As the young woman made her way over to him and kneeled down in front of him, her eyes showed nothing more than a blank obedience to his will. In fact, they reflected his will and contained nothing more than what he allowed her to contain. She had been broken as they all had and all would. Even Vismorda would be broken. How deliciously he would enjoy consuming the entirety of her will and replacing it with his own. Regardless of the new dimension she had shown him earlier, she would eventually wear out her usefulness entirely. In that moment, she would break. But Vismorda was not kneeling in front of him.
So, he focused on the young woman who was and gently raised her chin so he could look into her eyes. Somewhere, within the deep brown that had once been so reflective of youthful life, was a soul hanging onto a ledge with white knuckles trying to hold on as long as it could before it fell and was snuffed out like the faintest of candles by the faintest of breezes. For a time, the candle lingered and flickered, almost being extinguished on several occasions. But, try as it might, it could not resist the breeze forever, and neither did she. Thus was the breaking she endured, a slow, painful descent into a state of being void of hope and life. And in this state, she had one final use left to offer. So, when her head was raised and their eyes met, he pulled the short, sacrificial dagger from the belt around his waist and slit her throat from ear to ear as effortlessly as if he was cutting the wind that had been used to snuff out her candle.
From the moment her blood spilled onto the dark rune, he felt its power catalyzed and move. First, as it was with all rune-based magic, its power gathered inside the rune itself, not to be simply held, but to be propelled; however, for what and to where, he did not know. But he did not need to know. So, when the runes and his intrinsic understanding of the ritual bid him to focus his power, all of it, upon the location just above where the second rune had been drawn on the floor, not more than ten feet away from the rune he was standing inside, he did without hesitation.
And it struck. As if there was a solid target held suspended above the second rune, his power found its end and was gathered into a sphere of indigo luminescence. As much as it was a source of energy on its own, the radiant, indigo sphere was also consuming all other energies within the room. Everything from outside of the sphere was being pulled into it, including himself. He looked down to the dead young woman lying at his feet and saw her skin and other tissues being pulled from her body. He saw his own substance being pulled the same as hers. He immediately engaged his dark fountain and used it to separate himself from the physical effects of the glowing orb, now radiating so much power it forced him to turn away. Such was the amount of gathered power inside the sphere, that even with his fountain flowing through him, the resulting explosion knocked him backward into the wall leaving him dazed.
When his bearings had returned, and he focused his faculties on the second rune, his eyes beheld the physical manifestation of Satan’s Gift. Its skin, the same color of the indigo orb, dark and malevolent, was highlighted by a faint, wisplike midnight-blue flame. The whole of this being held all the defining attributes of mortality. It possessed a head similar to a man's. Its arms and legs were defined by a similar muscular and skeletal structure as all men. Even its eyes and facial structure reflected a complete familiarity to those defined as human, but there was something otherworldly about it. As if it exerted its own gravity possessing a density greater than granite, it seemed to exist more fully than anything made from simple bones, muscles, and blood. Echoing in the knowledge of all things evil, Jesolin heard a single phrase - Gogoziel had come.
*******
As she watched him leave, she could not help but wonder what had happened. When she would have normally taken hours to recuperate from his episode of brutality, she felt barely winded. She took a few more moments to survey her body and mind. She slightly, gingerly moved her limbs fearing the lancing pain that was sure to grip her. She slowly arched her back bracing herself for the arching pain she was sure to feel along the entirely of her spine. And lastly, she inhaled deeply, but when she did not feel her lungs burn from the very passage of the benign air, she exhaled in relief. What had happened indeed?
She remembered everything until the moment when she felt the last of her held breath expel its usefulness for maintaining her life. In that moment, she was sure she was going to die. However, not only did she live, but she somehow managed to avoid the effects of what brutality had already been rendered and what had undoubtedly followed during her period of unconsciousness. A voice, she remembered a voice. She reached out to hear from it again, to thank it for whatever it had done. However, there was no trace of it. Had she imagined it? Had she been taken so far that her mind had been broken and she hallucinated? No. As much as she could tell, she was whole and well, at least as well as one could be in her situation.
Her Ravens. She must get them back. Not because he commanded it, though she was still bound to complete his commands, but because they had somehow become a greater mission to her, a greater motivation, perhaps even a greater identity. Did she actually care about them? Was she still capable of caring for something beyond herself, or had she been ruined by evil so completely that her motivations were still selfishly designed? These were questions she was unable to reconcile for the moment. All she knew is that she needed to get them back.
As much as her ravens had become her driving motivation, she would be in denial if she did not recognize her growing curiosity for the man whom she had fought. In their first exchange, she had emerged the superior force and was sure she was going to end him quickly enough to apprehend his two younger partners before they were able to escape. But the longer their battle continued, the more adept he had become at thwarting her attacks, both physically and mentally. She had been forced to acknowledge his combative talents transcended beyond the natural.
Then, when she was sure she had finally gained the advantage enough to finish the fight and spill enough of his blood to render him helpless, she missed. Or rather, she had not. Her blade found its mark, that is, found where her mark should have been. But what she had expected to feel as her blade slicing through his flesh was nothing more than air. That is not to say he dodged her attack. He just simply vanished.
She had remembered frantically turning around and around, searching the room for him only to see nothing. She had extended her ability to sense life around her and knew he was still in the room, but she was unable to identify any substance to his presence. Until, that is, she felt a strong blow to her shoulders and legs that saw her hit the ground, hard. As she looked up, she saw him dissolve back into her sight with the very tip of his blade resting against the nape of her neck.
"Finish it," she bid.
"It is already finished," he whispered back.
"Do it," she said more firmly.
"It has already been done," he whispered in return.
"Kill me or I will kill you," she said again.
"You already have," he whispered for a third time. Before she was able to say anything else, his fist crashed hard against the front of her face rendering her unconscious.
What did he mean?
Mercy was such a foreign concept to her that she could not begin to contemplate its origin, let alone its manifestation. Was it even mercy he had offered her? Her continued existence under the hateful thumb of Jesolin was anything but merciful. Yet, mortality defined death as the greatest of ends. Perhaps he had offered her a show of mercy, even if it led only to more pain. No. She would find this man. She would find him and kill him because she owed him a debt. After all, what was mercy when stacked against the vengeance driven heart of collection. And with vengeance, there can be no mercy.




Plendos
(Colors)
"I cannot say that I have seen a man that fits that description," said the elderly man as he carefully examined the fruit he was going to purchase.
"Are you sure? You have not seen anyone at all. Even in the custody of the guards?" she asked, her voice beginning to grow desperate. Judging by the almost complete descent of the sun into what little of the horizon yet remained visible while they were within the keep city, they would soon be in violation of the curfew. Although she had considered being arrested as a means to extract information regarding Borinth, because there was not much known about the new lord and his treatment of criminals, she thought better of it than to help him establish his new policies. Yet, because they were unable to secure any hopeful information over the last two days, their desperation was growing.
The elderly man looked up at her when he heard her reference the guards. He squinted his eyes as if that act alone would increase his perceptive abilities. "Why is it you are looking for him again," he asked.
"He is my uncle and I am trying to deliver this letter to him about my mother. She is gravely ill and I would like to see him before it is too late," she said as her eyes began to well with tears.
"I see," said the old man, his eyes squinting a little more. "Well, I have not seen anyone at all like what you have described. Is it possible you have made an error in your description, my dear?"
"It could be possible. I have not seen him since I was a little girl," she said continuing her ruse. "But I do remember him well and do not think any of the details I have given you would have been mistaken. Please sir, can you think of no one you have seen who resembles him? Even if just in passing?"
The old man considered for a moment as he went back to inspecting his fruit, "I am sorry my dear, but I cannot say with any amount of certainty that I have seen him. But you might want to ask the registrar. If anyone has seen him, he would have."
"Registrar?" asked the woman.
"Yes, the Registrar. Have you not reported to him yet?" asked the old man as he looked up at her again.
"I have not. But I must confess, I did not even know I was required to visit the Registrar. Or that there even was one," she said as she looked around the open market. The diming sunlight had winnowed the casual shoppers leaving only those who were about their necessities.
"Did you not hear of the edict?" he asked as he squinted again.
"I did not."
"How long did you say you have been here?"
"I only arrived this morning," she lied.
"I am surprised you were not assigned a guard to escort you directly to the registrar. What gate did you say you entered from? On second thought, do not answer that," he said. Apparently, the old man had lived his share of life, and at least a portion of it had allowed him to understand when a story did not quite fit. "I have lived long enough to know when I need to stop asking questions, my dear. But if you wish to avoid an elevation to your trouble, I would make sure to visit the registrar as soon as you can lest you wish to have a very unfriendly encounter with the guards. They do not take kindly to citizens without the necessary documentation."
The mention of the guards heightened her awareness causing her to look around the market for a second time. She did see four guards standing about fifty feet away from her, but they were busy talking amongst themselves, currently paying her no attention. From behind them, she saw Ronialdin walking toward her. She noticed he was careful not to reveal his face to them by pulling his hood up slightly allowing his face to sink deeper into its shadows.
He, his sister, and their companion had certainly surprised her in the weeks and months following their rescue from their goblin captives. Though Borinth had offered them employment within their band of mercenaries, she had a great amount of doubts regarding his decision. None of the three had the look of one who would survive the harsh lifestyle of a mercenary, most noticeably, the two women. They looked scared, soft and full of youthful innocence; an innocence that would surely see them dead within the first month.
And yet, in spite of her initial assessment, they still lived. After a very rough first two weeks, while their bodies adjusted to the physical demands of a life spent in training and traveling and killing, all three of them began to show the beginnings of hope. Looking back, she had now been glad Borinth had not listened to her council when she insisted they should cut their losses and leave them behind. Borinth had always been able to see the best in people and get that best out of them. This was not the first time he had chosen to take in an unfortunate soul, and would not be the last; well, at least it would not be the last if they can locate him and then rescue him. But she was no closer to finding him than when she had first come into the stone keep.
When Rony was a few feet away from her, he stopped, looked around and adjusted his clothing, straitening its disheveled appearance. "Have you found any information regarding his location?" he asked.
"What happened to you?" asked Dianali.
"Me? Oh nothing," he said as he finished tightening his leather belt.
"Nothing? You do not have the look of someone returning from nothing," she said as she reached toward his face to touch a fresh bruise.
He instinctively withdrew his head sharply and sighed. "Alright. It was not exactly nothing."
"And," she said expecting him to continue with more details, but when he just looked at her with a merciful plea, she continued, "Fine. Keep your secrets if you need so long as it will not hinder our efforts to rescue Borinth. To answer your question, I have not found any more information that would directly lead to him." When she finished, she could see the physical manifestation of his hopelessness imprint itself on his youthful face. His eyes seemed to grow distant, the way one does when staring into a void. But, when she told him of the Registrar and the likelihood that he might possess some further information of Borinth's whereabouts, his eyes instantly transformed back to their youthful spark.
"Before you get your hopes up, we should find Zyn and Liani and ask them of their progress," she said as they both began walking toward the designated rendezvous.
"Do you not think it would be better to seek out this Registrar first?"
"No. It is getting late in the evening and no doubt the imposed curfew will soon be in effect, though I did not want to ask specifics regarding its time. It would not do well if too much attention was drawn to us. I may have already drawn too much by questioning several people in the market. We should find the girls and then secure lodging for the night. We can visit the Registrar in the morning," she said.
As they walked through the small, inner city streets toward their meeting spot, Rony was able to observe, for the first time, some of the details he had missed when he was singularly focused on finding Borinth. Though the physical structure of the Stone Keep had lived up to the descriptions passed to him by various traders through the years, those not defined by brick and mortar were very different. Its people seemed to be out of phase with the pace of normal mortality. They seemed to function on an almost imperceptibly slower speed. At least, that is what he perceived; however, his perceptive focus was constantly being pulled away from gathering any meaningful information by the plethora of hideously carved statues. Just as he was about to make a conclusion regarding the people of the stone keep, something he could identify as certain, his eyes were pulled to yet another wicked depiction erasing any progress his perception had previously made.
And then he felt it. A succinctly definite perception of evil sharing similarities with the demons he had previously faced penetrated his awareness causing him to stop in his tracks leaving Dianali continuing to walking without him. He turned to his right, the direction of the evil presence, and saw an indigo glow emanating from within the top window of the highest tower. Deep inside him, from the very same place first catalyzed when he faced the demon whose human form was known as Miligos, and then again at their meeting with Du'tothin, he could feel the righteous rage start to rumble, as if his gut had managed to grab and hold the rolling thunder of a storm yet far off, but ominously threatening as it slowly but constantly approached.
Dianali, once she noticed Rony was not answering her questions about his thoughts on the city, stopped and looked back. She saw him slightly crouched as if he was set to begin a predatory stalk. She walked over to him, touched him lightly on the shoulder and said, "I have seen that look before. What it is?"
"Power,” he answered her with a voice as distant as his eyes, “Purely evil, and purely powerful.”
Dianali followed his stare to the tower, "Well, you had better not do whatever it is you do.”
"I cannot believe its power,” he said dismissing her concern. “Miligos was strong, and the second demon we faced was stronger, but this," he paused as if struggling against something she was unable to see, "is something I am not capable of explaining." Although he was still many years her youth and continued to possess a youthful naivety regarding many things about the world, when he spoke of demonic powers, his authority was something she was not willing to challenge. She watched him silently struggle in an internal battle for a few moments. "We should go," he said, regaining himself. "I do not like being here and wish to be away as soon as we can. Which way is it to meet Zyn and Liani?"
She led him through the evening throng of the Stone Keep's inhabitants, all of whom were completing whatever they had most recently been set upon. Every so often, they would hear some comments regarding the new leader and how impressed they were when they heard him speak. They would continue to promote the changes by stating that “control was necessary” and how “it was about time the streets were finally getting cleaned up”. They seemed completely unaware of what Ronialdin had sensed. He even saw many of them standing in front of one or more of the hideous statues while smiling and nodding their heads in approval. It was as if, though they were looking at the same things, their perception of right and wrong, on a soulful level, had been fundamentally altered to accept that which should never be accepted.
Though the statues and other physical changes were not made of living, demonic material, they nevertheless affected him in a similar fashion, albeit very minimally. But seeing the inhabitants of the stone keep standing in front of them, almost worshiping them, coupled with the intense demonic presence in the tower caused him to physically wretch. Dianali felt a similar emotion, but hers was confined to a minor nausea that made her stomach momentarily dance. However, when the sight and sound of Rony's vomit combined with its stench infiltrated her senses, it was too much for her and caused her to empty the contents of her stomach as well.
"Pardon me," said a voice as the two of them were recovering from their unity of stomach dancing convulsions, "I could not help but notice that both of you seem to have been afflicted by some sort of sickness." He paused for a brief moment allowing them the opportunity to respond, but when they remained doubled over attempting to catch their breaths between the final bouts of upheaval, he continued matter-of-factly, "It appears the timing of my arrival is quite fortuitous for you both seeing as you obviously require a respite from your illness, whatever it may be.”
He waited again allowing them several minutes to recover, straighten up, and look him in the eye. Between gasps and wiping her mouth with her sleeve, Dianali managed to regain her strength first and addressed him, "Excuse me, but who are you?" The man was impressively dressed wearing the finest, multi-colored silks woven into an intricate and extravagant pattern. Dominated by a pale blue, it was outlined by brilliant yellow and red lines of cloth stitched into an interlocking latticework. He had a very long, but very thin beard speckled with greys and blacks. His moustache was equally long and equally thin. As it spilled down his chest, it faded from black to grey to eventually white. By the time it ended, it was long enough to reach his rather intricate leather belt that was supporting several pouches and vials of multicolored liquids. With a final inhalation, Dianali focused on him through still tearing eyes and asked a second question, "What makes you think we are ill?"
"Pardon me?" replied the elderly man with an inquisitive look on his face. "Why, the fact that you just vomited," he said as he looked down to a rather odd device on his wrist as he held it up in the sun, "for about five minutes straight. Quite an impressive display, actually."
"We did?" she said as she looked to Rony, "I had not noticed," she continued sarcastically.
The brightly dressed, elderly man looked to Rony, and then back to Dianali, "Indeed," he said, "However, if you wish to mute the repulsive effects of this place, then I would suggest this vial in particular. It was developed by the angels themselves and blessed by the pure, flowing waters of the Spring of Life," he said as he unclipped a small, clear vial of liquid that seemed to shine with an iridescent silver glow.
"Is that so," remarked Dianali, more sarcasm lacing her already sarcastic voice. "I have never heard of this 'Spring of Life'. So, what is this magical elixir supposed to do?"
"Magic? There is not a trace of that rubbish in these bottles. No indeed, there is nothing but purity and blessings contained within!" he said with excitement. "No m'lord and m'lady, you will find no magic indeed."
"You did not tell us who you are," said Rony as he too recovered from his vomiting. "What is your name?" he asked flatly.
"Name? You want to know my name?" said the brightly clothed man. "As if that would tell you anything about me apart from what I am called." He paused looking straight at him. His bright, blue-eyed gaze seemed to peer straight inside him. "Ask another question," he directed.
"We do not have time for this charade," said Dianali with a growing sense of urgency. "Either tell us your name or be on your way!"
"Very well. I meant no offense nor harm. Quite the opposite in fact. Now, if I can interest you in this special elixir, I am sure it will help you in your quest to free your friend," he said as he held out his hand with the vial of liquid loosely held between his index finger and thumb.
Dianali let her hand drop to finger the hilt of one of her daggers, "Alright, I have had enough of this. Who are you and what do you know of our friend?" When the man simply smiled and did not move his eyes from hers, she spoke more forcefully, "You would do well to answer my questions. I will allow nothing to prevent his return."
Looking to Rony and then back to Dianali, the man's smile lessened but his stare did not. He met the steel coldness of the woman with just as much will and fortitude, relenting not one inch as her fingers threateningly tickled her daggers, "To what end?" he asked, "To what end will knowing who I am assist your current endeavor? In truth, it will not. However, I am not sure the city guards will take kindly to a woman threatening an old man with her wicked blade, a man who has offered no threat of his own."
Dianali looked around and saw no less than four groups of the black clad guards within both visual and auditory range. And while she was confident they could emerge from a confrontation to the better, she understood that an overt confrontation with them, on any level and regardless of the outcome, would surely compromise their greater mission. She looked to Rony who had apparently also surveyed the immediate threat of the guards. His eyes bid her to relinquish any animosity she continued to hold.
“Di, he could have alerted the guards to our presence. He clearly knows why we are hear which means he also knows that we plan to rescue a prisoner,” said Ronialdin, hoping it would convince her to ease her tension. She looked to him and then back to the elderly man. Giving him one last steel-eyed look, she crossed her arms and shifted her posture.
"There. Now we can begin our friendship. But I would encourage you to ask another question. One that is actually pertinent to your mission," said the man.
"What is in the vial?" asked Rony.
"Better, but I already told you," said the man. "Ask again."
"How will it help us?" asked Dianali.
"Does that really matter?" asked the man in return.
"Of course it does," she said. "I will not do anything unless I know how it will help."
"Indeed," responded the man. "But answer this: when you first picked up a blade, did you need to know how it was made in order to use it? Or when you," he said as he looked to Rony, "first picked up your bow and arrow, did you need to know how the wood was made to effectively shoot it? Ask again," he said, this time with more authority.
His request did not draw a quick reply. Instead, it explicitly asked them to look deeper, beyond what the obvious questions were, the ones most often asked out of an instinctive ignorance and lack of appreciation for objective truth. The two of them were understandably frustrated because each moment they spent with this man meant they risked breaking the curfew. And any confrontation with the guards, even as small as breaking the curfew, would require them to produce the registrar’s papers, papers they did not have. They knew their allotted time was drawing to a close, but they could not deny he was right. If the effects of the demonic power on them grew, which it showed no signs of relenting, then it would clearly affect their ability to rescue Borinth. Though they were four capable individuals, more so when functioning as a team, not even their skill would be enough to carry their success if they were doubled over by the grip of pain and nausea.
The man, apparently content to wait with them as long as they needed, began to hum a simple song. It was not one Rony remembered right away, but it was one he felt was familiar. He tried to close his eyes and focus on everything they had been told since they met this unique individual, but the song seemed to grow inside him. He had spent the better part of his life developing his ability to focus singularly on his target to the exclusion of all else, but he simply could not block out the song this man was humming. And then it hit him. This was the song his mother had sung to he and Zyndalia while they were children right before they fell asleep.
It was a story about how a young bear cub was lost in the woods and could not find his way home without the help of its parents’ growls and grunts as they repeatedly called out his name. At the end of the song, the bear cub, while all snuggled up into his mother's arms, said that he could not have done it without her. As he further sank into the man’s humming, he began remembering more and more about the story; however, the most poignant part was the end. He had it. With a confidence grown from an innate knowing, he asked, "Can we rescue him without it?"
The man's lips broadened into a great smile. He gave a sign of acknowledgement and approval to Rony and then answered, "No. You cannot. Do you now see why all other questions have no pertinence to your endeavor?"
"How can you know that?" asked a still skeptical Dianali.
Looking at her with empathetic eyes, he addressed her questions, "My dear Dianali, I could spend lifetimes telling you the secrets of this world and its workings, yet you would still not understand them. Take this, each of you," he said as he handed them four small vials, each containing the silvery liquid.
"What are those?" asked a female voice from behind them.
Both Dianali and Rony were startled and spun around quickly only to see Zyndalia and Liani approaching them, not more than ten feet away. They looked down to their hands and saw they each held two vials of the silvery liquid. They turned back to the elderly man, but he was not where he was supposed to be. In fact, as they searched the surrounding area for him, expecting to see him quickly walking away, the found no trace of him at all. Rony, ever the tracker, instinctively looked down to search for his footprints, but saw none. The only concrete evidence they had of his existence at all were the four vials they held.
"Fine then," said Liani drawing both Dianali’s and Rony's attention from their search back to her. "If you do not want to tell us what it is, then at least you can share where you got them."
Rony and Dianali looked at each other, neither of them having any idea of where to begin their tale.
"Well?" asked Zyndalia, "Are you going to tell us?"
It was Rony who retold the details of the encounter with the odd man from their vomiting to right before the two women found them. Under normal circumstances, their story would have sounded quite outlandish, but considering everything they had recently seen, neither Zyn nor Liani dismissed it as unbelievable.
"I will tell you one thing," said Rony's sister when he finished, "Both of us felt whatever it was you felt too. We did not vomit, but we were definitely shaken at the least."
"What do you think it is?" asked Liani.
"It felt very similar to both Miligos and the other demon, but it was much stronger. If you can imagine the sensation from Miligos as a small river, then this demon felt as though the entire dam had broken to flood whatever was in its path. It was difficult to even breathe. But the intensity is not what worries me," said Rony, allowing his last statement to trail off.
"What could possibly worry you more than the power?" asked Dianali. "Because it sure worries me."
"It did not feel as though its origin was linked here, to Avendia. With Miligos and the other demon, it felt like there was nothing behind it, that their power was their own apart from anything else. They stood alone. But with this time," he paused to search for the correct words, "there was definitely something behind it that did not feel like it was entirely here, with us. If that makes any sense."
"No, it does not," said Dianali, "but I have learned not to doubt you in such matters. Looking to the two women who joined them, she asked, "Did either of you find out any information about Borinth?"
"I am sorry, Di, but neither of us did," answered Zyndalia, "There is an impressive lack of evidence regarding any and all possible prisoners. And these people do not seem entirely," she paused, "right."
“You are right about that,” interjected Rony, “these people do not feel right at all. Though whatever is “wrong” with them has managed to elude me thus far.”
"Di, what are you looking for. You have been looking around since we arrived. What is it?" Zyn asked her.
"There he is!" she said almost shouting. Before the others could follow her finger, she took off running in the direction of a particularly large building. The three, Rony, Zyn, and Liani were left standing in amazement. Rony acted first and took off after her. Liani and Zyndalia were quick to follow. But as Rony rounded the corner of the building he saw Dianali disappear behind, he almost collided with her. She had stopped dead without warning leaving the other three to exercise their considerable dexterity in the successful efforts to prevent their own collisions.
"Di," said a perplexed and exacerbated Zyndalia, "What in all the lands is going on?"
But before Dianali could answer, Zyndalia's protests were halted as quickly as her steps because kneeling not more than fifty feet away from them was Borinth, his hands bound behind him, and his head being pushed down to rest on a chopping block.
"Let it be known," boomed a loud voice, "that this man stands charged, tried, and convicted of the highest crimes against our new Lord Jesolin. Punishment has been determined and will be rendered immediately." When the man finished, obviously a high-ranking official in the new regime, betrayed as such by the very ornate and intricate robes of black and red he was currently wearing, he stepped away from Borinth. Powerfully striding toward the kneeling man came a brute carrying an ax, the largest any of the four had ever seen, with malicious intent. The large man's skin seemed to dull the light around him enveloping him in a shadowy haze. With each step he took, a bubbling nausea built within the stomachs of the hopeful rescuers.
Dianali took two steps toward him, trying to accelerate into a run, but was felled before she even had a chance to begin. As she bent over from an exponentially increasing, stomach heaving sickness, the other three did the same. Within seconds, they were on all fours, retching from the combined assault to their physical senses. Dianali gathered her will and attempted to push up to one foot, but dropped to the ground from the effort. Rony tried to reach for his bow and arrow, but met with the same result as the woman seconds before. Zyn and Liani were, likewise, paralyzed by the profound nausea.
From the corner of her eye, as thick saliva dangled from her lips, and any hope she had in saving Borinth dangled from her mind, she saw a flash of brightly colored clothes. Though she was unable to summon enough strength to turn her head, her mind was clear enough to remember the strange elderly, multi-colored man and his vials of silvery liquid. She laboriously reached into her leather pouch and found all four vials. She was barely able to grasp one and raise it to her mouth. As the silver liquid coursed past her lips, leaving them chilled and refreshed, she felt the effects immediately begin to spread throughout her body. As if a living spring of the purest melted mountain snow began to bubble from the center of her soul, she felt it spread into every tissue.
Her muscles became alive again and her mind reached a level of lucidity she had not previously thought possible. In mere moments, she went from feeling as if she had contracted a world ending plague to being more alive and intensely focused than ever before. She saw the large executioner steady his feet and square his shoulders, preparing to raise his large axe. She had to act quickly. Her three companions were in no condition to drink the liquid on their own so she quickly administered it to them, holding their mouths closed forcing them to swallow. She did not wait for them to feel its effects to take hold, time would not permit it. She knew the official man was continuing to make his remarks, and she prayed silently that he was long winded. But when his voice stopped and she saw the man raise his axe slowly, she broke into a sprint, closing the distance more quickly and desperately than she thought she could. Though the next second passed quickly, she was able to focus on every detail. The guards’ faces grew in expectation, the executioner’s axe was lifted higher, the official’s grin grew into a smile, and the gathered crowd’s collective breath was held in anticipation of the fateful plummet. Time was getting short.
And then it ran out. Time slowed to an indescribable horror as she saw the huge axe, powered by rippling muscles and a collective desire for carnage, begin its descent toward the exposed neck of her leader, her inspiration, and her lover. She reached to grab her dagger, but knew it would not be in time. At almost the exact same moment as she saw the axe of her nightmare being its plummet, she felt a wisp of air pass by her ear flicking a wild lock of her hair. A split second later, she heard a loud clang as an arrow crashed against the metal blade of the axe forcing it off target and causing it to thud deeply into the large block of wood. The contact was forceful enough to topple the wooden block over knocking Borinth to the ground. Still holding her daggers at the ready, she reacted quickly and let them fly toward the official who was still struggling to figure out what had just happened. At the same moment, when the large man had bent over and was about to pull his axe free, Borinth forcefully stood up blasting the large man's chin with the back of his head.
Three more arrows flew before anyone could react. They, as well as Dianali's dagger, hit their marks and four bodies fell to the ground. The force of Borinth's head bash should have sent the large man reeling, ending him in an unconscious heap on the ground, but instead it barely stunned him seemingly only to anger him. He pulled the axe from its embedded home in the block and sliced at Borinth's waist. He was nearly cleaved in twine, but managed to dodge the slash. Yet in doing so, because his hands were bound behind his back, he left himself open to a killing blow aimed at his neck. As Dianali attempted to throw another dagger, hoping to distract the huge man from killing Borinth, she saw Liani streak past her, twin daggers flashing.
The small blonde woman, whom Dianali thought would have died in the first month she was with the mercenaries, leapt high into the air and flew at the executioner with both feet. Because he was in mid strike, the large man did not see her. Her feet connected with the side of his head. As he stumbled backward, two arrows embedded themselves deep within his chest, both in the location of his heart. But the man did not fall. He only stumbled backward, looked down at the arrows, perhaps as surprised as their owners, and grinned as he looked back at them.
From that grin the man imparted nothing of humanity. He should have been knocked unconscious by Borinth and then rendered dead by the dual arrows from Rony and Zyn, but he stood facing them, and smiled. He placed his hand on both arrows and closed his fingers around them. He pulled them slowly out together.  He did not grimace though, instead his head inclined in raptured enjoyment, as if this moment had overcome him and he could do nothing but relish in its pleasure.
"We should go," said Rony as both he and Zyn rushed to Liani’s, who was standing ready for a fight. Everything happened so quickly that the guards had not responded yet.
"Quickly, before the guards come. We need to be away," added Borinth through his uncharacteristically weak voice as he joined them. Rony, Zyn, Dianali and Borinth made the initial motions to leave; however, Liani was not ready to relent the battle. "Quickly, time is running out!"
Breathing heavily from the excitement of a pending confrontation, Liani did not seem to hear either Rony or Borinth. Instead she was caught by the exhilarating empowerment they had all felt resulting from the strange and mysterious liquid. The man, after he had pulled out both arrows, raised his axe pointing it at the much smaller, blonde haired woman, taunting her to attack. Liani took an instinctive step forward, but was caught by the strong grip of Ronialdin's hand upon her shoulder. She turned, glaring at him, daring him to continue with his efforts preventing her from battle. When he did not withdraw his hand, her gazed softened and her eyes returned to their natural state.
"We must go!" he said to her.
"Now! The guards are coming!" yelled Zyndalia who was keeping watch at the edges of their surroundings.
All five of them darted around the corner of the building and back toward the city proper, hoping their appearance would be dissolved within the hustle and bustle of the city goers, who were all heading to their homes because of the imposed curfew. There was shouting from behind them, however, it did not sound like it was drawing closer. Right before she turned the corner, Dianali chanced a glance behind her to survey the action of the guards. When she did, she heard a large crash and saw a cart full of ale kegs spill onto the ground right as the guards were going to begin their pursuit. She saw a flash of bright colors from behind the cart and thought, though she could not be sure, she saw the ginning face of the same elderly man who had given them the liquid.
But there was no time to linger upon her thoughts and suppositions. After they rounded the corner, she told everyone to slow down and walk. There were some minor protests from Rony and Zyn, but they were quelled quickly by Borinth who reminded them that their survival did not depend on speed, but their ability to blend in. Furthermore, five people running through the streets while everyone else was not would certainly raise suspicions. He added the suggestion that they split into two separate groups. So, after Dianali cut Borinth's rope bindings from his wrists, they divided themselves. Rony and Zyn would stay together as brother and sister while Liani would accompany Borinth and Dianali as their daughter. They had agreed to find separate lodging for the night and to meet in front of the registrar's office in the morning.
Rony did not want to leave Liani. He never did. From the first time he saw her in the goblin's cave, he always wanted to keep her at his side believing that it was him who was best suited to protect her. There was something about her, something hopeful that appealed to him. Something that called out to him to become more for her. He did not know what it was, and possibly he never would, but it was nevertheless there and, though he tried, he could not ignore it. Saying that it ate at him was a misrepresentation of its assertion into who he was. It did not take anything from him, but added a new facet to his persona and identity. He had always identified himself as a protector, trying through a humble and inadequate attempt at protecting his sister and mother. But with Liani, it was different.
It was hope. She gave him the opportunity to protect anew without the years and years of failure. She was a beginning and had stoned a new street down a freshly developed road in a newly developed area in the city of his heart. There was no doubt with her. Not in her eyes, nor in her belief in him. Even though he and his sister had grown in their understanding of each other since they had left home to find a new one, he knew she still doubted him. And why should she not? His decisions had led them to naught but trap after trap and capture after capture. Yes, they had always managed to find a way to avoid the end, but the ending they avoided simply constructed yet another path down another road that lead to another end that avoided what each of them wanted most, to return to their home - to see their mother again. And while he had lost almost all hope in that, he did not lose hope in her, and neither did she lose it in him. So, when it was made apparent that the decision granting them the greatest chance at avoiding yet another trap was for them to split into different groups, he instinctively assumed a rather non-responsive demeanor. After all, how could one respond to the situation at hand, even a grave one, if one's focus was not upon it?
Zyndalia noticed it even before they wished each other well for the night. But she understood her brother, more now than ever, so she thought it better to give him the time he needed by remaining silent as they walked through the streets. Their attempt to blend in with the other citizens had led them into the residential areas of the city, and because they were so focused on detecting the presence of pursuing guards, neither she nor her brother had mentally formed a geographical construct of their surroundings. Not wanting to appear out of place, neither of them stopped to ask one of the city folks where they could find an inn for the night. But the hour was growing late and they were soon to violate the curfew if they had not already. They needed to find lodging within the next few minutes.
"Rony, we need to find an inn and soon. Do you have any idea which direction we should head?" she asked him. If only their wolves were with them. They always had an innate understanding of not just what both Rony and Zyn needed, but the means to resolve it. She could feel her bond with Inglorca, though because she was outside the city walls and no doubt enthralled in either the hunting of prey or playing with Xunmerco, it was diffuse at best.
How she missed her wolf, though she had become more and more aware with their growth that Inglorca was not hers at all. That would imply ownership and Inglorca could not be owned. Indeed, neither could Xunmerco. They stood apart from her understanding of other animals. Yes, they were ever part of their animalistic nature, but more than that, they were separate entities with fixed identities of their own apart from any domesticated influence. They were lupine, but assigning their identities to only the connotations and suppositions associated with the word "wolf" left much of their identities unaccounted for. They were more, much more, but exactly how much, she was not sure. They certainly played a part in whatever was happening to her and her brother, but whether they be cause or effect, she did not know.
"Rony," she addressed him again as they walked past a rather large and ornate estate, "I do not think this is the way we should be going. It does not look like we are getting closer to finding any lodging." But her brother seemed to be too absolved into his own world without Liani to attend to her. After a few more paces, she punched him in the back of his right shoulder causing him to look at her with a mixed stare of challenge, bewilderment, and accusation.
"Do not look at me like that, Brother," she said as she pointed her finger at him. "I would not have had to strike you had you answered my question."
"What? You did not ask me any question!" he said as he pushed her finger out of his face.
"I did so!" she retorted as she replaced her finger right in front of his nose again.
He paused to stare at her and meet her challenge, but after he saw there was no relent in her eyes, he said, "Fine. What question did you ask?"
"I asked you if we should go another way. I do not think this is the right direction. We seem to be getting deeper and deeper in the housing area instead. If you had not yet noticed, the sun is almost down and we are going to violate the curfew soon," she said as she looked around to see if there were any guards in sight.
"I do not know, Zyn. Everything happened so fast when we saw Borinth," he let his statement trail off. "And now there is a sort of malaise that has returned to my head and stomach. It is making it difficult to concentrate on anything else."
Looking at him suspiciously, she asked, "Oh, and just where do you think that malaise is coming from?"
"This place. That," he paused, "thing we felt earlier. I know it is a demon, but it felt much heavier than the others," he said as he too looked around. "Zyn?" he asked, "what is happening?"
It was uncharacteristic for her brother to ask her advice on anything. She supposed he did not because to ask advice was to admit an inadequacy of knowledge, and as her only father figure, he had to possess the knowledge she did not. For him to actually ask her something allowed her to see that he was indeed as lost as she. "I do not know," she answered as their tension melted.
"Do you think mother is ok?" he asked her.
"I am sure she is," she answered. "And least I hope she is," she added.
"It seems all we can do is hope. What happened to our simple lives, Zyn? How did we get here, worried about escaping, demons, and things beyond our understanding? What happened to us?" he said as his gaze returned to meet hers.
"I do not know, Rony. I do not know," she said as the growing tears in her eyes matched his.
"You there," said a voice from behind them, "You are in danger of violating the curfew. You had best return to your homes before the sun fully sets." His deep voice startled both of them. They turned quickly betraying their elevated anxiousness.
"Easy now, I am not arresting you yet, but if you do not return soon, I will have no choice." said the man again.
"Excuse me sir," said Zyndalia.
"Captain," interrupted the man.
"Captain," affirmed Zyndalia. "We mean no offense, but we are only newly here and without adequate lodging for the night. Could you direct us to the proper district?"
"Newly here? Did you not visit the registrar yet?" he asked looking suspiciously a them.
"I am sorry, we did not. We are just passing through on our way to Pretago Cor," she said.
"What business do you have in the Silver City?" asked the captain.
"We are traders and trappers, Captain. We were bringing our goods to sell, but we were raided while we slept on the road. Our carts were stolen with all of our supplies. We had not intended to enter the city when we first set out, but because of the raiders, we had no choice," said Zyndalia, trying to conceal their true intents.
The four guards the captain had with him had slowly reached for their weapons to be ready should the Captain give them the order to arrest the two self-identified trappers. Zyndalia could see he did not fully believe them, but she did not know what else to do or to say. "Where are you from?" asked the captain.
"We are from a small village many miles from here. I would tell you the name, but I do not think it large enough for you to have heard of it," answered Rony. But he could see the captain's belief in their story was dwindling with each of their answers.
"Perhaps, perhaps not, but I would still have its name," insisted the captain.
"Why there you are!" exclaimed a voice from the distance. "I have been looking all over the city for both of you!" the voice said again. All seven of them, four guards, one captain, and brother and sister turned toward the sound of the voice to see an elderly man hustling to approach them. His clothes were unmistakable as was his long beard and mustache. It was the man who had given them the silvery liquid that helped them to rescue Borinth.
"Where have you been? The letter from my sister said you would be passing through this morning. At first, I was waiting by the gate, but when the noonday sun arched past its apex and you had not appeared, I feared the worst," he said as he embraced them both in an affectionate hug as if they had known each other on a familial basis for years. "Well, how is everything? Did you bring a few bushels of those wonderful furs you always seem to catch?"
"You know these two?" the captain asked the elderly man.
"If you mean do I know them because they are the only son and daughter of my only sister, then yes, indeed I do know them. But if you mean can I answer for why were delayed in their arrival, I am afraid I cannot. However," he said as he turned his attention back to Rony and Zyn, "I expect it to be related to some sort of mischief no doubt," he said with an almost imperceptible wink. "Why, I do not believe I have ever told you the story of how they ended up knee deep in a mud pit swiping wildly at a roused nest of hornets! Now that was a sight, I tell you," he said as he pulled each of them in for another large hug.
After the man hand finished hugging Rony, he turned back to the guards and asked, "Now, what can I do for you, Captain?"
"You can verify their identities?" he asked.
"Of course, I can. They are my niece and nephew as I have said. Now, if you no longer have any further questions, may we be on our way. We do not want to be in violation of the curfew," he said turning both Rony and Zyn in an attempt to walk away.
"Wait, there is just one more thing," said the captain. "For formality's sake, I will need to see your registration papers."
"My papers?" he answered as he lightly stroked his long mustache. "That may be a problem. I do not believe I have them on me. But if you will permit, I will search for them."
The captain indicated the man do as much. Without hesitation, he began searching through the multiple pockets sewn into his robes. He pulled out several sheets of paper from each of them, but none of them were his registration papers. Then, after indicating they must be in his final pocket on the inside of his robes, he pulled out a large bundle of papers and clumsily dropped them. During his fumble, there was a particularly strong gust of wind that sent all of his papers flying in the wind spreading them out over a large area. With much ado, his frazzled nature beckoned the guards to assist him in their retrieval. When all the papers had finally be collected, he looked at them only to find they were not his registration papers either.
"On my," said the man apologetically, "it appears as though I do not have them at all."
The captain looked to his guards and back to the old man. He was about to speak when he was interrupted, "Unless," said the elderly man as he let his complete thought go unfinished. He bent over, lifted up the bottom of his robes slightly to reveal a pouch that had been secured to his calf by two leather straps. He reached in and triumphantly produced two dingy colored papers. "Ah ha!" he exclaimed. "I am sure you will find them all in order, Captain. And thank you for your indulgence and patience. You do represent the new regime with tolerance and peace."
The captain closely inspected the two sheets of paper. After he was satisfied that all the pertinent documentation was in order and that it was not a forgery, he handed them back to the man who was still absently stroking his long mustache, "Very well Ordinjos," but before he could finish, he was interrupted.
"It is pronounced Ord - in - yos," he said with emphasis on the "Y" sound, "not, Or - din - jos."
"My apologies," said the captain, now clearly agitated. "As I was saying, everything appears to be in order. But make sure you take your nephew and niece directly to the registrar in the morning. I do not believe they will be granted clemency another day."
"Thank you, Captain Thomin. Your assistance and understanding are much appreciated!" said the old man. "Now, by your leave, we had best be going. We do not want to be stopped by another patrol who is less understanding than yourself." The captain nodded, not noticing that the man used his name, which had never been offered in their conversation. Perhaps the captain would notice later, after reviewing his day, or perhaps he would not, but regardless, the three of them were off and making their way purposefully toward proper lodging before it would ever be realized, one way or the other.
When they were out of sight of the captain and his patrol, Rony stopped and turned toward the man named Ordinjos, "Alright. We thank you for everything you have done, but we will go no further without an explanation of who you are and why you are helping us."
The old man turned, looked at both of them, squinted his eyes, and exhaled a shallow breath. His hand raised to his long mustache and he began stroking it slowly. "Very well," he said. "But first, I must ask you a question."
"That was not the deal," replied Rony,
"Deal, we made no deal. I simply said I would answer your request as a condition for your continuance. But a condition of mine is that you answer me this question first: how long have you been having dreams?" he asked.
"Dreams? As long as I can remember," answered Rony through a contemptuous chuckle.
"Those are not the dreams of which I speak," said the man whose gaze had shifted from a jovial excitement into a forced penetration in less than a moment.
Sensing this Ordinjos knew more than what he let them initially believe, Zyndalia answered, "Ever since we found the wolf pups."
"Interesting," said Ordinjos to himself more than to them. "Very well, let us be off to find you proper lodging, and soon." He glanced to the sun which had just completed setting below the horizon. "It looks like we are already in violation of the curfew. Follow me."
He set a very deliberate and purposeful pace, but the same could not be said for their direction. Both Rony and Zyndalia assumed the path of the purposeful man would be as direct as his pace, but that was not the case. It appeared as though they were walking a rather random pathway filled with several twists and turns. They even walked down several darkened alleyways running behind several store fronts. After the last turn, almost a full half hour after they had begun. Zyndalia had resolved herself to speak up, but before she could, Ordinjos stopped and abruptly announced, "Well, here we are, and none too soon either. This is where my journey ends and yours begins. Well, at least begins again of a sort." Before the two of them could offer thanks to Ordinjos, he walked purposefully away in the direction of an oncoming patrol of guards. Brother and sister darted inside the door to their right just as Borinth, Dianali, and Liani had gotten up from their table to walk across the entryway and up the stairs to their room. Both groups were so focused on avoiding detection by guards that they did not allocate the proper awareness to avoiding each other. Consequently, they nearly collided. Had it not been for their expert agility, at least one of them would have begun their reunion upon the seat of their pants.
As stunned as they were to see each other at this particular inn at this particular time, they were very careful not to betray their knowledge of each other. After a brief period of settlement, as one would normally expect from almost running head long into unknown people, they continued on their way, Borinth, Dianali and Liani up the stairs, and Rony and Zyn to the tavern bar to inquire about lodging. After answering a few of the inn keeper's odd questions, she said, "Why yes, I do have a room for you. It was reserved for you this morning."
"What do you mean?" asked Roy, looking suspiciously to Zyndalia.
"I mean to say that it has already been paid for. But just one night," she said as she checked her ledger for confirmation.
"Paid for?" interjected Zyndalia.
"Yes, dear. Paid for," said the inn keeper.
"Paid for by whom?" ask Rony.
"Well, by your uncle, of course," she said as she extended her hand offering them the key to the room.
Rony and Zyn looked at each other only to see a mirror reflection of their bewilderment. Not because neither of them was not fully aware of who was responsible for their reservation, clearly it was Ordinjos, but because, once again, they could not fathom the how or why of it.
They were tired, the sort of tired that causes one to forget everything except the need to rest. So, they did not question the inn keeper any longer and accepted the room without any further hesitation. A short, bearded man lead them upstairs to the first room on the left. He left them the key and bid them a good evening. They both walked over to their beds and collapsed upon them, voicelessly and breathlessly, Ronialdin on his stomach, and Zyndalia on her back.
"Rony?" asked the younger sister as she closed her eyes, hoping his response would draw her to consciousness for a few more minutes. But when all she heard was a deep inhalation followed by an equally deep exhalation, she knew he had succumbed to that which she would soon. In the last few moments of her wakefulness, her thoughts subconsciously drifted to many things. She remembered who her father was, or at least who she thought him to be. She remembered the last night both she and her brother shared with their mother. However, her most vivid most memory was that of Inglorca's rough and thick fur beneath her fingers as she lovingly scratched her growing hide. For that is what she desired most, to feel the bond of closeness, both physically and beyond, with the one thing she felt closest too, with the one thing she felt, no, she knew, understood her the most. But that would have to wait for just one more night. "One more night," she unconsciously whispered. Just one more night. Then, like her brother, she too inhaled one more wakeful time only to descend into the depths of sleep. There, in the warm confines of her memory of Inglorca, she slept and dreamed deeply.




Luos
(Lost)
"Initiate Intellos," said his teacher, "Do you know the answer to the question I just asked?"
As Intellos stared out of the window, as he often did in this class, his mind drifted to many places and times and ideas, each ending in a central thought: governing dynamics. Not just the dynamics of the superficial observations, but those that ran deeper. Those that were yet to be explored and uncovered; and perhaps those yet to be even just a thought. For that is where his mind felt most at home, inside the realms of impossibilities and unprecedented ideas. Though he was still only in his first year at the University and had just begun his second class in The Alchemy of Life coursework, he was already scheming of possible ways to improve the already perfected techniques of imbuing magic into liquids.
Obviously, he had already deduced the key was in the specific ingredients of each potion, but why? Why were some ingredients conducive for some magical effects and not others? And why was its base always water? While other students were busy memorizing the endless ingredient lists for the endless number of potions, he was busy exploring the endless possibilities of understanding the why's of it all. However, because his mind was ever exploring topics not related to the current lesson, he would fall behind in his note taking. Consequently, although he possessed the mental wherewithal to answer just about any question asked of him if given the appropriate preparation, he was usually lacking in that preparation if put directly on the spot. And Master Thronor did enjoy putting initiates on the spot, particularly those prone to the useless endeavor of day dreaming.
"Intellos!" said the voice more sternly.
"What?" he said as he jerked his head quickly back to focus on Master Thronor, the potions master. When he saw the disapproving look on the potions master's face and heard the muffled laughter from his fellow initiates, he quickly adjusted his initially abrupt response, "Oh, I am sorry Master Thronor. What was the question again?"
Even further displeased, the potions master walked slowly over to young Intellos’s desk standing above him with his towering height and even more towering demeanor. "The only question now is, will you be able to successfully negotiate the halls from this class to the Grand Wizard's office. If he is not expecting you, I am sure he will not be surprised with your presence."
Intellos looked down and gathered his belongings as he sheepishly said, "Yes Potions Master Thronor." There was no doubt that Intellos had an auspicious beginning to his yet young wizarding career; however, being told to visit the Grandmaster's office on a weekly basis had his young mind questioning more than just whether or not he was competent enough to become a wizard. He had begun to doubt the purpose for which he had been taken from his family, which meant he had begun to question himself, and not just his ability.
Having been to the grand wizard's office more times than he could remember in a short enough time rendering his geographic memory automatic, he aimlessly walked through the halls of the esteemed university innately aware of the correct turns. Whereas most if not all other Initiates of his limited time would have required instructions to the Grand Master’s office, Intellos needed none. The path had been burned into his subconscious so much so that his feet walked the path all by themselves without the engagement of his mind.
Every time he approached the Grand Wizard's office, he expected to place his hand on the latch, apply the light and necessary pressure required to push it down, and sheepishly swing the door open. But that is never what happened. Without fail, and only a moment before his hand contacted the cool iron, the door would slowly and easily swing open on its own. And every time the door swung open, it would always reveal the Grand Wizard sitting behind his desk pouring over some papers, either loose or bound together.
"Intellos," said Darkinian, "I did not expect to see you again this soon after the last time. What is the nature of the complaint against you? I believe you were in Master Thronor's Potions seminar?"
The young boy entered the elder wizard's office with his head down and his shoulders slumped, obviously feeling poorly regarding his mandated visit. "I am sorry, Grand Wizard, but I am not sure this time," he said as his head continued to remain downcast.
When Intellos had first entered The University halls, he was filled with confidence, never showing signs otherwise; however, over his first several months, he slowly began to lose this confidence. This was not uncommon amongst students as it was the first time many of them would be away from their home and parents, but the successes they achieved in class soon replaced the worth they felt they lost being away from any sort of familiarity. This was not the case, however, with Intellos. Not because the successes would not affect him, but rather, because he had so few of them.
It had been inadvertently, or perhaps intentionally, leaked that Intellos was expected to become one of the most powerful wizards the realm had ever seen because of his vast reservoir of talent. So, it was only natural with every failure he experienced, his fellow initiates, out of jealousy, would ridicule him relentlessly. Understandably, the young initiate assumed a very withdrawn demeanor, preferring the company of his thoughts and mind over that of his peers and instructors. The more he was ridiculed, the more he withdrew. The more he withdrew, the more he was ridiculed. And the combination of the two manifested as more frequent visits to the Grand Wizard's office for correction.
"You are not sure?" asked the Grand Wizard as he lifted his elderly face from his pile of papers. "Surely you still possess the wit I felt when I first came to talk to you." Instead of responding to The Grand Wizard's question, Intellos lowered his head again, and slightly lifted his hands before allowing them to fall and rest by his sides in resignation.
"Well, Initiate?" pressed the Grand Wizard. But when Intellos remained silent, he continued his pressure and asked more forcefully, "What is your answer?"
"I do not know," the young boy answered quietly.
"You do not know?" asked the Grand Wizard again, showing his agitation. "Initiate Intellos, failure is allowable and expected as part of the learning process. You will fail more times than you will succeed in this early part of your learning. Likewise, the occasional lack of behavioral etiquette is also expected and even welcomed at times. But what will not be allowed nor tolerated is the lack of awareness of one's actions. Now, I ask you again, what is the nature of your transgression?"
"I already told you I do not know," said Intellos, his voice beginning to show his own agitation.
"You will have to do better than that. In all things, you are a wizard first!" challenged the Grand Wizard.
"How can I do better when I do not know?" asked Intellos as more of a challenge than a request for guidance.
"You are a wizard, figure it out!" said the Grand Wizard sternly.
"But I cannot!" yelled Intellos, his frustration had built beyond the point of his ability to deflect.
"Yes, you can," responded the Grand Wizard emphatically.
"No, I cannot!" erupted Intellos. "How can I do better when what I do will never be good enough? How can I be better when what I will be will never be good enough," he said as the months of emotions came streaming out of his eyes and mouth equally.
"Because, young one, you are a wizard!" answered the Grand Wizard, standing up and walking out from behind his large and ornate desk.
"No, I am not!" said Intellos. "I cannot even do the simplest of tasks," he said, his voice showing the deflation of his anger into pity while his eyes continued to cry.
Without asking another question, and without the use of magic, Grand Wizard Darkinian could see the breakdown of value within the young Initiate. Perhaps he had pushed him too far too early. Perhaps he should have waited before approaching his parents about his magical talent. But the boy had manifested early and to delay might mean a degradation in his magical training. By waiting, he would have inadvertently allowed the young boy to develop it on his own resulting in a myriad of potential complications. No, he had not recruited him too early, nor had he pushed him too far. So, while Intellos expected yet another barrage of unanswerable questions, Darkinian the Great silently strode over to him and embraced him, allowing his tears to wet the fabric of his robes.
Intellos did not return the Grand Wizard's embrace immediately, but after a few seconds, his arms rose and he squeezed harder than he was being squeezed. They remained there for a long time, at least it seemed like a long time to the young boy whose appreciation of stillness was founded in his youthful inclination to move. But when they did move, they both walked to the Grand Wizard's desk. Once there, Darkinian bid the young initiate to sit in his own chair, to which Intellos indulged with an exhausted flop. The Grand Wizard sat down on his desk and waited in silence for the Initiate to speak.
"Grand Wizard," he said between deep inhalations, "how can you say I am a Wizard when I have the toughest time concentrating in class?"
"What do you mean?" he responded.
"I guess what I am asking is how can I be a wizard when I am not acting like a wizard?" he asked as he seemed to further sink into the plush and soft leather of the Grand Wizard's chair.
"What do you believe makes a Wizard?" he asked.
"The ability to use magic," answered Intellos.
"Well, if that were true, then the Orc and Ogre Shaman would be considered Wizards, would they not?"
"Yes, I guess they would."
"But are they wizards?" asked the grand wizard.
"No," Intellos said, and then paused to consider his response. Sensing the young boy had more to say, the elder wizard waiting in silence. "Yes, I think. Well, I do not know actually."
"Well, which is it," he said as he chuckled.
"I do not know," said the young wizard.
Laughing again, he asked, "What do you know then?"
"Not that much it appears," answered Intellos as his head returned to the downcast position it had when he first entered the office.
"Follow me, Intellos," said the Grand Wizard as he got up and walked toward his door, "I would like to show you something." Intellos rose from his chair and followed the Grand Wizard into the hallway. After only a few turns down the mazelike halls, he knew where they were headed. Because of its vast size, the Great Library of The University was not located in a wing of the building, but was its own wing. In truth, the Library was the only place the young Initiate felt something resembling the peace of his home. Not because of any emotional connection with anyone associated with it, but because of its books. How he still loved books. And while his access was severely limited to only one shelf, the eventual possibilities were endless. And the best part about the library is that his older brother would not be there to interrupt his reading.
When they entered the huge library, Darkinian did not stop to look around and marvel at its contents, the most expansive in the land, as nearly all of the Initiates instinctively did. Instead, he maintained his purposeful strides and walked through several isles, turning this way and that, until he came to stand before one nondescript shelf that contained no books of wizarding significance. After pausing for a minute to identify where the book he was looking for was positioned, he reached up and pulled it from the shelf. As he opened it, he thumbed through some of the pages slowly, smiling as he did. When he reached the specific page of his intent, his eyes scrolled its contents. When he found what he was looking for, he stopped and began to read:
"There is nothing more noble than the persistence of action in response to failure. For in our persistence, we begin to understand the most difficult of all questions.  It is easy to learn from those who predispose our own paths, but a much more difficult thing is to learn from the forging of our own way. For in that learning is held many more failures than successes; hence many more times we must face the mirror of our own doubts and overcome them."

When he was finished reading, he closed the book and handed it to the young initiate, "There is, of course, more to this book than that single paragraph, but this is the most important. Do you know why?"
Intellos reached for the red bound book and wiped the front and back cover to free it of its dusty coating. "Why is it so dusty?"
"Because, my young initiate, it is disregarded by most who walk within these walls. But I believe it to be a work of great importance," he said as he knelt down to Intellos’s level.
"Why is that?" asked the young initiate. But noticing he had asked a question with a dual answer, he clarified, "Why is it disregarded if it is so important?"
"Because, it was not written by a wizard," answered Darkinian.
"Why does that matter?" asked Intellos as he opened the book and began thumbing through its pages, mimicking the elder wizard.
"It should not matter at all, but often times, when one practices something, we believe it to be our sole property. This is especially true for us Wizards. Anyone who is not a wizard could not possibly add to our collection of knowledge. At least nothing of pertinence."
"Do you believe that?" asked Intellos as he handed the book back to Darkinian.
"I would have thought our discussion of this book would show that I do not share that sentiment; but that book is yours now, Intellos. And that question is now yours to answer," said the Grand Wizard as he pushed the book gently back to Intellos.
"Really?" he asked with excited disbelief. "Thank you Grand Wizard Darkinian! I will read it right away!"
"As you should, young initiate; however, do not let it interfere with your studies. You still must learn how to control your talent if you are to be a great wizard one day."
Intellos almost plunged himself into the warm but surprised embrace of the grand wizard. There they stood, embraced in a warm hug and all the while, Intellos repeated "Thank you" over and over again.
The warm memory faded quickly, as all things did. So removed was he from those emotions of inadequacy he felt as a first-year initiate that he felt they had been defeated once and for all. Yet, here he was, gazing deeply into the bottom of his ale mug after taking a deep pull, battling them all over again. Indeed, his gulp would have been much deeper had it not been for the mug’s untimely lack of liquid. As he tipped his head back shaking his tankard to get the absolute last drop, more so because he enjoyed its mind-numbing effect in his current emotional state than the taste. However, he did find his current ale of choice, a dark and heavy stout, quite apropos. Though heavily influenced by its alcohol, he was not without the mental lucidity to draw more than an unconscious parallel between its dark and viscous fluid and his dark and heavy mood.
This was indeed a drink of deep intentions and even deeper contemplations. It was not one that would produce the boisterous laughter among friends so common in taverns like this. Nor would it allow for rapid consumption. An ale like this was meant to be savored from beginning to end without disregarding its changes during its consumption. For this moment, in this time and at this hour, this dark and thick, barrel-aged ale from the deepest caverns of the dwarven caves was, in all emotionally supportive ways, perfect.
It allowed him to focus his attention within, to the intentions of what he was struggling with all those years ago. He admitted that while he was at home, before attending The University, he and his identity were quite content to continue in their respective paths of development linked to his parents and their instructions. And during their lessons, he would always excel, even beyond his older brother. So, quite naturally, he developed his identity on the foundation of his parents' praises. As such, he expected his successes, part of who he was, to be continued in the natural course of his development at The University. However, when the founding understanding of who he was had been repeatedly challenged and proven contrary to the praise he garnished from his always approving parents, the walls and trusses of his self-worth naturally began to erode.
But such things were beyond the mental capacity of a young boy, albeit gifted, to comprehend let alone analyze and correct. Yet, it was not beyond him to feel, and interpret, what felt right. So, while he was reading that book as a young initiate, even though he did not mentally identify with the principles it was explaining as applicable to himself, he did know they felt right. And so, he began to understand that his identity, who he was, was not based on his shared qualities with others, but in the qualities that were solely his. It is what made him, him; unique and hence, valuable. Yet, even though that young boy was lifetimes removed from the man he was now, he found himself right back in the middle of that quandary. If he had not been indulging in his self-pity as heavily as his ales, he might have even chuckled to himself at the irony of it all, but such as he was, instead of shaking his head in amused disbelief, his eyes teared up as he stared at the bottom of his utterly empty ale mug.
"Barmaid!" he shouted as he clumsily thudded his emptied, pewter tankard on the hard and unfinished wood table, "I believe I need another!"
From across the large tavern room, she shouted back to him, "Anything you want, sweetie. The same?"
"Yes, unless you have something stronger, my dear," he shouted back to her.
"Are you sure you can handle that?" she returned as she walked over to him.
Looking up to her, he had to admit that the effects of the ales he had been consuming were well on their way to producing his desired state. She was beautiful, even without the effects of his liquor induced, hazy consciousness. She was of above average physical attractiveness, mainly because of her well-developed bosom; but what she had that he wanted was a complete ignorance of who had was, or rather, had been. She offered him no reminder of his former self and because of that, no reminder of the crippling loss he had suffered only a few short weeks ago. Seeing him staring at her corseted assisted breasts, and seemingly lost in them, she cleared her throat and asked, "Will you be wanting something stronger then?"
Her voice caught him off guard and sprung his eyes to meet hers. Perhaps it was the projection of his desires, but he saw something of innocence in them, though if he had been more mentally lucid, he would have admitted that regardless of what she was projecting, a woman of her age and profession would be far from it. But reality for him was not in what was real, it was in the ale skewed perception of what he desired. And right now, he desired another drink. "No, I will save that for later when you are free, love. But for now, another of your darkest ales!" he said with emphasis.
"Right away, hun!" she said with equal exuberance. He watched her walk toward the barkeep who had already begun pouring his next ale. He watched her hips swing lightly from side to side and he took no precautions in his indulgence of their gentle sway. Again, had he been less influenced by his ale, he would have seen her demure smile as she looked back at him. But such subtleties were currently outside of his mental capacities. And because of that, his focus from his own self-pity and lack of identity had been replaced by that which would temporarily dissolve it, her.
She returned with his ale shortly, and because it was only mid-day, the business was not enough to preoccupy her from his rather insistent attentions. As clumsy as his liquid induced speech had become, he was nevertheless able to woo her attentions thoroughly. After all, one does not live lifetimes beyond the normal man without retaining the ability to speak and flatter women even while intoxicated. She smiled in response to his attentions enticing him to grow bolder in his flirtations, which in turn, influenced her flirtations to grow as well. By the end of his fourth or sixth mug, she was actually sitting on his lap listening to him blunder on about magic, and books, and God, and all sorts of stories, none of which he was able to keep straight. But that did not matter to her. She had seen every mundane man approach her with every sort of clumsy attempt at wit. And in all truth, she was bored by them. But here, sitting at her table, was a man of such fantastic stories, albeit thoroughly disjointed, that she became enthralled by the fantastical nature of his tales. Tales that she was almost unable to believe except for the conviction with which he spoke. The one-time Grand Wizard did not notice it, but she sat with him well past the normal duration of her shift.
When the sun was setting, and he had consumed yet another pint of the seductive ale, he was completely open to the most overt suggestions and totally unable to process anything beyond his most basal desires. Such as it was, he was beyond considering whether he actually desired the intricacies that made her, her and transferred the simplicity of desire to the woman in front of him. She was no stranger to men, and certainly not to those only traveling through with their overt flirtations and single-minded intentions. Over the years she had become an expert at leading them on without ending in the manner of their suggestions. She was tipped, and tipped well for what she did, but what she did was contained to the tavern walls and never extended beyond. Because of that, she had become intimately aware of how similar all men were at the base of their identities. Regardless of their profession or service or upbringing, men were all the same and easily influenced by the same things. And she made use of those things, specifically those supported by her rather flattering corset.
But he was different. She could not say why, but he was. He did not speak of business or money or influence, and certainly not of power. Rather he spoke of knowledge, he spoke of passions, and he spoke of loss. The later of the three was not overtly indicated but was certainly alluded to. And she found consistency with his loss in his eyes whenever she would probe deeper into his stories. She could see he was in the middle of an internal struggle, a war of sorts, one that he was losing, but one that he would never give up fighting no matter how much of a losing battle it would become. Yet, between the periods of barely held in check tears, there were moments of the most lightened eyes she had ever seen.
Passion, he spoke of passion. The true kind that cannot be falsified. The passion that runs deep in a man's heart into the reaches of his soul. And it was that passion drawing her closer to him. Because if her life lacked anything, it was authentic passion. She was not young by any account, and as such had her definition of life's importance changed from her once youthful ideals. She had always worked in taverns and inns and grew to appreciate their mundane consistencies, but here was a man who unraveled all of them. For nothing he spoke of could ever be considered mundane, because there is nothing mundane regarding true passion. She was soon swept away into his grandiose stories and persona and right into his embrace and kiss. She belonged to no one, except for this one night. Tonight, she was his.
Intellos had never been much of a dreamer when he slept. The reality of living lifetimes has a way of muting the subconscious mind's insurgence into one's perception of reality, even while sleeping. But when he did dream, they were horribly vivid, often times causing him to momentarily question the reality of what he just experienced. So, when he found himself lying awake in bed listening to raised voices and the sounds of battle, he almost disregarded his senses as part of another elaborate dream. Truly, he might have completely ignored it had it not been for the warmth of the woman's body lying curled up in his arms. Her weight on his shoulder and the way her slumbering breath lazily tickled his thumb allowed him to understand that he was not dreaming at all. Hence, she was not the only thing real in this moment, so too, were the sounds of battle.
He sprung out of bed and dashed to the open window. Peering down through the glassless opening, he saw two people, a man and a woman, defending the inn against several human figures. But in his assessment of who was whom, he saw that those attempting to gain entrance into the tavern were not quite consistent with his understanding of mortal movement. Instantly, he made the decision to aid the two defending the tavern by grabbing at his talent. But it did not grab back. Perhaps it was his still slightly foggy mind, or perhaps his night with this woman distracted him from reality; but, regardless of the reason, he did not remember the awfulness of being without his power. And the only thing grabbing him in return was a feeling of helplessness. It appears several lifetimes of habitual repetition could not be broken in a matter of three weeks. Mindfully, he was able to prevent such instinctive action, but in the heat of the moment, when split seconds could and would determine the fates of those he had decided to assist, he yet lacked the awareness sufficient enough to fully prevent his reliance on what had been his identity for a time longer than memory.
As such, it stung. When he was unable to feel the torrents of power come responding to his call, as if an immortal wasp stung his soul, he felt instantly drained and disheartened, void of any of the life he exhibited last night. He slumped to the ground, his legs unable to support the awful weight, helpless in his attempt to aid those he resolved to aid, with his back against the window's lower wall.
"What are you doing?" exclaimed a female voice. He looked up to see the barmaid rush to the window with a vase in hand, viciously hurling it through the opening. After she saw it land harmlessly on the ground, exploding its contents, she turned to him and asked, "How can you just sit there?"
"How can I not?" he shouted back, too absolved into his own self-pity to see any other response.
"Do something!" she commanded. "Help me!" she shouted. "Help them!" she pleaded.
There was something utterly visceral in her voice; an urgency he had not heard for a very long time. With wizards, and all things important enough to draw their attention, there was prolonged deliberation either within the wizard's singular mind or within a cooperative discussion as each involved wizard’s opinion was collected and used to determine the appropriate course of action. However, he found that when the burden of wielding his talent was removed, and he was presented with her level of desperation, the only response allowable was one equally visceral and equally desperate. So, with an urgency surprising him, he stood up, grabbed the closest thing to him that had weight, and joined her in her attempt to aide those defending the inn. But where she failed, he succeeded. As it happened, his aim had been uniquely honed over the years and years of casting physically directed spells so much so that he successfully bludgeoned one of the invaders just before it delivered a death blow to the female defending the inn, rendering it motionless.
She instinctive looked up, as anyone would when saved by a flying chair from the heavens delivering them from the teeth of death, and nodded. Intellos felt a slight feeling of familiarity but did not have the time to dwell upon it as the male defender was currently fending off three invaders, but losing ground. He had only seconds, and had to think quickly.
He looked around the room and saw the candle they had lit last night. Although it had almost burnt fully out, he grabbed it and dashed across the room remembering the open bottle of liquor he and the barmaid consumed last night. Wasting no time and ignoring her protests, he used his knife to tear a small strip of cloth from her night gown. He lit the make shift, cloth wick, stuck it in the half full bottle of liquor, and hurled it with vicious urgency beyond the two warriors. It landed with pin point precision exploding in a violent fireball momentarily cutting off the invading reinforcements.
Both defenders and attackers staggered from the sound and the impact of the small explosion. However, as they were both experienced in battles with rudimentary artillery, no doubt having faced it before, the man and woman did not hesitate to press their advantage. Aided by Intellos’s make shift firebomb, they used their opening to effortlessly regroup and work as a fluid team to cut down the remaining four attackers in quick succession. Once the invaders were dispatched, they did not hesitate and retreated inside the inn before any reinforcements were able to advance.
Seeing them safely inside, Intellos grabbed the barmaid’s hand as he dashed out of the room and down the stairs. She had no choice but to follow him as his grasp reflected the strength of his conversation the night before. She was held, and while her mind verbally protested with some generic screams and insistences, in her heart, she felt an almost surreal solace with his insistence that she stay close to him in this time of danger.
"What is your name?" Intellos asked as they almost plummeted into a combined heap at the bottom of the stairs.
"What?" she asked, not fully understanding why he thought this question would matter in this moment.
"What is your name? I do not know it yet," he asked again, this time stopping to look at her. But when she paused, still trapped by her bewilderment, he cradled her face with both hands and kissed her hard. When he pulled away, he asked again, "What is your name?"
"Lupara, my name is Lupara," she said in disbelief.
They had only a moment to lock eyes as both the man and woman who only moments ago had been busy defending the inn, rushed in almost colliding with them. "Are there any defensible positions?" asked the man looking to Intellos.
"I do not know," he answered looking to Lupara for guidance. She paused with her response, obviously not used to the directness necessary in the heat of battle.
The woman, dark in her leather armor and darker with her raven hair, grabbed Lupara's arm and asked again, "Where can we defend your inn. We do not have much time"
"The kitchen," she said. "We can defend ourselves there. Follow me." This time it was she who was gripping Intellos’s hand pulling him to follow. The man and woman were quick to follow.
After a quick twist and turn, they pushed through a heavy door into the kitchen. It was the man who spoke first, "Yes, this will work nicely. Now, if the rest of your guests are not roused, I suggest you do so now. It will require every hand we have to defend your inn and our lives."
“But they are not warriors,” stated Lupara in protest, “They are mostly merchants who have come for the trade show. There are some families as well.”
“Even so,” said the woman, “we will need them.”
“How can you ask them to fight when they cannot? I saw you outside. Both of you would have lost your lives had we not helped. And now you want those untrained in battle to fight alongside you?” she challenged.
“How can we not?” retorted the woman.
“We have not the time for this!” said the man, frustration lacing his words. “Di, go upstairs and wake everyone. Have those who cannot fight take shelter in the cellar,” he said. Turning to Lupara, he added, “I assume this inn has a cellar?”
“Yes, of course,” she answered.
“Good. Now go and wake everyone. We do not have any more time to waste,” he said as he surveyed the kitchen. The woman he referred to as Di looked to Lupara for directions to the stairs.
“Go back out the door we came through, make a left turn and you will see the stairs at the end of the hall,” she said. Without hesitation, the woman warrior darted through the exit, her footfalls accelerating as she bounded to wake the inhabitants.
“Who are you?” asked Lupara as she instinctively looked around the kitchen.
“Who am I?” repeated the man. “That is quite a complex question, one we do not have time for. Do you have any cooking oil stored here?”
“How do I,” she said, but then looked to Intellos and back to the man, “How do we know you are really here to help us?”
“I do not think they mean us harm, Lupara,” interjected Intellos. They both glanced toward the ceiling when they heard the first of the footfalls from the wakening guests.
“Perhaps you should go with Di,” said the man looking at Lupara. “A friendly face will do well to settle the minds of your guests.”
She looked to Intellos who put his hand on her face and said, “It will be ok. I will be ok. Please, go with her to help your guests. They will need to see you to believe her.” Lupara silently nodded and returned his gesture by kissing him firmly. After a second, she turned and sprinted toward the stairs. Both men watched her leave waiting for her to be out of earshot.
“What are we really up against?” asked Intellos.
“What do you mean?” asked the man.
“Come now, that was no rabble of raiders we saw you and your woman battling. They were coordinated and precise. Not to mentioned skilled. I may not know much, but I know they were not natural. Of that, I am sure,” he said.
“You are right. They are not natural. If they were, we would have had no problem dismissing the few we fought. But their movements were just different enough to give them the advantage, one that I fear we would not have been able to overcome without your assistance. For that, we owe you our lives,” said the man as he put his hand on Intellos’s shoulder.
“I only did what anyone would have done. But let us not worry about that debt now. How many more can we expect to face?” he asked. They both looked up again when more and more footfalls could be heard as well as the faint sounds of language, rushed and harsh.
“At least one hundred. They are organized and efficient. We have been following them for several days hoping they would lead us to our friends,” he said.
“One hundred?” interrupted Intellos. “That is no raiding party indeed, but a force set upon a mission.”
“Yes, we both agreed on that when we first crossed paths with them,” said the man.
“Where did they come from?” asked Intellos.
The man was about to answer, but when both he and Intellos heard the sounds of the first of the tavern’s patrons descending the stairs, he held his silence and instead motioned toward the steps. Intellos quickly understood their discussion would have to be postponed for later, until they were alone. Having been in a position of the highest level of leadership in the realm, he understood the necessity of maintaining a sort of ignorance among those he led. There were those who were meant to make decisions, and those who were not. And those who were not were often times ill-equipped to deal with the knowledge of grave situations. So, it became a necessity to withhold information for the betterment of the situation. He wished it was not so, but it was. Soon after, more and more of the patrons had gathered in the kitchen. When both the woman called Di, and Lupara entered the kitchen and indicated that all were present, the man addressed them.
“I do not have time to explain anything right now. But this inn is under attack, and the town will soon be next,” at the mention of attack, the gathered people started looking around, some eyes tearing up in fear. Understandably so, the commotion took the strong voice of the man to quell, “Good people!” he continued, “Listen to me! Yes, we are under attack, but all is not lost. If we can hold them off until the city guard arrives, we should all live. But for that to happen, I will need you all to do as I say.”
“Why should we listen to you?” asked a man from the crowd of thirty people.
“Because he has my trust,” answered Lupara. “And all of you know I do not give that away freely. We have already seen him defending this inn this night. So, listen and listen well unless any of you have any experience in battle?” she let the question hang in the rebuked silence. “No? I thought not. Very well, continue,” she said.
“We do not have much time. If you cannot fight, you will wait in the cellar until the guards come. If you can fight and have arms, retrieve them from your rooms and meet us back here quickly.”
However, no one made any motions to follow his instructions until Lupara spoke again. “Well, you heard him. Let us move!” said Lupara sternly. The crowd responded quickly under the combined guidance of the two formidable women; Lupara assisting those seeking shelter in the cellar, and Di assisting those readying themselves for battle. Each of the women’s tasks were completed efficiently, but it did give Intellos and the man a few minutes to speak privately again.
“What did you say your name was again?” asked Intellos, “You seem oddly familiar to me.”
“I did not,” he answered. “But it is Borinth,” said the man flatly. “The reason I am familiar is because just a short time ago, we were standing next to each other in the throne room of the Stone Keep. You are Intellos, The Grand Wizard, are you not?”
“I am Intellos, but I do not wear that mantel any longer,” he said feigning confidence.
“Are you on a secretive quest? I could not help but notice you did not use magic to aid Dianali and I,” asked the man.
“No. I am on no quest,” he said.
“What brings you to the Inn?” asked Borinth.
“That is quite the long story. A story we do not have time for,” answered Intellos.
“No matter. Your presence here changes our tactics and no doubt our chance for victory,” said Borinth, obviously referring to Intellos as if he still possessed his vast quantities of magic. “You are able to stand against them, I trust?”
“I am afraid that will no longer be an option,” said the ages old former wizard, still feigning confidence. “What do you pose is our best defensive strategy?” he asked, breaking the silence.
The aged warrior looked around the kitchen and shook his head, “There are no windows through which we can observe the movements of our invaders and there are two separate entrances we need to defend. Against a smaller force, one with predictable tactics, Di and I would be able to outlast them. But their numbers are large enough that all they would have to do is wear us down. We can stand against many, but not one hundred.”
“That is not a plan,” stated Intellos.
“Indeed, it is not. If we could post an archer or two on the rooftop, that would give us a decided advantage; however, both Di and I are needed here,” said Borinth as he looked up to the ceiling.
“Good,” interjected Intellos. “We can begin with that. Now, assuming we have one or two archers on the rooftop, what then?”
“Three would be preferable, but if we had two, that would prevent their outright assault and force them to advance in stages. I am sure there are not only two separate entrances to this kitchen, but to the building as well. We would need to secure them, block them from the inside,” said the warrior as his mind engaged more fully into a feasible defense plan.
“Good!” exclaimed the former wizard. “So, once we have blocked one of the entrances, what then?”
“Preferably, we would need to block the front entrance as it is wider and would allow our invaders to more quickly infiltrate the building once they have bypassed our outer defenses, which they will. We need to route them to the narrowest entrance which is usually in the back. We do that, then we can set up blockades spaced intermittently until we reach this room, where we hold and outlast them,” he said.
“Sounds like you have a plan after all,” Intellos said with a grin.
“Do not get optimistic, my friend. There are a few pieces we need to have in place before our chance of success becomes great enough to show promise,” Borinth said as his attention, and that of Intellos, were drawn to the doorway.
“Have faith, my friend,” whispered Intellos as Dianali and her makeshift warriors entered the kitchen, all looking to Borinth for direction.
“This is all we have,” she said. “The rest have retreated to the cellar with Lupara. I believe she could be a solid mercenary, given enough time and training,” she said with a wink.
“Then this will have to do,” he said. In an authoritative voice, he addressed the group, “Do any of you have experience with the bow and arrow?”
One man stepped forward, his bow hanging around his shoulder, his hand lazily resting on the handle. Borinth saw that it was a long bow of moderate quality; better than a simple peasant’s but not that of a true archer.
“What is your name and what is your experience with the bow?” asked Borinth.
“My name is Uuntule. I did my selection in the service of my local lord many years ago. I was in his rather small battalion of archers. Since then, I have kept my skills up by hunting and the occasional target practice,” he said through a raspy voice.
“Very good. You will be of great use to our effort,” he said as he gripped the man’s shoulder. “What of the rest of you? Does anyone else have experience?”
When no one else raised a hand, Uuntule quickly unslung his bow and used it to prod a young man, barely beyond adolescence, in the pit of his stomach. Hearing him grimace, Borinth directed his question directly to the young man, “Well, boy, do you have any skill with the bow?”
“Yes, sir,” said the young man weakly. “I have a little experience, but only with targets at home.”
“Tell him,” ordered Uuntule. It was not until Borinth looked back to the young man that he saw the resemblance and knew they must be father and son.
“Yes, tell him,” interrupted Dianali. “Now is not the time to play coy with your skills. We will have time for that later,” she said with a slight grin.
“I won a few competitions at home,” said the boy visibly trying to shrink away.
“A few competitions?” Uuntule energetically repeated. “You have won every contest since you were nine years old!”
“Is that so?” asked Borinth.
“It is, sir,” answered the young man.
“What is your name, boy?” asked Borinth.
“Aglascio. Named after my grandfather,” he answered.
“Very well. We will need your marksmanship if we are going to survive today. Uuntule, take your son and your bows and arrows and get on the roof. We will need you to watch for our enemy’s advance. You there,” Borinth said as he turned his attention to another young man whose eyes were wide with his fear, “You are to go with them and report back what they see.”
“How do I do that?” asked the timid young man.
“Dianali, please instruct our messenger in the intricacies and necessities of combat communication,” said Borinth.
“With pleasure,” she returned as she put an arm around his shoulder and lead all three of them to the roof access.
“Now, the rest of us need to secure the front exit and pray we have time. Use any wood that you can find. Brace the doors and nail them together. Intellos, find Lupara and get the tools we need. After that, use as many of those liquor bottles you can find and make more of those bombs. Also, take some oil, the stuff used for the lights and pour it over the side of the building. But leave the area by the back door open. We want to route them all to the back,” he said as he took his weapon belt off and let it drop to the floor.
Intellos exited briskly as Borinth continued to bark orders. In his haste to fulfill his tasks, he could not help but reflect on the authority he began to lack. If this situation had happened only a short time ago, he would have taken the lead and quickly dispatched with the invaders, regardless of how unnatural they were. But this was not a short time ago. Though he naturally gravitated toward the authority passed on to him by Grand Wizard Eborune, and did find himself missing it, echoing loudly in his mind was another passage from the rather nondescript book he had been given all those years ago:
Being in a position of leadership, righteous and benevolent leadership, requires a mastery of discipline and authority. However, one cannot hope to display true authority until one first masters oneself. Only in displaying authority over everything within, can one then display authority over everything without.

He had to admit the attractiveness of asserting his authority, however shrouded and mist like it currently was and based completely on his past ability, was pulling at him with a strong subtlety. But there was something to be said of his current condition. He could not deny that being able to assist Borinth and Dianali the way he did last night, to still make a difference even after all of him had been surgically removed, was exhilarating. Having his anxiety rocket like never before, at least not since he was an initiate, allowed him to feel what it was like to be alive again. It was not the same exhilaration as it was when he grabbed his talent to allow the ebbs and flows of magic to course though the fibers of his being, but its appeal was something he could not deny. Energized with this feeling he had not felt since before the conclusion of The Severing, he bounded down the steps to the cellar, startling those who were currently dwelling within.
“Intellos!” shouted Lupara, “What has happened!”
“Oh, nothing my dear,” he answered calmly. “Where are the tools?”
“Tools?” she asked.
“Yes, the tools. We need them to properly secure the front entrance,” he said, energetic excitement coursing through him.
“They are kept in the shed in the back of the lot,” she answered. “But it is too far away.”
Ignoring her warning, he asked, “When I exit the back door, which way do I go?”
“Intellos, you cannot. You will never make it,” she said as she stood up to face him.
“But I must. They are of vital importance if our plan for defense is going to work,” he said as he turned to leave.
“Intellos,” she said as she grabbed his wrist causing him to turn around, “Be careful.”
He did not answer but smiled and bounded back up the stairs. He ran back to Borinth and informed him where the tools were stored and that he was going to get them.
“You seem much too excited about this, Grand Wizard. We do not know if their reinforcements have arrived. However, we do need them,” said the warrior using his dagger to pry off one of the legs of the tables.
“Please, I am not the Grand Wizard any longer,” he said as he walked toward the back door.
“Intellos, wait just a moment,” Borinth said. “Di, go with him and make sure he does not die,” he said as the table leg came free.
Dianali stood up and walked over to Intellos, “Well, what are we waiting for? We have got some people to save, including us.”
In spite of Intellos’s excitement, he decided against the better portion of valor and allowed Dianali to go first. Without his magic, his senses had become dulled as did his ability to know who and what as around. She, on the other hand, still possessed all of her warrior honed skills which included the rather uncanny ability of detecting when something was approaching. So, she exited into the early morning haze first allowing him to accompany her only after she was satisfied there was nothing threatening outside.
The shed Lupara spoke of was about one hundred and fifty feet away by Intellos’s estimation, although the predawn light did not facilitate accuracy. Though his senses were muted compared to what he had experienced the majority of his life, everything sounded and felt enhanced. Not quite the same as it did when the magic coursed through his body, but he was certainly more acutely aware than what he had been before he stepped outside of the inn. He felt his heart rate quicken and his breathing become shallower. His hands became clammy and armpits began to sweat.
“Be still,” hushed Dianali, “You are breathing loudly enough for even insects to hear.”
The former wizard felt a little embarrassed. He was not familiar with his new position of relative dependence and was not sure he liked it. And although he was not entirely comfortable with feeling this much fear, he did like feeling alive again, at least a little. Listening to the female warrior, he inventoried his condition and assessed the truth of her statement. He was indeed breathing loudly. He settled himself the way he had when he as an initiate before performing a simple spell and quieted his breathing.
“Good,” whispered Di, “Now, let us continue.”
They reached the shed without incident. It was locked, but Dianali quickly produced two thin metal objects inserting both of them into the keyhole. After a quick wiggle, the lock popped open allowing the door to swing open slowly. It creaked maliciously, as if it was trying to reveal their mission to their attackers. However, in spite of the noise, they were able to retrieve the nails and hammers without detection and quickly began their short journey back to the inn. What he thought would be a relatively short and uneventful trip back was halted when he noticed he could no longer hear Dianali’s footsteps behind him.
He stopped and looked around. He saw a thin shadow disappear behind the line of trees about thirty feet away. Perhaps because the exhilaration of the moment had overcome the better portion of his reason, or perhaps because he longed to play a pivotal role in something again, even the smallest of roles; regardless of his reasons, he turned toward the direction of the disappearing shadow having decided to follow it. As he approached the line of trees, he wished he was able to employ one of the several detection spells still firmly set in his knowledge base. Without the talent and his connection to it, his desire fell upon a fruitless hope. As such, he would have to rely upon his eyes, ears, and quite possibly, even his nose.
But they proved to be lacking as he soon found the edge of a dagger resting malevolently against the skin of his neck. He froze instantly. This was a situation he was not commonly exposed to, someone being able to deceive him and approach him without his knowledge or allowance. But when the voice spoke instead of the dagger slitting his throat, he guessed who it was.
“You are, without a doubt, the loudest person when trying to be quiet I have ever known,” said Dianali.
“I am sorry. I was trying to be silent,” he responded as both the dagger and his anxiety eased the pressure off his skin and heart respectively.
“Well stop trying,” she rebuked. “We have a larger issue now. Follow,” she said leading him through the relatively thin line of trees to a clearing several hundred more feet into the thicket. When she stopped, she pointed into the clearing. What he saw terrified him. There was not just a force of about one hundred invaders, but closer to one thousand, if his estimations were correct. It was difficult to get an accurate count because of all of the activity inside their camp. They were clearly preparing for an assault, one that would overrun the little inn.
“We have to get back and warn Borinth!” he whispered. “We cannot hope to survive this if we stand and fight!”
Both of them were off into the fog of the early dawn quickly. While Dianali remained completely silent, Intellos did not. He made a note of it, should they survive past the attack, to ask the illusive woman to instruct him in the skills of moving silently. But they had to survive first, and for that to happen, they had to reach Borinth in enough time to convince him to alter their plan of defense. For there was no defense they could mount, no matter how well thought out and planned, that would allow any of them to see the light of the approaching dawn.
As they approached the inn, they could see through the windows that Borinth and his makeshift crew were well on their way to amassing the required wood that would allow their defensive plan to have the greatest chance for success. But that plan was based on a supposition now proved to be false. They climbed the porch and approached the door. No sooner than when they crossed the threshold did Dianali say, “Borinth, we have a problem.”
It was not the first time he ever heard the woman use that phrase, however, because she did so infrequently, whenever she did, he instantly stopped whatever he was doing and attended to her. Such was the result of a trust between the two of them that had been built on the foundations of putting their respective lives in the others hands repeatedly and never being disappointed. So, he instantly dropped the table leg he was holding and turned toward her.
“They have a force of one thousand, not one hundred,” she stated, matching his intent gaze.
“One thousand?” he repeated, not for confirmation, but to gain a greater grasp of their situation and how it had changed. When the other men heard Borinth repeat Dianali’s statement, they too stopped what they were doing and turned toward him.
“Borinth,” she said, “we cannot stand against a force of that size with just wood and nails.”
“No, you cannot,” said a voice from the front entrance to the inn, “But we can.”
As Borinth, Dianali, Intellos, and the rest of those present turned their collective gazes and attentions to see just who had spoken, three figures, robed in the darkest red cloths they had ever seen, appeared to almost float into the room.
“And just who are you?” asked a very suspicious Dianali, whose hand instinctively found the hilt of one of her daggers.
“Who we are is not important. It is what we are here to do that matters most right now,” said the man as they continued their entrance into the main room. It did not take an activation of any detection spell, nor did Intellos need to possess the talent, to know the three robed men were wizards. And from the design and coloring of their attire, they were still Acolytes. But even Acolytes could wield a formidable amount of power if their knowledge was sufficient to manifest the spells.
“Oh,” replied Borinth skeptically, “and what exactly are you here to do?” he said as he too slowly reached for the hilt of his weapon.
Intellos knew that whenever wizards asserted their influence into events, there was almost always a motivation that exceeded the individual situation. At least, that is how wizards behaved for the countless years before and during his reign as Grand Wizard. However, with the insurgence of Esthinor, things would undoubtedly change, but just how much he could not say. Before the wizard had the chance to respond to Borinth’s question, Intellos asked one of his own, “But, more importantly, Acolyte, why have you come?”
“Why?” asked the red robed Acolyte as he turned his attention to Intellos. “For no other reason than to help you.”
“How did you come by the knowledge that we needed assistance?” questioned Intellos.
Hearing his follow up question caused the Acolyte to pause. Though he could not see his eyes, nor any other part of his face except for the bottom of the man’s chin as they were veiled inside a deep hood, Intellos was sure the man was trying to discern the nature of his question. “Brothers,” said the Acolyte, “it appears we have the privilege of being in the presence of the former,” he emphasized the word, “Grand Wizard, Intellos Sa’ik Sa’ir. It is a pity you have become as helpless as the rabble around you.”
“Helpless?” Dianali interjected.
The Acolyte slightly turned his head toward her. Underneath his hood, Intellos was sure he was grinning, “Yes, helpless. You face an opponent you cannot possibly stand against. If not for our presence, you would surely perish.”
“You have made your point,” interrupted Borinth.
“At the insistence of our new Grand Wizard, we are here to aid you. We will deal with your assailants while you flee. It is not his will that you should die here today,” said the head Acolyte as his two companions produced small daggers from inside their robes.
Both Borinth and Dianali instinctively dropped into a ready position while the two Acolytes walked toward them. But just before the two warriors acted to defend themselves, the two robed figures veered away from them and approached the walls. When they were close, they used the daggers to slice a cut in their thumbs and began writing on the walls.
“What type of necromancy is this?” asked Intellos.
“Necromancy? We do not engage in such primitive displays of our power,” answered the Acolyte as he too approached a third wall.
“Then what is it you are doing? Is not Necromancy the focus of magic through blood?” asked Intellos.
“Intellos, please, you do not want to be here after our wards are set in place,” said the acolyte as he, too, cut a deep red line into his thumb.
“Wards? That is impossible. Wards cannot be activated through Runes,” said the former wizard.
“There is so much you do not know. So much that our current Grand Wizard has shown us about where true power lies,” he said as he began drawing a very complex rune on the wall; a rune that Intellos had never seen before.
“What rune is that? I have never seen it’s like,” he asked.
“You would not understand. Now, you had better get your friends away from here. You do not want to be here when we complete our ritual,” warned the robed man again.
Intellos was about to further protest to their advised exodus, however his intuition advised him otherwise. As familiar as he was with the use of all magics, including the shrouded methods of necromancy, he had never seen the runes the three acolytes were drawing on the walls. They were arcane, that much he knew, but the more complete the runes became, the more he was convinced that they were not entirely born from the natural workings of knowledge-based magic, but something different; something sinister. And even though his assessment was based entirely on an unconfirmed supposition, he nevertheless felt strongly enough about it to convince both Borinth and Dianali that they should all heed the advice of the three Acolytes, and leave.
“Intellos, please get Lupara to gather those in the cellar as quickly as you can and meet us outside the back door. Be quick, I do not believe we have much time,” directed Dianali.
“Actually, you have less time than you think,” said the head Acolyte as he apparently finished the first blood drawn rune. “If you leave now, you will be massacred. You had better all wait in the cellar. You will not want to witness what comes when your assailants arrive.”
“We are not some wolflings who have never seen battle before,” said Dianali. “We have seen enough blood and death in our,” but she was interrupted by the icy, hood-hidden gaze from the Acolyte.
“There are more chilling things than death in this world, My Dear,” he said as he ominously rose and slowly walked to the fourth and final wall.
“What do you mean ‘comes’?” asked Intellos, his voice betraying his rising anxiety.
“Even in your tenure of Grand Wizard, there were things you had never learned. Neither had any wizard in time and history,” said the deliberate Acolyte as he slit another deep cut on his thumb to draw more blood for his next rune. “But that is not the case any longer under the guidance of our current Grand Wizard, Esthinor. He has shown us the true power contained in the blood of the living and how it is linked to realms we had never considered existed. Realms of power and purpose. Realms that existed before our pitifully small land, and realms that will continue beyond the time when ours no longer is.”
“There are no such realms,” interrupted Intellos. “I may be without the use of magic, but I am not without knowledge.”
“Yes, we thought that too,” said the Acolyte continuing to make the foreign symbol on the wall. “But we were wrong. All of us were wrong.” The two other Acolytes, having finished their blood-drawn runes walked to the center of the room and began clearing a spot large enough for all three of them to sit. When the lead Acolyte finished the last blood-rune and no more blood was painted upon the walls, he stood up as methodically as he had drawn the runes and walked slowly to where his two other colleagues were sitting upon the floor. “Intellos, you and your friends should leave. We must begin.”
Intellos was not surprised that Dianali spoke first because she often did, but he was surprised at the words she chose to speak for nowhere in her rather well-formed reputation was there any indication that she would ever back down from a challenge, direct or not, “Borinth, this does not feel right. There is something in the air, on the wind that I do not want to be present for. It is the same feeling I had in The Stone Keep.”
“There is a bounty on your heads,” said the Acolyte, “but worry not. We are not here to collect it. Such things are beneath our energies.”
Borinth looked to Dianali and then to Intellos, perhaps because he was used to the authority the former Grand Wizard carried in such matters and was looking to defer to his council. But after Intellos remained silent, he spoke up, “Then let us go,”. With his command, the last he would issue that evening, he, Intellos, Dianali and those who were working to prepare the defenses left the tools and wood where they lay and made their way to the cellar.
With the addition of the joiners, the cellar space had become cramped intensifying the already stagnant, musty air. There were some worried questions asked by Lupara and a few of those with her, but they were put to as much ease as was possible when news of the invader’s numbers had grown from an estimated one hundred to one thousand became common knowledge. “But how can three Acolytes hold off such numbers?” some of them asked. “Are we meant to just wait here and hope?” was another question both Borinth and Intellos attempted to answer. Some of them suggested they all make an attempt to escape stating that while some of them would surely die, others would be able to mistake.
Finally, it was Intellos who spoke up to silence the din of worried and scared questions and comments, “All of you listen to me!” his authoritative tone had startled even himself. Ever since the horrible ritual of The Severing, separating him from his magic, he had found a slower severing from certain aspects of himself, not the least of which was his authoritative demeanor. But, as it was, he was nonetheless capable of drawing upon it when necessary. “Yes, we are facing a very difficult situation, one that is almost impossible to understand how we will all live through. And yes, you are right to question; however, if we allow our questions, unanswered as they may be, to create within us an attitude of doubt, then I will tell you we have already lost something more valuable than our lives. We will have lost the very nature of humanity which is to hope! Without hope, without the ability to look beyond what seems hopeless, we will have lost ourselves. And that is a loss greater than any I wish to sacrifice to any attacker bent upon our destruction! So yes, we will wait, and yes, we will wonder; but we will not lose hope!”
When he had finished speaking there was a silence that pierced his understanding of what silence could be. Even Borinth and the ever outspoken Dianali just looked at him as if they had been physically stunned to immobility. Indeed, no one moved. Only their breaths indicated their motionless states had been naturally produced and had not been the result of some complicated spell. Had it not been for Lupara, the motionlessness may have continued well beyond this infinite moment extending into several more infinite moments. However, she was the first to break the raptured attention the former Grand Wizard had commanded and started gathering those still in his awe. It was not long before the immediate effects of his speech had given way to a sense of prolonged calm as all of them found spaces to settle into while they waited for the imminent attack.
At first, and for seemingly a time longer than any of them could almost endure, there was nothing except their huddled bodies in the cellar of the inn whose comforts they had been recently enjoying. There was no ale, there was no music to hear, there was no food to eat, and there was no sleep to have. There was nothing except the silence of their calmly engaged stagnation as they silently waited and hoped for the outcome of what appeared to be an insurmountable mountain to climb. There was nothing that is, until they felt more than saw, a very faint pulse of violet light from between the floor boards above. And then, it began.
Initially, the pulse was felt by only those adept at noticing the nuances of battle. Dianali, Borinth, and Intellos stopped what they were doing and looked toward each other with a foreboding in their eyes. There it was again, another singular pulse of violet light. This time though, it drew the attention of more of them. The few children present looked up to the wooden ceiling. Their mothers and fathers, if not tending to the children, also noticed the strange pulse. As their attentions fell from above to Borinth, he signaled they extinguish their small candles. The subsequent and instinctive adjustment their eyes made would have been much more preferable had it been made to complete darkness rather than the faint and ominous violet light leaking through the boards above.
There it was again; a third pulse individually separate from the first two. However, this time, the pulse was quickly followed by another. Accompanying it, and all subsequent pulses thereafter, was a low-grade yet constant emission of what could only be called energy. It was not magic. Intellos was sure of that. The magical signature indicating its presence could be felt only by those possessing magical ability themselves. But there was no denying that everyone felt it. No, it was not magic, but that did not mean it was altogether unfamiliar to the former wizard. He felt this kind of energy before. On the rise overlooking the farm that he witnessed being sacked, when he battled the dark robbed man, he felt something similar to what he felt now. As the quickness and intensity of the pulses grew, the energy emitted and the violet light between the spikes intensified. By now, everyone in the cellar could sense that the preparations the Acolytes were making above were accelerating and almost ready. What they were, however, was beyond anyone’s ability to suppose, even the once Grand Wizard.
The mothers began to hold their children just a little more tightly. The fathers began holding their wives a little more closely. And the fighters began to hold their weapons just a little more firmly. Lupara looked to Intellos and Dianali looked to Borinth, but all of their gazes were interrupted and directed to the ceiling when there was one final pulse followed by a dead stillness, the kind of stillness that draws the hairs on the back of one’s neck to stand. Following the last pulse was a feeling of pressure, as if the pressure of the surrounding air grew stronger making it more difficult to breathe. Not that it impeded one’s natural ability to draw breath, but it did force one to instinctively concentrate on it lest breathing be halted altogether.
And then they heard it. A low, hideously intense primal growl followed by an unnaturally human gait pattern of slow and methodical footfalls began to land hard upon the floor above them. The growl was more a result of breathing than from the intentional production of sound. Regardless though, it was deep, feral, and sounded full of lethality. A second pulse, and then a third produced two more distinctly different growls and footfalls.
Below, each of Lupara’s guests all huddled together with those closest to them. It did not matter if they were strangers. They did not care. All they knew was what was about to occur above, in defense of their little inn, was something they did not wish to witness. But so penetrating were the sounds and now smells from above, that even though no one from beneath could visually see what was happening, they were no less disturbed.
Audibly, the contest began as three great bellows erupted from whatever it was that had come as a result of the blood magic of the Acolytes. The thunderous roar was answered by an equally shrill and loud, high-pitched crescendo that caused the spines of all those in the cellar to tingle with a primal fear. From outside, they heard a unison of marching. The kind of marching of an organized, advancing army holding its unity until the very last moment when all togetherness is abandoned in the throngs of battle. The heavy thuds of a thousand unified stomps combined with the deep and thunderous growls was enough to unnerve even the most steadfast, battle-hardened mercenaries. Such was the case with Borinth and Dianali. Even Intellos, in spite of his overwhelming experiences, was beginning to feel uneasy. No doubt because he knew that whatever it was that was assisting their defense was no less sinister than what was necessitating the assistance.
The sounds, too many to adequately describe, continued for what was probably a shorter amount of time than it felt. When the thunderous roars, growls, metal on metal clangs, and high pitched, shrilling screeches reached a cacophony of audible palpability, there was one final pulse. And then things went still. Bone still. As if all blood produced by their marrow was stopped by a command so forceful, none dared to protest. Their acquiescence was final. Unbelievably, this stillness felt more treacherous than the pulses from whatever magic the Acolytes engaged.
It was broken only by the strangely alien voice from the head Acolyte who said, “Your presence is allowed. Please come up from the cellar.”
All of those in the cellar, including Borinth, Dianali, and even Intellos, looked around at each other uneasily, skeptical that whatever aided them was not bent on continuing its joyful battle and carnage on them. Someone had to move first, but none were less reluctant than the other. That is, until Lupara almost tearing herself from Intellos’s embrace, moved to climb the stairs. Soon after, Intellos followed. Then Borinth, Dianali, and the others joined them. But it was not a celebratory emergence one would expect under the circumstances. Rather, it was a progression of almost sadness; a sadness because the effects of the presence of whatever it was had not yet worn off.
“You see,” said the head Acolyte as the four clear leaders of the situation emerged from the cellar,” Everything has remained unharmed.”
“Yes, it appears it has,” answered Intellos, “but at what cost?”
“Cost?” answered the Acolyte.
“Yes, cost. There is always a cost to using magic. Or is that lesson no longer taught within the halls of the building I once called home?”
“It is funny you should mention cost, Intellos,” answered the Acolyte again. “Our intervention does not come cheap.”
“What do you mean? There was no mention of cost previously,” stated Lupara as she stepped forward.
“My dear, as Intellos so clearly explained just a moment ago,” he paused to look directly at him, “there is always a cost. But do not think of it as such. Think of it as merely a tribute to he who has enabled us to assist.”
“You mean a tribute to Esthinor,” said Intellos.
“My dear man, Esthinor is rather above such things. No. The tribute is not for him, but rather for our direct supervisor. It is to him the tribute must be made,” he said.
“And who exactly is he?” interjected Dianali, as she returned to her quick-to-challenge demeanor.
“Xonyos,” the Acolyte said.
Lupara turned to Intellos and then to both Borinth and Dianali, but their eyes returned only confirmation that the tribute must be paid. “Very well, what is the price of this tribute?” she asked. The Acolyte smiled. 




Godaga
(Judgement)
There was a chill in the air reminiscent of the deep Dwarven caverns. This chill, while a little premature for this time of year, was not without precedence. He remembered a time long since removed from having relevance upon his life when he sat in an altogether different carriage, but felt the exact same chill he was feeling now. Just like today, he was on a journey of sorts across the whole of Avandia, but unlike today the destination and direction of his past journey was the opposite. As he recovered his balance after losing it from a particularly rough patch on the stone laid, he closed his eyes.
Even though there was no decrease to the visual stimulus seeking to interrupt his recollection of a time long gone when the space separating his lids was reduced to nothing, he still felt an increase in the clarity with which he was able to remember. Perhaps it was this very same portion of rough road that was the culprit provoking his father’s ire so many years ago. Perhaps it was not. Either way, it did not matter because as soon as his lids closed, he was instantly transported back to when his father, his Elven father and King, was sitting across from him in the Royal Carriage warning him of the potential hazards of traveling over rough patches of road. But, of course, he did not listen. He never listened.
“Eri, I distinctly remember telling you to watch how far you leaned out of the window,” said The King as he exited the Royal Carriage, descending the three steps to reach the ground. Eriboth, laying on his back and gasping for air, was unable to respond to his father’s unspoken request for an explanation. It was not the first time he had his lungs emptied forcefully. He was well acquainted with the familiar, death like feeling because he was repeatedly on the losing side of he and his brother’s combat training exercises. As familiar with and used to it as he had become, this incident was perhaps the one that stung the most. Not because it was the most painful, but because it was the most embarrassing. It was the first time his disobedience to his father’s wishes had caused the familiar feeling. Yet, as much as he had to struggle for air, it was not the losing of his breath that caused his inability to respond to his father. It was, in fact, the sight of watching his father slowly walking toward him that promoted his embarrassment to a paralytic level. In all reality, the youngest prince was grateful for the reprieve his vocal paralysis caused and took ample time to indulge in his breathlessness to formulate an appropriate response. But the longer his father stood over him with his elven displeasure in full, stoic display, the more he resigned to the reality that he had no good response.
“Are you done yet?” asked The King. “We must be on our way and it will not do well for you to arrive sickly from the chill. You had best compose yourself quickly, put your long coat back on, and return to the carriage,” he paused for just a moment, “without tripping, that is.”
“Yes, Drahin,” managed a wheezing Eriboth. As he gained enough strength to prop himself onto one of his elbows, his handmaiden, Lolilian moved to assist him. However, just as she was about to bend down and help the young prince stand, she was halted by a firm but soft voice from within the carriage, “Leave him. He will learn to stand on his own.”
“Yes, My Lord,” she said and ascended the steps to disappear inside the ornate door.
Eriboth laid on his back for perhaps another moment or two, and then boosted himself to his feet. Had the King and ruling Lord of House Dordrosis not treated the elder prince in the same manner as he treated Eriboth, it would have been natural for him to resent his father’s cold detachment. But as it was, their treatment was so equal that it left Eriboth no excuse to blame any perceived mistreatment on the fact that he was not an elf. He knew his Drahin wanted only the best for him, but it was at times like these when he doubted his father’s caring beyond anything except how adept his sons were at portraying elven discipline and etiquette. Before climbing the stairs, the young prince took a deep breath followed by a deep exhalation causing a mist in the air.
Though he could not see it, he knew his exhalation produced the same amount of breath formed steam as it had years and years ago. But that was where the similarities both began and ended between both days. There was nothing about this journey that contained anything similar to the particular one of his childhood. Well, that was not entirely true, he corrected his thoughts. He was riding in a carriage with windows, but while the Royal Carriage of the elves had its windows located on the sides to provide its passengers with an ample view of the scenery, this carriage had its only window situated on the rear door. Likewise, while he was accompanied by the King on both of his past and present journeys as well as a rather large contingency of the Royal Guard, their respective dispositions contrasted the other. None of those escorting him today were concerned with his ultimate well-being and success. No, their concern for him extended only as far as the judgment they would issue followed by the successful execution of his sentence; a death sentence.
“He will learn to stand on his own,” he heard his late father’s words echo in his mind as they met yet another patch of rough road. And though his father, through his actions and insistence, portrayed this as the most important lesson his princes could learn, the better portion of his adult life indicated it was not as much a universal truth to success as it was a personal preference meant to emphasize the importance of perseverance. Most notably and most recently, he found that if he did not rely on another, he would not be alive today. Had it not been for the direct intervention of the man called Jesus, then he would be dead, left alone to drift amongst the stars, or the mists, or the void, or even worse. But because of his acceptance and surrender to an entity greater than himself, greater than anything else, he found the strength to rise and stand again. For greater was this Man than the entirety of the elves. Greater was His love, greater was His esteem, and greater was His worthiness. And as contrary to his late father’s words as it was, Eriboth found the greatest portion of his strength and competence was in this Man, who, for all practical and impractical purposes, saved him.
However much he was convinced Jesus’s love was without limits, as was His ability, he still wondered how and why their plans had failed resulting in his capture by Lord Hinthial. They had taken every precaution, planned their strategy methodically, and executed it flawlessly. But even then, the Elf Lord’s reach extended further than what either of the three of them anticipated. Yet, how could they anticipate it? Because they had erred and failed to understand just how treacherous Lord Hinthial was, their plans were rendered fruitless. Had it not been for Eriboth’s insistence that he forcefully coerced both Nadalize and Geromain to assist him, they would be facing a very similar fate. But such as it was, Eriboth was unable to watch his longtime friend and her husband suffer because of him. So, he agreed to a quiet and resistless incarceration providing no charges would be brought against his two accomplices.
At first, King Yahnaros was disinclined to accept Eriboth’s singular term sighting the combined forces of his and Lord Hinthial’s Royal Guard as evidence that neither of the three were in a position to bargain, but when he was reminded of Eriboth’s legendary skill, though reluctantly and through no small amount of persuasion from the Elves, he acquiesced.
As the chains were placed around Eriboth’s wrists and ankles, then locked to chains around his waist and neck, Lord Hinthial leaned in close to him and said, “My dear Eriboth. Did you not think we would find and capture you? Look around you. Please, take a minute to look around. Gathered here are both races you once claimed membership within. But today, in this very moment, understand that you now belong to neither. You are alone, Eriboth. You are alone, and you belong to me.”
As he turned his pure white eyes to stare deeply into those of Lord Hinthial, penetrating more deeply than physical vision ever could, he said very softly so that only his capture could hear, “No, Lord Hinthial. I am not alone. I belong to Him.” As Eriboth was led away, bound and chained, he heard laughter from the Lord of the Elves, a great and hearty laughter that bellowed far into the distance.
“You there,” said a loud voice from outside of his mobile prison temporarily interrupting Eriboth’s considerations, “Get up. The King has called for a halt to make camp tonight.” Eriboth slowly opened his eyes and turned his attention to the guard given direct responsibility over him.
“Thank you,” he said softly.
“Do not thank me, traitor. I do not care for you. I care only that you are judged,” said the guard coldly.
“Nevertheless, thank you,” returned Eriboth.
It did not require much time for the large contingency of Elves to break down their equipment, as extensive as it was, and finish their camp. Such was their training and discipline that everyone had and completely knew their roles. Eriboth could hear and feel the symphony of preparations occurring around him and was forced to marvel at the precision with which the elves did everything. It seemed that no detail was left to the inefficiency of spontaneous decisions. Tents were erected quickly, fires were set superbly, and meals were prepared expertly. There was, indeed, no lack of execution and no wasting of energy in the elves he was traveling with. However, when he extended his senses to their defensive measures, he found a few areas had been left open and were vulnerable. But when he brought his assessment to the guard, it was dismissed as part of a rouse to create chaos and foster an environment wherein Eriboth would be able to escape. So, his rather well-founded warning went no further than his direct captor.
The evening progressed into night and the normally lively and energetic elves remained much less animated than what he had grown to expect. Though it was true he had not traveled with them in some time, he had not thought their expression would have changed much at all because nothing within elvish culture changed unless there was an overwhelming indication that change was needed to uphold elven identity. But when he did not hear the gentle mandolins and lutes accompanied by the voices of the evening’s devotions, he understood that the elves he had known were slowly changing.
“Why is there no music?” he asked the guard dutifully standing watch over him, chained as he was. But when the elf guard did not answer, Eriboth rephrased his question, “Where are the lutes, and mandolins, and voices? I expected the evening worship of the stars to have begun and ended already, or have they been abandoned too?”
“Be quiet,” answered the guard.
“I apologize. My inquiry was innocent and meant only to educate myself. But, do you not find it odd that there is an absence of elvish character in this progression?” asked Eriboth again. He could sense some discontent within his guard, but his discernment was incomplete toward its cause.
“I told you to be quiet. You are not allowed to speak by order of King Hinthial,” answered the guard coldly.
“So, it is King now? What of Queen Glinovia and House Dordrosis? Is it not still the ruling house?” Eriboth asked as he adjusted his position to relieve the pressure of a small rock.
“You have not heard,” said the guard, a small grin forming on his lips. “The Queen, and all of House Dordrosis, has been found guilty of treason against the Stars,” said the guard, not attempting to hide his satisfaction from Eriboth.
“Queen Glinovia a traitor? She had no knowledge of myself until I presented myself to the council. Nor has she ever acted in a manner to suggest anything but the utmost loyalty to Elf and Stars alike. Clearly these charges are erroneous,” he said, challenging the guard.
“That is not for me to say. Though it should be known that Lady Soliana has also been found guilty of high treason. Her sentence was levied the very moment she escaped with you,” the guard said ominously looking down to the seated Eriboth.
“Was there a trial? The Stars demand that each citizen receive a trial with equal representation for each case,” he asked.
“You answered your own question, traitor. In order for there to have been a trial, the Princess had to have been considered an elf. But her status within elfish culture was revoked by the Council of Lords prior to any formal charges,” the guard said as he leaned against a tree.
Eriboth knew the Council of Lords existed as a precaution against the current ruling house from diverging from the Way of the Stars, but never had it actually been called upon. There were times when it was rumored to have been attempted, but those times were revealed to have rather nefarious intentions of a simple coup de tau over the current house. For it to be successfully assembled, there had to be a unanimous agreement between all House Lords, including the ruling house. And with the turmoil within the Empire, Eriboth doubted that all of the houses would have agreed. And certainly, House Dordrosis would have stood against the charges.
“The Council of Lords?” asked Eriboth for clarity as the guard simply smiled in taunt. “They must have also taken steps to confirm Lord Hinthial as the new King, thus elevating House Hinthial in the process.”
“What would you have had them do? Continue to allow an obvious traitor, bent upon the degradation of Elfish culture, to remain on the throne in the wake of her very own Drahin’s treachery?”
“I would have them not abandon reason, the pinnacle of Elven expression, in favor of fear created by unfounded accusations,” answered Eriboth calmly.
“Reason? You think there was no reason or evidence guiding their decision? Their evidence was you, traitor! Your return set in motion their decision even before they deliberated. Had you bothered to ask yourself your own reason to correctly determine the full consequences of your actions, you might have been able to prevent her inclusion into your destructive wake,” shot back the guard.
Eriboth had no immediate rebuttal as he was shocked to silence that his mere presence was the reason why Queen Glinovia was named as an accomplice to his traitorous actions. He had done simply what he felt was right. Well, what he thought was right as guided by the love of the Man named Jesus. He admitted to himself that he had not considered what his presence would mean for either Queen Glinovia or the Lady Soliana. And in truth, he had not considered anything beyond following what he believed to be right. All he had meant to do was to offer a warning to the Elves in an attempt to gain their assistance in defending the Stone Keep. He did not anticipate Lord Hinthial to be present. Nor had he anticipated their quick dismissal of his warning in favor of their need for justice, or rather, revenge.
“You know, traitor, I was there, in the throne room when you entered with the brashness of blameless innocence. One would have thought, with the accusations heaped upon you, that you would have assumed a humbler entrance. But, your flare for the dramatic apparently has not changed,” said the guard as he walked closer to the chained man.
“Then you heard what I said,” he said more than asked.
“Oh, I heard you. And while your eloquence proved to be intact, I am not sure your message was founded in the logical. Really, traitor, a man?” asked the guard in mocking tone.
“Yes, a man, The Man,” he answered.
“And you contest this man did not only resurrect you, but made you,” he paused as he attempted to remember what Eriboth had said,” made you good?”
“That is correct,” he answered.
“Did you forget your teaching? Did you not know that your statements were in direct contradiction to what we are taught as the basis for the Way of the Stars,” said the guard as if Eriboth was not well versed in their doctrines.
“Have you ever considered where The Way of the Stars came from?” asked Eriboth after a moment of consideration.
“What of you mean?”
“What is the standard upon which everything is weighed and measured?” asked Eriboth to follow up.
“I am not sure I can answer your question,” stated the guard flatly.
“Are you not educated in the doctrines as well as the martial component as part of not only the education every Elf undergoes, but also as part of the accelerated training of being in the Royal Guard of The King?” asked Eriboth.
“You know that I am.”
“Then how, with your extensive education, are you not prepared to answer the simplest of questions?”
“I am prepared to answer, if you would be clear with your question,” stated the guard, defending himself against a perceived attack.
“My dear brother, my question was quite clear,” insisted Eriboth.
The guard considered for a moment as he attempted to ascertain Eriboth’s line of questioning and the direction their conversation was now traveling. He presumed it would no doubt lead to an attack upon the Stars. But just as he was sworn to defend The King against any and all attacks, so too was he charged with the same for The Way of the Stars. While Eriboth waited quietly, the guard prepared his answer, an answer he felt was irrefutable and would surely be one to which Eriboth would have no response. However, in the moment between his voluntary initiation of speech and the actual sound leaving his mouth, an arrow imbedded itself in a tree right next to where the guard was standing.
As both Eriboth and the guard instantly looked in its direction seeking to identify its source, it was Eriboth who spoke, “That is certainly no elf arrow,” to which the guard shot Eriboth a challenging glance.
“I know that,” said the guard, instantly drawing his sword.
He did not know how he missed it before, but as he extended his senses, still unaware of how he was able to do so, though he suspected it was tied to the surrendering of his will to the man named Jesus, he clearly sensed an approaching horde of Ogres. Another arrow streaked through the air missing Eriboth by mere inches.
“Do you not think you should send for assistance? There is a horde of ogres approaching quickly. You will not be able to stand against them,” warned Eriboth.
“Ogres!” repeated the guard. “That is foolishness. They would not dare attack the King’s encampment openly,” he said trying to locate the source of the arrows.
“It appears they do,” said the bound Eriboth just as a third arrow flew past the guard’s head striking with a heavy thud against the tree next to him.
“Give me a sword and I will assist you,” said Eriboth.
“No!”
“Give me a sword or you will die,” he said calmly again. A fourth arrow glanced off of the guard’s helmet just enough to snap his head to the side, and apparently it was enough to persuade him with greater effect than anything Eriboth could have said in that moment. Without any more hesitation, the guard unshackled Eriboth and handed him a short blade from the sheath fastened to his thigh, frantically looking in every direction. After being freed, Eriboth stood up and raised his head to the sky uttering a few short words just as a huge ogre warrior rushed them, exploding from the cover of the trees. The guard was the first to react and engaged the beast in melee combat. Because of the ogre’s sheer size advantage, when the two of them met blade to axe, the guard was forced to give ground. But he recovered quickly from the initial onslaught and was able to slice a deep wound to the ogre’s right thigh.
As the guard and ogre collected themselves, two more large figures dashed toward them. This time, it was Eriboth who moved to engage them as the guard and ogre began their martial dance once again. Easily deflecting both of the ogres’ attempts to impale the white eyed warrior, Eriboth drove his blade deep into one of his attacker’s necks while grasping the other around the wrist. In one motion, he twisted it, locking its joints at the combined limits of their mobility. By stepping backward and to the side, he pulled the beast off balance swinging him around just as two more arrows thudded into its back. Like lightning, Eriboth then threw his blade into the darkness striking the chest of the Ogre archer ending his ability to use his crossbow, and his life. Continuing the momentum of his throw, Eriboth stepped back with his outside leg and continued pulling the ogre in a circle to keep him off balance. Just as the ogre was gaining his footing again, Eriboth stopped his spin and drove his freed hand into his attacker’s exposed neck causing him to gasp for breath, a gasp that would be unsuccessful at maintaining life through a shattered windpipe.
Calmly, Eriboth turned to see the elf guard slide his sword through the first ogre’s ribs into his heart. But the guard was not without injury. Before the melee ended, the ogre had been successful at drawing blood from two shallow wounds, one on the right shoulder of the elf, and one on his right forearm. As the guard pulled his blade from the dying ogre, he started to walk over to Eriboth but was halted by an impact of energy that threw him backwards in excess of ten feet where he squarely landed against a large tree. He slumped to the ground, unconscious. Eriboth rushed to his side, but before he could check to see if the guard was still alive, a low, guttural voice called out to him.
“Docinto alun!” (We have you) “Lun a gose hocko!” (Lay down your weapon), it said.
In response, Eriboth turned slowly and stood, “There is but one who has me,” he answered.
“Nush! Ecktock myin ton! (Enough, speak no more), responded the voice. “Ogressin thees awoos!” (Ogressin thinks otherwise).
“I do not answer to Ogressin. There is but One Whom I serve,” challenged Eriboth.
“Komonto, equo mortin!” (Come, or die). The awful speech of the guttural language was further accentuated by a very explicit warning with this last statement. But its effect was dissolved by Eriboth’s resolute will.
“I have died once. And was reborn. You have no hold over me,” he said as he assumed a clearly defensive position. There was no direct verbal response to Eriboth’s last statement. Instead, three arrows were shot directly at him. With blinding speed impossible to understand, he caught all three of them. After snagging them from their flesh streaked destiny, he dropped them to the ground, “So be it.”
“Konish grathick desthinosh! Bindow entart Ogressin hockto!” (You dare disobey! Bow before Ogressin’s power!) growled the voice. The blinded warrior knew he faced one of the Ogre shamans, and knew he was imbued with the power of their god, Ogressin. But he was calm. As an invisible blast of energy sped toward him, though it was undetectable to all of his mortal senses, Eriboth was yet able to see it. And what he saw contained illusion. It was as if there was an insubstantial, ethereal projection speeding toward him that seemed as though it would tear him apart. However terrible the illusion seemed, it was just that, illusion, disguise, deception. Yes, it was the same power that had recently thrown his guard against a tree knocking him senseless, so it had physically manifested and carried with it destructive physical consequences; but it’s nature, its very substance, was rooted in something that was not true. Therefore, he knew it had no power over him. He knew it would not, could not, harm him. As the energy blast from the Shaman harmlessly passed Eriboth, the shaman raged and unleashed another one. However, this one was propelled by the same deception as the first. Therefore, it caused no more effect to the human warrior than that of a faint and cooling breeze.
The Ogre Shaman erupted in anger born from disbelief. A third time he casted one of his divinely inspired spells toward the warrior, and for a third time it met with the same effect as the first two. All the while, Eriboth stood stoically motionless. There were more yells and screams from the direction of the Ogre horde, but none of them phased the white eyed warrior. Even when they charged at him, ten in strength, he did not show the slightest amount of fear or doubt. When they were ten feet from him, all charging to obliterate him with their frenzy driven rage, he closed his eyes, and moved.
Two ogres dropped from the blade he took from his guard before they saw him spin. Another two were toppled to the ground before the first two understood what had happened. Time and again, the Shaman, enraged at the insolence of their quarry, unleashed his Ogressin driven magic and every time its mass effect was nothing. Having seen the skill and speed with which Eriboth dispatched the first four ogre warriors, the remaining six stopped their charge and look back to the Shaman for direction.
“Donon Grock! Emanisto! (Do not stop! Take him!)”
The ogre warriors surrounded him warily, but Eriboth remained still. In the silence of internal prayer, he spoke. In the moment of his prayer’s completion, he saw everything that would happen, that could happen, as clearly as if it had all happened. All of the possibilities surrounding his actions in this battle, all of the possible choices the Ogre warriors could make, and off the potential reactions from the Ogre Shaman, everything; it was all displayed for him as if presented on the most exquisite platter for his approval before dining on the promised feast. However, in the midst of all of the potentials, there it was. Appearing as vividly as the morning sun just rising over the top of an unhindered horizon, there was the Will of the man called Jesus. The more he focused on it, the more the other possibilities dissolved into mere distractions from a greater aspect of his existence. The path was shown, all he needed to do was to follow it.
And follow it he did. Aligning his mortal will with that of The Immortal Jesus, he found a depth of love that extended well beyond the simple potentials of static worship and ran right into the absolute, kinetically dynamic nature of a true spiritual relationship. In this state, every direction he followed, every move his body made, was a complete act of worship from he to Jesus. But more than that, it was also illustrative of the fluid love that flowed from Jesus to him. Lost in this enveloping love, Eriboth reached a simultaneous detachment and connection from everything he still thought he was to everything Jesus said he was. Void of authentic decisions of his own intent, he was free to move as his personal Savior directed him. Free to move, free to love, and free to be the fulfilment of all he was designed to be in this moment without regard to the illusions of mortal deception. It was not long before the battle was over leaving Eriboth standing alone while his Elf guard began slowly gaining consciousness. Eriboth slowly let his blade down, kneeled on the hard and chilled ground, interlaced his fingers behind his head, and waited for the guard to regain the faculties stolen by the energy blast from the Ogre Shaman.
By Eriboth’s estimation, it was only a couple short minutes before the guard recovered enough to stand and look around in bewilderment. Although the guard was relieved with how the traitor was able to handle a whole horde of Ogres, his dominating emotion was that of confusion when he realized Eriboth had not escaped when given the opportunity. Wary because of his fear of a more insidious plot, the guard approached his prisoner cautiously.
“You,” he said bordering on accusation, “Why are you still here?”
Eriboth looked up to the guard who had picked up and was now holding his sword pointing it toward the kneeling warrior, “I am here because I have not yet been given charge to leave.”
“Why did you not flee when you had the chance?” asked the guard directly.
“Who is your king?” he asked in return.
“Lord Hinthial, of course,” answered the guard.
“And by who’s authority have you been placed here with the charge of guarding me?” asked Eriboth again, his fingers still interlocked behind his head.
“By the King’s,” answered the guard again.
“Under what conditions would you abandon your charge if instructed by your king?”
“None. I would never abandon my position. That is an act of treason,” said the guard as his demeanor seemed to swell with pride.
“Then it appears you and I are more similar than they would have you believe,” he said as he stared directly into the guard’s eyes.
“How dare you say that!” shot back the guard. “You not only abandoned your position as prince to your King, you bedded the queen, and killed him when he confronted you!”
“Yes, that has been said of me.”
“Do you deny it?” challenged the guard, taking a step closer to his kneeling captive.
“There are multiple charges, to which are you referring?”
“All of them. Do you deny your treachery?”
After a moment of consideration, Eriboth asked the guard, “If your king absolved you from all wrong doing and cleaned the charges levied against you, would they then hold no influence over your future and status?”
Surprised at Eriboth’s assumption of an authoritative demeanor while still kneeling in submission, he did not readily respond. Eriboth repeated his question calmly.
“To what purpose have you asked me this question? Its consideration has no bearing on your current captivity and subsequent debt to be paid,” stated the guard, obviously irritated with his prisoner.
“Then let me ask you another question. Do you deny the utter authority of the King?”
“No. Of course not, his rule is law, as is his voice. All that he speaks is a reflection of the truth in the stars?”
“So then, if he did pardon any and all trespasses on your behalf, then your debts would be considered paid in full even so far as the pardoning of your very life, should the King so choose, regardless of the previous judgement and sentence. Is that not correct?” asked Eriboth.
“Yes, but there is no King in the lands who would pardon the treachery and severity of your actions, traitor,” said the guard.
“Perhaps not, but my King is not of these lands,” said Eriboth.
“Then your king is a foolish king, for the wages of betrayal is death, and you will see yours,” said the guard as he stepped toward Eriboth, beginning to shackle him again.
“You asked me why I did not flee. Would you still like to hear my answer?” asked Eriboth as his hands were again fastened to the locks on the shackles connected to the ones around his ankles.
“Yes, I would like to hear your reasons. No doubt they are part of a large plan of an even greater betrayal,” stated the guard as he locked the shackles in position, preventing Eriboth from raising his hands.
“Because my King’s truth and authority surpasses these lands as does His power to absolve. There are no shackles, nor prisons, nor judgements, nor sentence that can take from me what He has already given. Because of Him, I am free,” answered Eriboth.
“Well, we will see if your king can save you from the noose that is waiting for you upon your delivery to Meckthenial,” said the guard as he began leading Eriboth to the rest of the encampment.
All prisoners were kept on the very outskirts of the encampment for a few different reasons. Firstly, if the camp did come under attack, as it had, then the prisoners would serve as an early warning device alerting the rest of the soldiers to make ready for battle. Secondly, there was no fear of escape because it was well known that Elves were the best trackers. Therefore, escape would only be momentary ending in recapture with the wasting of time as its ultimate result. And lastly, and most importantly, there was simply no way of escaping the magically enhanced shackles of the elves. They had all been imbued with enough elven magic to render them impossible to escape either by physical or magical means.
Upon reaching one of the roving elf patrols, one of the soldiers asked, “What is the traitor doing here? And why did you abandon your position? We are not yet ready to march.”
“Was the camp not attacked by a horde of Ogres?” asked Eriboth’s guard.
“Attacked?” said the soldier as he looked around and half chuckled under his breath. “What sickness gave you the idea that even our most staunch rival would dare attack a force as large as ours?”
“The camp was not attacked?” asked the guard again out of disbelief.
“Did you not hear me, guard? Of course, we were not attacked,” said the soldier mocking him.
“Go easy on him Tuthindael,” interjected another voice. “He is still young in the service of the King.”
“Indeed, he is, Gindlin,” said Tuthindael as he turned his attention back to the young guard. “What is your name, guard?”
“Hundolis. From house Dathdinos,” he answered.
“Well then, young Hundolis, how did you incur those wounds?” asked the soldier named Gindlin.
At first, the young guard hesitated because, though he and Eriboth had been attacked by Ogres, he was not sure the two soldiers would believe him.
“Well, how is it you came by those wounds?” asked Tuthindael with increased assertiveness.
“The traitor attempted to escape while I was securing his bonds to a tree. He used deception and tried to render me unconscious thereby allowing him the opportunity to escape,” he said trying to feign confidence.
Through squinted eyes, Gindlin responded, “Perhaps, but it is more likely you tripped over a rock and landed hard against the ground!” When he finished, both he and Tuthindael erupted in a bout of hilarity. Their combined, continued laughter was enough to completely dissuade Hundolis from retelling the truth behind his injuries. When they were done laughing, it was Gindlin who spoke again, “Perhaps it is best you maintain your story, unbelievable as it is. It would do you better to be seen as an embellisher than a dwarf-footed bithusis.”
Hundolis, in an effort to escape his embarrassment at the insult, jovial as it may have been, saluted each of his superior officers with the most official form of the traditional elfish salute, turned, and lead Eriboth back to their designated location.
“You should not have lied,” said Eriboth.
“What right do you have to comment upon anything I choose to do? You, who are the greatest traitor in Elven history, have no basis to make accusations,” said the guard as he pulled Eriboth’s chains enough to cause him to stumble forward.
“Nevertheless, you should not have lied,” repeated Eriboth to which the guard’s only response was silence, obviously suffering a wound to his pride from his exchange with two of his superiors that bit deeper than his wounds from his exchange with the Ogre.
The rest of their evening and night passed without any further interactions or incidents. For all practical purposes, it was peaceful. Well, as peaceful as it could be when warring with the knowledge that one was instructed to relinquish his ability and desire to escape when the chance presented itself in favor of remaining in captivity. To what end his King had led him to be so confined, he did not know; but there was no mistaking the internal indication that he was yet meant to be captured by the elves. Is that why his plans with Nadalize and her husband had failed? Was he meant to face the sum consequences of his elvish kin and find absolution in their judgement and sentence? Or had he been led here for another purpose altogether? There was no doubt that his honor, the objective honor he found after his encounter with Jesus, told him that his debts had been fully paid by the love of Jesus and he no longer possessed anything rendering ownership to anyone but Him. However, that did not mean his mortality would easily release the debt he felt to his kin, and more importantly, Soliana. These were some of the considerations and thoughts that flooded his mind and soul in the late hours of night. Slept came late, but when he did fall asleep, he slept peacefully knowing that regardless of the concerns of his mind, he was firmly fixed in the Will of One greater than he, the Greatest. And because of that, he would find rest.
The chill of the late autumnal weather continued for the remainder of their journey. There were no more signs of Ogres or anything else seeking to impede their progress. That coupled with Hundolis’s overall silence allowed Eriboth much time for consideration and prayer. Mortally, he was longing for another experience similar to his first encounter with Jesus so much that he prayed for it, asking to be shown the benevolent love he had seen before. However, regardless of his prayers, Jesus, the Man responsible for so much more than his mortal continuance and immortal rebirth, remained silent and hidden to his experiences. But just because his King remained still, did not mean Eriboth’s life was still as well. Indeed, there was much motion, and there would be much more soon. Meckthenial, the grand City of Light was on the horizon. As such, so too was his Elven sentenced judgement.
The evening before their arrival, King Hinthial did two things. Firstly, he sent an announcement party to ride with news of the successful wedding binding the two great races of Avendia, and secondly, he visited Eriboth just as the sun was setting and the first stars were visible. “Thank you, young Hundolis, but your services will not be required this evening. You are permitted to return to the ranks of your fellow soldiers,” said the King as he approached alone.
“Thank you, My King, but I would like to complete the charge you first gave me and see the traitor into the City of Light,” answered Hundolis.
“I understand, young Hundolis,” responded the King as he placed a warm hand on the young guard’s shoulder. “But I absolve you from the finality of your charge. From this moment forward, your charge as been fulfilled. Now go and join your fellow soldiers so they can celebrate the finality of your task.”
The guard looked at the king for a moment and then to Eriboth as he remembered their conversation following the Ogre attack. “Why do you look to him?” asked King Hinthial. “Is my word fulfilled only by his agreement?”
“No, My King. I am sorry, My King,” answered Hundolis.
“Very well then. But I would encourage you to depart without delay lest your loyalties come under more scrutiny,” threatened King Hinthial.
“Yes, King Hinthial. Thank you, King Hinthial,” said Hundolis, saluting the High King as formally as he could. After King Hinthial dismissed him from his salute, he gathered his supplies and began walking back to the encampment.
When the two of them were alone and Hundolis was far enough away not to hear, King Hinthial turned to address Eriboth, “I wonder if you would walk with me?”
“Of course,” said Eriboth.
King Hinthial led Eriboth through the woods, remaining silent until they came to stand on a raised plateau in the Great Green Forest allowing the splendid view of Meckthenial to present unimpeded. There it was, sitting on the horizon, as the rays of the setting sun, seemingly crafted for this moment, fell upon the beautiful city as if the heavens had directed it themselves. Both of them, Elf and Man, king and traitor, stood motionless, united in their appreciation for the beautiful creation of the Elves. Nowhere was there any city, or even a single structure produced by the hands of mortals, that could rival the visual perfection of the Elven City. It truly was a sight without parallel. Just as the last of the brilliant rays of the sun were being dissolved away by the consequence of time, the King turned to Eriboth and spoke, “I remember a day when you and I fought side by side as equals. Those were days I will always look upon with favor. Do you remember them?”
“Indeed, I do,” answered Eriboth stoically.
“Please, let us remove the barriers that stand between us now and speak again as equals,” said King Hinthial sensing Eriboth’s lack of emotional nostalgia.
“But the yokes we carry are no more able to be forgotten than can our very breaths,” said Eriboth, still bound in shackles.
“This is true, but surely there is more commonality between us than simply what lies in the past? Eriboth, there was a time when we stood together for the greatness of not only House Dordrosis and House Hinthial, but for all Elves and the Stars. Can it not be again?” said King Hinthial as he grasped Eriboth’s shoulder warmly.
Eriboth remained silent.
“Come now, Eriboth. There was a time when I considered you almost a son. Have you forgotten? Is your mind so affected and your treachery so deep that nothing can sway you, once again, to side with the Elves. Your rightful family?” asked the King.
Eriboth remained silent.
“Perhaps it is too late for that, but perhaps not. I am told that, in spite of the overwhelming evidence against you and Queen Glinovia, there is still a very large contingency pleading for your sentences to be merciful. Even the Lady Zamorinthia still holds a place for your favor, I am told. Really, Eriboth, you still have, on the tips of your hands, the power to end this charade and assume your rightful position within the Elves again. I am The King and I can restore to you everything this sickness of the mind has taken from you. Can you imagine it? Can you see it?” said King Hinthial as he directed Eriboth to look toward the City of Light. “Can you not feel its longing to have you again within its good graces; to be praised as you were once before for your unequalled skill with pen and tongue? Not to mention the prowess of your sword. It is quite unstoppable and would be heralded as the greatest there has even been! You would assume your appropriate position as the greatest legend in all of Elven history. Does it not sound appealing to finally come home?”
Eriboth remained silent.
“Ah, no doubt you are looking for the conditions of your reinstatement. I require only one thing, Eriboth. And it is honestly a small and simple thing. All I require from you is to openly admit all of your crimes to the Council of Judges,” he said and paused ever so briefly before he continued, “and to denounce your new-found King. You will then be asked to pledge fealty to myself and The Stars once again.”
Eriboth remained silent.
“Well, do you not think that is a small request to save your life, and that of your former Queen?” he asked, turning away from Eriboth to appreciate the last few moments of Meckthenial’s sunset driven beauty.
Eriboth looked again to Meckthenial, the City of Light, the City of Hope, the only city he once called home. And though his memories were firmly intact, there was no familiarity associated with them. At least, none that evoked any emotional connection to his youth within the walls. Yes, he still possessed all of the knowledge of the where’s and how’s of the city. His recollection of the physical structures and the personal customs inside were the same as they had been before the charges against him had been levied. But he was lacking the normal, mortal nostalgic feelings associated with returning home after a long and hard journey. As such, there was no longing for him to do so. But that is not to say there was no longing whatsoever within him. Quite the contrary, in fact. Since the moment of his resurrection and veritable rebirth, his longing for all things considered mortal had been replaced with a singular conviction to stand with his new King. It was this that softly dominated his actions and therefore his choices, regardless of consequence. So, it was upon this love driven dedication that he forged all of his choices. And because of that, there was no choice at all.
“Lord, Hinthial,” spoke Eriboth softly, “it is with all gratitude that I thank you for your overwhelmingly generous act of mercy and understanding. To say there would be nothing I would rather do than to walk the streets of my home again, free and clear of any charges, would not do justice to the emotions I am currently feeling,” he said and paused as a small and contemptuous grin was formed on King Hinthial’s lips. “Because,” he said more strongly, “the emotions I am feeling are not for Meckthenial, nor the memories I hold for the past. To acknowledge them before the present would be to allow the past to hold a position of power over all that I am now charged to do; therefore, limiting who I have yet to become,” he said.
“You are foolish,” stated Lord Hinthial sternly, obviously not used to having his council disregarded.
"Furthermore,” continued Eriboth, “my allegiance aligns only with He Who Is Greater, and not with the doctrines or concerns of mortality. For in His immortality, have I joined with Him to the greater portion of life. A life extending beyond walls, and stars, and trees, and kings, and queens, and swords, and words into the very fabric of a love great enough to have created everything and forgotten nothing. For this reason, and this reason alone, do I humbly thank you for and subsequently refuse your request,” said Eriboth as he squared his shoulders and feet to directly face King Hinthial.
A moment of silence passed, and then The King struck Eriboth across his face with the back of his hand. “Very well, Traitor, your fate has been sealed.”
Eriboth was escorted to the King’s tent and placed in shackles fastened to a post that had been placed in the center of the encampment. His evening rations had been refused, or forgotten, but Eriboth suspected the former as a designed plan from King Hinthial. Most of his clothes had been removed and taken away. Likewise, he was cleaned, or rather, doused with bucket after bucket of alternating hot and cold water. His hair was slicked back and tied into a short ponytail. With his hands tied behind him, and then fastened to the post, it was impossible for him to recline.
But as physically uncomfortable as he had been made, having to awkwardly sit with his back against the hard post, no doubt a calculated move, he was still able to close his eyes. He was tired. More tired than he remembered being before. The weight of the burden placed upon his heart by the Love of the Man he called King was a more formidable force than he had ever encountered before. He was Eriboth, Legendary for his sword, pen, and skill in all things he chose to do. There was no foe he could not stand against, nor any object he could not move once his will was set upon it. But this was different. Altogether different.
He contemplated the profoundness of His love for one that had been so lost he was not even able to see he was lost. He had caused so much pain, so much destruction left in the wake of his effort to assert himself as valuable and worthy in the eyes of man because he did not, could not, and would not feel that way from the only family he had known. Yet, regardless of his transgressions, and even though forgiveness would never find him in the eyes of mortality, it would land squarely on the shores of his long and deeply repressed hope by the force of a complete and totally immortal love; a love removed from any and all conditions. This love was so great, one had no choice but to respond, even if just a little? And that response is change. A change that began with a gentle dissolving away of all things lacking a loving motivation and ending with his desires reflecting only those expressed through that unconditional love. But the burden he chose to carry, if choice really was present, was heavy.
There was no doubt that if he chose, he could approach King Hinthial, or rather call for the guard because he was still limited to a single spot. Even now, after Eriboth had initially refused the King’s bargain, he was sure the King would accept his agreement at this late hour. In fact, King Hinthial would probably accept it right up until the moment of his execution, should it come to it. But Love does not compromise. If it did, would Eriboth even be here? Would he have been extended the forgiveness when weighed upon the scales of his life with his deeds split between those deemed good, and those deemed ill? After all, what does compromise breed if not the condition of qualified based judgement? He, Eriboth, on only the merits of his life, would most assuredly be found worthy of mortal guilt and its judgements therein. But, when substituted by the uncompromising Love and forgiveness of Jesus’s life, there was no judgement to be made because it had already been for all time. And that judgement was redemption. To say there was still judgement means there would necessarily be a choice. And to say there was a choice would be to say the nature of Jesus and His love was not an absolute. But because the very nature of unconditional, divine love is an absolute, untarnishable by the conditions of mortality, then the reflection of it is no choice at all, and therefore, absent of judgement.
Yet, would this forgiveness and conditionless love be extended to his son, the evil that is seeking to infiltrate the whole of Avendia? How could it be that he was chosen to face this growing evil knowing the emotional conflict it would cause? Eriboth had stood on the threshold of vanquishing this evil from the world and quite possibly saving all of the peoples of the land. It would have only been moments before his sword, a sword he had since lost, would have pierced whatever heart was present within the instrument of hatred, rendering him dead. But in the moment of his preparing breath, he saw it. Faint, small, but so very strong, it was hidden deeply inside his foe. Remembering back, he should have seen it sooner. His movements, the way he flowed in battle and his muscular structure were too familiar to suggest a coincidental resemblance. But what he was unable to detect through physical similarities he was compelled to see as a result of the dark spell that was cast upon him.
When crossing swords, he knew he would emerge the victor. Although ferociously formidable, the young warlord of evil was just that, young and driven by emotions. They made him erratic and ultimately predictable. Eriboth made use of this predictability and consciously manipulated the younger warrior into a pattern, one he was able to control. So, when he felt the spell, its dark and twisted genesis, land upon his consciousness, he decided to allow it to manifest knowing it would reveal nothing that could be used as an advantage to turn the tides of battle. However, when the tide fully came in, it showed what neither of them could have anticipated. And with it came a contrasting emotional cascade of elemental strength. One driven by hate, and the other driven by love. Hence, it was the instinctual lashing out of hate that dominated the instinctive desire to understand from love. As a result, when Eriboth hesitated, Jesolin advanced and won. Had it not been for the intervention of Lacorion, Eriboth would never have made it to the care of Nadalize.
But what did that yield except compromising his dearest friend and her husband? Had it not been for Eriboth’s peaceful surrender and insistence that their actions were the result of his physical coercion, when their ruse was revealed to the King, he was sure both Nadalize and Geromain would be set to suffer the same fate as h, and he simply could not, and would not have that. His love for them would not allow them to suffer for his actions. He hoped King Yahnaros would be true to his word and issue no blame to them, but he was not sure Nadalize would not try to share some in order to lessen the recompense facing Eriboth.
As his thoughts began to fade from distinct images into the diffuse emotions of a near slumbering state, he heard the distinct chirping of the Yellow Star. Naturally, this provoked images and flashes of bright yellow in his slowly fading wakeful state; images that faded from the brilliant yellow of the bird’s feathers into the wonderfully blonde locks of Soliana. There was much to consider where she was concerned, but foremost on his mind was whether or not she knew Jesolin was hers. Not to mention what conditions were present for him to have left the cares of his mother to embrace the cares of something completely evil. But those considerations were too heavy for his mind at the moment; for he was tired. So tired that regardless of his mental desire to explore more of his questions, he could not. So, with his eyes still closed, his meditation turned from conscious thoughts to subconscious dreams, dreams that were filled with the whole world’s images. Some a reflection of his past, some a reflection of his present, and yet more that he hoped would be a reflection of his future.
Although he was awakened from a very deep slumber by the icy feel of cold water exploding against his bare chest, he was able to gain his awareness very quickly. He was roughly handled by two guards, neither of them Hundolis. As he was pulled to his feet and his shackles were unclasped from the pole behind him, he saw an open carriage to his left. It was ornate and lined with golden colored metal. Set against the polished silver of the body of the carriage, the gold lining gave no illusions as to whose it was. It was clearly meant for King Hinthial.
To his right, about fifty feet behind the King’s carriage, he saw another open one. This one was made of wood and tied to two small donkeys obviously meant to pull it. He watched as three other elf guards placed the pole that he was previously strapped to, into a hole in the center of the platform on wheels. Once the pole was in place, he saw the elves take turns driving wooden steaks into the bottom of it, firmly locking its position. Unlike the King’s carriage, which was set to be pulled by two of the whitest and largest elven horses available in creation, this one obviously meant for him was void of side walls or seats. As he continued to watch the three elves, he saw them horizontally push a smaller post through the central one about two thirds of the way up, locking it in place with the same type of wooden steaks they used to secure the upright post. After they thoroughly tested the integrity of their cross shaped structure, one of the elves signaled the two guarding Eriboth. They escorted him, rather roughly, onto the wooden platform on wheels. The guards followed him as he ascended the steps. When all three of them were on the carriage, they first secured his feet to the platform and post. Then, they each grabbed him by the wrist and stretched his arms as far as they could fastening them to the horizontal post with thick and sturdy twine. Finally, they tied a rope around his neck and central post completing their task.
As the elves descended the steps and took their places, each on a side of the wooden carriage, Eriboth heard a voice from behind him, “It is not too late, my Dear Eriboth. Say that you agree to my simple term and you will be spared all of this humiliation. Furthermore, you will be granted a life next to my side. True, you will be heir to nothing, but you will live on as a Legend to, once again, captivate the imaginations and praises of those who so desperately wish to praise you.”
He knew it was King Hinthial. He expected as much. Hoping the reality of the following events would persuade Eriboth into agreement, he offered him a second chance. But the steel conviction within Eriboth was not to be dissuaded from the manifestation of his singular path, “Such as these bindings hold me to this carriage and render my physical freedom impossible, so too would my agreement to your terms result in a captivity greater than any fleeting freedom resulting therein. I stand by my initial conviction. For within it, my freedom has been guaranteed.”
“So be it,” said King Hinthial as he walked away.
It was midafternoon when the progression of elves reached the gates of the City of Light. Welcoming them were not the familiar, crystal clear and legendary horns signifying the King had returned. Instead, they were greeted by a horde of citizens all gathered as close as they could to the main interior court yard just inside the outer gate. Under normal circumstances, when the King returned from an event of such magnitude, the crowd would be expected to behave as if they were welcoming home a triumphant regiment of militia that had just vanquished their strongest and longest standing foe, but that was not the case. Instead, their cheers and triumphant jubilations were replaced by the most horrible insults elves had ever uttered. And all of them were aimed directly at the man splayed across the makeshift cross.
As much as this procession was staged, it was also expected. Eriboth knew it had been orchestrated by King Hinthial to have the majority of the elves welcoming them, however, he was not entirely prepared for the outright barbaric nature of their display. Their demeanor reminded him more of the Ogres who were naturally given to more emotional aggression as directed by their deity, Ogressin. But the Elves worshiped no emotional deity. Rather, they worshiped the stars and their conduct. Forever ingrained within their culture, their actions always reflected the stoic nature and constancy of the heavenly bodies. That their actions resembled such a deviation from their religious doctrines was a source of concern for Eriboth.
As they made their way toward the central castle, the intensity of the insults grew. Children were given rotten food to throw, and some were even given small stones. At one point, Eriboth was pelted strongly enough that some of the stones drew small blotches of blood from his arms, shoulders, chest and face. All of his wounds he could ignore. They were but small, physical indications that the evil progressing in the land had reached within even the City of Light. Perhaps it had even reached here first.
As his wooden platform rounded the last corner entering the central and main roadway leaving nothing between it and the castle, he felt the presence of a particularly small child of no more than eight or nine years. Much too small to understand any of the conditions surrounding today, Eriboth felt sad for the child. There she stood, absent of comprehension, but directed to throw a stone at him nonetheless. She did not know why. All she knew was that her parents told her to throw the stone as some sort of sport. So, she let it fly, albeit weekly. It missed. He sensed within her a sadness and shame stemming from her inability to do what her parents were telling her to do. He felt her anger grow. She threw two more stones, both of them missing. He felt the sting of her father’s hand on her bottom as it landed on his heart. He felt her eyes tear up in unison with a deep breath driven by her crying. He felt her anger rise again. She threw a fourth stone at him. Before she even threw it, he knew it would miss. It would fly past his right ear landing harmlessly against the post. Before she even let it go, he felt the sting of what would be another spank to her already bruising bottom. Instinctively, his eyes welled. So, when she threw it, he bent his neck at just the right angle allowing the stone to crash against his right ear. When the stone had connected with its intended target, he felt joy from the little girl. But it was not a pure form of joy. Rather, it was the result of relief. Not just relief from avoiding a physical spanking, she felt the relief from feeling shame and guilt. For that was a stronger motivation that any physical harm.
It was not long before the procession finally reached the main castle. Bloody and covered in the remains of rotten food, Eriboth was led past the King in the direction of the dungeons where he would await his trial and subsequent execution. Although he should have felt a foreboding dread at the promise of tomorrow, he still felt joy. He smiled, in spite of everything, because even in the misery of his progression, he had still been used to the benefit of another. He smiled because so did the little elf girl.
He had seen Meckthenial’s dungeons before, but never from behind its bars. However, he had seen his share of incarceration outside of Meckthenial both before and after his death. And from what he remembered, the elven dungeons were quite civil when compared to those of men and dwarves, and especially the Ogres. Not that they were comfortable, because they certainly were not, but when compared to the barbaric conditions of the other denizens of Avendia, the dungeons of the elves were at least marginally hospitable. At least, that was what he remembered of them. But any form of hospitality and basic respect for all conditions of life was now void. Replacing the clean cells, each with their own small sleeping cot and commode bucket, was a cement block floor. Apparently, and illustrated by the stench and remains, those incarcerated, regardless of their guilt or innocence, were expected to defecate in the corners.
When his cell door had been unlocked and opened by the guard, he was roughly shoved inside. Because his feet were still bound by shackles, he stumbled and landed on his hands and knees. He stood up, faced the guard who had now closed and locked the door and said, “So much for the elevation of the elves. Can you not see what you have devolved into?”
“Quiet, traitor! I have orders to use any means at my disposal, as long as you are present for your trial, to keep you quiet. And I will not be as kind as Hundolis,” replied the guard.
“Brother, I say this only,” but Eriboth was interrupted by the guard who took a step forward and thrust the butt of his bladed spear through the bars striking his stomach.
“Do not dare call me such! We are not brothers. Nor are we even kin. And tomorrow, we will be rid of you.”
Collecting his breath, Eriboth stepped to the back wall and leaned against it, using its pressure to slowly lower himself to a sitting position. He was about to close his eyes when he heard a female voice speak, “Eriboth? Is that you?”
Even before he extended his senses, he knew who it was. “Yes, Queen Glinovia.”
“Oh, thank the stars! I had hoped you had managed to stay alive. And in all reality, I should have expected it. Tell me, what of Lady Soliana?”
“The last I saw her, she was alive. But to her condition now, I cannot speak,” he said.
“What happened after the both of you escaped?” she asked as she huddled against the bars they shared as a common wall.
Eriboth told her the entire story from the moment they mounted the great Dragon Lacorion to the moment when he was shoved into the cell next to her. He did not omit much, but he did think it better to leave out a few of the details including his past relationship with Soliana when she was still Athlorial as well as his paternal relationship to Jesolin.
“We were so wrong to stand and not give aide to the men of the Stone Keep. But your arrival set in motion several events I was unable to prevent. I Obviously tried, which is what directly lead to my incarceration,” she said. “But Lord Hinthial, I am sorry, King Hinthial,” she corrected herself, “has changed, Eriboth. He is not the same elf he was when he stood with House Dordrosis.”
“Yes. There is definitely something different about him. Something insidious, like a plague of the will and soul. He is not altogether himself,” he stated. He wanted to say more regarding exactly what force he believed was controlling King Hinthial, but he thought better of it at this current time.
“There are certainly things in place that have deeper roots than any our enemies could have placed. Of that, I am sure,” said the former Queen as she rested her back against the cell bars, wiping a lock of her hair from her face. “Look at me, Eriboth. Just a short while ago I was the Queen. And now I have been reduced to sit in this cell as a common criminal. There was nothing of Elfish doctrine reflected in the conditions by which the Council of Lords was assembled. Neither was there any Starlight reflected in its decision or even in its process of decision, for that matter. I fear it will be the same for our trial. No doubt it will be swift and one-sided.”
Fear. The word evoked a deep seeded resolution within him provoking a visceral reaction at its utterance. He understood fear, its genesis, its manipulative and destructive nature. And to see it existing, or at least beginning to exist, within his niece, propelled him into a necessity wherein his sole goal was to remove it, at its roots. Surely, their trial would be exactly what Glinovia believed, and she was right to fear in her mortality. But mortality was not the substance of life, nor was fear its greater portion of truth. “I expect as much. I do not believe it will follow any of the Lawful Order,” he said.
“What do you believe will happen?” she asked him.
“Before I speak on that, I would bid your indulgence,” he said changing the direction of their conversation.
“Of course,” she answered.
“Thank you. A few moments ago, you made a statement to look at you, did you not?” he asked.
“I did,” she answered.
“Would you like to know what I see?” he asked her with a depth of conviction that what he was about to tell her could not be stopped regardless of her response and that the following information was vital to the moment as well as her future, however brief it may be.
“Yes,” she said inquisitively yet apprehensively.
Before he continued, he turned around to face her sitting in one of the basic postural positions from the most basic of the Star Forms. Once he was facing her, he opened his eyes and let her see their now pure white coloring. She was about to ask him what happened when he began, “Pain. Anger toward me. Resentment toward your mother and father alike. Sisterhood for Lady Soliana. Close you were to her. Maybe closer than you should have been based on that fact she had not long been in the employ of House Dordrosis, and even shorter in a direct connection with yourself. But you were still close. However, those are just observations of consequences and not the cause for those consequences,” he said.
“Yes, one could suppose as much, but go on,” she said as she stared at his all white eyes. Although she was told he could not use them, she was nevertheless given the distinct impression that his sight was greater than hers.
“What is the condition of abusive mortal emotions if not from the lack of worthiness resulting in our acceptance of such things that are toxic?” he asked her.
“What do you mean?”
“Are you not enraged at the thought of the death of your father? Are you not enraged at the actions of Lord Hinthial?”
“Yes, but anyone would be, should be, in those situations. It is only natural,” she responded.
“But what is natural if not the reflection of the reality we are directed to exist within?” he asked her.
“I am sorry, Eriboth, but I do not follow this line of questioning. What does any of this have to do with our situation at hand?” she asked him.
“What I am asking you, my little Eklirin, is what would happen if your understanding of reality were to change so much so that it required a responsive change in the basic definitions of what could be, should be, and ultimately will be, natural?”
“I am sure many things would change, Eriboth. But to think of all the possibilities one would first have to understand the changes to reality of which you speak,” she said.
He slightly grinned, and then responded, “Exactly,” he said. Had he still possessed the brilliant green of his eyes, the Lady Glinovia was sure she would have seen their familiar spark.
“Are you proposing that there is something that can change the understanding of the Elves in regards to their concept of reality?” she asked with just a hint of daring in her voice. “Need I remind you that greater elves have existed far beyond the ability of any of us to remember. Elvish culture is said to extend to the beginning of all things, Eriboth – the beginning of time itself. Are you suggesting there is something, anything, that could have remained hidden from the all-seeing eyes of the Elves that is large enough, impactful enough, and important enough that it could change our understanding of reality? Really, Eriboth, I have always been amused by your gift for persuasion, but this sounds like madness.”
He grinned again which caused her to chuckle, “I would never presume to know the entirely of Elven culture. That task has always been best performed by the Lorekeepers. But I know what it is not.”
“Oh, and what exactly is it not?” she asked, again through a chuckle.
“Enon A’Son, (It is without love),” he whispered ever so faintly as he reached through the bars separating them. She had not realized it, but during their conversation, she had inched closer to the bars they shared. She was close enough now that when he abruptly reached through them to grasp her hand, he was able to clutch it firmly. Her initial reaction was to draw away from him, but as soon as the skin of his fingers closed around hers, any initial instinct she possessed for self-preservation was utterly dissolved within the overflowing clarity she beheld.
And there it was. A’son. Love. Complete and utter. There, inside the inclusion of his understanding, striking and echoing inside her soul, a soul that had been weaned upon doctrines endless in their development and propagation of Elven superiority, she beheld a truth beyond anything reason or mortal ability to interpret in totality could ever express. Had her soul been standing upright on mortal feet, she would have tripped and fell endlessly down a bottomless trench. But because souls do not have physical foundations upon which to stand and walk, she remained where she was physically. However, she traveled further and farther than she ever had before.
Deep in the recesses of her longing for value, a value given her by her father, mother, customs, relationships, interactions, memories existed something fixed as greater and uniquely her. Elven culture valued connectedness. Not between elves, but to elves. And the only way to establish a connection to elven kind was to reflect its long-lasting teachings. For to minimize one’s reflection of elven doctrines was to display disconnect thereby resulting in less worth, less esteem, and ultimately, less value as an elf. What she had not seen before, what no elf had seen before, is that their concept of ideal love, adopted by the nature of the stars, was not complete at all. In truth, though what one could do for the greater good of the elves was always emphasized, this was but a condition of acceptance; a condition, however innocently created, whose ultimate function was to control. For only control can maintain things as they are. And that is perhaps the greatest doctrine of the elves, to remain, to maintain, to be unchanging and not growing. For who needs to grow when perfection has already been achieved?
With a gentle squeeze of his hand, Eriboth opened himself up to Queen Glinovia that she might see him as he saw himself, a wounded, broken imperfection made perfect by the sacrificial will and manifested Love of the Man he had come to call King, the Man named Jesus. But what she did not find within the her Drahin’s soul was any amount of the mortal condemnation that should have accompanied his complete self-revelation as one who deserved nothing and was responsible for so much destruction. In its place, where there should have been darkness and void, was nothing but light. She saw in him A’son. And she saw it as truth.
Tears began to form in her eyes as all of her memories of how much she tried to reflect the stars to prove herself to her father and mother came streaming to her consciousness. She saw herself again as the little girl whose only goal in life was to bear the burden of inheriting the throne of her grandfather and father. She sought to excel beyond what was expected of her because she ultimately knew her father, and entire kingdom, was secretly hoping for a male heir. But instead, she was born; and while she was never made to feel unworthy or unwanted, she nevertheless came to realize she was not the fulfilment of hope for the elves. She had been unworthy since birth not because of what she did, but because of who she was.
And when she finally found what she was seeking, she could not hold back the tears. For in her Drahin, this man whom she had known her entire life, was everything she wanted to feel. Instead of doubt and lack, he held power, confidence, and completeness all within his soul not because of what he had done, but because of who he was and what had been done for him. In all of his vices, all of his transgressions, all of his selfishness, he was still made worthy and complete. And if he, who had caused so much pain could have it, then surly she could too.
She wept at the possibility. She sobbed because of its potential. And when the overwhelming emotions ended and Eriboth withdrew his hand, she looked up at him, tears still freely flowing down her cheeks, the hair in her face made wet from her sobs, and said, “Teach me.”
“Do you accept Him, Jesus, as One Who Can and Will Save you?”, he asked.
“Yes,” she said as she inhaled deeply seeking to stem the flow of her tears.
“And do you believe, in your heart, in the place beyond mortal temptations, that He will do as you ask. That He will Save you?” he asked her again.
“Yes,” she said through a deep exhalation as her tears and breathing began to calm.
“Then call Him Lord, King, and Christ and be saved!” he said with a conviction and direction that could only be called divine.
“You ARE Lord,” she said firmly. “You are MY King!” she stated with a rising conviction as the waves of an ocean driven storm. “You HAVE saved me!” she said as the tears and sobs stopped and were replaced with a steel firmness in her voice. “And I AM Yours!” she said finally.
The remainder of the night progressed in the rhythm of their conversations spanning all topics from their past, to the Indri Primos ceremony, to their current status, and ending with their speculation of tomorrow’s events. Eriboth was glad to have the company of his niece before the trial began. The characteristics he spoke of during his speech held true even under the worst of conditions, and he could imagine none worse than this for her. In a span of a few short moments, she was delivered from the pinnacle of her youth to the decimation of losing a father, king, uncle, house and country all before her young abilities were prepared to handle such atrocities. But he was able to provide for her an extension of her life into the immortal legacy of Jesus, his King; and that gave him some solace. He chuckled to himself, though there was really no humor in this moment. However, he chuckled because it was not too long ago when his main concern would have been the condition of her mortal preservation, but such as things were now, when set against the backdrop of true immortality, it was of little concern to him. So, as he focused himself on the task of slumber, he was able to feel easy, even now, because, at the very least, he would see her again. Perhaps not after tomorrow in this life, but certainly in the next.
He perceptive gift was able to detect the movements of life even before he was consciously awake, so it was no surprise when he felt the cell doors being unlocked. Nor was it difficult for him to rise into wakefulness when the Elven guards harshly pulled he and Lady Glinovia to their respective feet. They did so silently which provoked a response in kind from the two of them. Although there was a very different feel to the entirety of the Castle, its structural integrity remained the same. He was still quite familiar with all of its halls and turns, so he was still able to tell that they were not being led to the traditional hearing room, but to the throne room instead.
They entered through the side door and were escorted to one of two witness booths that had been transported from the hearing room. In total, there were two booths, one for those issuing the charges, and one for those refuting the charges. Each booth had room for multiple witnesses, but Eriboth suspected they would be alone in theirs. The booths were constructed out of ornately decorated wood with leather cushions lining both the seats and backs. It was traditional for the fabrics of the cushioning, indeed for all of the fabrics on all of the cushioning in the whole castle, to be reupholstered to reflect the colors of the ruling house. Because House Hinthial had been the ruling house for a very short time, Eriboth was surprised to sense that the previously red and black leather had already been replaced with the yellows of House Hinthial. As he extended his knowing around the throne room, he sensed that all of the tapestries and fabrics had already been replaced suggesting their manufacturing had been completed in advance of those events responsible for this trial.
The two defendants sat by themselves for several minutes with their guards as the only others present. From a side door opposite the one they were led through entered a contingency of four elves, three of whom Eriboth recognized. The last one to walk through the door, he did not; not because there was no familiarity with the Elf’s face, but because he could not see his face as it was hidden within the hood he chose to wear. It was customary for the witnesses to be dressed in their own house colors signifying which house they represented; however, each of them was dressed in robes signifying their allegiance to House Hinthial. He saw Tlieal, the Lady Zamorinthia, and Queen Fontina along with the unknown elf as they walked to their seats, none of them acknowledging the presence of the defendants. They silently made their way to the opposite booth, sat down, and turned their attention back to the door through which they entered.
Moments later, it opened again. A single Elf emerged this time, but unlike the previous four who wore robes of differing hues of yellow, he wore the traditional blacks of the Lorekeepers. He was Lorekeeper Siglariel, and he was formidable. Most notably because of his Elven Indoctrinations, a set of instructional manuals outlining a temporal progression of teaching The Way of the Stars to students, he had become known as the foremost expert and religious interpreter of the Star Doctrines. As such, he was often times asked to render judgement on severe matters where lesser wisdom would potentially leave room for interpretations beyond the ruling. That he was asked to preside over this trial was no surprise. It was actually fully expected. However, that expectation ended when he did not assume his position on the judge’s dais. But if he, the most celebrated Lorekeeper in elven history, was not to be entrusted with arguably the most important if not controversial trial in Elven history, then who would be? Surely it would not be anyone with less influence or tenure? As such, they watched him sit down at the accuser’s table, alone.
Next to enter was the normal contingency of House Representatives. Each house was present which was significant in that only those houses who agreed with the necessity for a trial would be there to support it. All of the designated house seats were filled by their ruling Lords and two of his selected council members. Well, all except for those of House Dordrosis. There was an empty space where those seats should have been. Unlike every trial before, the house representatives were not dressed in the colors of their own Houses. Just like the witnesses for the accusers, they were dressed in clothes reflective of a membership to House Hinthial. Both Eriboth and Lady Glinovia looked to each other exchanging a worry that was greater than simply a concern for themselves. Indeed, seeing the individual house representatives all wearing the colors of a single house suggested there was much more to worry about.
And then he felt it just as the large double doors of the main entrance swung open. He need not visually identify the three individuals now walking to the head of the throne room to know who they were, or rather, what they were. When one encounters the utter evil of a being that is the genesis of all evil, one does not readily forget it. Esthinor. Both he and Lady Glinovia silently watched as the three figures dressed in the ornate robes of the University of Knowledge slowly walked from the main doors to sit at the judge’s table in front and facing the two litigation tables. His attention was firmly rooted on Esthinor, the wizard sitting in the central chair which was slightly raised above the other two, so much so that Queen Glinovia had to grab his arm and almost lift him to stand when King Hinthial entered from the door directly behind the throne. Eriboth, however, never took his focus off of the evil in front of him. When the King was seated in his throne, Esthinor deliberately stood and turned to face him. A slight nod indicated that the Grand Wizard should begin the proceedings.
In a booming voice, obviously enhanced by some sort of magic, Esthinor began, “It is my understanding, Eriboth, that you have refused the absolution of your transgressions against King, Elf, and Stars. Is this correct?” were the words he heard physically, but mentally; he heard a whole different statement.
It is a pity you did not accept Lord Hinthial’s offer. I would have enjoyed seeing your queen truly break before she is hung.
“Yes,” he answered audibly while he continued the mental conversation with Esthinor.
There is nothing you can to do break her now. She has accepted redemption from One Who Is Greater.
“Very well. You have been charged with treason against King, Stars and nation. How do you plead to these charges?” asked Esthinor.
How little you know and understand. But that does not concern me. I will give you this one last chance to accept a fate of fame and praise. Accept it now, renounce all that you know, and pledge fealty to King and Elf, or you will have sealed the fate of not only yourself, but your queen as well.
“To what specific charges are you referring? My knowledge of past events has led me to believe that I am charged with a plethora of transgressions. How can I be expected to determine my own guilt or innocence based on the vagueness of your accusations?”
The Queen is now the property of He Who Stands Against you. You cannot harm her.
“My Dear Eriboth, I do not issue these charges against you. I am simply an outside voice to lend gravity and logic to these emotionally charged times. I can assure you; I hold no personal stake in the outcome of these proceedings,” answered Esthinor. “But to your question, you stand accused of betraying the Kingdom by the bedding the Queen, you stand accused of murdering the King himself when confronted with these charges, you stand charged with colluding with the former Queen Glinovia and the Lady Soliana to plot against the King. Do you understand those charges?”
It matters not. Both of your fates have been decided long before the necessary charade that is this proceeding.
“If by understanding you mean to suggest I understand they have been fabricated to hide the true treachery of Lord Hinthial,” but before he could continue, he was interrupted by a large amount of shouting from those gathered to witness. Everyone, except King Hinthial and Esthinor himself, were caught up in the incredulous accusation Eriboth had just introduced.
You know I speak the truth, said Eriboth mentally.
“Hold your anger!” boomed Esthinor, clearly making use of magic to elevate his voice beyond the ruckus shouting. As the amplified din softened and again met with the control of the Grand Wizard, he continued, “If you were able to produce a shred of evidence to support your accusations, I would entertain hearing you further. However, as I am quite confident you cannot, we will continue with these proceedings as originally planned. Since your plan is to attest to both of your innocence, we will begin with the initial statements by both councils. It is my understanding that you have both chosen to represent yourselves in this matter?”
Truth? What is truth? I know you speak the accurate representation of events, but that is not truth. What have you to offer to change the perceptions of those around you; for they will not be swayed by your account, however correct it will be. But rather, they will see what they want to see and believe what they wish to believe. This is the truth as it has become, my friend: The swayable perceptions of individuals to align with their own emotional ideals perpetuated by their own mortally flawed logic. Nothing else exists in their lives except the subjectively alterable realities of their own fragile convictions of value and worth, which, it seems, is intimately linked to whatever they feel best serves their ever-malleable identities
“Yes,” he answered for both he and Queen Glinovia. The normally outspoken queen sensed something flowing beneath the surface of the rather shallow interaction between Eriboth and Grand Wizard Esthinor and decided to remain silent. Indeed, their conversation was much more meaningful than what was initially perceivable.
Yes, that is their truth as it stands now. But when I introduce them to the objective truth of a Love so great rendering your interferences minuscule, they will see the power of having a truly objective identity; an identity that is steeped in the Holy Power of a blood much deeper than the fathoms of your hatred. A Power that renders all else obsolete and dissolves away all concerns except those to perpetuate that Love. A love so marvelous that all things are washed clean and made pure to the undeniable persuasion that is Jesus.
“So be it,” was all Esthinor said. He then looked to Lorekeeper Siglariel indicating the elder Elf begin his opening statement. And begin he did. There was a reason he was revered as the foremost authority on all things liturgical in the Elven culture. Whereas Eriboth was legendary for his blade and unfailing artistic expression, Siglariel was equally so with logic and all things concerned with evidence and proof. He was nothing less than masterful as he verbally assaulted the case to prove Eriboth’s and Queen Glinovia’s innocence concerning all of their charges. It is often said that when one door closes, another opens. But whoever issued such a claim had obviously never heard how conclusively adept the Lorekeeper was a slamming not just all doors that were opened, but at preventing those which had yet to be opened from ever being rendered even slightly ajar. When his case had almost completed, there was only one remaining witness to call upon, not that there was any real necessity to drive the dagger of their guilt further into the case of their innocence. But Siglariel was nothing if not complete. And to complete his case, he needed one final testimony.
As the hooded elf made his way to the examiner’s booth, Eriboth thought he recognized the fluidity of his movements, but he was not sure. He extended his sense to determine the identity of the mystery elf, but he could form no attachment with the elf’s identity. He looked to Esthinor who was looking back at him with a small grin on his face.
There will be no influence from you on this matter.
“Can you tell us the event you witnessed on the night in question?” asked Siglariel. As the elf removed the hood covering his face, Eriboth knew instantly who it was. Hundolis. The elven guard whose life he had saved was now testifying to Eriboth’s guilt based on events that had never happened. As Eriboth “looked” to see the young guard’s eyes, he could see the sadness in them, the remorse, but also the resignation of guilt to the burden he was going to carry for falsifying testimony. Testimony that would seal the fate of the one who had given him life.
There is nothing you can do, Eriboth. So small is your understanding of my influence that you cannot possibly stand against me.
When Siglariel indicated he was waving his right to conclude his case, Esthinor looked to Eriboth and asked him if he wished to make a concluding statement. To everyone’s surprise, Eriboth denied his right as well. There was nothing he could say in this moment that would possibly change its outcome.
“Very well,” responded Esthinor. “Because of the seriousness of these charges, I am prepared to render judgement immediately.” This statement caused a rather appreciative response from all the elves present who were normally well known for the length of their legal deliberations following the trial portion of legal cases. Many times, the length of time the judge required to reach a decision would leak into weeks, and on a few very serious occasions, bleed into months. But such was not the case today quite possibly because King Hinthial would not allow such patience to be exercised, but more likely because Esthinor held the marionette strings over the entire elven nation. “It is in my judgement,” continued Esthinor, “that the defendants be found guilty of all charges set against them. Furthermore, let it be directed that their sentence be carried out directly following the conclusion of these proceedings, for such is the demanded recompense for the gravity of atrocities the have committed.”
As he completed speaking, as if the whole thing had been planned, a large contingency of guards rushed in, grabbed the two convicted traitors, and lead them through the main doors of the throne room into the central interior courtyard. Gathered there was no less than a vast majority of the elves living within the castle grounds, as well as many of those living within the exterior boundaries of the Elven city. There were even elves in attendance from the other cities within the Great Green Forest. As he was being roughly guided to a central dais constructed of all wood, he looked to his right and found the little girl whose stone he had allowed to strike him. She was different now. Less innocent. She was still small, but she had grown in her desire to see justice merited out regardless of true innocence or guilt. He heard her laughing and cheering along with her parents.
As they climbed the steps to stand on the wooden platform, they could see a large stump secured to the center of the stage behind which was standing a very large elf wearing a black hood. He was dressed in the flowing block robes familiar with executioners representing a starless night, the final voyage all elves must take. Next to ascend the steps, to a rousing amount of cheering was King Hinthial. Aside from Eriboth, Princess Glinovia, the executioner, and finally King Hinthial, there were no other elves present on the dais.
As the King held up his arms, the gathered mob of elves, numbering in the thousands, all hushed into a silence deeper than the dawning sun. And he held them there, on the strings of his forthcoming words, as if he was preparing them to more thoroughly appreciate the silence of finality. When he was satisfied with the elevated expectancy of the present throng, he addressed them, “Elves from all reaches of the Great Green Forrest will hear the reverberations of today’s righteous conclusion! For it will draw to closure the darkest time in our whole of existence. Today, on this very block of wood, do we endeavor to remove any and all doubts of our hard-fastened dedication to The Stars. There is nothing now that stands in our way of preserving the constancy of our way of life, our Way of The Stars! For as the axe of judgement falls bringing the reality of a starless sky to two of the greatest traitors to live within our lands, it will usher in a new level of light emanating from our hallowed city. From this day, let the light that is Meckthenial shine more brightly than it ever has. Let that light shine and let all of Avendia bear witness to our greatness!”
The crowd erupted into a great bellowing of agreement and jubilation at the conclusion of King Hinthial’s speech. Six guards climbed the steps, two of them grabbing Queen Glinovia, two grabbing Eriboth, and the other two taking up place on either side of the king. Princess Glinovia was first to be led to the wooden stump.
As she was, she looked back to Eriboth who said, “Remember who you are.”
As she was positioned in front of the wood block and then forced to kneel by a rather forceful blow to the back of her legs, Eriboth closed his eyes, and prayed. So silently was his prayer and so rapturous was the crowd, that none in attendance, not even Esthinor who had quietly taken a place behind the king, could hear his words.
“My King, I have never asked for something that is against Your Will. But today, now, I ask that even if it is not in Your Will, You allow Queen Glinovia, one still so young in Your Grace, to be filled with it to the dissolving of anything that would harm her. Allow her to see Your Love as powerfully as You allowed me to see it. Let her be filled from head to toe, from soul to heart, with the revelation that is You!” He began to cry as he continued, “My Lord, as I do all things through Your Love, I ask this in confidence that it will be done, for such is the Greatness of Your dedication to Your Children. Be with her, Jesus, as you were with me.”
When he opened his eyes, though he could not see, he knew Queen Glinovia was bent over with her head squarely fastened to the wooden stump. He knew the executioner was about to lift his axe, attempting to draw upon the righteous judgment of the Stars, and he knew she was looking at him. Yet, in spite of the terrible moment just out of the present’s reach, he sensed no fear in her. Instead, he saw a faint white light centered somewhere close to her stomach begin to grow. From this light, he felt a correspondingly growing warmth. The kind of warmth one never feels on the skin, but embraces with one’s soul. The kind of warmth that was born from the revelation of truth, objective truth, centering on one’s identity as part of the One True Kingdom and heir to all the benevolence of immortality. His eyes continued to cry, but his soul was given to rejoice for he knew she was experiencing the utter surety of being broken, bonded, and blessed as one of his King’s own. And he knew that however final her mortality would be in the split second it took for the axe to drop; she would be released to an immortality beyond human or elven comprehension. She was with her King; but greater still, He was with her. Now, in this moment as the axe cut through more than air, He was with her, and all was good.
It was only moments after when the other two guards began escorting Eriboth to stand in the very footsteps the queen had just stood. He was in a daze and offered no resistance to their harsh handling of him as they traversed the short distance to his finality. He heard the cheering from the crowd grow quieter in anticipation of a second rendering of judgement as the executioner elevated his pandering. He felt the small sting to the back of his legs as the guard sought to force him into a position of prostration. He felt the hands of the guards aid in positioning his head in the correct location, and he felt the strap of leather securing his head in place, tighten. The executioner stepped into position, gripped his heavy axe, and looked to King Hinthial. The King hesitated momentarily. The crowd silenced. The King nodded. The axe lifted. 




Poh
(Hope)
There was so much yet to consider. If they did not accept Lord Montage’s proposition to allow them to remain within his lands until such a time as they were ready to move into the limits and protection of the city proper, the next closest potential refuge was another month away in another province entirely. However, as daunting as the task of creating an environment within which her refugees would be able to survive through the winter in the valley suggested by Lord Montage was undoubtedly going to be, she was slowly acknowledging that they had no other choice. Though her refugees had done admirably well during their journey from the Stone Keep, a journey during the cold winter months was altogether different. Food would be incredibly scarce. Water, should the air get cold enough to freeze the small streams and tributaries of the larger rivers, would become equally so. Shelter would be almost impossible as there was nothing to shelter them from the freeze of the air itself.
Under the tutelage of Psumayn, she had been confident in her ability to lead a well drilled military force on a prolonged march under any circumstance, over any terrain, and during any season. But these were not hardened and well-trained soldiers. As much as their trust in her and resulting discipline to execute her instructions had improved, they were still grossly underprepared to even think about attempting to undertake a journey of this magnitude. They had no supply line. They had no stored supplies, nor did they possess the equipment to do so. As she lay awake, looking up to the starless clarity of her tent, she had resolved to accept Lord Montage’s proposal. There was no other choice.
A slight breeze rustled some of the taller reeds of grass that had remained uncleared. With it, came a distinct chill leaked into her tent reminding her of just how closely winter had approached if still hidden by the strength of the mid-day sun. It was only mid-autumn and still well removed from the dangerous levels of cold, but the nights could still reach uncomfortable levels of chill. Not enough to freeze yet, but certainly enough to increase sickness and disease. With another slight breeze, she grabbed at the top of her throw blanket and tightened it around the areas of her exposed neck. It was on nights like these that her thoughts drifted inevitably to Torrick.
How she hoped he was not experiencing the chill she was now. Even from the very first time he met with the cold of his first winter, he seemed naturally opposed to the idea that the air was allowed to be cold enough to force him into wearing clothes and swaddling blankets. She still remembered it. Even though it was so long ago, she could hear his little whimpers and protestations for being so thoroughly limited by what he felt was an excess of clothing, crescendo into a complete symphony of discomfort when she carried him out of the door colliding with the discomfort that was winter. If her little son did not possess the tonal quality of her voice, at least he possessed the power of it, for there was no one within the residential district Matteos had lived, that did not hear his waling. It was such a horrible experience for her little baby that he ended up relieving himself in his diaper on the spot. She even remembered the smell of it as if its foul odors were still penetrating her nostrils.
Another slight breeze blew and her mind switched its current focus to the list of tasks that needed to be completed once they arrived at their destination in the valley. While all of her other mental remembrances regarding her son dissolved with the changing of her attention, the memory of his smell did not. As if it possessed a conscious entity all its own, it chose to linger the way a memory of mistakenly eating rotten food lingers on the tongue well after the cause of the affronting taste had been thoroughly removed. In fact, the smell of her son’s excrement seemed to intensify with each breeze the winds released. It was minutes before she realized that her nausea was not caused by the strength of her memory, but by one of her refugees who was apparently relieving himself upwind.
She made a mental note to identify a common location for relieving oneself once they arrived in the valley, a place that was certainly going to be down wind. She pulled her blanket up enough to cover her nose and was thankful for both its length to cover her feet as well as the muting effect of the stench, which seemed to still be increasing. Had her toes been rendered exposed to the chill of the night, she was not convinced she would not have sacrificed their warmth for the muting of the stench. However, as it was, she was still able to enjoy warm feet and reduced nausea. But just as the odor was becoming somewhat limited, whether by the effect of her becoming used to it or that whoever was defecating had completed his task, she began hearing short and intermittent grunts coming from the same direction as the smell. So loud had they become that she was finding it difficult to hold back her laughter enough to remain silent. Daily bodily functions were a necessity of life, but that did not mean their public acknowledgement would limit the subsequent embarrassment resulting from such knowledge becoming less private. She was about to clear her throat in order to covertly announce her presence while still maintaining the perceived privacy of the individual grunting, but just a moment before she made the final decision to do so, she was interrupted by the individual saying her name.
“Soliana,” it said clearly taxed.
She decided to ignore it hoping it would not repeat itself, but along with the increased stench, the voice increased its persistence. “Soliana,” it strained again. This time, it was followed by a couple tender coughs.
“Identify yourself,” she stated, but the only returning acknowledgment by the voice was a very loud bout of pained coughing followed by a muffled thud.
“Identify yourself,” she said with greater emphasis as she grabbed her thigh knife, sitting upright. But when what followed was silence, she stood up and repeated her instructions, as she walked to the door of her tent, “Identify yourself or you will not enjoy my next action!”
“Shut up, Soliana,” she heard the male voice say “Can you not just shut up and listen?” it asked.
“Jaro?” she asked hesitantly.
“The same,” Jaro replied.
She exited her tent to see his fallen body laying his back, “What in all that is holy happened?” she said as she rushed to his side. But before she kneeled down to tend to his obvious wounds, she was momentarily stunned by his stench.
“I can assure you, it was most unholy,” he said as he coughed and winced again.
“You are shivering!” she said.
“Yes. That is a common response to being chilled to the bone,” he said, the difficulty in his speech increasing.
Overcoming her nausea, she was able to kneel down and found that he was cold and wet, “Come, we must get you inside and warm. My tent is not large enough, but Dregor’s is. Can you walk?” she asked.
“As long as you can tolerate the smell,” he said weekly.
As she helped him up, she could see that he was favoring and protecting his ribs. He was also favoring his ankle and required considerable assistance to limit the amount of weight he placed upon it. The act of helping him did offer her a much-needed reprieve from the effects of his smell most probably because of her urgency provoked, adrenalin laced response. But by the time they reached Dregor’s tent, it was beginning to release its muting effect and the awful smell was beginning its insidious journey into her awareness again.
She thought better than to just barge into his tent, “Dregor!” she said with whispered urgency. “Dregor!” she repeated herself. “Dregor!” she said a third time elevating her voice.
“What is it Soliana?” asked Dregor as he stepped out of his tent fastening the latch on his breaches. “And what is that awful smell?”
“It is me, Dregor. Now, may we come in? There is much to tell you, and would I like to sit down before I fall over,” responded Jaro.
“Of course, just let me wake Linsia and Nithana first. I do not want your,” hesitated Dregor, “appearance to startle them.”
“Certainly,” responded Soliana. “Take as much time as you need, but hurry.”
Dregor reentered his tent and roused his wife and daughter. After a few minutes of rustling sounds, apparently to make a sufficient place for Jaro to rest, he opened the tent flap and bid them enter. “Drahin, what is that smell?” asked Nithana innocently.
“Hush my Eklirin,” said her mother as she pulled her closer.
Jaro smiled upon hearing the young girl’s question, “You should probably strip me of my clothes unless you want the whole of your tent to smell like the sewers of Tatherton,” he said.
“Only if you let us burn them,” said Soliana as she helped Jaro to sit. “Dregor, Linsia and Nithana can use my tent for the evening.”
“Thank you,” said Linsia,
“None needed for it is we who are intruding in your space. So, it is we who thank you,” replied Jaro as he coughed and winced again. She watched Dregor’s wife and daughter exit the tent before she and Dregor began assisting Jaro with the removal of his clothes.
“You finally got your wish, m’lady,” said Jaro as he unbuttoned his tunic while Soliana and Dregor unlaced his boots.
“And what might that be?” she asked in return.
“To see me naked,” he said as he laughed causing a rather deep wince ending with a very labored cough.
“Where exactly have you been?” she asked him, ignoring his last statement.
“I decided to spend some time in the city. Something about our exchange with Montage did not seem right to me. At any rate, I followed a beggar to what I was hoping was the local representation of the Thieves’ Guild, but as it turns out, it lead me, unfortunately, into a rather unimpressive cell,” he said as he groaned from shifting his position to a supported sitting with his legs extended in front of him. “While I was in prison, I shared the cell with the very beggar I had been following. But as it turned out, he was much more than a simple beggar. He turned out to be Lord Montage.”
“What?” asked Dregor. “The Lord Montage is really a beggar?”
“No, not exactly,” he answered.
“What do you mean?” asked Soliana as she examined Jaro’s ribs.
“What I mean is that I believe him to be the leader of Tatherton’s Thieves’ Guild,” he said flatly.
“How is that possible?” asked Soliana.
“I do not know. But it makes sense. Whenever I visited Tatherton,” he said as he winced from the pressure of her fingers, “which I did not do frequently, the presence of their guild was very small for a city of its size. Now I understand why.”
“So, let him maintain both illusions. I see no connection to our decision,” stated Dregor.
“I might have been inclined to agree with you except that because he is a thief, he is concerned with what profits him first, and everything else second,” explained Jaro.
“Go on,” said Soliana.
“Well, to be honest, while we were in the cell together, he told me that he had already dispatched riders to the Stone Keep with the intent to inform their new Lord of our location. From what I gathered, a contingency from the Stone Keep could be here as early as two days hence,” he said.
“Two days?” asked Soliana for clarification.
“Yes, two days. More likely three to four, but if there is any truth to the rumors of this dark force, I would prepare for them to have unnatural speed,” answered Jaro.
“Are your sure of this?” asked Dregor. “How trustworthy is your information?”
“Well, I did not take the time to verify it as I was jumping out of a three storied high window while being pursued by the guards for killing who they would have certainly identified as Lord Gridder De Lu Montage,” he responded with his classic stoic sarcasm.
“You killed Lord Montage?” asked Soliana out of surprise.
“Yes. How else did you think I was able to escape their jail?” responded Jaro more rhetorically than from an actual desire to have his question answered.
Dregor’s concern was instantly elevated, “Do you realize what you have done?” he said as he stared hard into the thief’s eyes.
“Dregor,” said Soliana, but before she could continue, Jaro interrupted her.
“Yes, Dregor, I know exactly what I have done. And it is nothing more than any of us would have done had you been in my position,” answered Jaro returning the full measure of the other man’s stare.
“I would not have been in that position in the first place!” he said as he almost shouted.
“I did what I had to do,” Jaro replied.
“You did what you wanted to do!” accused Dregor.
“Yes!” said Jaro. “I did exactly what I wanted. It must be so easy for you, Dregor. You with your wife and daughter. You, who has known nothing of the pain that I have been through. Yet you stand there, with your perfect life, and judge the circumstances surrounding the choices I make as if you were the better man and would have done so much better with the same choices. Would it trouble you to know I too had a wife and a daughter? Would it be too much to ask someone who proclaims to follow a path of goodness to extend your compassion to someone else except those who mimic the very path you walk?”
At the conclusion of Jaro’s rather accusational speech, both men stared at each other, Dregor standing, and Jaro lying, each of them silently challenged the other. It was Dregor who answered next, “No doubt your wife and child left you because they found the truth of the man who was supposed to take care of them!”
“That is enough, Dregor!” interrupted Soliana. “Excuse yourself from this tent!” she commanded.
“If you have jeopardized the lives of any of us, you will answer for it!” Dregor warned before he turned to leave.
“That one is a keeper,” said Jaro as he clutched his side.
“Dregor is a good man, Jaro. Like you,” she said as she readjusted the pillow under his head.
“You mean hardly like me. There is nothing of similarities that I share with him.”
“Would you not have also been upset if someone risked the lives of your wife and daughter?”
“You know the answer to that.”
“Then do not apply your judgement of him when you ask him not to apply his to you.”
“You see that? Right there? That is why you are in charge and not Dregor or myself,” he said.
“You should rest tonight. I have a feeling we will have a very busy morning,” she said as she stood up to leave.
“Do I not even get a bath for my struggles?” he asked with a wink and grin.
“That all depends on whether or not you can make your own way to the river,” she said in response. “But I would highly encourage it because you stink.”
As she passed the threshold of the tent leading to the chill of the evening, she heard Jaro laugh openly and then wince loudly. She did hope the night’s rest would allow him to contribute to the task set before her and her refugees in light of his new information. Surely, the force deployed by this Lord Kahl would not have generous intentions, nor would they be very pliable to their plight. With what Jaro found out about Lord Montage, she was beginning to see that their option of staying to wait out the winter had all but dissolved. But where to go now was the key? To travel eastward into the new province of the Silver Empire would be a very harsh, month long journey. A journey on which many of her refugee’s lives would become forfeit against the harsh conditions of winter. Yes, some of them would survive, but how many could not be known. There were just too many variables to consider. Too many unknowns.
But what did she know? She knew she could not remain in the province of Stone Keep. It would not be long before word of their treachery would invade the other villages and towns and cities. Their whole pilgrimage would be identified as treasonous. They would be hunted, and if not killed on the spot, then they would be tried and found guilty of offences punishable by death. They had to leave, but to leave meant placing all of their lives against the mercy of what is normally a merciless winter. But would the winter of the north offer more mercy than the pursuing forces of the Stone Keep? As she approached her tent, she decided to push those thoughts away for the moment and see to the needs of Dregor and his family.
“How is Nithana?” she asked peaking in.
“She is well. She was tired from be woken, but she is sleeping soundly now,” he said.
“Dregor” she said softly, “you should not be so harsh with Jaro,” she said.
“He has placed us all in peril,” replied Linsia.
“No, he has not. He gave of himself to uncover the peril we were all unknowingly already in. If it had not been for his information, we would all be waiting in that valley until the force from the Stone Keep came to collect us. If nothing else, he has given us a chance,” she said to both of them.
“I do not trust him, Soliana,” said Dregor. “He has nothing but selfish motives. He may not have compromised us this time, but heed my words, one day he will.”
“Then we will deal with that day when it comes, Dregor. But as it stands now, he has done nothing of the kind,” she replied as she sat down on the dirt floor. “But we have a more pressing decision to make. Obviously, we cannot stay in the valley. And I do not think we will be able to last what is sure to be a very tough journey to the closest neighboring province.”
Both Dregor and Linsia considered her question for several minutes before Linsia spoke, “So where then do we go?”
“With the information Jaro gave us regarding Lord Montage, perhaps we should verify for ourselves the condition of the pass. He may have told us it collapsed to keep us here, waiting until the Stone Keep’s force arrived,” she said.
“But if it is closed off, we would have wasted time,” said Dregor as his voice grew grave with resignation. “I can see no choice but to try for the boundaries of Pretago Cor.”
“We may find ourselves headed in that direction. But I still think we should head north and extinguish our last hope before we make for Pretago Cor. As long as I can, I will avoid putting everyone’s lives in more danger than they already are,” she said placing a reassuring hand on both Dregor’s and Linsia’s shoulders. “Thank you Dregor,” she said as she stood up. “Sleep now, for we will have much to do in the morning and not much time with which to see it all accomplished. I will meet you here before first light.”
She felt better when she exited the tent having Dregor’s support. Though she did command the respect of the refugees, Dregor held their trust. Without it, the refugees would certainly follow her lead, but having Dregor back her decision openly and privately meant their compliance would be unquestioned and engaged wholeheartedly. After walking for about thirty seconds, she realized that she did not know where she was walking too. Dregor and his family were in her tent while Jaro was in their tent. Her only option to avoid sleeping under the open night sky was to sleep in Jaro’s tent. And while she swore to herself she would never be caught inside of it in the late hours of night, she found no other alternative. “Well,” she said chuckling to herself, “It appears Jaro is getting his wish as well.”
However, she did not immediately make her way to his tent, instead, she took time to walk through the camp while it was quite and the air was still. So much had changed in such a short amount of time comparatively to the years she spent in the south where things changed very little. Since leaving Psumayn, her life had been swept into a whirlwind of uncertainties. Had she even dreamed she would be leading a pilgrimage of refugees, nearly all of whom had no military training, she would never have believed it. However, her training had served her well. At least, it had thus far. But the questions she and her people were going to face in the next week only continued the trend of uncertainties she and they had already faced. But those were concerns for tomorrow. And to meet them, she needed rest. Cutting her walk and inspection off early, she made her way to Jaro’s tent.
Before entering she said, “Hello?” just in case there was another of his younger enjoyments still sleeping expecting him to return. When she heard nothing, she listened more closely for signs of breathing. Again, she heard nothing. She slowly opened the tent flap and entered. As she expected, he had a simple tent with nothing inside except some of his things loosely resting in the corner. She removed only a minimal amount of her gear, preferring to sleep in her leather armor, with her weapons close. As she laid down on her back, she was drawn to something she had missed before. She turned her head to the right and saw a small, piece of parchment resting upright, supported by the side of the tent. As her eyes focused in the darkness, she saw the faint outlines of a woman and young girl. Indeed, Jaro was a man of deep pain, a pain he carried around with him everywhere he went. Perhaps they were more alike that she had previously thought.
She rose early, donned the small amount of gear she had removed the night before, and exited the tent on a mission to find Dregor. But before she did, she wanted to see how Jaro’s night had faired. No doubt his sleep would have been restless due to the several injuries he had suffered. She was sure his ribs were cracked, his knee was most likely strained, as was his ankle. He was a tough individual, both physically and emotionally, but even he had his limits. And they would no doubt be tested as early as this morning. Finding Dregor’s tent, she quietly called his name. When she did not hear any acknowledgement beyond a deep snoring, she popped her head in between the tent flaps and saw him sprawled out breathing deeply and restfully. She watched him for a few moments before she left the tent. His easy and deep breathing was starkly contrasted to the turmoil he carried inside, a turmoil she was all too familiar with herself. Yes, he was a thief. However, had the traveling circus not found her, or had they rejected her, would she not have turned to a similar path, or worse? She understood that his idea of humanity had been fundamentally altered the night his wife and daughter had been murdered. Hers was similarly altered. But whereas his alteration produced a life of thievery, hers produced a life of military devotion. She did not rouse him, preferring to let him sleep and recover whatever strength he was capable of. Instead, she quietly backed away and continued on her mission to find Dregor.
As expected, he and his wife were already up and active. “It is good to see you both up already,” she said greeting them with a warm but brief hug. “How is your daughter?”
“She is well,” answered Linsia. “I am still unconvinced that our only course of action is to head north,” she said drawing a look from Dregor. “However,” she continued, “I understand that it is not my place to decide.”
“Thank you, Linsia,” said Soliana. “Help me wake everyone and let them know we will all be assembling around the bonfire. Let them know I have an announcement to make. We have only a short amount of time so be quick.” In an attempt to keep as much warmth as they could, Soliana instructed that all of their tents be assembled very close to each other. Whether this did or did not help the overall warmth of their camp, she could not determine, but it did allow the three of them to wake nearly all of the refugees in a relatively short amount of time. So, it did not take very long to have the entire camp, still several hundred people, gathered around the remnants of last night’s bonfire.
Soliana climbed to stand atop one of the wagons, “Good people! My good people! Thus far you have followed me unquestioningly. We have traveled far to outdistance our would-be captives, yet we still need to press farther into our journey. What was presented to us by the Lord of Tatherton as a possible refuge was nothing more than a ruse to detain us, unaware, as the forces of the Stone Keep were alerted of our presence. No doubt, if they have not dispatched a retrieval party by now, they soon will be. Yes, our presence at the border of Tatherton has been betrayed by none other than the Lord of Tatherton himself.” As she completed this part of her speech, and at the mention of the dark forces knowing of their whereabouts, may people began uttering common expressions of doom when faced with daunting possibilities. Protests were uttered against Soliana’s leadership, tears were shed, and an all-around chaotic energy began to rise. However, before their reactions reached an uncontrollable level, Jaro jumped onto the wagon, albeit painfully and not without struggle, to stand next to Soliana.
“How dare you!” he shouted above the throng. “I said how dare you!”, his voice resonating beyond the simple protests of those below. “Would you abandon your senses at the mere mention of peril, or do you have the fortitude to stand in its face and bid it welcome? Nay, I say to you that in this moment, though I know many of you, indeed, possibly all of you, I wish I did not,” his accusation against their actions cut through their protests like a guillotine dropping into the finality of ends. “Who are you to question what you could not possibly have done? Who are you to even whisper against the only person capable of leading us away and to safety? Have we not come this far? Have we not faced harsher trials behind us than we are likely to face ahead of us? We are so close to reaching freedom, a freedom that might inspire more people like us to do the same. But we will never know unless we stay together and trust in what got us here.” As he finished speaking, he looked around in challenge daring anyone to challenge him, to interrupt. No one did. Turning toward Soliana, he said, “They are yours once again.”
“Thank you, Jaro,” she softly said to him. Addressing the crowd, in a loud and clear voice, she continued, “I will not lie to you. The coming days are going to be hard. We will have to push ourselves more quickly than we have pushed before. But I believe we can make it to the mountain pass.”
“North?” shouted a voice. “You would lead us away from demons only to place us in the hands of monsters?”
“Listen to me, each of you!” she shouted above the rising tide of noise. “Listen to me! Now is not the time to allow our fears to shackle us to immobility. We must move and move now. Every moment we delay brings the doom of the dark forces closer to their quarry.”
“How much time do we have,” shouted more.
“Not much, but we do have a little. If we leave now, we can reach our destination and find safety from the dark forces. But we must leave quickly,” she said.
“How can you ask us to follow you into the Orcs lands?” shouted others out of either fear or outrage.
“Be still and listen!” shouted Soliana who was now struggling to maintain control over the throng of people.
“We will surely perish,” said a particularly fearful woman who was driven to tears with the thought of what the Orcs might do to them.
Seeing that she was quickly losing control, Jaro asserted himself again, “Who are you to challenge her decision? She has done everything for you with nothing to gain for herself and yet you grow angry because of a treachery that was not of her design. Had she not instructed me to infiltrate the city and gather more information,” he lied, “then in just three days’ time, or perhaps sooner, we would all be captured and standing at the ends of wicked swords. No doubt, we would all soon find ourselves on the executioner’s block,” for a second time, Jaro had the crowd captured into a silent self-admonishment. And although he did alter the circumstance of his infiltration, he still spoke truth. “The only option we have is to head North and cross the mountain pass and into lands that not even the dreaded dark army will choose to enter.”
“Can you guarantee our safety?” shouted a man from somewhere within the mass.
“No,” answered Soliana firmly, “but I can guarantee that you will at least live longer in freedom than you would have by staying here. Just as before, you are all free to do as you please. None are required to follow longer than their wills allow. But all are welcome to continue with us and head North beyond the mountains. We leave in an hour,” she said and stepped down off the platform. She waited for Jaro to join her.
“Thank you,” she said to the wounded thief.
“All they needed was a push and someone to show them the truth of their situation,” he replied.
“You have a funny memory of the truth,” she said with a grin.
“Sometimes the definition of truth is what people need to hear to allow them to see, not necessarily the correct representation of facts,” he said with a wink.
“The wisdom of a thief,” she said grinning.
“The wisdom of a man,” he said with a wink.
They parted ways to pack up their respective camp sites. As she was gathering her belongings and packing up her tent, she considered whether it had been wise to omit the potential truth to Lord Montage’s warning regarding the closure of the pass. But what was she to do? She did not believe him herself, but should not each of her people be given all the facts before asked to decide for themselves. She had always known the burden of leadership. From the earliest days with Psumayn, to the short time she spent as the leader of the Elves’ Red Guard, and now, leading a group of ragtag refugees on an impossible journey, she had always known the weight of making difficult decisions. However, never before had she been in a position to lie to those she led.  Did she feel guilty? Yes. Did she feel it was a necessity for their compliance? Yes. The best path for their survival was heading north and into the lands of the Orcs. And she would do anything and everything to ensure as many people lived to see a brighter day. As she finished and walked to their designated meeting location, she was surprised to see that Jaro had not beaten her to it, which he had always done when they broke camp. She put her belongings down and walked to his campsite only to find him struggling to untie the ropes securing his tent. Before she could offer him help, she saw him noticeably wince following a particularly taxing attempt to untie the knot.
“I see you require some assistance,” she said as she joined him.
“I can manage,” he said.
“Manage what? To further injury your ribs and leg?” she said mockingly.
“Perhaps you are right? I did tie these knots without the expectation that I would be injured upon trying to untie them,” he said as he resigned to her assistance.
“I can see that,” she said. “Well, at least we know your knot tying ability is greater than your fighting ability apparently,” she said mockingly.
“That will have to wait,” interrupted an out of breath Dregor. “We have a problem,” he said, “Come, we have to hurry.”
Dregor lead them through the camp to the eastern edge of it. There, sitting atop horses, were about fifty barbarian riders, their horses armored and ready for combat with heavy metal plates on their flanks as well as covering their breasts and snouts. The barbarian warriors were wearing armor as well, but it was very light in contrast to their horses. They had elaborate designs of different colors painted on their faces and chests which remained largely bare. From their horses hung several provision sacks suggesting they were on an expedition other than one designated for warfare, although they were heavily encumbered with a wide variety of weaponry.
The central rider, a large man with blue and white stripes painted on his face and extending to his neck rode his horse forward. An even larger man to his right made an initial move to follow, but was held in place by a single word. Mimicking him, Soliana strode out to meet him instructing Dregor to hold his position. When both leaders met at the center, the barbarian spoke, “Are you the fire woman?”
“I have been called that before. How do you know that name?” she asked him in return.
In response, the barbarian leader unsheathed his weapon and held it aloft. Had Soliana been armed, she would have drawn hers as well, but when she saw the barbarian turn toward his horde of riders, and when they all burst into cheer, she eased the gathered tension in her muscles.
“What is it you want?” she asked him.
“You must come with me. We have need of you,” answered the barbarian as he turned back toward her.
“I will remain here until you tell me what you want,” she said defiantly.
The leader looked behind her to her camp and then back to her, “I think you will come. Either you come, or we will attack.”
What choice was this that she could say no to? She was endeavored to do whatever it took to ensure her people survive, even if it meant riding off to an unknown destination with a mob of barbarian warriors. Clearly, they needed her and, clearly, they meant her people no harm, that is, as long as she did as they requested. Many times had she been in battle and many times had she seen the look of a man’s eyes when he was bent upon violence. Across from her now was a man wearing that same look. She had no doubt they would attack if she did not go with them. Understanding that it would be a total slaughter, she did the only thing she could do in that moment. She climbed onto the back of the leader’s horse and prepared to ride away. She knew Dregor would protest. When he started shouting and running after her, she turned and held him still with a small shaking of her head. The barbarians wasted no time swinging their horses around and riding hard to the east.
No one spoke as they rode. The sun was high enough now that it was beginning to warm the county side. Soliana wondered how the barbarians knew of her and what they needed from her, but decided not to press her questions until they reached their destination. They rode for most of the morning until they reached the top of a particularly tall hill. At its base, she saw the barbarian village. It was larger than what she had previously thought a barbarian village would be, but then again, she did not have much experience with the barbarians of the northern realms. Those located in the south were more nomadic in nature. Because water supplies depended on the previous season’s rains, which were sporadic at best, the southern barbarians had adapted to a mobile lifestyle having no permanent structures built because their supplies needed to be light for travel purposes.
Here in the north, however, things were different. She saw that their huts were not made from portable materials. They appeared to have thick and heavy walls with equally permanent roofs made from a sort of thin shingling. She noticed that some of the huts even had hinged doors, but the means used to fashion them evaded her notice. As they approached, she saw many children playing around the huts. They were playing a game with a moderately sized ball they were attempting to advance with only their feet. She gathered the use of the hands was not allowed because when a small child, obviously disgruntled at his lack of ability, used them to pick the ball up and run with it, he was almost instantly tackled by two of the other small boys. They ripped the ball from his hands and pushed him down, more so to assert their dominance than to cause injury. She saw the younger boy stand up and charge toward them. Before the outcome unraveled, the horse she was on turned its direction leading her to the center of the village. When they came upon a large, circular building, the horses all stopped and the barbarian she was riding with dismounted. She did the same.
“What now?” she asked him.
“Now we go inside,” he said as he opened the door for her.
When she entered the circular building, it took her a moment to adjust to the dim lighting. The windows were covered by a thick canvas that blocked out almost all of the natural light. Had there not been a faint glow from the smoldering remnants still glowing in the large firepit dominating the interior, she might not have seen the several barbarians sitting around the pit. Betrayed by their greying hair, or lack thereof, she judged them to be the elders of the tribe. They were all similarly marked as with the other barbarian warriors with paint on their faces and chests; however, each older barbarian bore different designs than the others. She noticed that the one elder barbarian sitting directly opposite the building entrance wore designs similar to the one with whom she rode. She was escorted to stand in front of the central barbarian elder. When she was in her designated spot, the similarly marked barbarian took a place standing directly behind the elder one.
“Who are you?” asked the elder barbarian through a thick accent.
“I am Soliana. Leader of the Refugees from the Stone Keep,” she replied firmly.
“We heard of its taking,” he said, “But that does not answer my question. Who are you?”
Soliana had, on two other times in her life, been confronted by that question. The first time was during her interview with the traveling circus. True, she was not directly asked who she was, but she was asked her name. In that moment she understood that who she believed she was, or would be, was attached to whom she identified herself as. At the time, it was Athlorial Lumendel, the girl who had been subjugated to the whims of men whose only endeavors for her were nothing but nefarious and horrible. So, to remove herself from that intimate understanding of who she was, and consequently, her path in life, she created for herself a new identity centered around an altogether different name. She was Athlorial, but she would become Soliana. Soliana Solaris, the independent woman who was subject to no one and bound to nothing except the pain fueled fire burning deeply within her that told her she needed to become more, was the focus of her new beginning. And as such, her newly created potential. For to remain Athlorial meant her future would always be bound to her past. But to become Soliana meant hope, potential, and possibility and freedom to become something more.
The second instance was under the authority of Psumayn, the gray haired, elder sword master of the School of Chaos. He always asked her who she was, not because she needed to become someone else as she did before becoming Soliana, but in an effort for her to understand that if she placed her identity upon the limits of her understanding as a function of any attachment, even to something as simple as a name, then her potential would be limited to the finite understanding of that attachment. He was relentless in his insistence that she become more, but to do that, she needed to let go of everything she had previously known about herself and simply become. Although she understood the explicit meaning of his instruction, seeing it manifest was something completely different. She suspected her struggle with accepting this understanding was central to his motivations for mandating her participation in the tournament and journey to the Elves. And while he had helped her unlock more potential than even she thought she was capable of, she still had difficulty grasping this one central thought: To become oneself, one must lose oneself.
However, during each of those instances, she suspected those asking her identity knew of something deeper within her, or at least supposed there was more to the woman standing before them. Furthermore, it was each of their responsibilities to unlock more of her potential. As if the those who asked her were somehow in a position of greater knowledge than she, and she needed to acquire their knowledge to improve herself. But standing before the barbarians, she felt none of that. Actually, it was quite the opposite, as if she was in the position of greater influence and knowledge and they were asking her for an honest answer born from their lack of understanding, an understanding they believed she possessed. Yet, she could not imagine a position where she would possess more knowledge pertinent to the barbarian plight than the barbarian elders themselves. Yes, she was trained in their techniques at the School of Chaos, but no more than she was schooled in all of the different tactics for warfare.
Seeing no other alternative, nor possessing any understanding of his implied comprehension, she allowed her answer to reinforce what she had already stated, “I apologize for my lack of understanding, but I already told you who I was. I am Soliana Solaris. I am the leader of the refugees from the Stone Keep.”
The Barbarian who asked her the question sat quietly and considered her for a moment. Soliana suspected that he was considering whether to believe her ignorance as either genuine or fake. She supposed his decision would largely be decided on whether he believed her purpose existed as a threat, or a boon. Either way, she knew she was under scrutiny. As expected, there was a follow up question to her answer, but it did not come from the barbarian in front of her. Rather, it came from a voice from behind her. Startled, she turned around. The new speaker was still barbarian, but he was not dressed as the others were. Instead of being mostly bare chested, and wearing only lightly made leather armor, he was almost fully clothed in animal furs. Likewise, while the other barbarians had markings painted on them in either blues or grays, this barbarian was marked with dark red paint covering his face. But the most striking difference is that this barbarian was not a he at all, she was a woman.
“How is it then you were able to visit me in my dreams?” asked the woman as she walked over to her.
“‘Visit me in my dreams?’” Soliana repeated. She had heard tale of the barbarian shaman possessing some form of raw and untrained magic, but assumed they were largely just rumors or myths to explain some of the mystical fascination those who were not barbarian had with those who were. “I am sorry, truly. But I do not know to what you are referring,” she said addressing the female Shaman.
“Then you do not know about the prophecy of our people?” asked the woman as she moved to stand in front of the head barbarian.
“I am afraid I do not,” answered Soliana.
Upon hearing her answer, the Shaman exchanged glances with the elder barbarian who nodded his head. She turned to Soliana and spoke:
“Upon the winds when autumn comes
She leads through chilled deceit
Into the lands of sacred lost
When dreams in hope repeat
Our Princess saved from brutal hands
The lying Chief revealed
To place atop the throne of clans
The marriage bonds repealed
As fires scarred, she rides alight
Her flames of battle spread
Into their minds, or enemies
Will flee her blazing dread”
There was no sound other than the voice of the female shaman as she spoke. Her words were laced with a solid understanding and reflected a firm conviction that her prophecy was being fulfilled with the presence of Soliana. As she spoke, it seemed the air grew in gravity. Such was the attention she demanded that even the wind was stilled to silence. All eyes were on the Shaman save one set. The barbarian leader and apparent chieftain never took his gaze off Soliana. And although she was listening intently to the woman Shaman, she felt his eyes boring into her as if the weighing of her response would either prove or disprove the validity of the woman’s words.
“These were the words I spoke while in the Wakened Trance,” said the woman Shaman. “But I did not know who they were about until I entered the Dream Trance in which I saw you.”
“Are you sure these words are about me?” asked Soliana.
“Inside the Dream Trance, we Shaman are subjected to the influence of powers that are greater than we are. This is where we hear words and receive prophecies guiding our people. Each Shaman is taught the techniques required for its entrance from our very first words. All of the training I received from my mother, the hours of meticulous potion making and meditation techniques, are all done to allow us to connect with spirits from the realm beyond our own. Once inside this realm, or at least on the outside, for one can never truly enter it unless death has occurred, it is impossible to hear untruths,” she said to Soliana.
“I understand that. But how can you be sure the prophecy you just said is about me?” she asked the woman again.
“The correct interpretation of what the spirits tell us presents with its own difficulties. Because the beings we contact are no longer of the physical realm, their thoughts, words, and interactions are not governed by the same constraints we are subjected to. Because of that, there is much room for misinterpretations. However, under the gravest circumstances, the spirits will offer added council and clarity to the words they give us. This comes in the form of the Dream Trance,” answered the Shaman. During the exchange between Soliana and the Shaman, the barbarian chief still did not take his eyes from her.
“What is the Dream Trance?” she asked.
“I can say only that it is the point of no return. Its truth is so multiplied that those who enter it are never the same. For in the deep truths of immortality can we understand the ephemeral nature of the mortal. And once exposed to the consequences of knowing the infinite, one cannot go back to the finite.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means the only way for you to know it, is to experience it. The spirits are ready to receive you if you are ready?”
Had her refugees not been threatened, then she probably would have refused the invitation. She had not the time to indulge into the superstitions of other cultures at this moment. Right now, for all she knew, the forces of the dark army could be furiously riding to capture the refugees. So, her time was limited at best. But just as she did not have time to enter into the delays presented to her currently, neither did she have the time to enter into a lengthy deliberation regarding them. So, and perhaps not at all in her best interest, she agreed to enter the Dream Trance in the hope it would be the quickest way for her to return to her people.
“What must I do?” Soliana asked.
“Follow me,” answered the Shaman.
She was led into an interior room behind where the barbarian chief sat. It was much smaller and had two raised beds in the center of it. On the walls burned torches of an earie green color. When the Shaman saw Soliana’s attention drawn to them, she said, “We add special herbs to the wood that causes it to burn dark green.”
“Is that necessary for the Dream Trance?” asked Soliana.
“Necessary, no. But it does ease the transition which can be quite uncomfortable for some,” she answered. “The process will not take long as the potions have already been made. I will enter the Dream Trance with you.”
“Why do you need to enter?”
“It will limit the possibility that you become lost and never return.”
“Does that happen often,” Soliana asked.
“It can, but because I will be with you, it will not. Just be sure to stay within the sound of my voice. Do not stray,” she said looking at her gravely. “Do you understand?”
“Yes. Where will we be going?”
The Shaman did not respond with any verbal acknowledgement that she heard Soliana’s question. Instead, she simply smiled and said, “Let us begin. And should you need it, my name is Rhashana. Just call my name of you get in trouble.”
Rhashana lead Soliana to one of the raised beds and bid her to sit. When she was seated, the Shaman walked over to a small cabinet, removed three small vials, walked back to Soliana, handing them to her, “Drink these. This one first, this one second, this one third. They will allow your mind to enter a state suspended between this world and the next. Reality is a very different thing on the other side. In life,” she paused and smiled before she corrected herself, “well, life on this side at least, is grounded to a set of very linear rules. Moments follow a predictable pattern of progression just like the sun rising before it sets. We wake up before we go back to sleep. Our perception of reality is dictated by our expectations as defined by these set of rules. But on the other side, in the beyond where life is not governed by a set of expected progressions, it is very difficult to decipher exactly what is real, and what is not. That is why you need a guide. Follow me and you will not be pulled into a reality that really is not.”
“As long as I see what I need to see, I will be fine,” said Soliana. She had never been one to believe in the fantasies of metaphysical possibilities. She had found that life in the moment, the tangible solidity of things in the physical world were what mattered most. After all, her life had been defined by the horrible atrocities of the world regardless of how many times she called out to the powers that may or may not exist. Time and time again her pleas fell upon either celestial ears that could not hear her, or indifferent ears that simply did not care to exert the effort to right the wrongs its creations had suffered upon her. However, given her surroundings and the peril facing her refugees, she had no other choice than to play the game.
“That is all you will see,” said Rhashana with a wink. Now, take the potions and lay back. As I said before, the transition can be somewhat uncomfortable.”
Soliana made sure to drink the potions in the correct order. The first one she noticed smelled distinctly like the field of flowers she and Dominia would sometimes walk in to escape the reality of their lives. She never knew the name of the flowers, but she absolutely remembered their smell. And just like decades ago, they smelled of hope and possibility. The second vial was more viscus than the first, probably because it was more densely packed with herbs, but it was just as smooth. Whereas the first one left her mouth and throat clean and clear, this one seemed to leave a thin coating. She felt her eyes getting heavy and noticed a slight tingling in the very tips of her fingers and ends of her toes.
She drank the third vial. Almost as soon as she finished it, she felt thick all over, as if her body was stuck in a vat of pudding that made it difficult for her to move. But it was not an uncomfortable feeling. It was rather warm and soft. Her mind was influenced in a very similar fashion, and before she knew it, she was lying down on her back looking up at the ceiling of the small room. From her periphery, she saw the green lights from the torches gaining intensity, but when she tried to turn her head to see them more clearly, she realized she was unable to move. The same was true for the rest of her body, even her eyes. As her gaze remained on the ceiling, and the green glow from the torches continued to grow, she began to feel like she was floating; but not in any particular direction or with any particular intent filled purpose. She felt as if she was floating for the sake of floating. She lightly and slowly twisted this way and that, seemingly rising up as she did. And then, everything dissolved into the deep green glow of the torches.
Had she been able to distinguish time in the moment between the green dissolve and when she clearly saw that she had been taken into a large room, she would have known it was only a fraction of a second, but as time was now an incomprehensible notion, she had no idea just how long she had been immersed in the green luminescence. Before she could consider it, she heard a horrible scream come from the direction of a door just on the other side of a series of wooden benches. As her vision attuned to the direction of the scream, she saw that the rows of benches ended in a raised dais upon which was fashioned a rudimentary altar with an odd symbol suspended just above it by a small, interlocking chain. Right under the suspended symbol and resting on the center of the dais was a large, copper or pewter bowl with what appeared to be a lattice of green marbling throughout the material. Off to the right, but still on the dais, were three drums of differing size, each with the same symbol carved into it as the one above the altar. Behind the alter was a huge, dark grey tapestry embossed with the same symbol as the drums.
Although she could see clearly, the periphery of her visual field was somewhat faded. Or at least she thought it was, but every time she tried to focus on it, whatever blurred residue there had been became sharply focused. The visual contradictions lead her to take inventory of her other physical senses. She felt her feet on the ground through the soles of her boots, but still felt as if she was floating. She saw everything clearly, but everything seemed to have a slightly hazy effect, as if she was looking at things through a faint mist even though there was no mist present. She smelled a crispness to the air that suggested late autumn or an unusually warm winter spell but did not feel any amount of chill that traditionally accompanied the crispness. One thing she did not notice were any of the ambient sounds of life that were always present, even in the silences of the deep night or in the solitude of a mountain top. There was nothing audible for her to focus on. Nothing, that is, until she heard the scream again.
“You are meant to follow,” said a diffuse, female voice emanating from all around her. She knew it was Rhashana’s, and knew it was meant to guide her and keep her from being lost. She admitted that she was thankful for it for no other reason than it provided a link to reality inside the dreamlike quality of this place. It was intensely gripping the way something not quite the same arouses the curiosity to the point of necessity. Even the scream provoked more curiosity than urgency, and had it not been for the intrusion of the Shaman’s voice, Soliana was not quite sure she would have followed it. But as it was, with the assistance of Rhashana, she resolved herself to follow the direction of the scream and opened the door.
Before stepping though, she found herself in another room much different than the one she was just in. Whereas the previous room was large and disconnected from personal intimacy, this room was much smaller and lent to personal connections. She looked to her left and saw two small dressers, each with two small drawers. Their metallic silver handles were set just above the etched symbol of the first room. The dressers were a dark wood, roughly assembled, but did not seem out of place. To her right, there was a large bed with four posts jutting up, each from a different corner. Atop the posts was draped a very thing cloth of black fabric. The bed and posts were made from the same make of wood as the two dressers. The door to her right was made from the same wood and had a large green symbol nailed to it. She looked at the symbol, but was interrupted from examining it further by the third time she heard the scream.
“Keep to the course. You are to be shown something you need to see,” said Rhashana, her voice laced with the diffusive nature of this place.
“Where am I?” asked Soliana, but there was no answer.
The third scream came from behind the door, but the balance between curiosity and urgency previously contained in the sound was beginning to tip causing her to focus more intently. She walked more quickly, and more purposefully. She gripped the handle. Before she twisted it, she heard another of the screams. This time, though, there was even less curiosity. She quickly twisted the handle and simultaneously reached for her sword. When her hand met air, she glanced down and saw that she was not wearing the armor she had been, instead, she was dressed in the night gown of her childhood.
There are moments in life when we are shaken so absolutely to our core that processing anything beyond breath is impossible. Such was this time for Soliana. As soon as her eyes lifted from her night gown, she looked through the opened door and was suspended by what she saw between horror and disbelief. There, on the bed, was a girl being beaten by a man. Somehow, she knew who this girl was, though she appeared much older than she had ever remembered her. She knew the man as well. But he did not appear any different than what she remembered. He was exactly the same as the monster of her memory.
“Athlorial!” she heard the young woman scream just before she was brutally hit by her father. “Athlorial!” she screamed again. But Soliana was frozen in place by the horrible memories of her father beating her mother. Except it was not her mother who was the subject of her father’s horrible drunken rage, it was Dominia, her sister. But how could that be, they were both long since burned in the fires of her horrible past. “Athlorial!” screamed her sister a third time.
In response, her father placed his hands on Dominia’s neck and began to squeeze. Soliana stood and stared completely frozen watching the terrible scene unfold as her sister’s face began to turn a deep shade of red. She watched as her sister’s hands trying to pry her father’s hands off her neck, but seeing it was futile, tried instead to gouge his eyes. But he was too quick and too strong for the younger woman. He gripped both of her hands and pinned them to her chest allowing him to redouble his efforts to choke the life out of his daughter.
“Soliana!” said Rhashana’s voice cutting through her immobilized state. “Free her!”
“But I cannot!” she yelled back. “I am not strong enough!”
“You are Soliana, wielder of the burning flame and herald of promise!”
“I cannot!” cried Soliana, “I am just a girl!”
“You are Soliana, Doom to Darkness! Free her!”
“I am nothing!” she yelled back as she dropped to her knees resigned to her sister’s death yet again.
“You are Soliana Solaris! Holder of Hope and Breaker of Evil! Now, free her!”
Soliana lifted her head and looked to her sister whose face was now a deep purple. Her eyes were full of tears and her nose was dripping mucous. There was only a shred of life left in her. But what can she do against an evil that killed more than just life? It killed hope. It killed dreams. It killed faith. Yet from somewhere deep in the last words of Rhashana, she identified with a hope that would not end. Resolved to this hope, the hope that she would save her sister, that she even could save her sister, she found the strength to stand. She stood and she shouted. From the very core of her unknown self, she yelled from the identity that she never knew was there, but always believed it was. She shouted from a depth far beyond the known oceans into the foundations of her soul and beyond. She shouted with hope. She shouted with intent. And she shouted with power.
“Stop!” she bellowed. Her voice echoing everything she had ever felt form the moment of her birth to the very moment she screamed. All of her was expelled in a single auditory blast that was impossible to resist. As if the heavens opened up and channeled its awesome power through her, in a mere moment her voice collided with her father, he was dissolved by her power. He was dissolved and Dominia was saved. He was gone, but more than that. It was almost as if he never was. Releasing all of herself in the sounds of her shout, she expelled from her the hold he still had over her. Splendidly, she realized that she was not running away from her past to get away from the woman she had been when she gave herself her new name, but to become the woman she always was. She was worthy, had always been worthy and would always be worthy. She had always been Soliana. And now she was free.
She opened her eyes and saw the ceiling of the small room in which she was laying. It took her a moment to focus her sight, but when she did, she saw Rhashana standing over her with a broad smile on her lips. “Welcome back, Soliana,” she said.
“Thank you. And thank you for being there with me,” said Soliana as she slowly sat up.
“What do you mean?” asked the woman Shaman.
“Your words. They helped me while I was under. I could not have done it without you?” she said as she gripped her hand.
“I am always willing to accept gratitude, but I feel it is misplaced in this instance,” said Rhashana.
“What do you mean?”
“I was unable to find you inside the Dream Trance,” she said. “Whatever help you received; it was not from me.”
“But I heard your voice as clearly as I hear it now,” said Soliana.
“I tell you truly, I did not say a single thing. I was worried I had lost you at the very beginning. I even began to doubt that you had entered the Dream Trance at all.”
“I do not understand. I was sure it was your voice I heard,” Soliana said as she looked to Rhashana for understanding. “But if it was not you, then whose voice did I hear?”
“Indeed. I have no doubt you heard my voice, but it was not me,” she said as she eased Soliana to her feet. “At any rate, did you see what you needed to see?”
“I believe I did. Though I do not know exactly what it means or how it relates to you and your request,” she said as she steadied herself.
“Do you not?” questioned Rhashana. “Search for your truth, Soliana. For it was inside your Dream Trance.”
When Soliana thought of what had happened, she felt it fading from her memory, the way the more intricate details of dreams do as time away from them increases. She remembered very little of the details now, a few moments removed, but the effect the dream had on her did not do the same. Rather, as the details lessened in strength, the strength of the overall effect seemed to be growing. Although she did not remember much, she did remember who she was; or rather, who she had always been. For while she was named Athlorial Lumendel from birth, the identity of her intent, what she was meant to be, had always been Soliana. Awakened to her new, or rather, remembered self, in this moment she knew the words of their prophesy was about her.
“What must I do?” she asked Rhashana as she steeled herself to the truth revealed in the Dream Trance.
“So, you have seen. Very well. Please sit back down and I will explain where we now stand. There was a wedding three nights ago. But it was not a wedding of love. It was a wedding of fear. Though our clan is large, it is not the largest. Nor are we the most aggressive. We are content to remain within our lands. We do not wish to conquer. For that is not the way of the Barbarian life. We do not impose captivity on others. Such was the way of all of the clans. Until recently, that is. Since last year, there emerged a single clan bent upon the subjugation of all other clans. Those they could not take by force; they took through the bonds of marriage. Two months ago, our chief was approached by the Clan leader, a horrible man named Holignan the Great. He came with a proposition of marriage to unite our clans through the marriage of our Chief’s daughter to himself. When our chief refused, Holignan called upon his army. They descended upon us so quickly we did not even have time to react. But they did not attack. Instead they surrounded us. Holignan then said that if our chief did not agree, we would be decimated to non-existence. So, naturally the wedding took place and Princess Nithosa was given to Holignan uniting our clans.” Then her face and voice took on a combination of horror, sadness, and vengeance. “He took her right after the ceremony and forced our clan to watch as he brutalized her in the most heinous way. The look on our chief’s face, I cannot express for there are no words heavy enough to carry the grief in his eyes, nor the resolved hatred in his heart for Holignan. She was barely breathing when he placed her on the back of his horse and rode away with his army.”
“That is horrible, but a story I am familiar with,” replied Soliana.
“That night, in my Dream Trance, I uttered the words of that prophesy and saw you as clearly as I do now. But we did not know who you were until we heard about the rumor of the retreating refugees and the ‘Woman of Fire’ who lead them. From that moment, I knew you were sent to free her,” she finished as she gripped Soliana’s hands.
“By my death, she will be freed and you will be removed from the influence of this clan,” she said, gripping Rhashana’s hands a little more firmly.
“Then let us be on with this business,” said the Shaman.
After they reconvened with the barbarian council, it was explained that Soliana would indeed assist them in their desire to both free Nithosa and escape from under the influence of Holignan. The council was of the mind to deliberate endlessly; however, Soliana urged them to decision because of her own people’s plight to escape their own predicament. So, it was decided that the Barbarian Chief, who finally introduced himself as Nithock, would ride the short distance to where Holignan was still encamped. They would say they raided a poor merchant’s caravan. As part of the plunder, they took the gold and Soliana, deciding to hand them both over to Holignan as an act of fealty. The mission relied on the assumption that Soliana would be taken to the Chief’s harem and placed there until the time he called upon her. Soliana was then supposed to locate Nithosa and lead her to safety. If pursuit was engaged, Nithock and his riders would be waiting to ambush them. Hopefully it did not come to that because the resulting retribution would be swift and lethal. But that was beyond their concern in this moment. The consideration of consequences was a type of luxury they did not possess when faced with the necessity of saving Nithosa.
It had been settled. After Soliana dressed herself in the attire equivalent to a low-level merchant’s daughter, they bound her hands and feet, hefted her on the back of Chief Nithock’s horse, and rode toward the last known location of Holignan’s encampment. It seemed rather ironic to Soliana that the moment when she felt the most free to become herself, she had been bound. Not only that, but she was being given as if she were a piece of property. Although this was just a ruse and part of the plan, once inside the camp of the enemy, she would be seen and treated as such. If she was not successful, she was as good as theirs.
They did not ride for very long, perhaps only an hour, but the journey was much more uncomfortable on the backside of a horse, even when considering they did everything they could to make her as comfortable as they could. It was essential she ride like this right from the very beginning in the case they unexpectantly came across some of Holignan’s men. Regardless of need, she developed a whole new appreciation for captives in general. As they rounded the top of a small rolling hill, they came into view of their destination. Riding out to meet them were ten armed men. When they were close, the armed riders surrounded Chief Nithock and his two escorts.
“What business do you have here?” asked the leader.
“I have come with a tribute of fealty to Chief Holignan,” said Chief Nithock proudly as he indicated the woman on the back of his horse as part of the included tribute.
Looking at them warily, the leader of the riders commanded them, “Disarm yourselves and you will be escorted to see the Chief. He will then decide if your tribute is worthy enough to be kept.”
“Even in marriage you distrust us?” asked Chief Nithock.
“Disarm, or you will be disarmed,” commanded the leader more sternly.
Chief Nithock looked to his right and left indicating to both of his guards they should disarm themselves. The three of them unstrapped their various blades and dropped them to the ground. Two of the soldiers dismounted and quickly collected the weapons, wrapping them in thick leather and tying them with strong leather straps. “When your business is done, and you have been escorted back here, your weapons will be returned,” said the leader. “Now, follow me.”
The fourteen riders quickly made their way down into the encampment. Soliana was not able to see much from her prone vantage point, but she was able to see that nearly all of those the Chief brought with him were warriors. She estimated their numbers to be close to one hundred, not including the sentries and those that might still be in their tents. About half way through the camp, she noticed some of the barbarian warriors busy practicing their war craft. They were not the best fighters she had seen, but they were more than rabble. They had skill and were well trained and drilled. Having previously hoped they would be undisciplined, she was finding it more difficult to believe in her success. It was one thing to avoid detection from those who were not trained in what to look for, but avoiding the trained was a much different matter.
They reached Chief Holignan’s tent quickly as it was not a very large encampment. They were instructed to stay mounted while the leader entered the tent. Soliana tried to look around in an attempt to gather as much information as she could, but was still unable to see much. As it turned out, she did not have much time either, because the chief exited his tent after only a short discussion with the leader.
“Ah, Chief Nithock, it is good to see you. But I did not expect you to offer me gifts so soon,” he said.
“Neither did I, but opportunity presented itself,” he said as he pointed to Soliana.
“Indeed. Where did you find her?”
“Our raiding party took her as part of our bounty from a merchant’s caravan. They had intended her for me, but I thought you would enjoy her instead,” said Nithock.
“I have not even finished enjoying your daughter, or is your memory as short as your cock?” he said mocking Nithock.
It took everything the chief had to restrain himself from dismounting and challenging Holignan right then and there. But ultimately, that would not save his daughter, nor would it lessen Holignan’s clenched fist of control around his clan. So, he swallowed his anger and responded, “Perhaps you would enjoy them together. This one is older, but her beauty is supreme. I am sure she will be to your liking.”
Chief Holignan considered for a moment, “Dismount and approach me,” ordered Holignan to Nithock.
“For what purpose?” he asked.
“So you can pledge me fealty, of course. Pledge and I will accept your gift,” answered the standing chief. When Nithock hesitated, Holignan added, “Or perhaps you would like me to bend my bride again instead of you bending your knee.”
Nithock dismounted and walked to stand in front of Holignan. “Now, see there. That was not too difficult to do was it?” asked Holignan. “Now, bed your knee!” he ordered.
Chief Nithock looked back to his two guards and saw the sadness in their eyes. But he also saw vengeance, a vengeance that was echoed in his resolve to do whatever it took to save his daughter and clan. Slowly and reluctantly, he lowered himself to one kneed and bowed his head.
“Lower,” said Holignan. Nithock did as he was instructed. He lowered his head so much that his forehead was almost touching the ground.
“Lower,” said Holignan putting his foot on the back of Nithock’s head pushing it into the cold mud. By this time, many of the barbarians had gathered to see their chief make mockery of Nithock. And it did not go unnoticed by Holignan, who then decided to pander to their belief that their clan was superior, “You see there! This is the price of being powerless,” he said as he continued to put pressure on Nithock’s head to the amusement of his gathered warriors. “Let it be known that there will never come a day when we, the Barbarians of Holignan, will bow before anyone. Let it be known that all clans shall bow to us!”
When he completed his short speech and was just about to remove the pressure of his boot on Nithock’s head, Nithock could take no more. Summoning all of his strength, he gathered himself upon his legs and launched himself upward. Holignan was pushed off balance and completely taken by surprise. As such, he was unable to defend against the rage driven uppercut from Nithock’s fist as it bore all of his hatred squarely into Holignan’s exposed jaw. The impact shattered teeth and fist alike, but while Nithock felt and explosion of pain in his hand, Holignan felt nothing as he lifelessly landed on the ground.
Nithock stood over his dead foe and watched as blood leaked from is eyes and ears. So punishing had been his blow that the dead chief fell back nearly five feet. There was no movement for a few moments, but when the realization of what had just happened descended on all of those present, a swarm of chaos ensued. The closest warriors to Nithock attacked him but were unable to completely subdue him. Holding them at bay with the edged of the sword he took from the dead Holignan’s body when he saw the guards advance, his position was tenuous at best. It was dissolving quickly as more and more barbarian warriors were rushing to the scene.
“Cut her loose!” demanded Nithock as he wildly slashed. So focused were they on him, that none had attended to his two guards. Soliana pushed herself from the back of the horse and landed on the ground. Each of the guards dismounted and cut her bonds. As they did, out from the tent ran a young woman Soliana identified as Nithosa. The young woman looked beaten and bruised around her face and neck but seemed fit enough to escape. However, instead of running, she jumped into the fray and came to the aid of her father by delivering a kick to the closest barbarian’s stomach. She was unarmed, but by sheer fury, was able to keep them from her.
Regardless of the emotional boost to their immediate situation, Soliana held no hope for their survival. She saw the rest of the camp jump into action. There was no time. They had to escape now, but they were surrounded by a hundred seasoned barbarian warriors.
Holder of hope! shouted a voice insider her head.
But there is none! she heard her mind shouting back.
You are and so there is! shouted the voice in return.
And then, she saw it. There was hope because there was her. She was the hope. And now, she was the hope of survival for Nithock, his daughter and the two guards. As the familiarity of the Dream Trance returned to her consciousness, she felt something grow. It was not rage, nor hate, nor composed of any dark emotion. Rather it was bright and warm, but deep and defiant.
She felt the collective wills of all those involved in this hour. On one side were placed the formidably singular wills of Nithock, Nithosa, and the two guards and on the other she saw the wills of each member of the barbarian tribe. If left to stand alone, none of their combatants could stand against either the determination of Nithock or his daughter, but when collectively assembled, there was no mistaking the dominance of their foe’s presence. It was nearly one hundred against four; odds not even the greatest Legends of old could hope to stand against. Their fate had been decided. Only the actions of pitted wills remained.
But in her haste to analyze the surrounding battle based on her new found understanding, she left out a vital piece to the blood-soaked equation - her. Reaching into the depth of her experience in the Dream Trance, she saw her will as a function of her hope. She was hope, therefore, her will existed as complete. But hope left without the solidification of belief was like bread without its leaven. It would remain without substance and never rise to its fullest potential. So like bread, hope too had its leaven. And in this moment, she knew what it was. It was belief. For only belief added to hope can solidify the will unto action. She saw it, and she would rise.
She gathered her belief into herself as the hope of her companions’ survivals and gripped the swords handed to her by the two guards. As the barbarians surrounded and slowly closed in on Nithock and his daughter, Soliana saw the stout resolve of emotion begin to give way to a hopeless recognition that they were going to die. But they would not die today.
Just as she did in the Dream Trance, she bellowed her power from deep within as her lungs. Her voice reigned doom upon those set against her hope, belief, and will. Such was the blast that those within fifty feet of her fell backwards and were stunned. Those within one hundred feet were forced to gather their strength and balance lest they too be uprooted to land upon the cold ground. This gave both chieftain and daughter the time they required to stand and run toward their horses. But Soliana was not done. She knew they would be pursued unless their victory was complete. As father and daughter mounted the horses along with the two guards, Nithock called to her to follow.
“Go!” commanded Soliana. “There is more to be done,” she said without looking back. With her voice a complete reflection of her hope driven will, the barbarian chief thought better of it than to try and convince her to come. The four of them looked to each other and turned their horses seeking to cover as much ground as they could as quickly as they could.
“Get up you cowards!” shouted a voice from the fallen barbarians. “Form your lines and attack her!” But the barbarians were reluctant to follow the voice’s instruction as they were unsure just how much wrath they would incur if they did. “Form your lines and attack, or your lives, and those of your families, will be forfeit!” shouted the voice again. This time, with the threat of death, the barbarians quickly formed two separate lines. The front line was composed of warriors wielding small hatchet type axes. The second line was similarly formed, but those warriors were carrying short bows and arrows. Things happened so quickly, there was no time for the intervention of logical thought; hence, there was no time for belief to be distracted. But after the initial shock and revelation, when the habitual thoughts of the mortally constructed world were allowed to flow freely again, logic often caused belief to cede its ground. But today, this was not the case as Soliana was fully immersed in the world beyond the logical senses. She was utterly detached from her mortal understand of reality, and as such, nearly all things were now possible.
There was a yell from the barbarian leader and the back row of warriors let fly barrage after barrage of arrows, all aimed at the single woman still wearing the merchant’s meager dress. As the pointed death lanced through the air toward her, she yelled in defiance to the launched arrows dropping them to the ground twenty feet from her. There was another shout from the barbarians, and the warriors, all of them, both lines, advanced in a fury driven charge. As they wildly ran at her, she found their collective wills to be formidable; however, they were not propelled by the conviction of their hope’s collective realities. As such, she found them lacking.
Bordering on contempt, she squared herself to the foundational belief that her will exceeded theirs and bellowed again. This time though, her voice was not the raw and powerful instrument of a bludgeoning anvil. Rather, it was as shrill and precise as a guided lightning strike aimed at the tonal vibrations of their hearts. She was as beautiful and terrible as the storms of the great oceans; the storms that not even the fabled ocean serpents dared to test seeking instead to find solitude and safety in the deep fathoms of the waters. But there were no fathoms of safety for the running barbarians, and no place for them to ride out the storm of this woman. As her voiced pierced their ears, she saw them drop to their knees, gripping the sides of their heads. All of them were subjected to the manifestation of her will. And all of them would never rise again.
As she completed her symphony of doom and her voice stilled to only the sounds of her heavy breathing, she felt light, as if she was floating again while in the Dream Trance. She tried to step forward but faltered and almost fell. She placed her hands on her knees seeking the stability of her arms. After a few particularly heavy breaths, she straightened up and tried to walk again. But the exertion of picking her foot from the ground was too much for her. She felt her head become lighter and her vision dissolve to a combination of flickering lights and white haze until she could see nothing at all. She did not feel her body contact the ground. Nor did she feel the passage of the sun as its warmth progressed from her right to left. In the slumber of her unconsciousness she felt nothing except her hope. And in this moment, that was enough.




Imbale
(Bargain)
As I reluctantly relinquished the thought that all three of us would emerge from the bowels of this horrible place, I hastily followed the mental map of the stone halls of the Stone Keep. However slowed our progress was because both Vennesulte and I were each carrying one of my sisters on our shoulders like an expensive throw rug, we found our progress to be strangely uninterrupted. Somehow, perhaps because of some simple coincidence, we did not come across any other people as we negotiated through the maze of halls standing between ourselves and the exit. It was good that we did not, because in our haste, and partially because of our disbelief that we had gotten this far in the progression of our plan, if it was even a plan, we did not have an adequate reason to explain why we were carrying two young girls over our shoulders. Had we been entering the stone keep instead of exiting, we could have easily explained our actions as delivering them as tribute to any number of superior figures. But because our endeavor found us leaving, we were left with nothing more than our silence.
We found this to be true soon after ascending the stairs to the keep’s ground level when we saw, down the long hallway we needed to traverse, a contingency of no less than ten guards. Before we could turn around or dash into a door hoping to hide before their eyes were set upon us, we heard the lead guard shout, “Necrons! Can you aid me?”
We were far enough away that they had apparently not noticed the two smaller figures across our shoulders but were not so far away that they could not identify we were disguised as members of what appeared to be an upper echelon of authority and knowledge. For the briefest of moments, I considered turning right around and walking back down the stairs but decided against it. We were lucky to have gotten this far in our rescue and escape, and going back down into the lower levels would test that luck further than what I or Vennesulte would be willing to test. “Necrons!” shouted the voice again. “Please, I am in need of your assistance!”
We could not go back, and to go forward meant to acknowledge the request of this guard. I briefly considered attempting to mimic Kinarin’s air of authority in my response but though better of it. Though my skills with blades and other weapons had increased greatly under his tutelage, I was not so certain of my acting abilities. Not to mention, in this moment, I felt less authoritative than even a first level student at The University of Knowledge. They were approaching quickly, at least it seemed quickly, but perhaps that was just my perception being influenced by my hope that they would all just turn around and leave in the direction they had come. However, they did not. More than that, they were showing no signs of doing so. I needed to respond. Calming myself as much as I could, I addressed them in the most composed and coolest voice I could summon, “What is your request?”
Instinctively, I allowed my eyes to examine the other guards walking with their leader and I noticed a vacancy to theirs. They were opened and seemed to focus on me, but there was an unnerving absence of awareness to them as if they were suspended in a sort of wakeful dream without the conscious understanding of the complexities of intentional thought. All of the men were like this. All of them except their leader whom I heard say, “Necron? Are you ok?”
His voiced focused my attention back to him and away from the others, “Yes. I am fine. Now, what is it you require assistance with?”
“Did you not hear my request?” asked the guard. “I am new to these halls and do not know where I am to go.”
I saw instantly that he lacked the malicious intent behind his affect that nearly all of those we had encountered in the lower levels had exhibited. Nor did he possess their wicked looking weapons and armor. As a matter of fact, he was not in possession of any of the typical trappings of a warrior, let alone an evil one bent upon the destruction of everything life held dear.
“What is your name?” I asked him.
“Bartin. Bartin, from Twin Oaks” he answered.
There was a familiarity in his name I should have recognized. “How is it you came here, Bartin?” I asked him.
“I was conscripted into Lord Myosk’s military as part of my Selection. I was only months from my fulfillment when we were attacked,” he said, but quickly recovered the possible slight to one of the attackers by adding, “but I am happy to fulfill my obligations as long as they may last.”
Bartin. Bartin Mares, the name echoed into a time so long ago it seemed like a different age entirely. And for me, it was. His name came from the age before all of the unfortunate trials of hopelessness and grown from the seeds form my very own Selection. In fact, this young man, Bartin Mares and I shared the same selection. It seemed as though mine was not the only fortune affected by the darkness that was pursuing the land. But contained inside his name was a potential so insidious to our success, I dare not invoke it. Within these walls, aside from Jesolin and Vismorda, this young man was perhaps the only one with the ability to end our attempted escape with nothing more than his voice. If he recognized me, and the young monk whose victory no doubt still stood as one of the many wonders he would still be unable to explain, all would be lost. Instinctively, I pulled my hood farther over my face. “What are you about?” I asked him, trying to maintain any semblance of evil authority.
“I was charged with escorting this batch to the training fields, but I have never gone through the keep. “Do you know which way will take me to the east exit?” he asked.
Admittedly, I did not. However, whether this young man ever reached his end goal was not my concern, nor was the training of this ‘batch’. So, I answered as if I knew without hesitation, “Yes. Do you see the door at the end of this hall? The one opposite the direction you came from?”
“Yes,” answered Bartin.
“Good,” I said, “Go through that door and down the steps, follow the main hallway avoiding any turns until it ends. You will go through that door and up the steps as well. Keep following that main hallway until it ends in a double door. Through those doors is the training fields,” I lied.
Satisfied with my directions, his faced seemed to release a bit of his stress, “Thank you, Necron,” he said. “If I may, I have another question?”
“Yes?” I indicated he should continue with his inquiry.
“What are they for?” he asked as he pointed to the two bodies hefted across our shoulders.
“They are the next batch,” I said.
“You know,” continued Bartin, now testing my anxiety for escape, “I never would have believed that we would have been better off being under the control of another. But since the battle ended, there have been many superior changes implemented by the new Lord.”
“You see,” I said, “we are not nearly as evil as you were undoubtedly told. Now, we can delay no longer. You have your directions and we have our instructions. Be well, Rentin Mares,” I said as walked past him, Vennesulte quick to follow.
“Necron,” he said halting our attempt.
“Yes,” I said ominously.
“How did you know my last name?” he asked.
Without hesitation, I saw the success we had fought so hard to attain dwindle in the wake of my mistake. Attempting to sound formal, and thus superior, I inadvertently slipped by using his last name. A name he had not spoken himself. There was nothing I could to do to rescind my mistake. It was out there, in the open. And he saw it. He peered inside my hood and I saw his eyes widen with recognition and understanding. He did the same with Vennesulte.
Everything slowed. I saw his breath prepare for a loud yell of alarm. I saw his mouth open and his stomach muscles prepare for the loud expulsion. I had my hidden dagger in my hand and thrust it into his stomach between his fourth and fifth ribs, penetrating his heart and ending any compulsion he had to cry out.
He eyes penetrated deep inside me. And when they should have produced an empathetic response from mine, they instead returned a steel coldness from the unavoidable truth that it was, indeed, nothing personal. Though I was sorry he had been at this place and at this time, I was not sorry my blade ended his life. In the necessities of horrible consequences, the lesser of two evils becomes the greatest of goods. Had he not died, any hope for my sisters to become everything I still believed they could, would have dissolved away. But because I struck true and fast, there was till hope. And for me, in this moment, the continuance of hope was the greatest good there could be.
“What should be done about them?” asked Vennesulte referring to the “batch” that was absently standing and observing the scene.
“I have no idea. But we do not have time to address them. We must go,” I said.
While we were talking quickly away, Vennesulte said, “Vennesulte is impressed by the ease with which you lie.”
“Thank you. I think,” I said.
“It is good you did because Vennesulte can speak nothing that is not true,” said the monk. At the time, I did not understand the depth of his statement. I had assumed it was related to some sort of oath that all members of The Brotherhood spoke as a contingency of their membership. In the later parts of our relationship, I would become more aware of its gravity, but for the moment, the true depth of this young, enigmatic monk was so remotely displaced from my only tangible concern, I accepted my current assessment of him as the only possible truth.
With each step we took, I was becoming more and more sure that we would be discovered and imprisoned again; however, had I known in advance how strangely easy our escape would have been, I would not have been nervous at all. Our only contact with anyone was the guard, Bartin, and his batch. Beyond him, there were no others we contacted. At least, no others that we had direct contact with. We did observe several other groups that were very similar to Bartin’s, each with a single leader and more of those who were referred to as a “batch”. They all had a very similar look as the first group we encountered. Some were armed and walked with more precision and lethality. Others were naked with several strange markings inscribed on their skins in a dark red liquid. I had hoped it was clothing dye, but from the look of how it crusted up, it was more likely blood. And although there were many leaders each with their own batch, we managed to escape notice and exit the stone keep through a small, wooden door at the base of one of its tall guard towers.
The air seemed unusually fresh, possibly influenced by my eased breathing resulting from the successful completion of the first phase of our escape. We had made it out of the dauntingly large and solid stone keep. But that is not to say we celebrated anything because we both knew we had just begun the second part of our trial, the part where more eyes could find us easily. No longer were we hidden behind the natural separation of a confined structure with its complex walls and hiding doors, and darkening shadows. Instead, we were opened and exposed, like a nerve without its protective skin. It would not be as simple to hide in the open, and with the activity we now saw, my fleeting hopes sank even further than they had while within the keep interior. Someone was sure to notice us and raise the alarm.
It was in this moment that I realized how much I missed and would continue to miss Kinarin and his tutelage. Though he was not here in body to lead us in an inevitably successful plan, his influence was still present. To prevent my mind from spinning out of control and the enormity of the task ahead of us, I focused for a few seconds and centered myself as I had been taught.
A majority of my training with Kinarin was focused on secrecy, but it extended beyond what one would normally associate with assassins. He did instruct me on the art of hiding in shadows and remaining hidden out of sight, but greater were his lessons at teaching me the much finer art of remaining hidden while out in the open and in plain sight of everyone. “If you are caught in a place where you should not be, then your nefarious intentions have already been revealed and the only option remaining is victory through battle. If, however, you are able to assimilate yourself into the normal surroundings and appear to be simply part of the normally occurring landscape and daily routines, then you have gained an access greater than any you could have achieved while being hidden,” he said during one of his lessons.
Because of this, I looked for something, anything that would allow us to blend in, because two youths carrying two other smaller youths upon their shoulders was a rouse that would not last long. And in light of our escape, which I was certain would become public knowledge shortly if it had not become already, it would be even more difficult hiding ourselves when simply our numbers and ages would betray any simple disguise. So, I was presented with two problems that would, upon solving them, immediately allow our disguises to remain intact hopefully long enough to allow our escape. However, one of the problems was impossible to solve: our ages. If we appeared either older or younger than we were, it would naturally act as a deterrent for our would-be captors. But, because neither Vennesulte nor I possessed either the magical talent or knowledge required to implement what is surely a tremendous magical feat, we were left with only one option – we had to reduce our numbers.
It would be a natural suggestion to split up which would reduce us from a group of four to two groups of two, but the solidity of that disguise would be easy to see through even by the most novice of sleuths. No, we would certainly need a more complex disguise than simply splitting our numbers evenly down the middle.
And then both Vennesulte and I looked to where our journey into the stone keep began. We saw the tower that Kinarin and I had scaled to gain entrance to the perch upon which I killed the wrong man. But more importantly, our combined visions traced the whole length from the window we had escaped through and saw, still in its place, the very cart full of hay Kinarin and I had used to break the damage of our fall. It was still there, leaning against the outer wall, seemingly just for us and just for this occasion. We crossed the distance quickly and deposited my sisters in the wagon. We covered them with the remaining hay along with our robes and proceeded to push it toward the gate.
Even though we were confident with our disguise of two brothers returning our cart to our father’s farm on the outskirts of the city grounds, apparently unsuccessful with our plans to sell hay for money, we decided it would be better to avoid a direct confrontation with any guards we might come in contact with. As such, when we saw a particularly large contingency of them walking our way, we nonchalantly turned our hay wagon down a small alley and decided to wait until they passed.
In total, they were about twenty strong walking in a two-by-two column. They had two others who appeared to be the leaders because one was walking at the head of the column, and the other was walking on the side of it. Vennesulte and I pretended to be picking through some garbage in the alley way when they passed. We were certain that our disguise had been successful. Until, that is, we heard one of my sisters scream from underneath the hay.
To say her panicked screech was piercing would be an accurate description for not only the physical effect it had on our ears, but also on its effect on our hope of remaining undiscovered. “Help us!” she shouted over and over again. Both Vennesulte and I looked from the alley way to the pile of hay in the cart in just enough time to see Jinola and Hithelyn explode out from the hay as if they were propelled by an erupting volcano’s blast of fiery doom. Vennesulte reacted first. Before my sisters could gain their focus, he swung his staff in two quick successive strikes dropping both of them from the impact of wood to belly. I looked down to the opening of the alley way and saw the guard column stop and turn to investigate. The two leaders approached us but had, apparently, not seen Vennesulte strike my two sisters because their pace lacked any amount of alarm.
“Hey, you there!” said the commander. “Are you both ok?”
“Yes sir,” I responded while Vennesulte stepped next to me.
“Are you sure? I thought I heard a scream,” said the commander.
Both my young monk friend and I exchanged glances, “Scream?” I asked feigning ignorance.
“Yes,” he said with a slight edge of annoyance. “We distinctly heard a scream.”
Seeing that he would not be convinced into believing his ears were wrong by my feigned ignorance, I decided to concede and acknowledge the scream, “Oh, you must mean the small dog whose paw we accidently ran over.”
“I think not,” said the commander as his second’s suspicions also grew, “What are you playing at boy?” By this time, the column of guards had begun showing more than a passing interest in our conversation. They had started to slowly join their commanders.
“Playing? We are not playing. We are just retuning to our farm. We tried to sell some of our hay to those with stables, but as you can see, we did not sell much at all,” I said, pointing to our wagon.
Both of the commanders looked warily to the wagon assessing the truth of my story. When their attention returned to us, the commanded spoke again, “Does your brother talk?”.
While Vennesulte possessed all of the look and innocence of youth, the strange way he spoke would certainly betray our story as false. There was simply no way that allowing him to speak would benefit us in this situation. So, before he answered, I blurted out the first lie that came to me, “No!” I said a little too loudly. “I mean, he does not speak sir. He has not ever since our father passed. He was only two. He has said nothing ever since,”.
The guard must have seen the tears form in my eyes. They were not fake. Mentioning a father dying caused me, quite surprisingly, to have an unexpected emotional response. It was everything I could do not to allow the tears to rain freely down my cheeks. “Perhaps, but perhaps not. You will have no objections if we search your wagon? We are currently hunting two very deadly individuals. They freed themselves from our jails and managed to take two of our Lord’s most treasured objects.”
“Of course. Yes,” I said nervously, “you can search whatever you want.”
Both Vennesulte and I parted allowing the commander free passage to our cart. We exchanged nervous glances. How were we now going to avoid being captured again? Surely the commander would see the two girls, my sisters, laying in the wagon and instantly arrest us. But there was nothing we could do. If we chose to interrupt the commander during his search, or to prohibit him from doing so, we would absolutely be restrained forcefully allowing him to search it without our consent. Our choice was limited to hope. But I had none of that left anymore. So many times had I been confronted with horrible situations only to survive them. But to what avail? Each of my survivals lead only to another desperate situation, more so than the previous one.
The enormity of everything crashed on me, again. My father died to save my life so that I would live and eventually return from the Silver Selection. My mother, I had killed, so that my sisters could be rescued from a fate possibly worse than death itself. But now, I was on the verge of failing them like I had both of my parents. These events, all of them, had been dropped on the unsuspecting people whom I loved. And for what? To what end? Even Kinarin had died protecting myself and my sisters. How Vennesulte had remained alive in my company this long was beyond my comprehension, but it was clear that even his streak of fortune was not enough to overcome the sheer force of darkness my existence exerted on those around me. It was completely apparent that the additive summation of my life had led to this moment; a moment of anger and hopelessness. My head dropped and I looked to the ground. Two tears dropped and landed on the dusty alleyway as I tightly squeezed my eyes shut. I sobbed once and then looked up. For what reason, I did not know.
And then, descending like a god of lethal viciousness, I beheld utter absurdity. This image was burned into the very reaches of every legend of greatness I had ever heard of. In fact, when people tell tales of the legendary Elves, Dwarves, Orcs, and Ogres that seemingly exist on a divine plane greater than the rest of creation, I will always hold this vision in more wonderment than any of those. For divinely descending with an expressed intent of will beyond anything mortal I was ever exposed to, was something that was not real, could not be real. In fact, my mind did not believe my eyes and I believed him to be a visual manifestation of a hope so deep, it caused a horribly potent illusion.
Time unfolded slowly to me as Kinarin streaked out of the sky like a bird of prey hell bent upon the ending of that which his uncanny focus had been set upon. Soundlessly, I saw his daggers slice into the commander’s neck as he deftly landed and rolled. In the continuation of his momentum, he absorbed the force of his fall and redirected it at the second leader of their column. Rising up from his summersault with an upward slash reminding me of the great and legendary Phoenix as it emerged from the ashes of its burnt feathers to become something greater, he slit the other commander from belly to neck spilling his innards upon the ground that only moments ago had been home to my tears.
Before anyone could react, his silent assault was continued on the first four of the soldiers, and before their lifeless bodies hit the ground, the blood from the next two splattered across my face. There was no brilliance equaled to him except perhaps the hallowed singing of the great Mylanas Ishanduil herself. But where she brought hope and emotion, he brought death and finality. At the end, when all twenty-two soldiers who woke that morning expecting to return to their homes and lives to sleep with the chance to dream and rise again the next day, stood the greatest of artists I had ever beheld without the slightest hint of exertion.
He slowly turned to face both Vennesulte and I, “There are some lessons I have not taught you yet.”
“What?” I almost shouted as I stammered for the words. “How?”
“None of that matters now. We have not the time. Give your sisters more of this,” he said as he walked to us and handed us more of the sleeping potion. “This dose should be sufficient to keep them subdued until we are far from this wretched city. We will not have much time to sneak past the guards during their rotation. I have taken measures, but they are only temporary.”
Neither Vennesulte nor I asked Kinarin any more questions as we administered the potion to both Jinola and Hithelyn. “Now, both of you assist me as we hide these bodies.”
The three of us used the next five minutes to hide the dead guards in the trash piles that littered this ally. We did not bother to take their uniforms as disguises. Instead, Kinarin climbed in the back of our wagon and buried himself in the hay along with my sleeping sisters. With his added weight, the wagon was more difficult to maneuver as we made our way from the ally to the main gate. Apparently, there was such a wide spread search for us that the guards responsible for checking those leaving the city had their numbers reduced. But that did not mean they did not have time to stop and question each individual. Nor did it mean that the several carts, wagons, and carriages would not be individually searched.
My anxiety had been on a slow rise ever since we got in line behind the other carts and carriages. Each one of them was thoroughly inspected. Some of them even had all of their contents emptied on the streets. So, I was certain that when it was our turn to be inspected, we would be captured. Or at least confronted. While I was now convinced that Kinarin had the prowess to face down the guards at the gates if it came to that, I was also certain a battle in the open would be sure to call the attention of the other guards. A column of twenty was one thing, but a battalion of over one hundred was something else altogether.
When our cart was next to be inspected, I heard Kinarin say from beneath his covering of hay, “Just stick to your story. Do not draw attention to the cart and all should be well.” His confidence in this situation seemed largely based on the fact that he did not witness what I had witnessed when the preceding carts tried to exit the city. Most of them were permitted. In fact, all but one. But the one that was not allowed to exit was instantly descended upon by guards as if they were hungry desert vultures that had just sensed the death of their prey. The people were seized and the contents confiscated within seconds. But, in spite of the unnerving scene, following his words was our only plausible course of action.
Too tell the truth, I was relieved that he was here again to make our decisions and assume the lead. Though I had been loosely in charge of our escape for a short time, and though I sensed it was only because Vennesulte had neither the desire or the leading to do so, I did not enjoy it. Nor did I believe I was prepared for it. Regardless of either my performance or preparation in leadership, this experience did broaden my understanding and appreciation of a new dynamic I had previously overlooked when considering Kinarin in total.
As we silently pushed our cart up to be inspected, we heard one of the guards say, “What was your business?”
“We only meant to sell some of our hay to the local shops. But we did not sell much,” I replied while trying to adopt the persona of a poor farm boy.
“Hay?” asked the guard, “Why would you want to sell hay? And why would people want to buy it?”
“It has a lot of uses. It can be used to start hearth fires, stuffed inside bedding to make it softer. It can be bound together and used like a table, if one has the tools and twine,” I said as I walked around the cart to stand in front of the guard. Vennesulte fell in to my right.
“Why were you selling it? Farmers usually sell food not hay,” he asked which drew a chuckle from the other guards who were checking the underside of our cart.
“To be honest, and I mean no disrespect, but when the keep was lost to the dark, I mean, invaders, we lost a lot of our food to them also. As did all of the farmers. So, we barely have enough to get through the winter. And should the winter be a long one, like it was three years ago, we might lose some of our animals,” I answered.
“Which farm are you from?” the guard asked me. I was sure they were going to start prodding the hay with their swords, which momentarily distracted me, but I was reminded that the guard was waiting for an answer when he asked his question again.
“Oh, my father is Dosh Dinaro,” I lied. “He owns the farm just off the main road heading in.” In truth, I did not specifically know if there was a farm leading into the city off of the main road; however, my father had explained that much of the income for farms was made not during the working hours at the stands in the marketplace, but as travelers passed the farms. For that reason, there was almost always a farm on one of the main roads leading to and from the main city.
The guard considered myself and Vennesulte for a moment. Then he looked passed us to the other guards responsible for searching the cart, “Hey, did you find anything?”
“No, there is nothing here except hay. They can pass,” said a gruff voice as its owner and three other guards walked back to their positions behind the one questioning me.
“Very well. You may pass,” he said.
At first, I looked to Vennesulte for confirmation because I wanted to doubt what I had just heard. Could it be true? Were we finally getting out of this city, the city that had held not only us captive more than once, but the city responsible for trapping my sisters in the clutches of the very evil that sacked it?
“Well, boy,” said the guard, “Did you not hear me? You two can pass with your cart.”
My eyes went from Vennesulte back to the speaking guard. Apparently, I had a look of bewilderment on my face. And when I still did not move, he walked over to me and said forcefully, “Hey, move along. We have still got quite a line here before we close the gates. Get moving!” But his words were not enough to jog me from my astonishment that something actually unfolded according to our plans. It took a solid shove from Vennesulte in my back to get my legs moving.
I cannot adequately express the emotions I was feeling when we walked through the heavy outer gate except to say it was like seeing the sun again after a long winter where it chose to reveal itself only on the rarest of occasions, and none of those occasions were chosen to the benefit of my eyes. Yet here we were, all five of us now, traversing through the legendary gate of the stone keep. Its legend had been built upon how difficult, nearly impossible, it was to enter once it was closed and its defenses were activated. But from my perspective, it was even more difficult to exit. However, that may have been because of our own predisposition of creating less than ideal circumstances.
Once we were beyond the range of clear eyesight, Kinarin sat up and brushed the hay off himself, “Your sisters are waking up. I am not entirely sure how because there was enough serum to keep them sedated for much longer. Perhaps it is the effect of their training. I had not considered it when I prepared it.”
“I am glad to be rid of that place,” I said as I looked back to see the great stone walls still standing imposingly large.
“So is Vennesulte,” he said as he came to stand beside me. “It is time again for Vennesulte to move and say goodbye.”
“What? You are leaving now? When we just left that hideous place?” my voice cracked betraying my emotional attachment to the young monk.
“Yes. It is time. Vennesulte must visit the other Monasteries to see his Brothers,” and with that, he gave me an awkward, half-hearted embrace, turned toward the north and began walking.
“Where is it you will go?” I asked him.
“Tatherton,” he said, “Vennesulte must speak with them first.”
As we watched him leave, Kinarin said, “He certainly is a little odd.”
“Yes, he is,” I responded, “but sometimes, we need a little odd.”
“Drin,” said the elder assassin as his voice grew more serious, “your sisters will not be as you remember them.”
“I know they will not,” I said as I walked over to the wagon again and started to remove the hay.
He walked over to stand beside me, “That is not what I meant.”
“What then did you mean?”
“Not only will they be different when they wake, but they will never be the same. They are no longer the young girls you remember, Drin. They are something different.”
“What do you mean ‘different’?”
My mentor took a very long pause as if he was considering something. Perhaps he was currently thinking how much to tell me, or even if he should tell me anything at all, but during his pause I could tell he was battling something on a front I could not see, one that was not physically perceivable. At one point, his eyes grew distant, as if his focus moved from me to a silhouette of me, but one he could not clearly focus on. I looked down at the hay and saw what I thought was the briefest of movements, but it was momentary and fleeting. When I looked back to Kinarin, his gaze had returned and become as grave as his voice.
“Drin, I have heard stories and rumors about the dark arts. Those techniques that do not require the use of magic, but instead uses the focus of our emotions to accomplish actions not capable otherwise.”
“I do not see how that can change my sisters so much that they would never return to who they were,” I responded from hope.
“Not all of our emotions are good, Drin. Think of what you experienced while we were in the stone keep. Your sisters were exposed to training in these tactics and were undoubtedly exposed to heinous levels of pain to bring them to the level at which they can be put to use. And as you saw when they fought you, they were quite effective.” Hearing his words, my aggravation was beginning to grow. He must have seen my expression change because when he continued, he did so with almost a dismissive empathy. “I just want you to be prepared for what may happen we they are both fully awake. We may need to subdue them for a time,” he said as he looked down as well.
Not wanting to think about subduing my sisters, I abruptly said, “Then we will just have to make that decision when it is required.”
It was not long after my last statement regarding our discussion, that the required moment presented itself, and even without Kinarin’s furthered urging, the decision was apparent. I held on for as long as I could, but after Jinola had given me a shallow cut on my forearm while I was holding her with both arms and yelling that she should calm down, I managed to inject her with the potion. Kinarin did not fare quite as poorly as I did while handling Hithelyn. Perhaps because he was more skilled than I, or perhaps because he was already mentally prepared for what was going to happen, but he escaped without a mark.
“How long will they be like this?” I asked him as I lifted the unconscious weight of my sister and placed her in the cart. Kinarin did the same.
“That is a very complicated question, Drin,” he said. “It depends in large part to the amount of their mind that is yet remaining.”
“Amount of their mind?” I asked for further clarification.
“Yes. The breaking process, as with all things, is just that. A process. That is because there are many ‘parts’ of the mind that must be broken through before one’s identity can be altered completely. Think of like this: you are familiar with onions, are you not?” he asked and waited for my answer.
“Of course,” I said, almost offended at the insinuation that any farmer would not be so. Apparently, he found my abrupt response humorous because it drew a smile from his normally grave features.
“Then you are also familiar that before you get to the heart of the onion, you must first peel away many layers?” he asked.
“Yes. Are you telling me that the mind is like an onion? That it has many layers to it that are separate from the others?”
“In a way, it is. But it also functions together, as a unit.”
“Can my sisters’ layers be restored?”
“All things can be restored, Drin, until the moment when the heart has been changed. If the heart is gone, so too is the mind.”
“Do you think their hearts have been changed?”
“No, I do not think so. They were not in their training long enough for that,” he said, but I could tell he was not completely convinced.
Interrupting him from continuing and me from asking further questions, we heard a sharply loud, high-pitched shriek from above. As our eyes were instinctively drawn to the sky, we saw a small speck impossibly high. It seemed to be hovering in the air, but after a short moment, we could see that it was descending. Another loud shriek. The bird was diving toward us at an incredible rate. At first, it seemed as though it was going to attack us, as if we had threatened its youth concealed in its nest, but then it slowed by quickly spreading its wings. When it did, I breathed a sigh of relief and noticed that my hand had instinctively clenched my dagger. As it drew nearer, I could see that it was carrying something in its talon. As I watched the bird glide toward us, I was surprised to see Kinarin stretch his arm out and even more surprised to see the bird, now identifiable as a type of falcon, land effortlessly on his forearm. Kinarin took a few moments to affectionately pet the bird along its back and head, and then plucked a small scroll from its closed talon. As if knowing he was about to read it, the falcon hopped to his shoulder. Kinarin, unrolled the scroll and silently read its contents.
When he finished, he had a momentary lapse from his normally stoic demeanor and tilted his head backward, closing his eyes. He then let it drop and subtly shook it from side to side. After a few seconds, he looked up to me, inhaled, exhaled and then said, “It appears we must go to Pretago Cor. We have just been summoned by the Guild Master.”
“What does that mean?” I asked him.
“Usually when she imposes a personal meeting, it is because she is impressed with the body of work and wants to meet in person before assigning a more important mark. But seeing as how we were unsuccessful in our last endeavor, it is more likely that she will reprimand us for our failure,” he said as he positioned himself behind the cart.
“What does that mean?” I asked again.
“It could mean several things, Drin. I am not privy to her thoughts or intentions. None are. But I can tell you this: depending on the repercussions of our failure, it is possible our very lives could be threatened,” he said before he put his shoulder into my sisters’ temporary wooden bed.
“Our lives could be threatened!” I repeated his statement in disbelief. “But even you said I should have never been given that assignment!”
“Yes. That is what I said. But that is not what happened. And what happened is you missed and our mark lived,” he said as he rested his hands on the wooden ledge. I was frozen by disbelief. How could our lives be at risk for failing in what Kinarin described as an almost impossible mission without adequate time for preparation? He saw my anger growing, but stopped it before it grew out of proportion, “Now, are you going to help push this cart, or am I going to have push it to Haberdale all by myself?” Having been disarmed by his question, I joined him by putting my shoulder against the back and began to push.
“How far is Haberdale?” I asked not long into our journey.
“Less than three days to the south, normally. But with this cart, it is closer to a week,” he said.
Thankfully, his estimation was longer than the time our journey actually required. In a little less than five days, we arrived on the outskirts of the city. And it was a good thing because we were out of the serum used to subdue my sisters. Aside from a couple of their attempts to escape, one of which involved trying to kill me, we met with little incidence. After the second attempt, Kinarin thought it better to keep them subdued the entire time without a reprieve. I would normally have agreed reluctantly; however, because Hithelyn had managed to steal my dagger and nearly slit my throat, any reluctance I might have had was replaced with eagerness. She might have been successful had the falcon not dived out of the sky at just the right moment disrupting her success.
“Drin, we will need supplies for the next part of our journey. I have compiled a list of them including those we will need to make more of the potion. A city like this is likely to ask questions if they see someone who is not known to them in their market. Purchase what we need quickly and do not delay in your return,” he said as he finished writing the list on a small piece of parchment. “Please, do not tarry and do your best to remain unseen. These little cities can be more treacherous than they appear.”
As he handed me the list, I asked, “Would it not be better if you went instead of me?”
“No. I will remain here with your sisters in case there are any developments with them,” he answered.
“I will return as soon as I can,” I said as I turned to make my way down to the market.
I did not like these times, when I was alone and my attention was not consumed by a meaningful, life-threatening task. It was in these times that my attention, either purposefully or without a purposeful direction, focused on what I had become. What was I? If defined by deeds, I was a killer, both with intention and without. First my father had died because of my very existence. Then there was the mistaken assassination of an unintended target. Lord Myosk was supposed to die by my arrow, instead, another man had perished because my shot was errant. Thirdly, the only one where my deed reflected the intent of my will, was my mother. Even the necessary death of a relatively unknown young man weighed upon me.
The weather reflected my current identity driven mood perfectly.  The sky was grey without any delineation between the clouds. There seemed to be a slowness to the air that caused its effect to be more droning than normal. The day was dismal. And so was I. Had it not been for the list in my hand, a list I realized I was clinging to more tightly than normal, I might have walked all the way to the horizon. But as the contents on this list were needed to help my sisters, I was able to cling to my current purpose much like I was clinging to the piece of parchment.
I entered the city from the eastern path. As it was not fortified with an outer wall and the only signs of defense were twin guards posted under the archway indicating its formal boundary, I had no difficulty with my infiltration. It was not very large when compared to the larger cities of the provinces, but it was not small either. It did have established residential, commercial, and mercantile districts, along with a separate market. But unlike the Stone Keep, the districts themselves were relatively small. As with most villages and cities of the area, the market was located centrally with all roads leading to and from it. The layout reminded me largely of my home city of Twin Oaks.
Even the people were similar. I saw many families in the market area browsing the various stations. There were mothers and daughters, fathers and sons, and brothers and sisters. My attention was particularly drawn to a father and son duo whose ages were almost the identical reflection of myself and my father. Had they not been standing behind one of the pelt trader’s booths, I would still have been able to tell they were not farmers. Their hands showed signs of callouses similar to the traditional finger patterns of repeated bow and arrow usage. Had I not seen in the youth the same innocence I saw in myself before I left for the selection, I might have mistaken him for a selectee who had been assigned to the trader. But as it was, he lacked the forlorn melancholy present in those who have had to leave family and friends behind.
For a moment, I began to fixate upon the condition of my current family and my eyes began to tear up; however, I was drawn out of that viscous circle of devolvement by a particularly odd family; however, their oddity was not centered around their appearance. There was a woman of middle years who was toting around her three daughters as they progressed through their daily list of purchases. I wagered the ages of the girls to be about twelve, nine, and five respectively and the mother to be roughly in her late thirties, though I had never been adept at judging ages, least of all in women. Their clothes were normal and blended into the normality of Haberdale as if they had been their all their lives. Indeed, there was nothing outstanding regarding their physicality that identified them as out of place.
It was the woman’s behavior, however, that betrayed her as not quite normal on this most normal of mornings in the city. Whereas every and all other of the market’s inhabitants, both vendors and patrons, glazed over my presence with nothing more than a momentary glance with barely an acknowledgment, her eyes dwelt upon my face with a stunned understanding as if a ghost had just been made to wake and walk mortal again. Because I was very aware of our group’s precarious situation, I did not want to do anything beyond what a normal citizen would. So, I did not return her stare. But that did not mean I was not focused on her within the periphery of my vision.
I saw a man approach her and give her a kiss on her cheek providing me with the opportunity to step into the shadows and disappear from her notice. I smoothly ducked behind a group of three hooded priests. I pulled my hood up to further blend in. In the briefest of moments, I had changed from a local resident just out on a morning task at the market to a priest of the Righteous Order deep in the meditation of divine thoughts. It was fortunate that the group of monks I chose to become was walking toward the woman and her family because it offered me a closer, and most importantly, unseen opportunity to observer her. But when I passed them by, the slight tilt of my head must have been enough to draw her attention because we locked eyes. And while it drew nothing of connection or even the slightest recognition from me, it pulled from her a stare that betrayed a deep pain. The kind of pain that is created in the most intimate of knowings when those knowings were betrayed in the most devastatingly intimate manner possible.
I saw the man who had previously approach her whisper something in her ear and the youngest of her daughters pull on her sleeve. He whispered something again and the daughter pulled with enough force to cause the mother to lose her balance, thus breaking our gaze. Our group of four rounded the corner and, just before all four of us entered into the temple through the opened door, I ducked behind one of the tall and broad posts supporting a large overhang out of everyone’s notice, or so I thought. “Hey, you there!” said a raised voice, “What are you doing?”
I turned to face him, but my eyes were doubled back to focus on a picture hanging on the post I was hiding behind. It was a wanted poster with a reward of one thousand gold pieces to whoever captured the likeness of the face drawn below. The paper was ages old and very warn around the edges suggesting that either the perpetrator had been arrested and this poster was forgotten about, or more likely, that they criminal was never apprehended. At first notice, I thought the picture was of me and not just because my name was on it either. The picture of the criminal resembled me to an uncanny degree. In fact, the only reason I did not believe the picture was of me was because I had never been to Haberdale before and could not have committed any crime inside of its borders. Therefore, there was no logical reason my face and name would be on a wanted poster.
“You there!” said the voice again. “What are you doing there?”
Instinctively I covered the face on the poster and turned to answer him, “I am just passing through and needed to resupply in your market.”
“What is your name?” asked the guard. I could see that he was young, but not as young as me. He probably did not see the likeness of my face to the poster’s, but that did not mean he would not know the name.
“Kinarin,” I lied, “Kinarin Rhorkall.”
Instantly the guard drew his sword, “Raise your hands!” he said with an extreme amount of alarm in his voice.
I was about to respond when he interrupted me, “Raise your hands! Now!” he said loudly, beginning to draw attention from others. I raised my hands slowly so I did not draw any unwanted reaction from him and increase the already elevated level of attention he had drawn.
He turned his head to look for any other guards, giving me the opportunity I needed. One of the skills Kinarin had taught me was how to ready oneself for action without appearing to do so. So, while I was slowly raising my hands, the other aspects of my body were drawing upon my muscular skill set to advance. My legs dropped into a coiled and readied position as I slightly turned, setting my stronger side closer to him. When he turned his head, my hesitation was absent and my action was definite. I slide stepped, closing the gap more quickly than he was trained to defend even if his attention had been focused fully on me. I used my left arm to strike at his forward wrist, the one gripping his sword, knocking it upward and out of position to do harm. While I maintained contact with his wrist, I jutted the fingers of my right hand to the soft and exposed part of his armor under his armpit. My fingers sank deep into the squishy substance of muscle, artery, and nerve. A follow through step with my front leg allowed me to collapse my striking arm at the elbow using it to deliver a devastating blow to the side of his face. I stepped through and gripped his wrist pulling down as hard as I could. The momentum generated from my step through allowed me to flip him onto his back. As he landed, I saw blood on his face from his split lip and broken nose. He was breathing, but not conscious. I grabbed the wanted poster and blended back into the normality of Haberdale’s morning routine with none the wiser.
I kept my hood up as I walked through the streets; the sun now much higher than it was when I began my chore. I was fairly confident Kinarin would understand why I returned without any of the supplies we needed to purchase. But in all honestly, that was the furthest thing from my mind. What demanded its attention equally were two new things. Firstly, how could anyone have recognized me in Haberdale? I had never been there before. Furthermore, and most disturbing, is what connection could possibly exist to evoke that deep of an emotional response from someone who was a total stranger to me? Not to mention, how in the world could my name have ended up on a wanted poster? And apparently, Kinarin was just as infamous as I was in Haberdale. It was his name, after all, that produced the reaction from the unfortunate guard that ended in his unconsciousness.
As I walked to our location, I saw Kinarin administering the last of our serum for my sisters, “I thought we did not have any more?” I asked.
“I split the dosage to buy us slightly more time. But it will not last long. They will wake soon. Their strength is growing,” he said. “Did you find everything we needed?” he asked.
“We have a problem,” I said as I showed him the wanted poster.
He took the poster, looking it over for a few moments, and then turned his attention back to me, “What happened? I thought I told you to do everything you could to stay away from notice.”
“I did everything. I took all precautions to blend in, but there was a woman,” I said and let the simple comment linger. Kinarin did not say anything for a brief second closing his eyes as if he had resigned to something.
“Tell me what happened,” he instructed.
After I retold him the story, being very careful not to leave anything out, he turned and walked over to the cart where he had just finished placing my sisters for their potion induced slumber. He put his hands on its sides and I saw him grow distant. Though he seemed to be focusing on the wagon, he was anywhere but. “Kinarin, what do we do?” I asked.
He slowly raised his head and looked at me over his turned shoulder, “We do nothing. You stay here. I will purchase what we need.”
“Are you sure that is wise? They know your name,” I reminded him.
“Yes, they do, but it has been many years since they knew me,” he said.
“What do you mean? And how did my name and face get on that wanted poster?” I asked.
“It is not your name and face,” he said gravely.
“Yes, it is,” I protested. “I saw them both and it is clearly my face with the name ‘Drin Martos’ written under it.”
“No. It is not your face nor your name that has caused our dilemma,” he said as he walked over to me. Looking me squarely in my eyes with the compassion of a thousand forgiven lies, he said, “They are mine.”
Stunned. That was my response. I was stunned. I had formed some of my own theories while returning from the city, but none of them remotely entertained his answer as even a possibility. They were his name and his face? My mind was completely unequipped to handle his admission because with it, came a whole cascade of information I was currently rejecting. Its ramifications were beyond any reality I was able to allow. As I stood, with nothing coming from my mouth, he said, “Drin, stay here with your sisters. I will return with what we need. Under no circumstance are you to follow me. Do you understand?” he asked. But when I returned only stunned silence again, he gently placed his had on my shoulder repeating his question, “Do you understand?”
“Yes,” I said weakly.
“Good,” he said as he turned to walk to town. But before he left, he looked back over his shoulder, showing an empathetic component to his persona I previously thought he lacked, “I understand you have questions. I would have them as well. I will answer them all. But first, we must obtain what supplies we need and be away from this town.” I nodded in understanding because I was still stunned into a vocally catatonic state. “Good,” he said. “I will be back soon.”
For a long while I watched as he walked away. Soon after he disappeared from my sight, my mind understood and allowed me to consider what it was now seeing as an unavoidable fact, Kinarin’s presence in my life was more than a coincidence. Regardless of how much its orchestration would remain a mystery until he answered my questions, I could not deny that his presence was of a familial construct. However, be it a grand symphony composed over the years, or a simple elegy resulting from chance, I did not know, and might not ever know.
He walked into town as if he’d been there enough to have it permanently assimilated into his daily routine. His actions left nothing to question. He was there because he was supposed to be there from habit, one that had been developed over years. He knew where things would be because nothing in Haberdale changed much. The market vendors were all the same, as were most of the guards and people. There were a few he did not recognize, but that was normal of any village, town or city. Regardless of how much they did not change, there were always a few new faces to be seen and new stories to be heard. For everyone had a story, including him.
But now was not the time for such indulgences. Now was the time to complete their list and embark on their Journey to Pretago Cor. The Guild Master did not like delays when fulfilling a summons. As such, he did not spend any time nostalgically pausing at any of the familiar landmarks, landmarks that had shown their ability to withstand the tests of time. No, he progressed with a hunting purpose and fixation to the apothecary where he would purchase the necessary herbs and tonics to produce the subduing potion for Hithelyn and Jinola.
“Helorthina’s Tonics” was still inscribed on a sign that still hung in the same place it had above the door years ago. It was more weathered than he remembered, but so was he. He had been here before and hand known Helorthina long ago but was confident she would not recognize his face nor his voice. He was adept at subtly altering them just enough to avoid recognition. He entered through the swinging door that made the same familiar creaking and was welcomed by the familiar chimes that still hung from her ceiling. From a door behind the counter, an elderly woman emerged carrying a cane in her left hand. As Kinarin remembered, she carried it as more of a security blanket than out of necessity. As she walked around to meet him, he noticed that its sound against the floor was absent indicating her limp had gotten better over the years he had been away. However, he knew her sight had not.
“What can I get for you, traveler?” she asked in a voice that reminded him of the quintessential grandmother.
“I have a list, but none of the items are uncommon. Would it suit your disposition if I found them for myself?” he returned gently.
“As you wish, traveler,” she said slowly walking around behind the counter. “I will be here when you are ready to complete your purchase.”
“Thank you,” he said and set upon his task of locating the herbs within her shop. As with all things in Haberdale, Helorthina’s placement of her items did not change and the locations upon her shelves endured into his recollection. It was not long before he held all of them and walked to stand opposite her on the other side of the counter.
“Will that be all, traveler?” she asked.
“Yes, thank you,” he said.
“Are you sure?” she said as her blind eyes stared just over his head.
“Yes, I am sure,” he said.
“Very well,” said Helorthina as she felt each of his items. “That will be fifteen silvers.”
“Is that all?” he asked, expecting the price to be much higher.
“Yes, that will be all,” she said.
He loosened the string on his money pouch and produced twenty silver pieces from it, “Keep the rest. Thank you,” he added as he turned to walk away.
“Thank you, traveler,” she said. Just as he was about to walk out of the door, she added, “it is good to see you back.”
He stopped, turned, and walked back to the counter. “How did you know it was me?”
“You can change many things about yourself, but you cannot change your scent, Kinarin. I would remember that darkly wild musk anywhere” she said as she grinned broadly.
“I trust you will not betray my presence?” he asked.
“What would you do if I did?” she asked. But when he remained silent, she said, “No, I will not betray it. How long will you be staying?” she asked.
“Not long. Only time enough to resupply, then I must be leaving again,” he said.
“She still loves you; you know. Always has,” she said as she placed her hand on his.
“No, I am sure she does not. There was much about me she learned before I could tell her. And I am quite certain she has yet to forgive me,” he said. “But thank you nonetheless.”
“Time is the salve for all wounds, Kinarin. Trust in its passage. Go see her. She will not reject you,” said the elderly woman as she lifted the pressure of her hand from his signaling, she had completed her peace.
“Perhaps in another lifetime, Thina,” Kinarin responded as he turned and walked quickly toward the door. Although he knew he could trust her confidence, he was becoming increasingly uneasy at the prospect of being recognized by one of Haberdale’s less than forgiving inhabitants. So, when he briskly turned the corner, he had become preoccupied with the outlying areas of his vision and did not see that which was right in front of him. After he heard her cries, he looked down and realized he had toppled over a young girl in his haste to be away from the possibility of being recognized.
Panicked because of the attention she was drawing to him, he reacted quickly by bending down and cradling her close in his arms. She could not have been more than five years old, and because of that, she was less concerned with who was holding her in favor of that she was indeed being held and comforted. He began talking to her in hushed and reassuring tones and she responded well by ending her sobs and cries. They remained as such, two strangers, each placing the moment’s trust in the other. He to trust she would not continue to cry, and she that he would continue to assist her. When he thought she was sufficiently calmed down to answer a few questions, he asked her, “Little one, where are your Drahin and Drashin?”
Between muted but deep inhalations, she replied, “I do not know.”
“Are you lost, little one?” he asked in tone just above a whisper.
“Yes,” she said weekly as her crying began to increase again. He looked around nervously but did not see anyone else paying attention to them. Whatever eyes that were initially drawn to the sobbing of a little girl had been averted under the assumption that her father had found her and was now consoling her. Content that they were alone in their moment and none was the wiser to his identity, he said, “There, there little one. It will be ok.”
“No, it will not,” she said, again elevating her desperation at being lost.
“Yes, it will. You will see,” he looked around hoping to find someone who could help her and return her to her parents. He might have done it himself, but if he was discovered, and there was still a good possibility he could be, things would undoubtedly turn much more complicated. About one hundred feet to his right, walking down the central street of the market, Kinarin saw a small patrol of guards. “Look there, little one,” he said as he pointed. “You can walk to those guards coming our way and they will help you.”
“No! If my Drahin finds out I got lost again, he will yell at me!”
Seeing the guards getting closer to him, he tried to convince the little girl she would be ok, “I am sure he will not. If you walk toward those guards, they will help you.”
At his insistence, she began to cry again. He had to do something. It would not do well to have four guards find out that he is not the father of this little girl. No doubt that would begin a sequence of events predictable in their escalation as they would be within all provincial towns. And while under normal circumstances, those not involving a criminal past, he would be able to quickly explain away this situation, he was not convinced he would meet with the same fortune. For there was nothing normal about his history in Haberdale. He knew he had no choice, “Do not cry, little one. I can help you find your family.”
When he said this, the little girl seemed to perk up instantly. While still battling the reflexive residue of crying, she stood up quickly and grabbed his hand. He risked a glance at the guard patrol and saw that they had been walking straight toward them, but when they saw Kinarin being led away by the girl, they eased whatever suspicions they might have had and halted their forming inquiry. When Kinarin returned his attention to the girl, he saw that she was leading him out of the market area and into the residential areas. Although the little girl did not know this, he was more familiar with the city than she was. But as with all children, she was indulging in her opportunity to show her new friend what she believed to be a new experience for him. She was quite insistent with leading him and certainly did not seem lost at all. The streets were still the same, as were the residences. Although he had to admit, he never saw this side of the town much because it was reserved for the more affluent residents. But that is not to say it was unknown to him altogether. Quite the opposite, it was the very reason for his departure from not only the city of Haberdale, but the heart of her. After making several turns down several streets, the little girl stopped.
“This is my house,” said the little girl. “Can you meet my Drahin and Drashin?” she asked.
“I am not sure I should, little one,” he said hoping to be away from her as soon as possible.
“Please!” she stated. “I can show you my new doll!” she said excitedly and decided not to give him the chance. She gripped more tightly than he though a little girl should be allowed to grip and pulled him toward her door. Because he did not want to create a scene, he allowed himself to be led down their moderate front walkway and up the five small, wooden steps to her porch. The little girl bounded through the front door with excitement shouting, “Drashin, I found a new friend!”
Finally freed from the little girl’s vice like, energetic grip, he saw this as the perfect opportunity to slip out of this situation unseen. He turned to walk back down toward the street, but he saw a patrol of four guards on their leisurely city patrol walking toward him. The guards would probably think nothing of a man leaving a house and walking down the street, but if he was recognized, and there was a good potential for it, there would be little he could do. He decided to take refuge within the house of the little girl and turned to face the door. As he did, he saw it swing open and the little girl emerge holding the hand of a woman he assumed was her mother. Before he had a chance to give her his full attention, he said, “I am sorry for the intrusion, but this little girl is quite,” he left the statement unfinished not because he lacked the words to describe her, but because the returning emotions the sight of her mother produced overwhelmed his normally razor focus.
Standing in front of him, just a door’s threshold away, was the woman he never thought he would ever see again. And certainly, the woman he thought would never want to see him again should the unlikely opportunity manifest as more than the hope of a master assassin. But there she was, silhouetted against the backdrop of a large window behind her that seemed to outline her face highlighting it in the most angelic way; a way that took him back to everything he was before his first kill, and everything he would never be again.
Before either could come to the appropriate emotional response, there was a loud crash just at their feet. The woman had dropped her water jug. Kinarin instantly bent over to help pick it up; however, his efforts were halted when one of the guards called out, “Is everything all right over there?”
As this time, before either of them could affirm that there was either something or nothing at all that required their intervention, Kinarin heard another voice. This one, while it reflected the same masculinity of the guard’s, came from an entirely different direction. “Coleyne? Are you all right?”
Both Kinarin and Coleyne looked to each other with the resignation that the situation had grown beyond either of their abilities to stop. Like a small snowball that begins at the top of the mountain, Kinarin had bent down to assist the young girl he had toppled over in the effort to prevent any unwanted attention. Then, when the snowball had begun rolling and gaining momentum, Kinarin followed the young girl to her home, fully knowing it was escalating, but still believing he could stop it. And now, when the snowball had been allowed to roll and gain enough momentum to turn it into an avalanche, he could do nothing except to stand aside and allow it to crash against the unsuspecting town at the mountain’s base. And that is exactly what he did when the man from inside the house came into his view with the intent of simply checking on the condition of his wife and daughter.
“Coleyne,” he said, “who is this?” Kinarin’s well-honed instincts for escape activated as though he had just completed a successful mark. Part of his instincts were the keen and rapid observation of his surroundings, including the people within. He saw the callouses on the man’s hands and forearm suggesting repeated practice with a bow and arrow, yet they lived well above the status of a hunter and trader. He saw the small scar on his right cheek suggesting that he was no stranger to physical conflict. He glanced behind him and saw a mannequin adorned with armor and decoration above the guards he had seen in the streets. Though he did not recognize this man personally, he knew him to be a commander based on the markings of his uniform; but just how high he had risen, he could not say. And unless he was a familial relation to the Lord of this village, he would possess all the qualities necessary for advancement within the military. Which meant, he was sure to recognize Kinarin.
“He brought our daughter back to us!” she said quickly. “I was just finished thanking him.” She turned to Kinarin, “Thank you kind sir! We appreciate your kindness and hope our daughter was not too much trouble.”
“No, she was not. Such a splendid little one you have here,” Kinarin said as he finished helping the young girl. He stood and was going to begin his exit strategy, but was interrupted when the young girl grappled him around the legs, hugging affectionately.
“Please, Mommy? Can he say for dinner?” she asked as she clung tightly to his legs.
“Oh, no Cisara. I am sure the nice man has things to do today and business to be about. We could not possibly impose on his time any longer than what we already have,” said Coleyne quickly dismissing her daughter’s request. “Is that not so, sir?”
Pausing briefly, Kinarin responded, “Yes. Yes, it is so. I do have much business to attend to today. But perhaps tomorrow I can call upon you for your hospitalities?”
The little girl went through the gambit of emotions from disappointment when her mother denied her request to joy when she heard Kinarin’s response and counter offer. “Really? Mommy, can he? Please?” she said as she drew out the vowel sounds for emphasis.
“If he is available, I guess it is the least we can do to show our appreciation,” she said as she looked back to Kinarin.
“I am sorry, but I did not catch your name?” said the man as he extended his hand. “You are not from these parts.”
“No, indeed I am not,” responded Kinarin as he accepted the man’s hand. He was forced to abide by the social expectations of one removed from anything nefarious. And to respond with anything except the causal nature of their encounter would no doubt raise suspicions beyond what there already was. “My name is Darian, Darian Brosthor. Your name is?”.
“Commander Yullos. It is a pleasure to meet you, Darian. You have my gratitude for the safe return of our little Cisara. This is not the first time she has wandered off when she was in the market with her mother,” he said with a stern look shot to the little girl. “But it had better be the last.”
“I am sorry, Drahin,” she said as she finally let go of Kinarin’s legs and returned to Coleyne’s side.
“Well, we have kept you far too long, good sir. We will await your company tomorrow to show you proper thanks. We do not want to detain you any longer from your business affairs,” she said as she put an arm around her daughter who nuzzled closer to her mother’s skirting.
Ignoring Coleyne’s lead, Commander Yullos asked, “Where did you say you were from, Dorian?”
“It is Darian, and I do not believe I did,” he answered, noticing the intentional mispronunciation of his fictitious name.
“Indeed, you did not. If you do not mind me asking, how long do you intend to be in Haberdale?” asked the Commander.
“Not much longer. Just enough time to complete my business,” he said as a matter of fact.
“Oh, and how long might that be?” pressed the commander.
“M’lady,” Kinarin said as he turned to address Coleyne, “thank you for your hospitality; but as much as I would like to stay and indulge our conversation further, I do have pressing business to attend to.” He turned around and began to step down the steps leading from their porch but stopped when he saw that the four guards who were patrolling the streets had increased their numbers to ten, weapons now brandished. He instinctively reached for his two swords in anticipation of the battle.
“You would do well to drop your weapons, Drin Martos,” said the commander as he, too, brandished his sword. “We have you surrounded. You cannot escape.”
Kinarin surveyed his surroundings. The ten guards at the end of the walkway would not pose much of a hindrance if their training was on par with the standard guard training throughout the rest of the Silver Empire; and he was sure that it was. Likewise, the ten more guards stationed at each of the ends of the street would be easy enough to evade. He had outrun the city guards in many similar and larger cities all over the empire and believed he could do so again. Posing potentially more of a hindrance was Commander Yullos. Though Kinarin knew he would have more fighting skill than the rest of his guards, he was not sure how much. The ability to emerge victorious from a battle with multiple attackers was due to primarily two distinct influences. Firstly, was the question of how quickly Kinarin would be able to dismiss either the threat of the guards or Captain Yullos. For example, if Commander Yullos was able to maintain Kinarin’s focus with his skill for a prolonged time, then the other guards would have more chances for openings. If, however, he was able to neutralize him without much delay, there would be few openings and fewer opportunities for the guards to be successful. Secondly, and intertwined with the first, is whether or not the participating opponents possessed the necessary patience to properly capitalize on their superior numbers.
With all things considered, the easier of his two options to live past this encounter was to engage the guards at the end of the walkway and then flee directly across the street into the houses and yards beyond. But once he did that, there would be a quickly coordinated effort to apprehend him. All of the guards would be mobilized making escape very difficult. And if he did, the resulting pursuit would be relentless. If he was by himself, or even with just Drin, he would be able to stay ahead of the chase, but with the girls, there would be no possibility of outdistancing the inevitable pursuit. So, he turned around and prepared to engage Commander Yullos. Eliminating him, while increasing the difficulty of living past the immediate danger, would do a great deal more to ensure their escape across the countryside.
But as he turned around to confront what he judged as his best option, he himself was confronted with a third variable, one he had not considered, her stark blue eyes. They were so remarkable still. Even as these long had passed, they held nothing but the purest sense of compassion for him. He still remembered how they would turn the most brilliant shade of turquois when she cried. And although he had not seen them do so for many, many years, their effect on him was the same as it had been then. They completely disarmed him. In a single moment, one that he may come to regret and prove to be the ending of him, he understood that he would never be able to take from her that which she loved and cared for.
He looked from her eyes to the blue skies and closed his. He breathed in two easy breaths and opened them again. As his head returned to his level gaze, he saw Commander Yullos walking warily toward him. Kinarin held out his weapons and let them drop to the ground.
“Take him!” shouted the commander. It became apparent that the guards were indeed well drilled, for they cascaded upon him quickly and efficiently, binding his hands behind his arms in only seconds.
“Drin Martos, you are being charged with the murder of Count Dyer’s son, Frendoro Dyers. And because we already have an eye witness who has given her account of your damning actions, and held trial in your absence, you sentence has already been passed. You will be executed at sundown,” said the commander. Turning to his guards, he said “Take him to his cell.”
Before his eyes were forcefully removed from the gentle turquoise of Coleyne’s, now overflowing with silent tears, he heard a quick wisp of air followed by a soft, leathery thud. Kinarin turned his attention to the sound and saw a dark shaft with its arrow head buried deeply into the chest of Commander Yullos. Before he was able to locate from where it came, three more sequences of similar sounds followed, each with the same result as the arrow heads were buried deeply into the chests of the closest three guards.
There was a delayed panic, the way a heard of animals reacts to a loud and unexpected sound; however, when action did descend, it was complete. Coleyne was the first to react, her screams filling the air. The guards were next. The ones located at the ends of the street started running to the confrontation. Those who were left alive began running for cover leaving Kinarin to fend for himself. He picked up one of the swords he dropped, from one of the fallen guards and used it to cut the ropes binding his hands. Though he understood the precarious position he was in, he did not feel directly threatened. Judging by the speed and expertise with which the four targets were killed, he knew if it was in the design, he would already be dead.
When he finished cutting his bindings, he jumped back up, located his swords and began searching for Coleyne. When he saw her, held around the neck by a thin hand, with a devilishly thin blade held against her skin, he stopped. Behind the turquoise eyes that sill held his emotions bound, he saw the raven black hair of the woman named Vismorda. He saw her and knew fear.
“So, this is the thing you want most is it not?” asked Vismorda, her words dripping from her mouth in a darkly seductive manner. “Maybe I will take her from you the way you have taken my Malice and Vile,” she continued as she slowly drew the flat blade across Coleyne’s skin. “What do you think, hunny, would you like to be taken by me?” she asked Coleyne as she kissed the terrified woman’s cheek.
“You have no charge against her. Let her go and I will come peacefully,” he said as he took a small step toward them.
“But that is not what I want now is it?” she said as she continued to taunt Coleyne with her blade.
“What is it that you want then?” asked Kinarin, taking another small step closer. By now the remaining guards had their weapons drawn and were circling the three of them. They kept their distance, but Kinarin could almost feel the growing tension in their hands. He hoped that their patience was greater than what he had originally surmised. If one of them moved too quickly toward the two women, he was sure Coleyne’s blood would be spilled.
“I want my little Ravens back. And then I want that boy,” she said kissing Coleyne’s cheek again. “If you give them to me, I will give this little plaything back to you.”
“What of the guards?” he asked, taking yet another step closer to them. “You do not believe they will just let us leave?”
“I should hope not. I have such a taste for blood today!” she said wickedly.
“Let her go and I will take you to them, but I will not move while she is in your possession.”
“What a dilemma you have given me!” she said as she laughed out loud. “You are ever the challenge! Let me see. So, if I let her go, you will take me to my little Raven’s and their brother. But the guards will surely attack as soon as I let her go. And you will no doubt, join them in their fight. But if I hold her, and keep her for myself, you will not assist me in recapturing what is rightfully mine. Is that correct?” she said as she flicked her blade dismissively in the air.
“Yes,” said Kinarin stoically, inching closer to the two women.
“It seems that you have given me no choice then,” said Vismorda as she eased her grip around Coleyne’s neck. “Very well, you may go, my sweet little plaything.” But just as Coleyne took a first tepid step toward Kinarin, Vismorda pierced her chest with one of her black bladed swords.
Kinarin moved.
So did Vismorda.
She gripped the power of her dark liquid and sank more deeply into her death trance than ever before. With the speed and lethality of a coiled snake bent upon vengeance, and vengeance alone, Kinarin engaged her. He existed as rage that burned black hot when she extended into his consciousness. She saw that he was trained and trained well. Blades flying around from every direction and into every direction created a mesmerizing cacophony of death. She stretched more of her liquid into him, seeking to become one with his movements, to know them before he did, and then to act to end his life; but she could not hold him. He was illusive. Illusive in the way that the creation of fog is illusive. And his illusiveness made him impossible to hold. She saw his awareness right in front of her, and what should have been an easy task of grasping, was proving more difficult than she anticipated.
In their first encounter, he had gotten lucky as fate looked down upon him and decided that she place her foot in the dampness of the stone keep causing her to slightly misstep and lose a fraction of her perfect balance. In the briefest of moments, he drove his fist into her face and slithered out of the conflict. But she did learn much about him that day. She knew he was lethal. He had lasted longer against her than any man save one, and he was the progenitor of her power. But to suggest that there was another, and one who was lacking the power of the dark fountain, who could withstand her physically or otherwise was a thought so perverse to her that it fueled her rage.
And rage she did.
Jesolin had always told her that subtlety was not within her grasp of actions, and he was right. As Kinarin’s illusiveness grew, so did her rage. And when tolerating the prowess of this man, this inferior opponent, invoked her contempt for all beings, she exploded into a visage of finality. It was enough she was subjected to Jesolin’s will, but to endure another’s, even if it is simply to live, was a tolerance she could no longer abide. Clarity. Depth. She gained them both and became more deeply rooted in her darkness. She could feel it flood every poor, every vein, and every muscle fiber. And she gave them all to her rage and hate. Pulsing with power, she reached back into all the hate she felt and released it in a singularly destructive explosion.  It was not the same manifestation of Mordin’s magic, but it was just as powerful and just as relentless.
As she looked around, after the energy she released had dissipated, she saw both what she expected and what she did not. At the periphery of their battle, she saw all of the remaining guards lying unconscious and withered, like a leaf that is almost ready to fall from its branch in the chill of the early autumn. Their faces and bodies seemed sunken, as if their life and substance had been sucked away. But when she focused on the center of her confrontation, there he was, standing as an outright indignation of her total existence. It was then that she knew. He must possess the ability of the dark fountain.
“Shall we continue,” was all it took for him to say to provoke her continued attack. But this time she was wild, unnerved and unfocused, whereas he existed as the central eye of the storm. They continued in their dance of death, neither winning nor losing, but each becoming deeper in their understanding of each other. She again tried her fountain induced link, and this time, perhaps because he was becoming fatigued and lacked the discipline to maintain his illusiveness, she found her hold. Entwined with him through both physical and mental capacities, she began to see him, really see him. And what she saw was something she never thought she would find. She saw herself. She saw herself and stumbled.
It was then that he struck by driving his booted foot into her stomach ending any continuation of their conflict. For a strike like this, from a foe like him resulted in only one possibility, death. But when his steel did not follow his kick, and she was left to struggle against the gaining of her breath, she dropped to her knee and dropped her sword.
“How?” she gasped.
He walked up and knelt beside her, “I should think that was obvious now.”
“How did you hide it,” she asked. But he remained silent as he stood. “Are you going to kill me now?” she asked.
“No,” he said as he turned and walked away from her.
“I will never stop hunting you,” she said.
“I know,” he said as he walked over to the fallen body of Coleyne. Vismorda saw him kneel down and close her eyes with his fingertips. He touched her so gently, as if even the faintest of pressure would wake her from the most pleasant of dreams. She saw him bend further down and kiss her gently on her forehead being careful not to disturb her sleep. And lastly, she saw him brush the side of her cheek with the back of the most loving hand she had ever seen. When he rose to his feet again, she saw him wipe the smallest of tears from his eye. The moment of tenderness was more than she was capable of enduring without sharing a like response.
When she saw him begin walking to her, she turned her head to hide her tears. She rolled over to try and stand again and found that one or two of her ribs had been broken, but she still pushed herself up to her hands and knees.
“I know you will never stop hunting us,” he said. “But neither can I allow you to follow me.”
“Then be done with it,” she said holding in the tears she did not want him to see. She knew what was coming next and it was such a contrast to the tenderness she had just witnessed. Intimately and secretly, she wished to be touched as tenderly as he did with the woman whose heart she had stopped, but she was long resigned to her fate at the hands of men. So, when he took a step and exploded his boot into the side of her face, she allowed it without resistance. She allowed it because perhaps violence from a man capable of the tenderness he had just shown would be less damaging to her soul than from a man incapable of even the smallest tenderness. But as she felt her cheekbone shatter under his expertly placed kick, she knew she was wrong. It felt even worse.




Volein
(Silence)
He woke bathed in the lingering scents of blood and domination enhanced by the still tingling sensation in his soul, if he still had one, from having another of his chosen women just beyond the verge of her blossoming womanhood, succumb to his immortal, hate driven power. Though he was granted such a tremendous boost of energy to his mortality from communing with the dark fountain, he still found himself growing weary at times. And it was in these times that he felt completely refreshed after visiting that which allowed a physical release of not just his male needs, but his expression of hate.
Over the years, he had come to realize the purpose for hate, and thus every emotion, was to be expressed. If expression was not the end of the complex mental processes leading to all emotions, then what was the purpose for them at all? If they be held inside, disallowing their manifested dictates, emotions were essentially useless. Why did he, or anyone for that matter, have the ability to feel anything if not to generate greater strength from those feelings ultimately ending in the dynamic, behavioral manifestation of action? Action, therefore, is the expression of all emotions, including hate.
He observed so many people throughout the years that he was driven into contempt by the sheer magnitude of those who remained impotent to act when all endeavors of the situation dictated action as the necessary remedy. And the more he saw them remain inactive, the more he saw their emotions amass into a mountain of unreconciled hindrances preventing even the consideration of action for future events. However, as much as he would enjoy lingering in all the deliciousness of last night and the mental pathways it led him to follow, his hatred for all provoked inside him a mission of undeniable potency. So, he used his emotion, and acted.
His followers had already fallen behind his rather aggressive command that they be ready to march against the Silver Empire itself and lay siege to the Capital city of Pretago Cor in only a week’s time. In spite of all of their dedicated efforts, which he had to admit to himself were impressive, their desire to fulfill their tasks within the time frame Jesolin had set upon them was still governed by the physical constraints of the mortal world. And as much as their wills were devoted to him, some things were still not possible. So, his first action for today, after he sought further clarification from his master in the ever comforting yet ever awful embrace of Satan’s presence, would be to follow up and monitor their preparations.
Naked, he rose his from his bed and saw the two slender young women sleeping, no doubt still recovering from last night’s engorged and consuming delve into the darkness of the sexually dominant. He casually noticed he had forgotten to remove the gag from one of them. What was her name he wondered? He admitted to himself that if he ever came to know it, he would forget it quickly for her name did not matter, only that she did his bidding. They all had to only do his bidding because all other details were moot. All of them, except Vismorda.
What had happened to her during their last moment of sexual expression? He was indeed going to kill her. He still felt his fingers tighten just enough until he held her throat on the edge of collapsing under his grasp. He paused for just a fraction of a second to enjoy the following crunch; but in that moment, something within her changed. He would have felt it if it had come from her power. Neither was it the result of a conscious decision as her limp and almost lifeless body betrayed her unconscious state of being. Nevertheless, he felt her hips, previously resisting him, begin to move and blend with his intense rhythm of thrusts. Moments after, he saw her eyes open and witnessed a depth to them he had never seen before. Likewise, they echoed his intense passion without the order of mortal expression. There was something darkly chaotic to her stare, a stare that bore deep into him, captivating him.
“Strike me,” she said. No, not said, demanded.
He obeyed and slapped her across her face.
“Again,” she demanded once more.
Becoming enthralled by her new-found desire, he could do nothing but obey her command.
“Yes! Again!” she shouted seemingly drawing more sexual strength from his slaps.
As he hit her a third time, this time across the other side of her face, he felt his thrusts grow to an intensely vicious level of frenzied expression. He had hit her many, many times before, but never at her own bidding. Indeed, he had subjected her to more pain than what he once felt she was capable of handling, so much so, he was still surprised she had not completely broken. And though her resistance had intensified his arousal, it was nothing compared to this.
“Fuck me harder!” she commanded; her eyes alit with a seductive intensity he was unable to resist. He howled as he looped his arms under her legs throwing them over her shoulders allowing for a deeper, heavier penetration. He reached for her wrists and tried to pin them on the bed, but she was strong and quick.
“Fuck me harder!” she yelled as she slapped him across the face.
“How dare,” he said but was interrupted by another of her slaps.
“I told you to fuck me harder!” she commanded as she latched her hands behind his neck pulling his face only inches from her own. Not only did she possess the strength of hand to trap his head, her eyes possessed a capturing power completely consuming his will to do anything else but stare more deeply into hers. What followed was unlike anything he had felt before. Yes, he felt the outpouring of hate from each of their dark fountains, and yes, he felt the powerful grasp of wicked lust consuming them; however, never before had he been commanded by her during their sexual expressions. And command him she did. When he was moments from reaching ecstasy, when he was on the verge of releasing his orgasmic crescendo, she violently spun forcing him on his back.
“No. I am not finished yet!” she said as she began riding him.
He tried to reach up, to grasp her the way she had grasped him, but she caught his wrists and pinned them to the bed. As her thrusts pushed the envelope of physical strength, he felt his orgasm build only to be suppressed on five different occasions. It was torturously delicious the way she was controlling him, denying him, using him. He felt her quiver, felt her convulsions build in the fevered pulsing of her hips and knew she was close. The bed rocked. Their bodies ached. And their wills exploded. In unison, they bellowed from a depth of utter bliss born from the fullness of their hate driven lusts. When she had finished, when her back could arch no more and her muscles gave in to their fatigue, she collapsed next to him leaving him in a state of utterly exhausted shock. He slowly donned his black silk robe and walked to his meditation chamber, still marveling at her power.
Once there, he knelt down and sliced his right thumb with the small dagger he kept next to his kneeling pad. Although there was no need for him to draw blood-runes to access the dark fountain and connect with Satan, he found the connection was stronger and more alive when he sat within them. Most of the abilities and powers related to the imbuing and manipulation of the dark fountain were instructed and guided by Satan; however, this was not one of them. The enhanced emotional state he received from connecting to his fountain while surrounded by the blood-rune of hate he discovered on his own. While Satan loathed individual explorations, he must have held at least a small amount of approval for Jesolin’s new technique because he allowed it to continue; and he allowed nothing to continue that did not meet with his approval.
As he followed his rage to its centered hate, a hate still blindly focused on his father, Eriboth, he felt the blood-rune begin to pulse in time with his heart. But his heart was not identifiable as the soft emotional center that most of mortality identified it as. To him, it was simply a machine responsible for sustaining his life. Though he did wonder, if given enough time and influence of the dark fountain, if it would continue to be a necessity at all.
Heart. Soul. Mortality. These were the truths he was consumed with during his dark meditations. He had progressed beyond the thirst for power and the desire to learn more techniques to manipulate the dark fountain and into the physical manifestations of hate. Long had he felt the need to understand, to a much greater degree, the beginnings of all things. If he could do this, then he could understand the very beginning of hate, and with that, he believed his power would surge exponentially. What was the genesis of Avendia? How had it come to be? What was its nature in the beginning and how had it devolved into the filth that produced the evil within him from the small, sickly boy he had once been? The very thought of a world capable of producing something so terrifying and able to perform such acts of evil from a once innocent and gentle youth had been enough to ignite his hate to blaze, even if that small boy and object of evil was himself.
In his early years, the explanation that it was Satan’s desire was enough to quench his curiosity, but as he grew, things began to slowly change. And after meeting Eriboth on the battlefield, that change began to accelerate exponentially. Yes, hate was still the ever-present governing dynamic consuming his identity; however, he needed to know more, to understand more, of himself, of Eriboth, and of Satan, his master. He had inquired into Eriboth previously, and although he was given an explanation, it did not end his need to know more. Yes, Satan had removed any burden Jesolin felt regarding him and told him their meeting on the battlefield was his master’s design, but the more he thought about his father, the more inadequate these previous explanations were becoming. So, his intention was to approach his master with more questions regarding his father. Not just to understand him more as his sole end, but to understand himself more, thereby increasing his awareness of his hate. For in that, the further understanding of his hate, he could and would become the perfection of his Master’s desire, the perfection of hate.
As he followed the descent of his own fountain into the all oppressive eternity of Satan’s unending vastness, his own clarity surged and he felt his identity detach from everything that was himself and dive deeply into the fathomless depths of absolute hate; a hate without beginning or ending, a hate that altered the very convictions of all it touched to mimic its own. Even if he had not desired it, there would be no consequential resistance. It was in these moments when he utterly understood the absolution of futility. Nothing mattered when pitted against this degree of hate.
Long had he learned not to try and hide anything from his master while submerged inside the all-powerful entity of unbounded evil. So, he opened himself up and confronted Satan with his desire to learn more about Eriboth. Who was this man? What exactly were the stories of his life that lead him to face Jesolin, his own son, on the battlefield after almost twenty years of removal? Did Eriboth even know he had a son? And possibly the greatest question of them all, what part of Eriboth’s identity did Jesolin share? For within a shared identity and intent, there is formed a bond, one that cannot be broken. And Jesolin detested the thought of sharing anything with the man who abandoned him leaving him to a life of hurt, pain, rage, and hate.
He prepared himself for an admonishment from Satan, such was the reward for questioning beyond what Satan had already deemed sufficiently concluded. But no admonishment came. There was no pain filled presence, no piercing stab into his mind, and no gut-wrenching constriction of breath. There was, in deed and in worth, no response from Satan altogether. However, it was not just the admonishment that was absent, but all other communications as well. Perhaps Satan remained silent because the matter was truly completed to him and any further questions were beneath his regard and acknowledgement. Sure, Jesolin had pushed before, when he was younger, but the lesson he was taught left his joints aching for over two weeks. So tightly did his muscles clench in response to the pain, that he was surprised his back had not been broken and his muscles had not been torn from his bones.
Yet, he still had more questions, questions that were slowly progressing from slight curiosities into needs. Although he trusted his master’s initial insistence that Gogoziel had been sent to assist him, he was beginning to see that the demon’s motives might not be all his master had claimed. Yet, his questions did not center on the demon’s intent. Instead, Jesolin wanted to know more about the nature of this demon. What exactly was Gogoziel? In his assessment of the demon, he knew he was made of mortal substances, at least while he was present in the mortal world he was, but he did not know the exact nature of this demon, and because of that, it posed an innate threat. People, mortals, humans, all races even, were so predictable because he shared in the genesis of their nature. Hence, he intimately understood their motivations and all facets of their actions to be ultimately rooted within the design of mortal life. Imbued with the dark liquid and the innate understanding it gave him, it was nothing for him to exert his control over them, to take advantage of what commonalities he and they shared. Thus, it was nothing for him to remove any threats they might pose. But this demon, Gogoziel, stood outside of his comprehension of mortality. He, or it, or even she, was otherworldly. And because of its otherworldly nature, its motivations would be foreign to him making it much more difficult to control, if not impossible. So, until Jesolin understood more about the nature of this demon, it would always pose a threat, a threat he was finding increasingly difficult to abide.
But still Satan chose to remain silent. Was this silence part of Jesolin’s instruction? Had he angered his master with his questions on issues that had been previously concluded? As much as he was reluctant to broach these topics, he needed more sufficient answers. Since the duality of learning about Eriboth and Gogoziel, both presenting as insurgences into Jesolin’s life, he had felt a sort of malaise set into his thoughts. It was nothing really, just small questions on the tail end of his random, mortal musings that would unsettle him. Before, he was fixed and firm in his position as Satan’s end goal to carry out his plans, but now, with incomplete answers, at least according to his estimation of complete, doubts insidiously invaded his confidence. And then there was perhaps the greatest unknown and unspoken plague - his mother.
Meeting Eriboth, once the exhilaration of defeating him in battle and claiming the Stone Throne for his own had settled and no longer presided over his emotions, had triggered a natural link awakening questions about his mother. Now there was a focus of hate upon which he could build an empire. There was something to be said for a father abandoning his child, but a mother deciding to cast away her own baby was an altogether different level of neglect and abandonment. It was the mother who had carried him inside of her for all those long months. It was his mother who fed him from her own bosom, and it was his mother who was supposed to hold him while he cried, nursing away his fears, fears that were inevitable in the cold world he had known. And most of all, it was his mother who was supposed to protect him from all the hideousness and self-loathing he had come to feel in the wake of her absence. Oh, the ecstatic joy he would feel from more fully manifesting her identity thereby allowing him a physical assignment for his hate. She indeed would propel his power beyond the bounds of mortality and perhaps thrust him in league with Satan himself.
Perhaps that is the reason Satan remained silent. Perhaps Jesolin really was a threat, or could be, if given enough reason for his hate to swell even more. His fountain was already impossibly large, and though still dwarfed by Satan’s endless ocean, the addition of his mother would provide him with such a boost, perhaps he would claim Avendia for himself. But such thoughts would not go unpunished. He knew this and expected the influx of soul piercing pain to follow. Still, the only sensation he felt was nothing, only silence.
As hideously demeaning as Satan was, he was at least there when all else was absent. But why now was he silent? And how long would he be silent for? It was nothing for his master to interject thoughts and words into Jesolin’s mind and soul, nothing for him to communicate and reassure his most favored and devoted disciple. And he knew Satan felt what he felt. So why, in the face of all of these questions, was Satan choosing to remain silent when Jesolin’s need for him was growing? He could not imagine any situation that would prevent Satan from communicating with him; therefore, the decision had to be a conscious aspect of choice. And in this realization, Jesolin’s connection to Satan’s ocean of hate and power faltered.
“My Lord?” came an uneasy voice from his door way. But the voice seemed ethereal, lacking any substance of mortality. “My Lord,” came the uneasy voice again, this time a little louder. And again, to Jesolin’s ears, it seemed as tangible as a fleeting dream moments after waking. “My Lord,” said the voice for a third time, “you have the Head Constable here asking to speak with you. Should I send him away?”
The third time was indeed the charm, for it pulled Jesolin back from his devolution into greater malaise from being ignored by that which he thought would never ignore him and into a matter upon which he could place his attention. Though he knew his malaise would return to him soon, as soon as there was nothing left to occupy his concentration, he still embraced this timely interruption and turned to address his servant, “Please inform the Constable that I will be with him shortly. Take him, and anyone else with him, to the throne room. Make them as comfortable as possible. Offer them our best wine and cheeses while they wait.”
“Yes, My Lord. Right away, My Lord,” said the servant nodding as he backed out of the doorway. Before he could complete his turn, however, he was halted by an unexpected question.
“Am I?” asked Jesolin.
“Pardon me, My Lord,” responded the servant, unsure of Jesolin’s exact meaning.
“Your Lord. Am I?” he asked again, turning to look at his servant.
“Of course, My Lord,” said the short man, as he flashed an uneasy grin.
Jesolin paused holding the man hostage from his assigned duties long enough to make the awkwardness of the moment for the servant grow even more. “Please continue and tell our guests I will be with them shortly. Thank you,” he said finally.
The man exhaled before he moved so deeply that it was not only his actions, but the man’s very breath that was held captive until his dismissal. Not risking another question from his lord, the servant quickly collected himself and turned to scurry down the long corridor. As Jesolin watched him go, he heard rustling from his bedchamber as the two young women were beginning to stir. As much as he would have liked to explore what it would feel like to indulge in them within one of the blood runes, it would have to wait. And in all reality, they would not be ready for him again for a long while, for they had to heal. Their bodies needed to, their minds needed to, and most of all, their souls needed to; for it was their souls that received the most damage at the tips of his fingers extended by a will consumed with hate. Calling upon them too soon would cause them to break, and he rather liked these two. Yes, he would enjoy them several more times before the flame of their use would be extinguished. They would serve him well, at least until his two little Ravens were returned. Then, he would enjoy their breaking. He would enjoy and indulge. But that was not now. Now he was called to action. He dressed himself in his formal clothing of deep blacks and greys, strapped his belt around his waist, fastened his sword to it, and strode powerfully out of his bedchamber to greet his guests.
The Constable. It was not Jesolin’s idea that the workings of the city proper and its surrounding areas continue as if there was no exchange of power whatsoever. And while he might not have understood his master’s purpose for allowing the continuance of their lives, he understood that disobedience carried consequences. So, as an act of simple obedience, he allowed the Constable to retain his position and to oversee the daily operations of the city. As the days passed, he saw the wisdom in Satan’s plan because it would have been impossible for him to address the nuances of the city’s needs and still continue to prepare for the impending, further insurgence into the Silver Empire. So, as it was, he had come to appreciate the knowledge the Constable possessed, although not the man himself. Truthfully, he found the man disruptively annoying. He was constantly trying to pander to the new Lord of the Blood Keep.
While Jesolin did indeed enjoy praise, even that of an inauthentic nature, he was beginning to tire of it. Not because the praise no longer fed his deeply seeded need for approval born from a childhood rife with neglect, but rather, because he was beginning to need more than just the empty words from those who were far beneath him. He stood so far beyond what this simple man was that his pandering words were becoming equivalent to a child’s. It was nothing for a child to wonder and marvel at even the most insignificant accomplishments of man. What was a child when compared to him, a fully developed man firmly rooted in the truth of all truths penetrating the deceptions and illusions other men fall victim to? He found himself either dismissing anything that did not serve to deepen his need for more, or listening to it with only a fraction of his focus. Anything that interrupted his burgeoning desire for more was now considered a distraction, and he did not abide distractions. So, as a matter of progression, the Constable’s pandering praises were beginning to test his tolerance for things annoying. Even the man’s voice was enough to charge his tendency to eliminate such annoyances on a permanent basis. So, when Jesolin entered the throne room and the Constable bowed extremely low, bidding his entourage to do the same, the muscles on the side of his jaw and head tightened betraying the elevation of his anger.
“Dear Lord, Jesolin Kahl, The Savior of the Stone Keep, and ruler of the Blood Throne, I, your humble Constable, am forever in your service,” said the man with a voice and intent laced with deceptive authenticity. While this man was able to convince all those around him, Jesolin, aided by the powers of his dark fountain, could easily see through him to his authentic intent. This man was a survivor. And as such, he would assume whatever role he must, say whatever he must, and do whatever he must to survive. You see, Jesolin saw just how pliable the will of a survivor could be. Before he saw the man clearly with his power-enhanced sight, he would have said the man possessed no identity, no morals, no principles, of his own.
But that was not the case. In all reality, The Constable contained possibly the most devoted identity and self-substance of any mortal he had come to know. This man was singularly dedicated to surviving so much so that survival itself became the standard by which all things were decided. His very continuance did not just dictate his moral code, but became it. This allowed the man to assume what others would see as the ultimate flexibility within his morality. Indeed, many would see him as having no solid morals whatsoever. But to look deeper, into the fathoms of intent and dedication, Jesolin saw and initially liked him, which is to say he thought he would have a use for him. But as his desire for substance beyond the inclusions of mortality grew, this man’s value, and hence, likeability, diminished; for he was utterly rooted into the fabric of everything Jesolin was beginning to hate. And because of this, Jesolin’s barely visible nod of continuation to The Constable, as he sat on his Blood Throne, made the man pause. He was clearly hoping for a recognition equal to his greeting.
He paused to look at the members of his entourage, hoping they had not noticed the slight, at which point Jesolin said, “Why do you look to them? Is not your focus and attention to be on me?”
The man’s neck might have snapped from the speed and force Jesolin’s comment elicited, “I am sorry, My Lord. Please forgive me, My Lord. I meant to offer no offense,” but before he could continue, Jesolin interrupted him.
“Yes, yes, we are all acquainted with the expertise with which you grovel in my presence. Get to the point, Constable, for I am in a foul mood and your presence is doing nothing to adjust it,” he said as his two Blood Guards, each ominously standing behind one side of the throne, adjusted their postures slight, but just enough to assert their presence.
The Constable was visually shaken by Jesolin’s display of contempt, more so because it was in front of his entourage which was comprised of several younger adults who were no doubt impressed with the man’s worthful, self-appraisal. But Jesolin was in no mood to allow this man to occupy more of his time than was absolutely necessary, “Well, get to it man!” he commanded.
Still visually stunned, but able to collect himself, The Constable continued, “Yes, of course, My Lord. As you are undoubtedly aware, there are many challenges to managing a city. And of those challenges, the three paramounts are food, water, and shelter. While the latter is proving to be nothing to worry about, the first two are another matter.”
“Go one,” said Jesolin, trying to appear interested in anything that man had to say.
“Of course,” said The Constable again growing in his confidence, “It seems that our hunters, amongst the best in the Silver Empire, are finding it more and more difficult to produce the quantities we had in the past.”
“Is it a problem of effort and time?” asked Jesolin, feigning his interest. In truth, he did not care how much food they were able to provide for the citizens. Nor did he care for their conditions. As far as he was concerned, they were allowed to live because of his obedience to his Master, nothing more.
“No, My Lord. We have the man power similar to what was present before your glorious reign. We just do not seem to have the same number of animals, which is going to cause a shortage in not only our ability to produce food, but also in the overall commerce for tanners and armorers,” continued The Constable, his confidence still growing.
“That does pose a problem,” said Jesolin.
“It has not yet, but it may in the near future if we are unable to produce the required goods with which to trade.”
“How so?” asked Jesolin, growing in his boredom of the logistical duties.
“Well, as you probably know, we are not a large agricultural community, but we have been able to secure the necessary grains and produce from our surrounding cities and provinces because of our ability to produce a surplus of animal products with which to trade to those communities who are in need. But now, without possibly being able to supply their demands, they may source their provisions elsewhere leaving our people without the necessary foods to sustain our hungry bellies,” he finished as he looked to Jesolin for a possible solution.
After moment of brief silence, Jesolin replied to his inherent question, “Constable, have you heard of the work The University has begun regarding imbuing food with magic?”
“I am sorry, My Lord, I have not,” answered The Constable. He was going to say more to the point, but he was interrupted by one of the members of his entourage.
“I have heard they have selected a few farms and have begun the process already,” said the young woman excitedly. Apparently, The Constable was not as excited by her greater knowledge and tried to silently admonish her with a deathly glare. However, before he could verbalize his anger, Jesolin replied to her.
“How did you come by this knowledge?” he asked.
“My father’s farm was selected as one of the trial lands. For his reward, I was given a position here, to secure my future,” she replied and added, “My, Lord.”
“Constable?” asked Jesolin, turning his attention to the embarrassed man, “how is it that one in your entourage can know something that you do not, let alone something of such vital importance? Should I consider her for your replacement?”
“My Lord no!” he replied a little too vehemently which drew a leveled stare from Jesolin that visibly shrank the other man’s soul. “I apologize, my lord. It will not happen again?”
“To which are you referring? To your inexcusable lack of knowledge, or to your equally inexcusable verbal arrogance?” Jesolin asked.
“To both, My Lord! You know I have ever been your humble servant seeking only to uphold and honor the position you have graciously given me! I would never knowingly do anything,” but before he was able to complete his eloquently empty apology, Jesolin was upon him more quickly and with more efficacy of movement than mortals were allowed to possess.
He could weather the storm of this man’s dribble no longer, and because of his already lingering malaise from the silence he received earlier today, his actions were predisposed to their maximum elevation. So, he sprung from his throne and landed in front of the constable, using his right hand to grab the groveling man’s throat. The Constable would have stumbled backward from the shock and awe Jesolin’s immortal physicality caused, but so tightly was he gripped that his face instantly began to turn a shade of pink. However, The Constable’s entourage was not so confined. When Jesolin landed only a hair’s breadth from their leader, they all stumbled backward from the surprise and sheer display of their Lord’s whip like anger and quickness.
Jesolin looked into the man’s soul and saw fear, which aroused him. He felt a slight surge within him as his fountain demanded to be released. The fear he felt from The Constable, as his face turned a deeper shade of red, was providing a slight reprieve from his silence and neglect induced malaise. When Jesolin squeezed more tightly, The Constable’s fear grew and his melancholy diminished even more. As his face turned to a nice shade of purple, Jesolin was resolved to end his life until he felt the man’s fear no longer increase. Apparently, fear of death was limited and could grow only so much. In that moment, Jesolin wondered if there could be a greater provocation of fear beyond that of death. To explore this question, he loosened his grip allowing the man to weekly sustain his life by the faintest trickling of breath and blood.
He gathered his dark power and probed the man’s past. He saw into the man’s childhood and had to search through all manner of mundane memories until he found the one he was searching for. There, alone in a dark room, he saw a young boy of no more than six or seven years. The boy was huddled in the corner of his bed resembling the way Jesolin had all those years ago after receiving a beating from The Beast. But unlike him, The Constable’s beating was accompanied by more than the hands and fists of someone stronger and larger. He saw the door to this boy’s room open revealing a man standing in the doorway. Ominously, the man entered the room and walked toward the bed upon which the young boy huddled hoping so strongly that the gods dared not ignore his pleas. But ignore them they did. Jesolin watched as this young and innocent boy was turned over onto his back and taken by who he assumed was the boy’s father.
“No,” said The Constable weakly.
Fear, pure and nearly unlimited came pouring forth from The Constable like a torrent of rain during the legendary typhoons pouring into a great river causing its banks to overflow and surge forth its storm bolstered waters. This man, this boy, who had wished for his own death on so many occasions as a means to end this physical assault, had not feared death, he had longed for it. The ending of his life was not the mortar holding together a structure of pain, but rather, was the ultimate end to all the fear he had ever felt. But to build again that same structure which had been torn down never to be built again would offer up the most exquisite fear as a feast for Jesolin and his fountain. At the very best, it would quell his malaise completely by asserting his control when he felt he was losing his. At the very least, it would temporarily still his mind from feeling the most useless of all emotions, sadness. But there was no choice for his fountain and viscous torrent of liquid evil to engage this level of fear. So, it leapt to the surface of Jesolin’s control and raged within him instantly causing him to engorge between his legs.
He turned the man around, pushing him to the wall and lifted his rather ornate robes. All the while the man’s fear grew to an almost inhuman level. And then, right before Jesolin plunged into the man’s horrible past, he felt the fear from those of his entourage. This was almost too much for him to take. Being driven by a drunkenness induced from the combining effects of his out of control fountain of hate laced evil and the ecstasy of unhinged fear, Jesolin held nothing back. But there was nothing sexual about what he was doing. With each pulse, he was made more and more aware that, for him, the intimacy of sex had changed to a domination born of fear and control. It was domination that aroused him and sent him to a frenzy of thrusting convulsions rendering the object as inconsequential. The only thing it was used for was for him to feed, and feed he did. He took everything from the Constable. All his fear, all his tears, and all his pain had become Jesolin’s to give back. And give he did. When he had finished, the man crumpled to the ground, a shell of whatever confidence it had taken his life to build from the shattered past he had lived.
The constable was not the only one who was spent. Jesolin was breathing hard, sweat openly running down his face. His muscles felt tired, his legs were shaking and his eyes were slow to focus. He stumbled backward a few paces, and only through the greatest of struggles was he able to keep his balance. He barely noticed, and certainly took only a minimal conscious awareness of, the constable as he was being helped out of the throne room by the members of his entourage. Even less so did he take notice of his guards who had apparently be so unable to witness the recent scene, that they had left their posts.
He raised his hand in front of his face in an effort to focus on something he knew was tangible, but he was unable to identify it as his. Yes, he knew it was his hand, and he knew he was in control of his actions, but both the actions he identified as his and the hand that he knew was his, did not feel like his. They felt distant, detached as it were. As he continued to stumble backward, the whole of the room felt the same way. He knew he was still in the throne room, standing on the hard marble floor, but it was almost as if he was not quite in the same phase as the rest of his surroundings. His feet, while feeling the floor underneath them, lacked the complete feeling of a solid foundation, thus he continued to stumble backward as he turned. But in his state of diffused connection, he was not quick enough to adjust for the bottom step leading to the dais upon which his throne was placed. He tripped and fell.
As he struggled to understand what was happening, he rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. But when the intricate designs of the throne room ceiling were interrupted by Mordin’s smiling face, Jesolin knew he was in a very precarious position.
“How are you feeling, My Lord?” asked Mordin.
But Jesolin was not able to answer.
“Do you not feel well?” asked Mordin as he bent down to one knee to examine him.
Still, Jesolin was unable to answer. The diffuse detachment from himself was growing in intensity and he noticed that he lost most of his voluntarily controlled actions. Well, lost was not exactly an appropriate description because he could still consciously move, but what he could not do was generate a conscious response in accordance to his intent within this situation.
“You do not look so well, my lord,” said Mordin as he stood up to his full height again, almost spitting the last two words in mock subservience. “Really, my lord, you should not leave yourself without your defenses. Who knows who or what could be lurking in the shadows waiting for your guard to be dropped?”
Mordin looked up to the ceiling and inhaled deeply before speaking again, “Did you forget all of those times we played, sitting across from each other? I saw your ability rise and your understanding of strategy and how the game was really a portrayal of one’s own character grow. When locked inside the confines of the board and pieces, one cannot hide oneself. One’s intent and character become unrelentingly displayed for the other to observe and learn from. And as much as you were learning about me, I was also learning about you. And do you know what I learned?” he asked. But Jesolin, being drawn further and further into the detachment from himself, could not answer. He could barely focus on the man standing over him.
“I learned who you are, what you are, at your center, your source, when there is nothing behind you and nothing giving you your powers and abilities. I saw you, a small boy, incapable of action or triumph of his own accord. I saw lack, loss and sorrow. Oh yes, I also saw power and potential, but that was not because of what you contained within yourself. No, it was because of something else behind you, supporting you and guiding you. But because of your play, I saw that when it was removed, you were nothing, and would always be nothing.” He paused and began climbing the steps, his eyes now focused on the Blood Throne. Jesolin was able to roll his head enough to see Mordin, but like everything else, the clarity of reality was dissolving into a haze of conscious fog.
“But guess what else I learned from you during all those games, year after year,” stated the Prime Necron. “I learned that if I waited and watched, I would win. I knew you would eventually let your guard down. One day, I knew your erratic and neglect driven need would eventually unhinge you enough that you would forget that which you gave me. And it would become your demise. You gave me hate, and now I am going to give it back to you!” he said as he finished his assent of the steps and sat upon the Blood Throne.
Jesolin was unable to act upon what he felt. Even in his detached state, growing more and more dire with each passing moment, he could feel the pulsing of his fountain begging him to provide the connection and allowance to act on his behalf. He tried to do what had become an involuntary and natural condition of his existence, however, he found it non-responsive. He barely was able to understand that Mordin had begun to descend the steps again and was watching him intently. Again, Jesolin reached out for the dark fountain, but again, it did not respond to him. He felt it begging, pleading, to connect to his hate; however, as much as he tried, he could not form the connection.
“Is something wrong, my lord?” asked Mordin as the dark wizard continued to mock the man laying helpless at his feet. “Can you not connect to your fountain? Does it not respond to your desires?” Mordin asked as he chuckled. “You are not the only one with innovative thoughts and abilities to see into the true potential of the fountain’s influence. Long have I been working on this. I really have you to thank for its conception. Do you remember the last time Vismorda and I battled you in our training? Do you remember the unrelenting wave after wave of pure hatred driven energy you filled us with?” But Jesolin, falling farther and farther away from himself, could barely grasp his own conscious thoughts let alone attend to another’s with enough focus to understand the complexities of spoken language.
Mordin continued, “You need not answer. I would assume that you cannot even understand that I am even speaking let alone the meaning of what I say. By now, my spell has taken such a rooted connection to the source of who you are that nothing short of my death could prevent it from dissolving your mind into oblivion. But let me continue. In the moment the last wave landed into places so deep within me that not even I knew I had them, it allowed me to explore them. You see, my dear lord, had it not been for you, I would never have thought to delve deeply enough into my own hate, hatred for you to be specific, to even consider developing such an insidiously ingenious spell. But because you introduced me, through no real intent of your own, to my true power and potential, you gave to me the very thing you thought you had taken; my own will.” Again, Mordin paused to look around the throne room to further appreciate the moment.
“And just like my brother, you failed to understand that true power is not displayed in moments of unequaled force, but rather in those who can withstand and outlast those fleeting moments. So, I waited and watched, equipped with the perfect spell, knowing you would eventually become so unhinged I would be presented with the perfect moment wherein your guard would be forgotten, leaving yourself open to my patience. For that is all it took to undo you, my lord, conviction and patience. If a man has those, then he has everything. Or at least, can have everything. And in this case, that everything means your throne!” continued Mordin as he knelt down to more adequately see the glazing haze fully blending across Jesolin’s eyes.
“I see you have almost completed the journey into the abyss of mindless life. A sort of deathless death, as it were. Will you continue? Yes. Will you be aware? No. You will be nothing except that which we all were to you, a simple piece on the board of life’s great game. Except now, you move where I intend and do what I bid! Make no mistake, my lord” he said as he lowered less than an inch from Jesolin’s ear allowing the dying lord to hear Mordin whisper the last three words Jesolin would ever consciously hear, “You are mine.”
Feeling. What was it, wondered the slowly fading awareness of who was once the Lord of the Blood keep? Did he even feel anymore? Was he even him anymore? He saw, but did not see. He heard but did not hear. He felt, but did not feel. And most tragically, he was but he was not. He was not fading into the all-encompassing completeness of black, nor was he being dissolved into the nothingness of a white, fog like haze. Instead, he was becoming an extension of something else. Everything that made him, him was being slowly replaced by that which made someone else, someone else. His thoughts, if they could be called such, were not his alone any longer. They were a shared combination of what used to be him, and what was becoming him.
Alone, that is what he was now. Alone and nothing of what he should have been, could have been. But even that thought did not even feel authentically driven from within. What was inside him? He did not know any longer, but he still knew. He knew that this was a transition from old to new; and in that light, he should accept it because are not all new things to benefit the old? Something told him to fight what was happening, that he depended on it; however, without an understanding of what spoke to him, he had no compulsion to act upon the foreign direction. So instead of hearing and acting to fight, he continued to follow the path of a seamless transition into the newness of him. But it was not him, it was someone else. It was the man standing over him. He was becoming him, and he welcomed it.
As the fading was nearing its completion of transitioning him into someone else, he sensed a presence. Not something within him, for there was nothing within him, or almost nothing. More accurately put, nothing that he identified as him. However, the presence he sensed was complete, that much he knew. And it seemed to be coming from somewhere outside of him.
“You have no business here, Demon!” said a familiar voice, a voice he thought was his, but was not at the same time. “It is between he and I, and nothing else.”
“Do you presume to know what concerns him?” said a voice thick with innate violence. “Do you presume to know anything beyond your own faulted, mortal consciousness?” continued the malevolent voice.
“Stand down, Demon!” commanded the first voice, clearly concerned and anxious.
“Do you now presume to command me; that which exists beyond your foolish and miniscule realm of filthy stench and putrid tastes? What part of you could ever be great enough to command me?” said the second voice, threat lacing each of its words.
“Why are you here?” said the first voice, now distinguishable as separate from his own.
“I am here because I obey, foolish Necron. Something you would do well to mimic,” it replied.
“For what purpose did you enter?” challenged the first voice. Mordin, the first voice was that of Mordin. But who was Mordin? As of yet, he did not know, but he felt that he should know, that he could know again.
“I came for him,” said the demon. Gogoziel was its name! Yes, he was beginning to know again; at least those things outside of him. Now, if he could only extend those things within him.
“You must wait your turn, filth! He is mine!” said the necromancer, activated his necromantic defenses for the battle he was sure would shortly begin.
But instead of responding with an attack as Mordin expected, the demon laughed. “You are small minded and concerned with only that which you can see. Extend yourself and remove your challenge, for you cannot challenge me.”
“I will not! He is mine! Long have I waited for this moment. My moment. And you will not take it from me!” said the Prime Necron as he released a dark stream of pure hatred toward the demon. It struck squarely upon it, shaking and rattling the walls as if the structure was going to crumble down around them. However hard the walls shook, they held, and so did Gogoziel. Mordin raged at the demon’s continued existence and released another torrent of hate, this time forming his dark fountain into a cone of black, wisplike fire from the tips of his fingers. Again, it struck the demon, enveloping him with its burning blackness until Mordin was sure the demon had been consumed. Jesolin, having regained enough of his consciousness to discern events and moments was just as surprised as Mordin to see Gogoziel yet standing.
“Your tricks and juvenile skills may have proven effective against the infancy of mortals, but mortal I am not. Now, stand aside fool, and allow me to do what must be done,” Gogoziel hissed making his voice barely definable by mortal standards.
“Tricks you say?” taunted Mordin. “You have seen but a fraction of my abilities. Now witness the beginning of your end,” he said as he waved his hands in the air drawing a pattern that Jesolin identified as a quick outline of one of the blood-runes. When he was done, the pattern itself shimmered a deep grey and shuttered momentarily until it exploded. As it did, Mordin multiplied! Where there once was one, now there were five aspects of the Prime Necron. Each one stood on a pentagonal point surrounding Gogoziel, who looked around cautiously. In unison, each of the Mordin’s outlined a different blood rune in the air. It took only seconds, but when the five aspects were complete, the deep greyish runes shuttered again and exploded directly toward the demon within. When the complex spell was completed, and the hate-filled energy had been spent, the demon was no more. It was gone leaving only Jesolin and Mordin again.
The Prime Necron surveyed the room for a moment, making sure the result of his spell was the complete destruction of Gogoziel. When he was satisfied the demon had been destroyed, he turned his attention to Jesolin. “I see you have regained some of your faculties. But do not worry, my lord. With the demon gone, I will be able to devote more of my energy to my little spell. You will soon cease to be.” As his hands began to move, outlining an unknown blood-rune, Jesolin tried to stand only to find that while he had gained some of his mental faculties, he had not, as of yet, regained his ability to connect with his power.
When the spell had been cast before, while he was raping The Constable, he had not noticed its infiltration, but now, without anything else subverting his attention, he felt it land upon his mind. It was such a subtle little thing. No wonder he had failed to detect it the first time. He supposed that even the smallest amount of distraction would cause this spell to be missed. It was an ingenious achievement by his Prime Necron. In an odd fashion, even though he felt the tiny effects begin to mount again, he was proud of Mordin.
“Are you really that arrogant that you believe your pitiful attempt at my destruction would be successful?” came a loud and booming voice from all around them. Mordin instantly snapped his head around in every direction searching for Gogoziel. After a few harried seconds, it faded into view again sitting atop the throne. “Now then,” it said as it fluidly stood, moving just beyond a mortally defined pattern of bones and muscles, “brace yourself, Prime Necron, the reaper comes.”
As Gogoziel walked down the steps to stand on the floor even with Mordin and the still laying Jesolin, its shape changed. Its arms grew to drag its elongating claws on the floor making a screeching noise as they scrapped the hard marble. Its face blended into an animalistic maw with an elongated lower jaw and pronounced lower fangs measuring at least four inches before they ended in razor sharp points. Its torso grew wider and muscular as did its thighs. But the most horrifying change was the leathery wings that sprouted from its back. They were hideously shaped and resembled another set of powerful arms but were clearly wing-like in design. It still maintained its indigo aura of wispy flames, but they now radiated a chilling fear; a fear that Mordin felt.
“Now you see, mortal. Now you know! I am The Reaper. Fear me, Necron. Fear me and run,” it hissed with an evil sound so full that even Jesolin would have been afraid had he been facing this monstrosity of purely created hate. Jesolin, able to turn his head and look to Mordin, saw the Prime Necron stumble backward in the presence of Gogoziel’s true form, that of Satan’s Reaper. As the evil wizard turned to run, the demon launched one of its wing-like projections piercing Mordin through the shoulder and lifting him off the ground.
“Can you feel that?” asked the demon as it drew Mordin toward him. “Do you know what that feeling is? It is me. It is death,” and just as quickly as with the first wing, Gogoziel launched a second one piercing Mordin’s other shoulder. The Prime Necron cried out in pain. Slowly, Gogoziel pulled Mordin just inches away from him. “You should not have attacked him. He has been sanctified by Satan himself and ordained to wear his mantel for all mortality to witness.” With his two powerfully muscled arms, Gogoziel placed his grossly large hands on either side of Mordin’s head. “You should not have disobeyed.” It took only a fraction of a second, but Jesolin heard the large crunch as Mordin’s head was crushed by the awesome strength of Gogoziel’s hands. Mordin’s headless corpse fell to the ground with a soft thud. As it did, Jesolin inhaled deeply as the effects of the spell were released.
“You have become week, little mortal,” said Gogoziel as he returned to his visage of mortality striding over to Jesolin who had finally reached a seated position. “Do you required assistance to stand?” asked the demon as he extended his hand.
But Jesolin slapped it away correctly sensing it was a mocked gesture, “I require nothing!” he spat.
“Clearly you did, little mortal,” replied the demon. Jesolin stood. “Had I not intervened, you would have been pulled into the void of non-existence and been beyond all assistance.”
Squaring his shoulders and looking directly in the demon’s hell-bent eyes, Jesolin said, “I needed nothing from you!”
“Indeed,” responded the hell creature.
The two powerful combatants stood in a hated silence for several moments until they were interrupted by a smooth and steady voice, “Well, that was certainly entertaining. But I think my friend here almost soiled himself when the demon transformed.”
Both Gogoziel and Jesolin turned to attend the voice and saw a tall, slender man accompanied by a large, robust man entering the large throne room. The slender man was robed all in black, but the blackness of his robes was comprised of different shades and was intricately woven with multiple shades of grey in rune like patters. His walk projected a serpentine smoothness and confidence contrasting the larger man’s completely. He had seen this man once before, when he had just taken the Stone Keep as his own. And while this lithe and smooth man had asked his permission to venture to the elves, he portrayed nothing suggesting he came here for another subtle act of subservience. Differing greatly from the smooth gait of the slender man, the larger man, one whom he had not seen before, walked much more apprehensively, lacking any of his companion’s innate confidence. His robes were also a stark contrast to the colorless shades worn by the more slender of the two. There was red, blue, yellow, green all arranged in an ornate and overtly gaudy patchwork of different shapes and shades. While the slender man was singularly focused on Jesolin and Gogoziel, the other man looked around anxiously, nervously glancing over his shoulder several times.
Both Gogoziel and Jesolin glanced at each other after the slender man had stopped only feet from them. Never mind the audacity of entering the throne room unannounced and with no appointment, he was seemingly unaffected by both Jesolin’s and Gogoziel’s imposing persona. “My Lord Jesolin Kahl, may I present to you Amoos Trask. He will be overseeing your magically enhanced food program, specifically the distribution logistics.”
“I see you have returned from your business with the elves,” said Jesolin coldly.
“Indeed, I have,” said Esthinor.
“Did you meet with as much success as you had hoped?” asked the young Lord of the Blood Keep.
“Yes. They proved to be quite profitable. “Now, to the point, may I present to you, Amoos Trask?”
“No you may not,” answered Gogoziel, “because you have not presented yourself.”
“Have I not?” said the slender man as he warmly smiled. “Please forgive me,” Esthinor said as he attended to Gogoziel’s challenge with ease, “I am Esthinor Tansa, Grand Wizard of The University of Knowledge and High Wizard of The Council of Wizards.”
“We have no need of you, Wizard,” said Gogoziel in response, clearly challenging the mortal.
“Oh?” he answered, glancing to Mordin’s dead body, pausing slightly. “Recent events would suggest otherwise. It has come to my attention that you have met with a recent difficulty regarding your plans. I am here to suggest Amoos, my good friend here, as a replacement. I can assure you, his knowledge in this area is sufficient as he began this movement years ago. He already has connections throughout the Silver Empire reaching even into Pretago Cor itself.”
“And what area is that exactly?” asked Jesolin.
“Magically enhanced food, of course,” he said matter-of-factly.
“I am not in the habit of accepting assistance from those outside my already sufficient contingency,” said Jesolin. “Why should we trust you?
“Yes, under normal circumstances and under the previous leadership, you should not. But since your insurgence, and my rather opportune ascendance, a whole new area of knowledge has been opened, an area that must be studied and propagated,” said Esthinor smoothly.
“I see,” replied Jesolin.
“My Lord, The University has been slowly changing its focus from the pursuit of pure knowledge to the active involvement in deciding which knowledge should or should not be pursued. And unfortunately, that was never the intended direction when the High Council of Wizards was created ages ago. But rest assured, our mission will be returning to that which it should have never strayed from: the pure study and propagation of all knowledge without regard to subjective influences. As a result, The Council, and hence, The University as a whole, will not be meddling in concerns and affairs where questions of knowledge are not directly threatened. Really, my lord, I am surprised you do not remember our first conversation. I thought it would have been sufficient to rest any of your doubts,” replied the slender Grand Wizard.
“Is that so?” questioned Jesolin.
“Indeed it is, my lord. We Wizards are above such petty struggles as power, rule, and reign. We are here for knowledge alone. In all honesty, we do not care who rules the land as long as knowledge itself is not threatened. We are now concerned with knowledge and nothing else. You have my word as The Grand Wizard,” he said as he bowed low.
“Time will tell, Wizard. But if you attempt to impose your will upon mine, you will find yourself standing against a foe of unimaginable potency. A foe you will not be able to stop,” threatened Jesolin.
“Yes, yes, threats and threats. I am well aware of the consequences, my lord; but as I just finished stating, ours is a concern of knowledge only. And because you have ushered in a new era of knowledge, we have decided to assist you in that endeavor only. Which is why I have brought my good friend to you,” he said as he placed his arm around Amoos’s shoulders guiding him into the central focus of attention. “Now,” continued Esthinor, “if I have adequately put to rest all of your concerns, my lord,” he paused for consent. After seeing Jesolin’s subtle nod, he continued, “I present Amoos Trask, the foremost expert on magically enhanced food.”
The large man nervously stepped forward, “Yes, well, thank you Grand Wizard Esthinor. And might I congratulate you on your recent victory, Lord Kahl. It is most impressive how you were able to do what none have been able to do before.”
“You have seen only a fraction of our plans for Avendia. Now, why should I consider your assistance valuable?” asked Jesolin, using all of his steeled glare to diminish the stature and confidence of Amoos.
“It is my understanding that all research and production of magically enhanced food is now under the direction of The University of Knowledge instead of the several factions each vying to be the first to profit from its success. Under this centralized control, there will need to be a single head of development of a non-magical nature. My recent friend, Grand Wizard Esthinor, saw myself as the most logical choice considering I have already provided food for several of the High King’s events and have distribution pathways already in the works throughout most of the Silver Empire,” he said growing in confidence as he spoke.
“It sounds like you should be talking to your friend, the Grand Wizard, about a position since they are assuming a centralized control of the program,” Jesolin said as he inclined his head toward Esthinor “I fail to see the connection with me and my plans.”
“Oh, did I not mention,” interjected the Grand Wizard, “As a matter of business, I am turning over all operations related to the magical concerns, to you.”
“And why would you do that?” asked Gogoziel.
“Because,” answered Esthinor, “you have ushered in a new era of magic that is completely independent of magical study as we know it. We know the effects of our magic. Long has it been studied, but we do not know the effects of yours. Nor do we really know anything else about it for that matter. So, I can think of no better solution than allowing you control over a program we have already begun while noting the differences between approaches.”
“And what type of oversight would I be subjected to?” asked Jesolin.
“Oversight? From The University? Why none, naturally,” answered Esthinor with a chuckle.
“None?” asserted Jesolin.
“None. You see, My Lord, ours is not the place to intercede, but to observe and document. Amoos will assume control over the distribution under your direction. You will then be given full access to the farms that have already begun the process. But our Wizards will be replaced by your Necromancers. Of course, there will have to be some exchange of information between our respective institutions of magic. We have many wizards who have already perfected the process and could benefit your progress if allowed to instruct your necromancers in some of the intricacies of this type of magic,” said Esthinor, placing his hand on Amoos’s shoulder drawing his attention away from the horrible sight of Mordin’s headless corpse.
“What do you require from us in return?” Jesolin asked knowing that nothing was ever offered without a subsequent price.
“Require? Why, I require nothing. Consider this a gift to celebrate your new regime and potential for greatness,” answered Esthinor smoothly.
Action. He thought to himself. Action, the end of all emotion, is the predisposition to greatness and accomplishment. He had much to accomplish, and none of it would ever be if he did not act definitively and concisely, without hesitation. His goals were much larger than the Silver Empire, but everything began there. If he was to introduce its people to the true reflection of his master, then he would need something on a grand scale to yield the substantially large results of total domination. But he was reluctant to move without the direct leading of Satan’s consent. For a brief moment, he gripped his power and reached out to his Lord one more time. Although the connection allowed for the transference of knowledge between he and Satan to occur in only a moment, to Jesolin, the silent seconds felt like hours. Not only was Satan not answering, he simply was not even there.
“Well, do you have an answer, Lord Kahl?” asked Esthinor, breaking the moment’s peace. But there was no peace within Jesolin. Silently he screamed in refute of his master’s decision to remain hidden and blocked. This was no simple decision with simple and easily correctable consequences. No, this could potentially change the course of his unquestioned domination over all of Avendia itself. Could he trust this Wizard, this Esthinor? He had reached his power out in an effort to distinguish the wizard’s motivation hoping to distinguish truth from lies. Yet, regardless of the amount of his power he poured into his dark magic, Jesolin was unable to correctly read this Wizard. That alone should have given him pause; but the potential benefits, if what this Wizard was saying was all true and not just a scheme to elevate the position of The University by secretly attaching any number of strings to his compliance, could be unstoppable. Should he acquiesce and present Satan with this potential gift, or should he wait?  All of his other decisions to date were made under the guidance of his master removing any doubt. Even the smallest decisions were not confirmed until Satan rendered his approval. Yet with this one, quite possibly the most important one to date, Satan chose to remain silent. Even the demon, Gogoziel, remained eerily quiet.
“My Lord,” interjected Esthinor once again, “Do you have an answer?”
Releasing his connection to the dark fountain, Jesolin closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them, he said only two words, “Do it.”
In response, Esthinor spoke no words of appreciation. Instead he offered only a small grin, turned, and powerfully strode out of the throne room with Amoos struggling to stay in his wake. Jesolin could not help but follow the Grand Wizard with his eyes as he silently watched him leave. There was something devious about the tall, slender man, as if he was hiding something underneath the covers of his robes the way a skilled assassin hides his own weapons in plain sight. Right before he crossed the threshold of the large throne room doors, Jesolin extended his power one final time, hoping to see into the Wizard’s emotions. However, much like when reaching out to Satan, the Grand Wizard of The University, this Esthinor Tansa, returned exactly what Satan had, silence.




Graloralynn
(Gray)
Indeed, she was not the greatest of her kind. Her lack of size was always apparent; however, when standing next to the rest of her pack mates on what would soon become the field upon which all battles were fought to fight, it seemed more pronounced than before. Regardless of her diminutive size, she was still more than formidable; for she was fast and possessed a lethal ferocity hidden under her slender, fur lined body that was difficult for all except the eldest of her kin to equal. While the others involved in the hunt needed their condition strengthened to match and exceed that of their quarry, she did not. She had a natural stamina woven into her muscles and joints that her hunt mates did not possess. Beyond that, her movements outpaced theirs not only in straight speed, but in quickness as well. And it was a good thing that, because as superior as she was in all things agile, she was lesser in all things strength related.
This posed both a strategic advantage and disadvantage at times. In their sparing, the first time she battled one of her pack mates, she would almost always emerge the victor because they, as all animals do, judged her competence on size and strength alone, especially since their self judgement of battle worthiness was solely determined by the same standard with which they judged her. And she was often judged lacking. She knew this and used it. She was smart, so while her pack mates would attack, she would play to their strength and size driven ego allowing them the advantage all the while balancing just on the fence separating victory from defeat until the perfect opportunity presented itself.  When it did, and it always did, she would attack with a primal force of combined speed, quickness and intelligence leaving her opponents stunned. In that stunned moment of surprise, she would seize her advantage and relentlessly and viciously dominate the rest of the match unto its end. When they sparred, it meant to the other’s yielding. Today, however, it meant to the other’s dying.
After ages and ages of their campaign to rid the realm of the foul taint of demons, the summit of an impossibly tall mountain was about to be reached. Long had they chased them through the foulest places the world has ever known. Long have they battled, sometimes winning and sometimes loosing, sometimes dealing casualties and other times suffering them. However, regardless of those battles, perhaps even because of them, today, at this very hour, in this very spot, the totaled remaining strength of The Hunt stood in all its battle-hardened and righteous glory before the Gates of Hell waiting for the Chaos Armies to spew forth their retched hosts upon their land, their sanctified land; a land given them to be holy and protected.
Many wondered how the Gates of Hell could be projected into their world without their awareness. For they were the ordained protectors, the infantry charged with the identification and elimination of Satan’s vengeance driven hordes. Many could not fathom how The Huntmaster could have overlooked their presence. Some were afraid, thinking His power had been diminished. Still others blamed Him for intentionally allowing Satan’s evil to infiltrate Avendia. But she did not. She knew the truth; a truth that was simple. The Hunt had grown complacent.
Believing that protection was a passive luxury of being blessed by their God, The God, they grew less structured in their efforts and worship. What they did not realize, however, was that protection was meant to be a dynamic dependent upon the actions of those who were being protected. They learned this late in the game, or rather, had forgotten its truth and taught themselves a new one. So, when the insidious nature of Satan used his deception to propagate their complacency, he was eventually able to infect the world with enough of his hate and evil to change the very nature of the land and its people.
They chased and chased him and his minions. For ages, they chased and had become tired; but not the physical tired of muscles, legs, backs, or jaws. They had become tired in the will of waging a futilely long war against a foe so great, he was always multiple steps beyond their reach. Sure, they were victorious in battle more times than they were not, but even their victories seemed to yield losses. For when one victory was won, there were three more that needed to be fought. Yet, she kept the faith under the leadership of the two Great Wolves and their Huntmaster. Had it not been for them, their numbers would have dwindled more from broken hopes than broken bodies. If not for them, they would have lost the war years ago. But they did not. Instead, they stood on the edge of the precipice to end it all for all time.
They stood and they waited. The Huntmaster, majestically brilliant with the splendor of the stars in his eyes and the confidence of hope in his shoulders stood at their front. He led them and would be first to charge into the endless lines of demons.  He was flanked by his two Generals, brother and sister wolves standing almost as tall as Him. Displayed like an ocean of blended shades of browns, blacks, greys, and reds, the rest of The Hunt spilled forth from their sides farther than eyes were able to focus. And she, the one they called little death, was standing beside the male general, having taken it upon herself to be his defender.
Within the pack mind, there were no secrets or disruptions in thoughts. They were one, and as such, they all knew she claimed her station. They knew it, and none argued. Had this been a different age, she would have loved him, but long has love left the lands they dwelt within. Such was the effect of Satan’s evil that it absolved all living things from the pure emotions of love, joy, hope and faith to be replaced with lust, greed, desire, jealousy, and hate. For hate will purge love if none stand to defend it. So, they stood defending the return of love.
The wind was still, as was the ground. They could sense no vibrations under their paws, nor could they detect any movement of sounds and smells from any of their senses. It was as if a great storm had been brewing far away, large enough to eat away at all the life around them to fuel its soon to be released havoc of unequaled energy. Had they not been inspired by the hopeful tastes of the impending battle; they would have all felt fear. But fear cannot exist where love abides; and although it had been driven from this land, they still held it within them as a shield against the forces of evil. And none held it more tightly than she, for she held it for him and knew he held it for her.
But what was mortal love when weighed against the Gate of Hell itself? For that is what stood before them; the large and hideously formed gate that lead to Satan’s realm of hate and evil. How it had come to manifest within the mortal realms, they did not know. Though the Huntmaster’s wisdom extended far beyond what mortally defined creatures could possess, not even He possessed the knowledge necessary to whittle away all of Satan’s subterfuge and skullduggery to reveal the nature of his evil intent. If he had, it would not have progressed this far, nor would the land have been allowed to be affected to its current degree.
Behind the Gates there was not what should have been. The plains they were in were supposed to be lush with green grass and brilliantly colored bright flowers. This place was known throughout the land as the Rainbow Plains, made famous for its kaleidoscope of colors radiantly sewn together by the rays of the sun into the very perfection of creation. Perhaps that is why Satan had chosen this place to manifest his gate. Perhaps the desolation of the surrounding colors into an unremarkable field of dead greys was offered as an offense to God Himself.
But those considerations were of no matter now. It was much too late to pay them any heed. As she looked around and surveyed the terrain, it became apparent that the physical properties of the plains and not their aesthetics were more likely the reason for Satan’s choosing. It was flat and open providing no cover nor advantage for either side. It was indeed going to be a battle of open warfare with the skills of the two leaders pitted squarely against one another. Destruction verses creation. Good versus Evil. God verses Satan. Champion verses champion.
And then, they felt it. Collectively, inside their shared pack mind, it began as a slow vibrational increase within their hearts and souls as the energy within the gate began to subtly shift. Before this moment, the energy, while formidable, had been contained inside the violet, slowly swirling circular shape much like a lake held behind a damn. The stilled waters did not threaten the town allowed to thrive only because they had been held at bay. But if that damn should falter and break, the waters, once heralded as a life-giving blessing, would be released as a hand of total destruction whose innumerable fingers would flow into every street, every house, and every room drowning everything in its wake. Often times, there would be a warning sign that the waters would soon erupt and engulf the life below. A small leak was the normal precursor. And like a damn, this gate began to leak.
She felt a hand land on her shoulder. She snapped her head to the right and instinctively had the dagger she slept with in her hand, thrusting it less than an inch from her assailant’s neck. As her eyes focused, she thought she saw the outline of a beast, but when they adjusted to the darkness of night, she saw the familiar light inside Ronialdin’s eyes. They were opened wide and his hands were drawn back in a gesture of surrender.
“Easy, Liani,” he said, “It is just me.”
Her breathing lessened and her muscles loosened.
“We need to leave. The guards have discovered our location. Even now they are preparing to come for us,” he said as her tension eased. However, the haze of her dream, a dream that felt even more real than this conscious moment, had not worn away its influence completely. Seeing this, Rony placed his hand on the dagger and gently led her to lower it. “Liani, we must go.”
The life of a mercenary had taught her many things, one of which was the necessity to become mobile very quickly. As such, she had grown used to sleeping in her full clothing, leather armor included. She gathered her weapons and small pack of supplies quickly then followed him out of the room and down the stairs to the main dining hall. When they entered, they saw Di, Borinth, and Zyndalia already sitting around a large, round table in the corner. It was still very early and the lightning within the tavern was still very dim; however, the majority of the tables were occupied by other patrons, all of whom seemed to be enjoying the home cooked breakfast offered by the owner and her staff. When they sat, Borinth looked to Dianali and said, “Tell them.”
She looked around the room hesitantly, making sure that none of the early rising eyes could pry their way into their conversation. When she was satisfied none were attending to them, she leaned in and almost whispered, “Apparently, the public execution of Borinth was just a ruse to draw out more of his supporters.”
“What do you mean?” asked Liani.
“She means they knew we were here and were coming for him,” answered Zyndalia before Di could respond.
“Yes,” said Borinth. “And that means they have probably been watching us the whole time.”
“If that was true, why did they not take us earlier?” asked Rony.
“Probably because they wanted to see if we would lead them back to a larger force or threat. It is a common tactic to release a captive only to follow them back to their leaders. Any common captive would fall prey to that scheme,” he finished, letting his words trail off to end at their unspoken self-accusation.
After a moment of silence, Liani asked, “What do we do now?”
“We leave,” said Di. “We leave and pray they do not see us.”
Her statement left them all in silence for a few more moments. This revelation changed things for them. Before, when they still believed their identity and location were hidden, they thought as long as they kept their heads covered, they would be able to reach one of the gates and walk though. However, now that their whole rescue had been orchestrated by powers that knew much more than they did themselves, their escape would be much more complicated.
After a short period of discussion during which Borinth took the lead, they finally had their plans for escape finalized. To none of their collective surprises, they decided it would be better to, once again, split up. But this time, it would be Borinth with Dianali and then the other three together. “Are we all set then?” asked Borinth giving one last opportunity for further suggestions. He made eye contact with each of the others, and upon seeing their silent consent, he said, “Very well. Leave us go.”
“Here are your drinks,” said a voice interrupting them before they could stand.
Instantly, each of them had their hands on their weapons as their eyes darted to attend the interrupting voice. Liana had been so on edge that had Zyndalia’s hand not reached to settle her, she would have stood up and probably had the edge of her dagger against the unknown voice’s throat. After an alarmed moment allowing their eyes to connect with their minds, all of them save Borinth had a moment of recognition. Standing before them was the very same old man who had approached them on the streets with the strange silver elixir.
“It is you,” said Dianali bordering on accusation.
The old man grinned broadly and replied, “Yes, it is me. I should hope. I would hate for it to be anyone other than me residing in my body,” he said as he set down five goblets filled with liquid, one in front of each of them.
“But, why are you here?” asked Zyndalia.
“Oh, I should think that was rather obvious,” said the old man as he stepped back from the table still grinning, leaving the five of them to look at each other in bewilderment.
Finally, after what seemed to be a rather long period of awkward silence, Dianali spoke up, “What do you mean obvious. I dare say there is nothing obvious about you.”
The old man gazed at her empathetically, as if he held some greater understanding that could never be explained adequately enough for the simple to understand. “I am here, my dear, because you ordered these drinks and someone needed to deliver them,” he said as he grinned piercing her with his radiantly blue eyes.
“We did not order,” started Borinth, but was interrupted by Di who put her hand on Borinth’s arm.
“Yes. Yes, we did.” Turning toward the old man she added, “Thank you sir. We appreciate the quick delivery of our order.”
“Very well then,” he smiled as he turned to walk away. “Oh, you might want to drink up. Things are going to get quite interesting in short order. I think you will all want to be refreshed and alert.”
As elderly man turned back to walk away, Borinth turned to Dianali and asked, “Who is that? And please tell me you are not seriously going to drink what he just gave us.”
“I am not sure who he is, or even what he is. But yes, we are all going to drink what he just gave us. All of us,” she said as she returned his stare. “That means you too, my love.”
She never used those words, at least, never when they were outside of their shared and sacred place. That she used them now disarmed any argument he could form before he was able to put it to voice. She knew it contradicted their entire lives as mercenaries to accept some unknown liquid from some unknown person to an unknown end. And although every instinct she had was consciously telling her to throw the drink on the ground and trust her own skills and knowledge to emerge from their current situation, from somewhere behind her own reasoning was a peace that exceeded her understanding. So, she took one last look into the pewter goblet in front of her, snatched it up almost defiantly, and drained it in one gulp.
Zyndalia, Liani, Ronialdin, and even the unshakeable Borinth each held their breaths for a few long moments and stared intently at Dianali waiting to observe the effects of the old man’s tonic. But when she stared right back at them and said, “Well, what are all of you waiting for? If I just ingested a poison, I would prefer not to meet my end alone. But I am quite fine actually. I do not feel anything.”
Liani was next to pick up the cup, albeit with a small amount of remaining reluctance, and drink the bitter tasting liquid. To her, it tasted sharp and crisp, as if her tongue was being stung by the smallest insect over and over again. The little stings were not painful, but neither could they be classified as a benign tingle. She knew it was doing something to her, but she could not define what because, aside from the crisp sting, she noticed nothing else.
Neither Dianali nor Liani had offered any indication of how or what they felt to the other three beyond Di’s initial statement, but neither Rony nor Zyn wanted to be the last one to exercise their faith in the two formidable women, so they too picked up the goblets and drank them until their contents were completely drained. As they finished, they looked to each other and exchanged a short, knowing glance accompanying it with a small grin. Being brother and sister, they shared a bond. That bond was enhanced by the connection to their wolves, but even without it, they would have known exactly what the other was thinking in that moment: home, mother.
“What are you waiting for?” asked Dianali. Borinth needed no further urging and grabbed the goblet following the other four by drinking it completely in one gulp. “There, now do you not feel foolish being the last one to drink?” asked Di.
“I will feel foolish if we are not successful and end up with my head on the chopping block again,” he retorted. “Now, if your friend can be trusted, I suggest we leave now. I do not think his ‘interesting’ bodes well for us. There was something final about that old man. I am not sure if I like it.”
But what they did not see while they were debating and then drinking the old man’s tonic, was that the number of men within the tavern hall had been increasing slowly. Neither did they notice that those men were armed with not only swords and bows, but with the intent to apprehend their quarry. While the five of them had been discussing their plans of escape, and then deliberating drinking what had been given them, the men had positioned themselves close to the exists and windows. Now seated at the table closest to them was one of the guard captains and four of his most trusted and skilled lieutenants.
When the five of them stood up to begin executing their plan to escape the Stone Keep, the captain quickly stood up, grabbed his chair and pulled it to the head of their table, effectively blocking them. He turned it around backwards and sat down straddling the seat. “Please, sit,” he said in a warm and friendly voice. Unsure of who this man was and what his motives could be, the five of them did as they were requested because beyond all things, they did not feel it would be beneficial to cause even the smallest scene. “There, now is that not more comfortable? To sit and rest in the company of friends?”
“We are not your friends,” challenged Dianali in a hushed voice.
“Yes, of course you are not,” answered the man. “If you had been my friends, we would already have met and shared many a pint together. That is what friends do, is it not?”
“What do you want?” asked Borinth.
“Well, I want to be your friend. That is to say I wish to help you,” said the man.
“I think we will be alright on our own,” interjected Liani.
“What makes you think we need any help?” asked Borinth.
“Very well, perhaps you do not. Perhaps five fugitives from the law do not need any assistance,” he answered smoothly.
“Let us pretend, for a moment, that what you say is true, how can you help us?” asked Borinth.
“I was hoping you would ask that,” said the man excitedly. “You see these men?” he pointed to the four who still sat at the table he had gotten up from, “And those men over there? And the ones by the windows and doors. In fact, do you see all of the men here? Well, they are all members of the city guard, and I am their captain,” he proudly pounded his fist against his chest. “I can help you by making sure that you all live long enough to see your execution day. I can help you because my word will ensure you do not die today, right here, right now.”
As they reached for their weapons, the captain stood up quickly, lifting the table as hard as he could, flipping it against them. It collided with all five of their hands blocking them from preparing an adequate defense. Given a split second of extra time, the city guards were able to ready their weapons, but before they could brandish them and cut down the fugitives, the captain gave a quick and loud shout for them to stand down. He turned to his quarry and calmly said, “I do not wish for you to die today. I wish to be your friend, but to be your friend, I will need you to come quietly.”
Without hesitation, Dianali returned his implied threat, “We have enough friends.”
“Oh, come now,” said the captain smiling broadly. “No one can have enough friends.” But just as he was about to continue into what would have probably developed into a pastoral lecture on the importance of friendships, no doubt to serve as another patronizing reason for them to come quietly, the old man stumbled into him, knocking him into the table he had just vacated. During the commotion the old man caused, he abruptly turned to the five companions and said in a very hushed but firm voice, “Make no sound.” Before turning around, he paused just briefly enough for them to witness the smallest of grins and the quickest of winks.
“My pardon, good sir. Oh, I mean good captain!” said the old man as he rushed to help the captain back to his feet. “My deepest pardons! Here, let me help you,” he said as he strongly lifted him to his feet.
“I am fine,” said the captain as he stood up. But before he could return his attention to his would-be captives, the old man put his hands on the captain’s shoulders and turned him in the opposite direction.
“Nonsense!” said the old man, “You have taken quite a fall. Here, let me take a look at you,” he continued as he put both hands on the sides of his face and pretended to examine the captain’s eyes.
“Please, sir. I am quite fine.”
“Oh? Are you a better judge of the physical condition of the body than a former physician?” said the old man as he turned the captain’s head from side to side, pretending to peer deeply into the captain’s ears.
“Thank you, but I can assure you I am quite fine,” said the captain now beginning to show his agitation.
“There, there,” said the old man, ignoring the captain’s insistence, “just a few more things to check out, to be sure,” he said as he turned the captain again quickly sitting him down in a close chair. “Now, if you will just let me do a few more tests?”
“I am fine and well!” said the captain as he gripped the old man’s hands before they could further examine him. “We are here on official business! Now, please kind sir, let me continue!”
“As long as it is official business, I guess I can forgo the rest of my examination,” he said as he withdrew a step or two allowing the captain to stand up. “I am satisfied that I have done enough here to make sure things are right and well. Now, if you will excuse me, I do have other guests to attend to.”
“Thank you, sir,” he said as he watched the old man walk through the back doors and into what was presumably the kitchen. He took a brief moment to straighten his armor and clothing, after which he then turned back to the now empty table. Outside of the tavern, while the five of them were hurrying away, they heard the infuriated screams of the captain as he cursed his companions for their incompetence. When they were far enough away and had made enough twists and turns through the city streets to ensure they could not possibly have been followed, Borinth directed them into the busy market square.
“Alright,” he said as he led them behind a large booth selling various items of clothing, “Can anyone tell me how we were able to walk out of the tavern unnoticed? I am sure it was in part because of the commotion caused by our old friend, but there had to be more to it.”
“I do not know,” said Rony, “but we were all in plain sight.”
“Let us not worry about that now,” interjected Zyndalia, “we still have to get passed the gates. Are our plans still intact, or do you think we should alter them?”
“I think the rest of our plan is still solid. We still need to acquire disguises and I still think our best option is to obtain the fake registrar papers from Di’s connection. Are you three still planning on going to the Gabbon Swamps?” asked Borinth. “I am sure Di and I could use your help on the road to rescue our other companions.”
“Speak for yourself,” said Dianali. “I can take care of myself,” she finished as she shot Borinth a playful glance.
“Yes, but I think we are going home first,” said Ronialdin.
“Very well,” said Borinth as he extended his hand toward Rony’s. “We may yet see each other again, Wolflings.”
“Fare well,” he said as he grasped the larger man’s forearm.
Surprisingly, Borinth pulled him close and embraced him much like his father would have, “Take care of those two, but do not forget to be safe yourself. I feel that you have a larger part to play in this growing conflict.”
The women embraced as well and said their good-byes, but they were held to the briefest displays of affection by Dianali. She had never done well with ending of things, let alone the ending of a connection with two young women who had earned her respect and admiration.
Ronialdin, Zyndalia, and Liani watched the two grizzled mercenaries disappear into the throng of the growing market’s hustle. Vendors were making the final details of their displays just perfect enough to catch the eye and coin purse of those who would have attended to their competitors while the eager patrons were massing their collective buying strengths into a profitable force rivaling some of the ancient dwarven infantries. By all of the early indications, today was going to be a memorable day for all of those in the market.
“Did you see that?” asked Liani.
“See what?” asked Zyndalia.
“When Borinth and Dianali were walking away. Did you watch them?” Liani clarified.
“Of course, we did. Did you?” said Zyndalia.
“Then you saw it, right?” she added.
“Saw what?” Rony asked for clarification.
The smaller woman looked back and forth from brother to sister, “How could you not notice it? You are both trackers and hunters are you not?”
“Liani, please tell us what you are talking about,” Zyn said as both she and Rony slightly adjusted their postures.
“Fine. In my village, when I was much younger, I would always watch the farmer Gorren’s sheep as he brought them home from feeding them in his pastures. He had the largest dog I had ever seen. I never got the courage to ask him its name, but it was at least twice the size of even the largest sheep in his flock. And every time, just before they reached his fencing, the dog would walk out to meet them. And each time, the sheep would always move around the dog. The dog never had to adjust its course to move out of the way of the sheep. The sheep would always move for it,” she concluded assuming her story would be of sufficient explanation for her meaning to be accurately transmitted. But when they just stared at her blankly, expecting her to continue, she let out a large sigh and continued. “When they were walking away, right before we lost sight, did you see what happened?”
“What do you mean? We saw them walk into the crowd of people just coming in from entrance. Did you see them?” asked Rony in return.
She looked him straight in the eye and said, “I saw the flock of sheep behaving as if the large dog was not even there.”
“Meaning?” Ronialdin asked.
After letting out a rather exasperated grunt, Liani pointed and said, quite emphatically, “When have you ever seen Borinth and Dianali yield their position in battle regardless of the foe they were fighting let alone for the common?”
“You are right!” exclaimed Zyndalia finally understanding the smaller woman’s meaning. Rony, still perplexed looked to his sister for clarification. “Brother of mine, though you can string a bow with the equivalent efficacy of the Elves of ages past, you still cannot comprehend some of the basics, can you? Very well, let me be simple about it. The crowd of people entering the market just as Borinth and Di were leaving behaved as if they were not even there. I would not have noticed it had you not mentioned it, Liani,” she said as she turned to her and smiled.
“But what does that mean?” asked Rony. Although he now seemed to grasp the truth of Liani’s observation, he still did not understand the breath of what she was saying.
“Somehow, and I am sure it is a direct result of whatever tonic that old man gave to us, we are able to move without notice from others,” she said.
“Are you sure?” he asked.
“As sure as I can be. As sure as anyone can be. But I will say this: in all my years of watching the sheep return, they never failed to notice and move for that dog.”
After a brief but intense deliberation between Rony’s insistence they adhere to their original plan for escaping and the equal insistence from both Zyn and Liani that they do not, it was the will of the two women emerging victorious. They contended that if they wasted time in acquiring adequate disguises and taking care to avoid the roving guard rotations, now sure to be increased since the incident at the Inn, the effects of the tonic could wear away leaving them exposed to eyes of all kinds. In the end, they proposed that trusting in the effects of the old man’s tonic and simply walking out of the front gate would be the quickest and, ultimately safest, way for them to escape.
As they negotiated the streets, their theory was being proven true. On several occasions, they came face to face with a rotation of guards who walked right past them as if they were not even there. The town’s people were also unable to notice them. On one occasion, a fight broke out between two unsuspecting and innocent townsmen because Rony, in his attempt to quickly put distance between he and the guards, ran right into one. Because his presence remained unnoticed, the blame for the offense was incorrectly placed and a scuffle ensued. The three of them did not linger to witness who was the victor. Instead, they quickly and carefully made their way to the front gate where they found themselves staring directly at a full battalion of guards. Easily numbering over one hundred, there seemed to be no way to sneak out without their notice, even if they could not be seen.
“Unless that old man’s tonic allows us to pass right through their bodies, I do not think we will make it out?” asked Zyndalia.
“Does anyone have any ideas now?” asked Liani.
“Not me,” answered Rony, “I did not think they would have this many guards posted for our capture.”
“We cannot wait much longer. I do not think the effects of the old man’s tonic was meant to be taxed for so long a time,” added Liani.
“I agree,” said Rony, “but I do not see where we can make our exit without drawing physical contact. They are standing shoulder to shoulder and show no signs of moving to clear a path.”
“We need to create a diversion large enough to draw their attention,” suggested Zyndalia.
“How are we supposed to do that and maintain our anonymity? I am quite certain these guards have been alerted to our rather miraculous escape from the Inn,” countered Rony.
“I do not know, but we had better think of something quickly. I am inclined to agree with Liani’s assumption that our inability to be noticed will not likely last much longer,” she said as she and the others began looking around hoping to spot anything they can use to their advantage.
It began as a simple and subtle prodding into her awareness. She did not know how, but she knew that help was on its way. Regardless of how small, and it was small, this intrusion into her consciousness was, it was nevertheless comforting. As if she had been embraced by a familiar and trusted person, the implanted realization that help would soon present itself eased her growing anxiety. She calmed herself by focusing on this truth and inhaled deeply. When she exhaled, she saw both Rony and Zyndalia looking at her intently.
“Liani?” questioned Zyn. “Are you feeling well?”
To which she replied, “Yes, I am actually feeling quite well.” She focused on the growing awareness within her and began to understand it was entirely foreign and cognizant on its own. Though its thoughts and feelings did not manifest as words, its intent was conveyed with the surety as if they were. She allowed this new intention to bathe her in its steadfast will that everything was going to be good and well in contrast to what their eyes were telling them.
“Perhaps we should seek our exit from the rear gate?” suggested Zyndalia. “They may not have as many guards posted there. At least, not enough to stand shoulder to shoulder spanning the entire gateway.”
“No,” said Liani as she opened her eyes. “Help is on the way.”
A moment after she spoke, the three of them heard a single shrilling howl in the distance. Baying from a soul older than all other souls, a single wolf cried out to the tears of the rising sun and demanded it and all others within the expansive span of its voice forfeit their collective attentions to the singularity of its penetrating howl. Before it ceased its grasp on the living, another voice joined it adding to its enthralling demands. The two, in a unison and perfect harmony explained only by the celestial movement of a total eclipse of the sun by the shadow of the moon, brought all into a rapture from reality. Instantly, Zyndalia and Ronialdin smiled with a joy reflecting the reunion of two lost lover’s souls. They reached out with their own minds and united with Xunmerco’s and Inglorca’s as two separate ends of a raging fire finally meeting at the center. Their reunion propelled yet a third voice, one of haunting sweetness, to call out to its own twin flame. And it answered. When Rony and Zyndalia looked to Liani, she too had a smile reflecting the exact qualities of theirs. The saw her and they knew.
But the three howls were not the ending of the voices that day. They were but the beginning. Soon, more and more lupine howls joined the leading three until they were past the point of counting. What ensued within the guards was outright panic. Never before had anyone of this age, nor of the past several ages, witnessed the collective souls of wolves singing like this. Naturally, it produced fear, not because the wolves emitted any sort of horrific aura, but because it is a condition of mortality to fear what has not been explained. We fear what we do not know, and the guards knew not the consequences of the “soul howl”, as it had been known by, and would be known by again. So, they panicked and broke ranks. As if orchestrated by a seasoned conductor and practiced over and over until perfection was achieved, Ronialdin, Zyndalia, and Liani combined their actions to the panicked response of the guards and slipped right between the smallest of breaks in their formation before it could be repaired. As if on cue, the howling quickly slowed and stopped. The only thing remaining of the awesome scene was the rustling of branches left in the wolves’ wake as they disappeared back into the cover of the forest.
The three who escaped wasted no time, but neither did they rush, to join their companions. Having been removed from the physical companionship, even though there was still the ever-present awareness of both Inglorca in Zyndalia’s mind and Xunmerco in Ronialdin’s, they nevertheless suffered from a homesickness caused by the distances between them. It was one thing to be held in the confidence and companionship of another’s mind, but completely another to enjoy that companionship reflected in the physical warmth of touch.
As they continued their brisk walk to the edge of the trees where the wolves had been only minutes ago, their excitement for their reunion began to flow over from their souls and into their legs. Neither Rony nor Zyn could withstand the awful urge to run. Almost in complete unison, they broke into an enhanced sprint leaving Liani in their wake. At the same time, bursting through the perimeter of the tree line, two large wolves began running toward them. For anyone outside of their group, the scene would have resembled a quickly approaching battle, for the speed and determination set upon all four of their expressions was one that would not be denied. When they collided, Zyndalia with Inglorca and Ronialdin with Xunmerco, there was an overflowing resonance of joy that even provoked Liani’s eyes to share in the tears of both brother and sister.
As she approached the mass of man and wolf engaged in an embrace of trust and comfort, Liani was drawn to look back to the edge of the trees. There, standing against the green backdrop of the forest’s foliage was a lone grey wolf, its head and ears cocked forward in anticipation. There was a character about her that reached out with familiarity and bid Liani to approach. So, she did. As she drew closer, the lone grey wolf slowly began wagging its tale. The closer Liana walked, the more she could feel the wolf’s contentment. Yet, although she knew this creature innately, she was still apprehensive about getting too close and alarming her. When she was about twenty feet away, her focus turned to the beast’s eyes, a pair of eyes that exactly reflected her own. Though the color was slightly different as one would expect between man and wolf, what existed behind them was the mirrored truth of the other’s soul. They were one, woman and wolf.
Slowly, each approached the other until they were close enough to touch. Liani knelt down to one knee and stretched her hand out to the wolf’s muzzle. In return, the wolf stretched its neck gently placing the bridge of its nose against her outstretched palm. As she began gently stroking between its eyes, and then scratching behind its ears, she felt a connection to something she would later describe as an immortally shared condition of each of them becoming part of the other. She knew, as the beast nuzzled into her, that they would never be apart, that they could never be apart.
“So, what are you going to name her?” asked Ronialdin as both he and Zyndalia walked with their companions to where Liani was, now laying on the ground with the third wolf.
“I do not know,” she said as the wolf licked her across her face producing a hearty laugh from both brother and sister. “I have a feeling she will let me know the name she approves of.”
The wolf seemed to know that Liani had already begun thinking of a name because she growled a deep guttural sound beginning and ending in her throat. But it was not like the growl of other lupine creatures. This grey wolf, smaller than the other two, growled with a prolonged “a” sound as opposed to the normal, throat induced warning from similar beasts. “So, is that it?” Liani asked the wolf as she affectionately rubbed her neck. “Are you trying to warn me against picking a name you will not like?”
In response, the wolf growled again with the same slightly odd sound.
“Very well. I will take time to consider and get to know you. Although I feel as if we already do. As if we have already known each other,” she said as she stood up while the smaller grey wolf continued to cuddle up to her legs. “Oh my!” Liani said as she turned to fully attend to both Rony and Zyn. “I did not realize just how large Xunmerco and Inglorca have gotten. They must be almost as tall as a bear.”
“I believe you are right,” replied Ronialdin.
“And I do not believe they are done growing,” added Zyndalia.
Liani continued to naturally scratch behind her grey’s ears which provoked a very low growling in response, sort of a purr, if wolves were ever known to purr. But regardless of the sound, Liani had no doubt at all that the small grey wolf was extremely at ease and very content with their meeting. She found the connection to be very easy and fluid; the way water naturally flows downstream. She imagined it must be the same for both of the hunters, but it did not mean she was not allowed to revel in the uniqueness of the bond between she and her grey.
“I am quite sure we would all love to spend eternity here, in this moment, but I think it best if we move quickly before night hits. I do not doubt that anything lurking out there will stay very far away with these three with us,” he said as he stroked Xunmerco’s broad snout, “but just the same, I would like to cover as much ground as we can before the sun sets. Our journey is going to be long. It would be best to get a good start,” Ronialdin said as he turned and began walking into the beginnings of a setting sun.
“Is he always like this?” asked Liani.
“What? Oh, do you mean he just does things and expects me to follow?” answered Zyn as both women watched he and Xunmerco walk away.
“Yes,” she clarified.
“Yes, he is. But he has gotten a little better since leaving home,” answered Zyn. “Let us hope our journey does not propel him back into his old and tiresome habits,” she added as she chuckled.
“How long has it been since you have been home?” asked Liani.
“Hey! Did you not hear me?” shouted Ronialdin who had not noticed the lack of response from the women. “It would be better if we did not delay.”
“Do you even know which way we need to go to get home?” shouted his sister in return as she shot Liani a small grin.
“Of course I do!” he answered, showing a small amount of frustration with his sister.
“Is that so?” added Liani, grinning along with Zyndalia.
“Yes, it is so!” he said defiantly. “We are going to head east until we find a small town or traveling inn we can stay at.”
“And then?” prodded Zyndalia.
“And then we will ask if we need to. Now, can we please move on?
“We had better get moving,” said Zyndalia to Liani under her breath. “We do not want to stoke the fire too much.”
“After all, if it all burns out now, what will we do for fun the rest of the journey?” asked Liani. The two women began walking to catch up to Ronialdin, but he did not wait for them.
He set a ruthless pace. Well, it would have been ruthless, but their enhanced stamina allowed all three of them to cover what would have been an impossible amount of ground for anyone not under the effects of the still mysterious bond with the wolves. To Rony’s delight and approval, they reached an inn much sooner than he had hoped. He planned to spend the first night in the forest, but when they saw the faint light and smoke from the hearth’s fire in the distance, he offered an uncommon approval at their progress.
As with all inhabitants of inns, they drew suspicious glances from those still seated at tables enjoying the last drops of their ales and last wisps of fire before it gave way to only the glowing embers of what once was and promised to be again. The three of them looked around hoping to identify someone to speak with, but when they were not successful, they slowly walked up to the bar. Seeing no-one behind it, Rony turned to the man on his left and asked, “Is there anyone to speak with about getting a room for the night?”
“That would be Esthan,” said the man, a slight slur to his words.
“Do you know where we can find him?” added Rony.
“I do not know, at the present. But if you wait here, he will return,” said the man as he looked into the bottom of his ale tankard. His brows furrowed and his eyes seemed to grow sad. “And none too soon,” he continued, “I am out of ale.”
“Well, should we wait?” asked Liani.
“I think it is best. We still have to resupply,” answered Ronialdin.
"That and a night in a warm bed before we begin our journey does have its appeal,” added Zyndalia as she yawned.
Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of a particularly loud and creaky door opening to their left. Such was the sound the rusted hinges made that all three of them turned to look. They saw an elderly man of short stature slowly limp through. He was wearing black trousers and a simple, off white tunic. He was not overly thin, but it was apparent he suffered from some type of condition because his skin appeared thin and almost transparent. He slowly hobbled behind the bar at which point the man whose ale had recently been emptied said, quite loudly, “Hey, old man. Where have you been? I need another ale.”
In a weak, but sturdy voice, the elderly man retorted, “Listen here, Esthan. Just because you own the place and pay me a decent wage, does not mean you can continue to boss me around. I am still your Drahin.”
“I know, father. I was merely having fun with our newest guests,” said the man named Esthan. Turning to them he asked without even a trace of his previous slur, “So, I understand you are looking for a room?”
“Yes,” answered Rony. “Well, no.”
“Which is it boy, I am a busy man with many things to do,” Esthan said as he stood up and began walking behind the bar counter.
“We need two rooms for the night,” Rony clarified.
Esthan did not reply immediately, rather he waited until he had finished walking behind the bar counter. Once there, he stopped, looked at Ronialdin quite deliberately, then to the two women and then back to Rony and asked, “You need two rooms?” as his left eyebrow shot up.
“Yes,” answered Rony, “two rooms please.”
Esthan again looked at him and then back to the two women, and then back to him with the unspoken intent to help this dull and daft young man in front of him realize the potential a single room could present; but when Ronialdin showed no sign of a deeper understanding behind the superficially rude pause from his hopeful host, Esthan shook his head and said, “Very well boy, I have two rooms for you. It will be six marks.” Turning to the two women, he added, “If, however, either of you, or even both of you, find the confines of your rooms a bit cold and limiting, my room is right down the hall from you. Feel free to join me and I will show you the limitless potential of a good sturdy bed.”
As the two women awkwardly blushed, Rony put both of his hands on the counter and said, “Just the rooms please.”
“Very well, I did not mean to offend, just to present a once in a life time opportunity. Here are your keys, boy,” he said. “You will find both rooms up the stairs to your right and at the end of the first hallway on your left.”
“Thank you,” said Rony as he took the keys from the man in exchange for the six marks.
“What are those?” asked Esthan as he looked down to the counter.
“What do you mean?” answered Rony.
“Those,” said Esthan as he pointed to the six pieces of currency resting on the counter.
“Six marks. The price for the two rooms,” Ronialdin clarified.
“Those have not been in circulation since The Stone Keep was taken,” he said.
“Well that is all I have. I can assure you they have been accepted everywhere, even in the Stone Keep itself,” he answered.
“Yes, I know they have. The currency repeal does not take effect until next year. Or so I have been told by the roaming authorities.”
“They are repealing the currency of the Silver Empire?” asked Zyndalia.
“Apparently they are. Well, just the Stone Keep’s province that is. That was one of the first edicts from Lord Kahl soon after he became the Lord of what he calls The Blood Keep. That and the newly introduced magically enhanced food program,” said Esthan.
“Do they actually believe ridding the Stone Keep of the Silver Empire’s currency and replacing it with their own will help?” asked Liani.
“I do not know, my dear. One can only speculate to the reasons of conquerors. But I can tell you one thing: their designs are much larger than just the Stone Keep. Replacing currency, I fear, will only be the first step,” he said dubiously.
It was Ronialdin who spoke next, “Thank you for your time and rooms, sir.”
“You are welcome,” he said as he grinned to both Liani and Zyndalia. While they were turning around and walking toward the stairs, they overhead the sounds of a hushed admonishment being issues from Esthan’s father and an equally hushed retort from Esthan himself. They found the rooms easily and exactly where they had been told. Rony retired to his, and the two women to theirs.
The marginally soft mattresses and pillows felt much plusher because their most recent beds consisted of no more comfort than the hardness their feet were used to trudging upon. There was a time when both women would never have thought they would ever become accustomed to sleeping on the rough and adverse surfaces of grass and dirt and rock, yet quite quickly, although it seemed like an eternity each night, they did. So, when they each laid down on what would have been defined as poor quality, it felt like they were resting on the light and puffy clouds of a warm, early summer day. Exhausted, it took little time for Rony to succumb to his fatigue. Zyndalia, while just as tired as he, fell into the restful and warm hands of slumber more slowly than her brother. The thoughts of finally being reunited with their mother was enough to keep her silently awake for another hour after him. However, she too closed her eyes and accepted the easy rhythm of a poem’s sleep.
Liani, on the other hand, was too engrossed in the novelty of her new wolf, excitement etched deeply into her soul, to have so easily fallen asleep. Instead, she fought the urge of exhaustion and persisted in examining as much of their bond as she absolutely could. Much like her, the small gray wolf was something of an oddity when compared to its other brethren. She felt a strange disconnect with the rest of them through the transmission of her wolf’s emotions and thoughts. It took a decent amount of time for her to understand what was conveyed for no other reason than she was not wolf herself. And while humans communicated through a very complicated system of speech, wolves were not like that. A least, not hers. Images were linked to senses and further linked to emotions.
But after a brief period of difficulty, Liani began to develop a fluidity of conveyance with her wolf, though by now she understood it was not and could never be hers. For a bond like this was a much closer approximation to companionship where both parties continued with each other’s presence only because of choice. But was it even a choice at all? She did not choose to connect with this animal. It just was. One moment she was alone in the confines of her own mind and soul, and the next, the small gray wolf howled into her expression, becoming one with her; at least as much as two separate beings can become one. But she was not the only one who was busy exploring the soul of the other. She could feel the playful prodding of the small gray poking anxiously into what she could only define as the part of the identities they shared.
This connection, however peaceful, still produced a set of questions she could not answer, and apparently, neither could the small gray. Was Rony’s transformation part of the effect of his connection to Xunmerco? She saw him when he was engaged in what they referred to as the white rage. She was the first one to witness it. Would she too find the white rage knocking at the door of her soul just as he had? She had seen subtle changes in Zyndalia, but were they the result of her bond with Inglorca, or was it merely a result of a familial connection? So many thoughts and questions were now racing through her mind; but more foundational than all of them, was the simple thought that she was alone no longer.
Yes, she was quickly becoming close to both Rony and Zyndalia, having developed a great friendship with the younger, and a profound bond with the elder, but it was nothing like this. They were still separate people with their own complete and complex identities; thus, they would never be as close as they would need to be to consider one with the other at all times, no matter how much they cared about each other. But, with her small gray, even across the miles that separated them now, she could feel their identities being drawn together by a knitting stronger than any other bond existing in mortality. She wondered if there was an end to it. Would they continue to become so close that they would be blended by the continued knitting of their independent identities as one, or would they still be able to maintain their own separate intents?
Fatigue. That was the latest and most severe emotion shared by her and her small gray in this moment. As much as both wanted to continue their reveling into each other, they both knew the bill would come due in a harsh exhaustion if they did not rest enough to keep up with what would surely be an unrelenting pace set by Ronialdin. As she let pass the thrilling energy to discover all she could about this small gray, amazing wolf, she felt sadness creep through their bond, not only to her, but from her as well. Yet, there was joy too. A joy that filled tomorrow with purpose and companionship. Neither of them would ever be away from the other. Neither of them would ever feel alone again.
On the calling of the morning rooster and with the rising of the new sun signaling a journey of familiar hope and energy, the three of them left the footsteps of the inn. They were joined by their wolf companions when they reached the distance where the presence of the three very large animals would go unnoticed, thus avoiding alarm. They knew the main roads would be very busy with not only the presence of merchants and other people going about their business, but with scouts and soldiers seeking to unravel the many rumors regarding the new Lord of the Stone Keep. Though avoiding the main thoroughfares would prolong their march, it was decided that safety and anonymity should rule their steps.
The rough terrain across the many plains, forests, and paths their feet trod upon was overshadowed by the roughness of other, more intangible things. All elements of the weather were harsher. The ground seemed to punish them each time their feet and paws contacted it. While the effects of each individual step would be completely unnoticeable, the summation of them over the hundreds and thousands of steps they had taken wore into their other joints and eventually into their souls.
As much as the terrain seemed to fight their endeavor, the surrounding flora and fauna provided no respite to the underlying harshness. Animals they captured and transformed into food yielded no such full bellies. Neither did the water provide a fresh cleansing of their palates. Instead, both seemed to coat their throats and hopes with a thick, viscous aftertaste. As a result, they trudged over the ground in a sort of dissolving haze preventing any joining of their awareness to the progress they had made. They fought no enemies during the arduously long, cross-country trek, but that did not mean nothing worked against them. Indeed, it was as if the very will of the soil, Avendia herself, set its will against theirs.
They continued on like this, living and being sustained by a land that was sustaining them only to eventually break them. What should have been a lush forest, ripe with the berries and fruits of their homeland, was now a wasted and broken place. The animals were nothing more than walking skeletons covered with thin and tasteless skin, barely enough meet for a full mouthful let alone a fully satiated hunger. The waters of the many small streams that should have been flourishing with crystal clear liquid were nothing more than a trickle, barely sustained by the minimal rains that had fallen rendering them unable to quench even the smallest of thirsts. Even the wolves were beginning to show the effects of the withered wasteland.
And the three of them knew it. They knew it not because of any physical signs, but of all the others. There was a very noticeable decline in the quality of their bonds. Neither of the three could feel the sharp spikes of emotions from the wolves normally present anytime there was reason for it. Neither could they feel the calming presence of being connected to something greater than their mortal existence. The diffuse and ever-present pack-mind linking them to their wolves, them to each other, and them to the understanding of true purpose, had been fading for longer than they realized. And by the time they did, it was more gone than not. This was perhaps the most draining aspect of their journey, the declination of the presence of their twin souls. Even Liani, who had only recently found her connection, was having difficulty adjusting to the change. But there was no choice of going back. There was no rewinding of the clock, nor was there any way to revisit time that had already passed and choose a different path. The only thing keeping Ronialdin and Zyndalia moving forward, trudging step after trudging step, was the promise of returning home. And the only thing maintaining the same fortitude within Liani, was them.
And then, one day, all three of them looked up to the cloud covered sky hoping to gain some direction for the sun, but it was not there. There was not even a trace of lightened area to the overcast sky. They looked around hoping to discover something familiar to the landscape, but when their eyes returned no evidence with which they could correctly identify a general location, they knew it. They were lost. They were so lost that even had they been on the correct course, they would not have known it for nothing remained the same in the present as it had been in their memories. They were lost and they were drained; drained of hope, peace, purpose and prosperity. And slowly, ever so slowly and insidiously, they were beginning to be drained of themselves.
On an evening that was as gray and unnoticeable as all of the other days they had spent walking through the desolation of the surrounding landscape, Zyndalia stopped and stared at something the other two perceived to be a point off in the distance. Perhaps she had broken under the protesting weight of the altered land. Or perhaps she had made a conscious decision that continuance was something she was not willing to bear, even if it meant not being reunited with her mother. Either way, and there could have been still more possibilities for why she had stopped, Rony knew that he would be unable to continue without her. He turned and slowly but purposefully made his way over to her, preparing the mental speech he was going to deliver.
“Zyn,” he said softly, but she did not respond. She only squinted her eyes as if trying to bring into focus something that was just outside of it.
“Zyn,” he said again, putting his hand on her shoulder. Liani, too, walked over to where she was standing, taking a position next to Rony. But Zyndalia still did not acknowledge them. Inglorca was sitting next to her staring at the same undistinguished point she was. Thinking it better to remain simply a silent presence until she determined her own timeframe for uninfluenced action, both Rony and Liani continued to support her with only their proximity.
As a tear formed within her eye, and quite possibly her soul, Zyndalia took a shaky and weak step forward, almost as if she was being pulled toward something and in order to maintain whatever uneasy and tenuous balance she had, her foot jutted forward out of necessity and not volition. It was not a controlled a fluid step. It was laced with poor coordination and a lack of focus. She seemed to show the slightest amount of surprise and relief when her foot contacted the ground and she did not fall. It was so unexpected to her that even Inglorca acted surprised with both her movement and its success. The first step lead to another. Just as shaky, almost causing her to topple over again, her opposite foot reacted to some unseen force pulling her toward that which her eyes had landed upon. But no matter how much they tried, neither Rony, nor Liani could distinguish something in their collective visual fields that would cause this reaction within Zyndalia.
However, just because something remains unseen to others does not lessen the gravity with which it can attract the single person who has attended to it. So, she took another step, unable to resist the force of attraction to whatever it was. The third step led to a fourth, and a fourth to a fifth. Soon her steps became less a series of poorly coordinated, singular efforts, and more resembled an intentionally linked means to a very specific end.  Rony and Liani started walking slowly behind her, but they were forced to quicken their pace to match the acceleration of her motives, clearly bent upon reaching whatever it was she had discovered.
Running now, but still missing the fluidity of her mercenary trained actions, she would have outdistanced her companions had it not been for the conveyance of importance surging from their wolves through their bonds. When they did catch her, they found her halted not more than two paces away from a very large tree standing alone in the center of a clearing like a beacon of stoic power. In this moment, she was alone; not even Inglorca approached her which was possibly why neither Rony nor Liani sought to invade her lonely separation.
She stood two small but arduously long steps away. Two steps separated her from such a lonely and mortally impossible goal, she was afraid to take them for the sole reason that if it was an illusion induced from the combination of her desire and exhaustion, then completing her journey would reveal the illusion. And that would destroy her. But should it be real, and the markings on the tree proved to be tangibly more than a cruel mirage, all she ever wanted would be closer to her now than it had been for over a year. Truly, she had once believed that it was, and would forever remain, out of her reach. But the risk to solidify her dream as either real and attainable or ethereal and impossible was mounting on her soul. She knew, in her currently depleted state, she would never recover from such a cruel illusion. Yet, if she never embraced the innate risk associated with attaining all of her heart’s desire, then would she truly be able to forgive herself?
She took a step.
More than forgiving herself, she considered whether or not her brother would ever be able to forgive her if he ever found out. Would he, if she revealed to him the solidity of this as fact and her avoidance of it thereby forgoing what could be their only opportunity to correctly reach home, ever be able to look her in her eyes and call her sister? She feared he would not. So, she faced two opposing realities; one of which was the continuance of her brother as her brother, and the other would propagate her brother’s estrangement from her desire for his familial affections. Which was the greater?
She took another step and reached out.
She could abide in the sorrow of a falsified dream for ages. She had done so for over a year and found a deeper resilience within her than what she had previously believed she would ever possess. She had also found a deeper respect and admiration for her brother and his life as well. With those revelations combined together, she knew what she had to do. She had to risk her own sanity and mental stability for a single reason; she owed it to him and to herself. Yes, crushing though it might be, she needed to know if there was still a reason for hope. For hope abides the soul, and without it, the soul is lost. So, even if she did not touch the bark of the tree where she knew the markings should be, and never manifested the illusion, she would still be lost; because one cannot extend belief where no hope exists. And belief is the propulsion of resilience.
Just moments before she touched the tree, Inglorca’s tail began to wag and she circled around herself twice, her excitement growing. The other wolves followed. The energy within the clearing seemed to grow in its own anticipation of Zyndalia’s decision and her impending discovery. As her arm moved under her first voluntary control in minutes, progressing closer and closer to her target, Inglorca’s anticipation became palpable. And when Zyn touched the markings, her soul sang in unison with Inglorca’s triumphant howl. For she had found her truth and found the solidity to end her longing. She had confirmed the hope of her desire and knew, because of the small “Z” carved into the side of the tree, they were home.
The other two wolves, feeding off Inglorca’s howl, joined her in victory. Zyndalia, now shedding rivers of tears, dropped to her knees. Because of their bonds, now seemingly reinvigorated, both Rony and Liani knew whatever happened, whatever she found, it was good. But overriding the joy was the emotional surge they felt as they watched Zyn collapse to her knees, shaking. They both rushed to her side, Rony dropping to his knees next to his sister.
“What is it, Zyn?” he asked her as he placed his arm around her and gathered her into his embrace.
She did not resist. Instead, she all but collapsed into his chest. He had never seen her like this. Sure, he had seen her cry in the past, when she was younger; but it was always from the random scrapes and bruises a child always receives as an innate result of their exploration. And Zyndalia had been, and still was, quite the explorer. But he had never seen her soul cry. It wrenched his heart like nothing he had experienced before. All of his life he had attempted to protect her, to prevent her from the pain he had felt, to strengthen her so she would never shed the same type of tears he had multiple times over the years; tears from the shredded leftovers of a broken heart. He decided against asking her again what had happened. Instead, he held her, silently, the way he remembered his mother had held him when his heart gave way to his broken dam of tears night after night. Soon after, Liani knelt down beside Rony and put her arm around his shoulders. The three of them sat there, rocking, until such a time as their wolves had joined them by licking each of their faces.
“Thank you,” said Zyndalia as she wiped the tears from her face.
“Can you tell us what happened?” asked Rony as he too wiped the wetness on the sleeve of his tunic.
“I found it,” she replied.
“Found what?” he asked.
“I found my tree,” she said with a small grin.
“You mean we are almost home?” he said as he leaned slightly backward to enable him to see the whole of her face.
“Yes, brother. We are almost home,” she said as she looked him straight in his eyes. Her statement drew the beginnings of tears from his deep green eyes turning them squarely toward a florescent hue. “No,” she said in response, “we cannot cry any more. We have done enough of that today to satiate the Fates of Sorrow.” She placed her hand on the side of Rony’s face, “Come brother, let us end this journey. Let us end it and return to our mother.”
Her steeled will prompted his tears to end before breaking their lids. In this moment, the damn holding back his waters of sadness was fortified by his younger sister and the gleam of joy looking back at him through a pale green reflection. How he learned to admire her and see her for everything that she had been, but more importantly, had become. They rose together prompting Liani to rise in kind.
“This way,” said Zyndalia.
Before they turned to begin the last steps of their endless journey, they heard the unmistakable thrum followed by a whooshing of wind ending with a deadening thud as an arrow pierced the bark right in the middle of the ‘Z’ Zyndalia had carved all those years ago. They turned their heads and saw a slender woman facing them holding a huge bow that should have been impossible for her to draw. She had a second arrow knocked and ready to loose, all doubt absent in her stance. She was dressed in light brown, soft leather armor with a pair of archers’ bracers on her wrists. Her leather cloak was sleeveless and hung bounded around her waist by a darker brown leather belt. Her boots were made of the same material as her bracers and extended above her knees reaching her middle thigh.
“Do not move,” said the woman, the threat explicit in her tone. But before they could respond to her command, they saw her huge bow drop slightly, a mistake that would have cost the woman her life had she faced a hostile force. Liani was the first to move and reached for her bow, but before she could capitalize on the cloaked woman’s mistake, Rony grasp her arm and said, “Hold.”
The woman’s bow dropped further and the knocked arrow relaxed in her hands. The wolves growled with a deep, guttural warning. Rony, focused intently on her, took a step toward her. Her bow instantly raised again. He took another step. “Move no closer!” commanded the woman. But Rony ignored her and took a second step. No arrow flew, but neither did her bow drop. Instead, she drew the last two inches and issued another warning, “I will not hesitate.”
As he took a third step toward the women, he said, “Mother?”
Though they could not see any of her face within the deep and shadowy setting of her hood, something within the three of them noticed all of her other tensile markers relax. The bow dropped for a final time, as did the woman’s guard. After the wood impacted the ground, she reached up with both of her hands and slowly withdrew the cover of her hood. Zyndalia gasped when she saw her mother’s face, both of her hands shooting up to cover her mouth in disbelief. Rony, who had continued to slowly walk toward her began shedding tears in numbers surpassing the count of stars. When their mother extended her hands and arms in a broad welcoming gesture, Zyndalia sped past her brother and nearly tackled their mother. She clung to her harder than to any hope she had ever clung to. The very warmth of her mother’s touch from her counter embrace conveyed something Zyndalia had almost forgotten could be; security.
But she was not alone for long in her embrace. Her brother also fiercely clung to their mother. Silence is often overlooked in moments of overwhelming joy. Often times, we think that the greater the joy, the greater the audible response; but that is not always the case. And it certainly was not today. For such was their joy, bordering on disbelief, that no sounds could invade the emotional waterfalls of their silent tears. Not even the wolves could produce a sound equivalent to reach the precipice the little family now stood upon. Looking over all the uncertainties and potentials of the future, one thing now injected itself again into what had formerly been just a dream. Now, they had each other. In that knowing and being, they now had a foundation to build upon once again.
After a short walk back to their familiar home, most of the evening was spent in each other’s company with all the stories they had missed. Lengthy they were when the topic of the three wolves was broached. As hunters, they were often times in competition with the other predators of the land, and wolves ranked at the top of that list. So, when the three of them were presented to their mother, it required more detail to convince her of their bond and acceptance into their lives. Apparently, the wolves returned the same sentiment because they had been continually on guard since the insurgence of her presence, remaining so even when they were all relaxed and sitting within their home.
“They are larger than normal wolves,” observed their mother.
“Yes, we both noticed that not long ago. Their growth rate is much faster than normal wolves as well,” said Zyndalia as she stroked the back of Inglorca’s neck. “I wonder how large they will eventually become.”
“Have you ever heard the tales of the dire wolves of the mountains?” asked their mother. At the mention of the term ‘dire wolves’ both Inglorca and Xunmerco growled a low and deep sound.
“I remember father telling us tales of them before bed. He always insisted they were from myth only. What did he say about them again?” said Rony as he struggled to recollect his father’s words.
“The myth of them is mostly centered around their origins. Do you remember anything?” she said provoking yet another growl from the wolves.
“I remember him telling us that they grew larger than any other wolf because they were not completely from our world. Did he not say they were from a plane of darkness?” Rony responded as he too, instinctively scratched Xunmerco behind his ears.
“You are right,” said their mother, “in fact, he said that their presence here confirms the existence of a greater evil preparing to enter into our realm. Surely you have felt it, being so close to these dire wolves.”
“These are not dire wolves!” protested Liani who nearly stood up.
“And who exactly are you? I do not remember your inclusion into our family, girl,” said their mother harshly.
“Mother, Liani has every right to speak and be included. She has earned that,” said Rony as he looked tenderly toward her drawing a returned smile from the small woman, “and so much more.”
“Well, my little boy, it seems someone other than this abomination of evil has captured your affections more than I. You say she is to be included in our family? Then answer me this, little boy: what has she earned? Or is her inclusion into your affections merely a condition of having your senses dulled by the close bond with this beast?” she said in a very mocking tone.
Before Rony could respond, it was Liani who stood up and addressed her, “What have I earned you ask? I have stood with them when you did not. I was there when your son started undergoing a change you cannot possibly understand. I watched as it took from him in excess of what it gave, and while he did save my life, I saw the horrible price he paid as a result. You cannot possibly understand the pain he feels every day. He might not have been born into it, but he has been chosen for a purpose of deep necessity. And I have chosen to follow him until the end, no matter what end that might be. So you tell me what I have earned. And if your son and daughter find me lacking, then I will leave. But I will not succumb to the judgement of a hate-filled mother who cannot bear the reality that it is time for her to let her children go!” When she finished, she turned and walked briskly out of the door that had been a threshold of joy only a few short moments ago. Ronialdin hesitated only long enough to give his mother a very discouraging look, after which, he too walked out of the door. Both Xunmerco and the small gray followed, but not before issuing a warning contained growl.
“Mother!” exclaimed Zyndalia after both her bother and Liani has vacated the house. “What was that all about?” Inglorca lazily flicked her tail.
“It is called a mother’s love, Zyndalia,” she said as she stood up.
“I do not think it wise to follow them outside. Better leave them alone for a while, I think. Liani seemed pretty hurt, mother,” said Zyn.
“Oh, so now you presume to give me instructions on parenting? Is that it now? This bond with that awful creature has infected even my own daughter’s mind and turned it against me?” she said as she walked to the door.
“Mother!” said Zyndalia, but her mother did not acknowledge her daughter’s implied request. Instead, the elder woman pushed the door open defiantly and crossed what had now become a much different threshold altogether leaving her daughter and Inglorca to wonder what had just happened.
Zyndalia never remembered her mother this temperamental. In fact, she had always been the presence of calm security upon which Zyndalia could lean upon. During her herbal and healing lessons, regardless of the amount of times Zyndalia needed to perfect a debridement technique or a specific mixing technique for a particularly sensitive tonic, her mother had always maintained her silent patience speaking only words of affirmation. So, to see her mother so far out of the persona Zyndalia remembered gave her reason to pause before she ventured outside with the three of them. She instinctively stroked Inglorca’s neck and sensed she wolf remained on guard.
“What is it, Glory?” she called her by her nickname. “What has you on edge?”
But the only thing the wolf returned was a diffuse and unsolidified warning accompanied by an audible grunt of disapproval.
“What? You do not like my mother? Are you jealous that she may interfere with you and I? Rest your concerns. There is nothing that can come between us,” she said as she increased her petting by using both hands more firmly. Inglorca responded by standing up and sticking her impressively large snout up to Zyndalia’s planting a large lick across the whole of her face.
“Stop that!” said Zyndalia playfully and affectionately. “You know I do not like that!” Again, Inglorca licked the whole of her face. “Ok, I know. Let us go outside and see how they are doing.”
Both of their heads were snapped toward the door by a terrifically loud, male scream before they could stand. Not a second later, Rony came crashing through it as if he had been thrown. He landed against the opposite wall and fell unconscious to the floor. Inglorca bounded outside faster than the deadliest of snakes. Zyndalia rushed over to her brother to find that he was breathing strongly, but unresponsive to her attempts to wake him. She heard another scream, clearly Liani. But it was not the same type of scream as Rony’s. His was filled with pain whereas the scream she just heard was filled with rage and promised vengeance. She took one last look to her bother making sure he was ok, and then dashed out of the door to join the others.
As soon as she crossed yet a different threshold, one that had changed so many times in the last few hours, she was stricken by the what she saw. Holding Xunmerco by the throat no less than five feet of the ground, was a hideous beast. She scanned the scene for Liani and her mother but did not see either of them. She did see Inglorca and the small gray crouched low, teeth bared and growls threatening. She looked back to the beast. And then horror struck her more deeply than it had ever struck her before. She saw that the beast holding her brother’s wolf was the twisted and grossly demonic body of her mother. She saw the demon toss aside the large wolf as easily as time tosses away a second. The wolf crashed against the side of the house, limp and unmoving.
Inglorca lunged, but something must have distracted her because her normally razor-sharp timing was ill executed and she missed. Instead of biting deeply into the demon, she bit only the misty residue from one of the demon’s appendages as it skillfully evaded her attack. She landed and turned right around, lightning fast. But she was too slow. The demon had already begun its counter attack and plunged a second large appendage into her side. She went reeling and was stunned. The small gray was more cautious than the other two wolves. She hunched lower still, and when the air grew electric with their confrontation, she darted to the left aiming for one of the demon’s multiple supporting appendages. But just like Inglorca, she missed.
The demon lashed out with an appendage, thinking to strike the small gray with a similar counter attack, the way it had just done with Inglorca. But the small grey was quick. She dodged the demon’s attack drawing a piercing shriek from the beast. She lunged right again, but just when the demon expected her to finish her attack, she changed her direction slightly. She caught the demon unbalanced. Teeth met hell substance and the demon writhed in pain. But as hard as she held, she could not maintain her crushing grip. The demon’s strength was too great and she was flung away.
Landing deftly on her feet, the small gray was determined and relentless with her attack. She instantly flung herself at the demon’s throat believing she had wounded it enough to go in for the kill. Perhaps it was her youth and inexperience that caused her bravado to out measure her caution. Or perhaps it was her over confidence in her speed that provoked her ill-timed pressure. Regardless of the reason, however, she was unsuccessful. Her attack was easily parried and she was struck with not one, but two massive blows from the demon’s whip like appendages. She landed twenty feet away from the demon, and like her packmates, she was unmoving. The demon howled in triumph. As it turned, it found Zyndalia still standing near the house. She had both of her blades drawn and was holding them tightly.
“Come demon!” she yelled, “Come, you hell beast!”
It did not hesitate against the invitation for more blood. Three of its deadly whips streaked toward Zyndalia, two of which she was able to evade. But the third connected with its mark and pierced her shoulder. She screamed in pain as the demon lifted her off the ground. But before it could unleash more damage, something severed the appendage holding Zyndalia. She dropped to her knees instinctively grasping her wound. Before she knew it, Liani was by her side and whispering into her ear.
“Are you ok?” she calmly asked.
“Yes,” said Zyndalia gasping for air. “I will be alright.”
“This ends now,” said Liani as she stood up.
“No! It is too strong,” winced Zyndalia again.
The small woman looked down to Zyndalia who looked up to her. When their eyes met, Zyndalia did not see the woman whom she had seen before. Instead she saw a force of light. The ‘white rage’ had taken her much the same way it had taken Ronialdin. But there was a difference between Liani’s and Rony’s separate manifestations. While Rony appeared feral and drew his strength from a primal wildness, Liani was contained and controlled, but at the same time projected the same lethality she had witnessed in her brother. Liani turned her focus to the demon and drew her second blade.
The shape of the demon was more abstract, if a shape was even appropriate as a reference for the mutated mass of appendages. There was a centralized body that served as a foundation for the rest of the demon, but there were no definable traits of mortality beyond that. Its skin was a fluid swirl of tangled knots and emitted a horrible odor that stank of rotten flesh and eggs; which in this case, was probably appropriate because its skin was colored the deep purples and yellows of a bruise late in its healing. The other demons they had battled had at least some resemblance to humanity, but this one was so beyond anything they had encountered; they could not begin to understand how to battle it.
Warriors, people of all the races including those not confined to bipedal locomotion, were built upon the commonalities of all life. Muscles connected to bones which were held together by ligaments and tendons all directed by a center of communication located within the head. Life was directed to move by the same exact systems regardless of the forms that life resembled. But that was the thing, life was similar; however, the beast in front of Liani, this demon of hell, was not a replication of life and creation. It was a representation of death, and all such patterns of locomotion related to life and Liani’s experiences were obsolete rendering its patterns of combat unknown and, therefore, unpredictable. Yet, predictability did not concern the small woman in this moment. In fact, there was nothing concerning her. Nothing, that is, except vanquishing the foul representation of evil that had just rendered her companions unconscious.
Pause.
As she squared her shoulders, the mass of hell-flesh seemed to settle for a moment. The wind lost its electricity, and the ground lost its feel. Indeed, time itself seemed drawn out the way a single and final lingering note from a masterfully played concerto suspends the ears and souls of its listeners on its eventual and sadness inducing end. Neither moved, for in this confrontation, death was eminent; and neither wanted to die. However, each was propelled to action by a greater compulsion than the preservation of their individual lives; the elimination of the others. Because there was no victory until the other was ended. So, when the fighting did commence, it was furious.
The white rage infused Liani was a nightmare to witness. She struck without inhibitions. Violently attacking the shapeless demon with all her speed now unhindered by mortality. Spinning, darting, slashing, striking, dodging; she was indeed a superior harkening of a greater existence. But, as lethal as she was, and horrible as she was, the demon matched her fluidly. Perhaps because of its unique and limitless shape, it was able to utilize its various appendages to nullify her initial onslaught. But more, it was able to connect and draw first blood. The shallow cut that opened under her right eye dripped of red, loose blood. But while it wounded her body, it did nothing to wound her soul. Rather, it fueled her rage. She steeled herself, and then she, moved.
The dwarven lands are largely barren of crops so much so that they need to trade with the neighboring lands to procure enough food to last the winter. Much of what the dwarves eat is from livestock instead of the garden or grain fields. It has always been this way and always will be this way. They have also taken to building their cities and outlying houses under the ground. Their lifestyle did arise from choice, but not from preference. There is not a dwarf in all of Avendia who would not rather live in the sun instead of their mountainside cities. But to do so would expose them to the several great migrations of locust that have plagued their lands since the dawn of memory. The insects are so consuming they eat everything in their path. It is said that not even the greatest of armies would be able to withstand their deadly, hunger driven onslaught. Such was the all-consuming nature of Liani’s, white rage driven attack. And yet, the demon held. It held and opened up another small wound on the upper part of her right arm. More blood began to leak. And the rage grew again. A third time she whirled with her blades, now undistinguishable as separate entities from her body. Yet, as powerful as she became, the demon held again. It was not until Liani was joined by her small gray wolf that they would penetrate the demon’s defenses.
The two of them, wolf and human, danced more fluidly than two mating dragonflies on the warm currents of a late spring wind. They embodied physical harmony using their battle to express that which was inexpressible by mortality: perfection. If the demon was able to make sound, it would have. It would have howled and screamed in a mix of anger, hate, pain, and desperation. The tide had been turned, and the combined essence of wolf and woman gained supremacy. As Zyndalia watched, she saw the two of them submerged in the throes of joy as they became one force on the battlefield. Her bond with Inglorca was strong, and growing stronger every day, but it had not reached the completed blending she saw before her. Accessing the pack mind, she could not distinguish any separation between the two females as they battled the demon.
It did not take much time for it to be subdued and pinned to the ground by the strong jaws and powerful body of the gray wolf. Liani walked to the demon and knelt down beside it. As it continued to struggle, the small gray tightened its grip and used all of its force to keep it under its control. As the small woman knelt next to the very large demon, she looked nothing of her physical stature. She was, indeed and in soul, a titan. Such was the surety with which she acted. Reaching out with her hand, she placed it on what might have been the demon’s head had it possessed more mortal definitions. It squealed and convulsed. But the small gray held firm. And then, after a moment of seizing, the demon stopped.
Both Liani and her small grey were exhausted. Their bodies slumped to the ground as they seemed to hold each other. As Zyndalia slowly walked over to the two of them, she was reassured when she saw Liani slowly stroking her wolf behind her ears. She continued walking over to them and knelt down beside the fatigued couple. She knew the toll this transition took on her brother and understood its effects would be just as much for Liani.
“Are you ok?” she asked.
“Yes. We are fine,” answered Liani. After a deep inhalation, she continued, “Zyndalia, I would like you to meet Graloralynn. I am going to call her Grace.” When she heard her name, the small gray wolf howled in satisfaction. She howled, and the women cried.




Osin
(Oasis)
She never liked being alone and certainly did not like being alone in the dark. Although she spent the better part of her youth in the shadowy solitude of The Guild, she preferred the inclusion of people and the illumination of the day; more specifically, one person and the light he gave to her life. While solitude and darkness were both synonymous with nearly all assassins regardless of their beginnings, she was perhaps the only exception, at least it was after she met him under possibly the most unorthodox circumstance to begin any type of relationship, let alone the bond of love and trust they shared. You see, he was her mark. Her third mark and first mark of note that, if successful, would bring her the notoriety within The Guild to prompt her consideration for more lucrative and prestigious contracts. But first she needed to succeed.
The light jostling of the prisoner’s carriage she was being transported in indicated they were still on one of the main thoroughfares in the realm; however, which one, she could not be sure. She had been blindfolded and sedated along with the other women. Although she did not see it, she was sure that Lupara had been taken as well. Because the blindfold she was wearing was well done, not even the faintest of light penetrated the tightly bound cloth. Had her hands been free, she would have used them to adjust it enough to allow her to properly delineate between day and night; but because they were bound as tightly as was her blindfold, her hands were useless. As such, it was impossible for her to tell how many days they had been traveling; consequently, she could not properly offer an estimation of their location.
Weariness set in as the sedation wore off. She was tired, tired because when sleep did come, which was infrequent, it did not last long enough to offer the rest required to stay alert during a long journey. They did not stop for camp either, another factor adding to her weariness. How it was possible for the drivers and horses to maintain a rest free trek was beyond her understanding, though she was sure both horse and men were under the influence of some sort of magic. Her weariness allowed her mind to more freely wander into the memories of her past, though she was not without possession of some modicum of control over which direction it wandered. To steel herself against such thoughts of hopelessness and dread regarding her fate and that of the women who had been taken as reparations for the services of the acolytes, she directed it to him, to Borinth.
She remembered the first time she had seen him as she crept silently into his room. His breathing was so easy, smooth, and deep that she could not believe anyone would contract this man’s death. But, as an assassin trained by the most lethal and precise guild of assassins in all of Avendia, she pushed those thoughts into the background and slowly drew her dagger. Her first two marks and been completed from a distance and lacked the intimacy presented with this particular job. Her first one had been fulfilled by the bow and arrow as she hid in a tree overlooking a port. Her second was completed while she was already on her horse riding away by the poison she had slipped into the woman’s nightly tonic. She had not had the opportunity to observe her previous two marks the way she did now. He seemed simple, peaceful and incapable of the offense warranting a death note. Regardless of his peaceful demeanor while lying in bed in the middle of the night, she could not speculate on his actions when awake.
Silently and slowly, she stepped closer to him, considering who he was. Yes, she knew his name, Borinth Debane, but that was not what she wondered. Suddenly and unexpectantly, she wanted to know how he laughed, if he laughed. She wanted to see how he moved, how he battled, and how he spoke. Did he walk with the effortless grace of a noble, or was it with the lethal and serpentine efficiency of a predator as it circled its prey? Forcing her training to reign instead of her awkward and untimely preoccupations, she slowly eased toward him and placed her dagger against the skin of his neck. The placement was exact. One quick swipe and his blood vessels would be severed and his bed would be covered in the red and warm liquid of her success and promotion. She inhaled as she did before all such endings and prepared herself to end her third life; her life because, in this moment, his life belonged to her.
“Would it be too much of a request to know the name of the woman who is going to kill me?” asked a strong and completely calm voice.
With equal confidence and calm, she replied, “Dianali.”
“Thank you, Dianali. But may I make one more simple request?” he asked her as his eyes opened to meet hers.
“One,” she replied evenly.
“As you slide your blade across my neck, please forgive me for ending the life of such a beautiful woman,” he said as he pressed his dagger against her inner thigh.
She did not have to look to see where it rested. It was pressing on her leg in just as lethal of a location as was hers. Yes, her strike would end his life more quickly, but she was not foolish enough to think that even as quick as she was, he would not be able to plunge his dagger deep in her leg before his life ran out. If mercy could be applied in this precarious situation, the death she offered him would be more so than his to her. He would bleed out in seconds whereas she would be forced to endure the awful attempts she would undoubtedly undertake to stem the flow of her severed femoral artery. She would try to apply a tourniquet, but judging by this man’s skill that had already been proven worthy enough to deceive a master of deception like herself, she did not want to place her life on the off chance he would miss his target. No, this, her third mark, if carried to its contract’s completion, would be her final mark ending her life as a member of The Guild and mortality itself.
“When were you aware of me,” she asked, seeking to know where her mistake had been made.
“When you were born,” he said as he reached his hand behind her head, pulling and kissing her deeply. Her blade went limp in her hand and dropped onto the bed. At first, she resisted slightly, but when his tongue drove itself into her desire to know him more, hers met his and all trifling attempts at resistance were forgotten and forgiven. They made love that night feverishly and completely. They had become the essence of the other in the hot and liquid throws of their love fueled coupling. But as much as her life gained a new breath, it also lost. She could no longer be a member of The Guild any more than she could hide the fact that she had failed in her contract and training. And not just failed but failed without even trying. Though she could argue in the existence of powers and forces existing beyond what is normally defined as mortal, her arguments would possess as much power to change the mind of The Guild Master as she did to resist Borinth. As such, she was his and he was hers. Thus, her journey as an assassin of promise ended allowing her journey as a mercenary to begin.
A particularly large bump in the road shook the carriage so hard that it jostled her out of her seat and onto the floor in front of her. Had her hands not been bound behind her back, she could have caught herself, but as it was, her face struck the knee of the woman across from her. Another woman landed against her forcing her backwards. The base of her head landed against the floor of the carriage and she felt her head shake hard. Had she not been wearing the blindfold, she would have been able to see her vision dissolve into the blackness of a dreamless, bludgeoned induced slumber. But as it was, all she saw was the memory of him looking deeply into her eyes as their coupling reached its crescendo dissipate as her longing for his touch grew.
“How can we not!” asked Borinth forcefully.
“Borinth please,” said Intellos, trying to calm the growing rage within the mercenary. “We do not know which way they went. How can we even track them when all they did was vanish into thin air?”
“You are a Wizard; The Wizard! Surely you have some idea of how they did what they were able to do,” said Borinth as he continued to pace back and forth, his predatory anxiety increasing.
In all honesty, Intellos was clueless. It should not have been possible. Long has it been a supposition that substance could be instantaneously transported from one location to the other; but in the recent years of research and understanding, all transportation of substance required a vessel, much like the only way to travel across water was to board a ship. Or more simply put, the only way to travel over any distance was to employ any number of the appropriate vessels for the terrain whether they be horse, carriage, ship, or even one’s own feet. Regardless of the distance to be traveled, the terrain to be traversed, or the means of that traversal, the distance still needed to be traveled; which meant, time had to be engaged.
“Understand, the implications of what we just saw are monumental! Never before has anything like this been possible. There have been previous speculations, certainly, but they remained as such and never materialized beyond the pen and paper,” he answered Borinth.
“So, we are hopeless,” said one of the men.
What they had just seen was possible proof for a principle Darkinian The Great first introduced in his Engaged Metaphysics. Along with all of the other advances he made in wizarding knowledge, he proposed the existence of simultaneous dimensions coexisting with the mortal world but remained undetected by most of mortality. He suggested that while they were very different from our own, they were, nonetheless, real. He cited that just as our world is under the governing dynamics of the physical world, these dimensions were likewise under the constraints of their own set of governing dynamics. Did they possess gravity? Did they possess time? And if so, was it the same as it was in mortality? And more hauntingly, he suggested there were also beings that existed within these other dimensions that were defined by the governing dynamics of these realms just as we are defined by the dynamics of our own mortal dimension. In an abstract paragraph in his eighth paper, he even suggested that if we were able to access a dimension where time was different, one could, theoretically, appear to travel from one spot to another instantaneously. One could appear to teleport in the mortal realm while in actuality, still travel over the distance in the other dimension.
This was the only explanation Intellos could offer Borinth and the other men of the Inn whose women were demanded as payment to the Acolytes, but to offer this was to end their hopes balanced on the edge of a blade named incomprehensible. “No, we are not hopeless. There is always the cause for hope,” he answered the man.
“But you just said you have no idea how to even begin looking for them,” said the man again while Borinth rested his hands on the large hearth in frustration.
“Yes, I did say that. But let us consider what we know. We know the Acolytes were employed by a man named Xonyos. We also know that they were close enough to us to gain knowledge of the attackers traveling over their lands. This Xonyos must have seen the force and known its direction would eventually put the Inn at risk. Which means that the force must have crossed the boundaries of his lands before they came across us. So, I suggest that we begin looking in the direction the army came from,” he said, looking at the large and vexed mercenary.
“Then that is where we go, and we do not stop until we find them. All of you are welcome to come, but I cannot guarantee your safety nor the return of your women. I can only guarantee that I will die in the attempt and you will likely face a similar doom,” said the large man resolutely solidified to the endeavor of finding Dianali and the others.
As he looked around, Intellos saw his proposition of a direction had achieved its goal of giving them hope. Combined with the solidarity of Borinth’s proposal, he wagered that not one of them would fail to join their cause, even those without women who were taken. “I believe you have just initiated all of us into your new band of mercenaries,” said Intellos as he placed his hand on Borinth’s shoulder. “Now, let us be away from this place. We have Wizards to track and women to save!”
They took a few minutes to gather their supplies but did not tarry long. Time was of the essence as their goal was to overtake the Acolytes before they reached Xonyos fortress, if that is where they were headed. Borinth wasted no time in setting up the necessary hierarchy of mercenary life assigning Intellos as his second and Uuntule as next in command. He assigned Aglascio to the scouting task at the suggestion of his father because of his developed tracking skills and knack for quickness and silence. The rest of the men he split into two groups; those with melee experience and those more developed in ranged combat. Borinth did not expect to encounter much in the way of formal resistance; however, the slow and subtle changes over the last year were beginning to accelerate and he wanted to be prepared for whatever combative trials they would face.
It had been such a long time since Dianali was absent from his side as the best and most trusted second in command and the lover he could have ever hoped to have. He remembered the night they met, seeing her shadowy silhouette dissolved by the faintest of pale moonlight as she drew her dagger. For a split second before he felt the cold of her steel on his neck, he thought he was either seeing an angel or demon; for nothing of this world could ever be as beautiful as she. Hovering a few short inches away from him, something about her seemed to unravel him. Before he was a mercenary, before his wife and children were brutally murdered by the lord he was in service to as his captain, he had lived a common life in a common town with common thoughts of simple joys and the basic sorrows that are inherent with living. But after they were wrongly punished as part of the Thieves Guild’s machinations to rid them of the most proficient captain they had ever seen, he vowed never again to be attached to anything beyond the moment and the goal.
He lived quite comfortably, as much as the mercenary life lends itself to comfort, for a few short years at the helm of his merry band of soldiers for hire. In that time, they had been able to make a name for themselves. Not regarded as either the largest or best soldiers for hire by any means, they, nevertheless, established the reputation for being the most relentless. Much of this was due to the singular reputation of Borinth. For he alone stood against a hoard of one hundred hardened orc warriors when all other attempts had failed. He emerged from the battle with not less than five broken bones and cuts almost beyond count. But he emerged the victor. When his employer asked, out of sheer shock at the look of the broken man as he limped off the battle field, why he did not flee, he said, “Dying is inevitable. Living is not.”
So, when he saw the beautiful face of Dianali only inches from his, he made the same choice; he chose to live. She soul echoed his. From that night, they chose to live instead of dying the slow, decaying death they had both been living for longer than either cared to remember. With her as his second, their band of mercenaries came to be known as simply The Mercenaries. They commanded wages greater than any had seen before. They grew to command the respect as the finest independent fighting force the Silver Empire had ever seen and probably would ever see. Indeed, some people even compared them to the legend of the elves Red Guard of the King. But none of that mattered. Without Dianali, and the desperate nature of her company, not title, money, nor fame held any importance to him. Nothing mattered but her.
Three days into their journey, while Borinth and Intellos were sitting at their fire peacefully contemplating their own separate brooding rages and desperate endeavors, Uuntule approached them with his son, Aglascio. As the warmth of the fire licked at their faces, neither Borinth nor Intellos heard their approach. It was not until Uuntule cleared his throat that both seated men silently attended to their presence.
“My Lord,” greeted Uuntule.
“How many times have I told you, I am not a Lord. I have no royal roots in my blood,” said Borinth, quietly drawing a small grin from Intellos.
“My apologies,” returned Uuntule, “but Aglascio has something to tell you.”
Turning his hardened eyes to the young boy, Borinth said, “Is that so?”
The combination of firelight flickering on the hardened warrior’s face against a backdrop of the late evening sunset and the steeled coldness of his voice caused the young boy to take an instinctive step backward. Instead of verbally addressing Borinth’s question, he looked to his father for reassurance.
“It is ok, Aglascio. You may speak,” said his father.
As hard as Borinth had been, and even harder since Di and the other women had been taken, he was also known to those who were close to him as understanding. The uneasy lack of surety in Aglascio reminded him of his own, though it be years and years removed. “Come here and sit, my boy,” he said indicating Aglascio should take a position next to him. “I am not so scary as the tales have told,” he added with a warm grin.
Intellos continued to keep his head down, but his amusement grew larger and his smile deepened. Aglascio looked to his father who nodded. Borinth was patient enough to allow the boy to fully settle in before continuing the conversation.
“Have you ever had ale before?” asked Borinth as he glanced to Uuntule who offered a slight nod of inclusion.
“Yes, my Lord,” answered Aglascio, but caught himself quickly, “Sorry. Yes, sir.”
“Well, ‘sir’ is certainly an improvement, but hopefully you will just call me by my name. But do not worry about that now. Intellos, did we bring any of the ale from the Inn?” he asked.
“I do not believe we did. I am quite sure it was not included as one of our essentials, however large of an oversight that was,” said Intellos.
“No matter. We will have time for ale after we have found the women. But for now, what is it you wish to say, young Aglascio?” asked their leader.
“While I was scouting this evening, just like you wanted, I saw an encampment of several tents surrounding a larger one,” said the young boy.
“How many do you estimate?” asked Borinth.
“I counted them, sir. It seems there are eight people dressed in grey robes. They seem to be tending to about twenty people inside the larger tent. I watched them as they offered tonics, bandages, water, food and the like. I did not see any weapons,” said Aglascio.
“No weapons?” asked Intellos interjecting himself into the conversation.
“Yes, sir. No weapons.”
“Why would someone be out in this wilderness, in this time, without guards or weapons of their own?” asked Borinth.
“To that, I cannot speak. But I watched them for a while and they did not refuse assistance to anyone who came to them,” added Aglascio.
“Perhaps they have some news regarding our quarry?” asked Intellos.
“Or perhaps it is a ruse set to trap us,” added Borinth.
“Either way, it seems we need to see if they know anything,” said Intellos.
Borinth sat considering for a few moments. When he broke his silence, he looked to Aglascio and asked him, “How confident are you on your information?”
“I saw it with my own eyes,” he answered.
“Would you risk our lives on it?” asked Borinth again.
“No sir,” he said, “I would risk my mother’s,” he said as both Intellos and Uuntule smiled.
“Well said,” Intellos said.
“Indeed,” said Borinth as he put his shoulder on Aglascio shoulder. “You might have the mettle of a great mercenary one day. Intellos, let us four approach them at dawn and see if they know anything of these Acolytes and perhaps Xonyos himself.”
“There is one more thing,” said Aglascio.
“Yes,” said Borinth.
“I observed them during one of their meetings, I guess you could say. One of them was speaking and the others were gathered around him sitting on the ground under one of the shade trees not too far away. I did not hear all that they were talking about, but I did hear him mention a name,” said the boy whose confidence and place at this meeting had been solidified through the easy demeanor of both Borinth and Intellos.
“Well, do not stop now,” said Borinth as he affectionately padded Aglascio on the back. “What was the name?”
“The man they spoke of is called, Jesus,” he answered.
Intellos’s head raised up and he looked directly at Aglascio, “What did you say?”
“Jesus. The name I heard was Jesus.”
Hearing that name apparently caused all intentions of the meeting’s continuance to halt. It was not forced nor was it alarmed. It just seemed a naturally good point to dismiss with plans to meet early in the morning to discuss their manner of approach. Uuntule and Aglascio returned to the larger fire where the other men had gathered to find a place that had few enough rocks for a semi comfortable sleep. Intellos and Borinth stayed within the secluded boundaries of their smaller fire preferring to take their rest alone.
As the fire crackled, the crickets chirped, the rodents scurried, and the other nocturnal instruments added to the moonlit symphony, both men delved into the parts of their minds that were most active when the rest of themselves and the surrounding world was not. Borinth focused his attention to memories of Dianali as well as the joy in being reunited with her. He remembered the feel of the pronounced evil the acolytes had produced and hoped it was just a means to the end for the proper defense of the inn and not an indication of their overall beliefs. The more he thought about it, the more worried he became, and he was not a man given to thoughts of worry. But men are different when it comes to women. Rules are changed and characters are altered when the heart and soul are threatened; and in all things involving Dianali, his were. But as the night wore its way into the preoccupation of his worried mind, his eyes began to feel the effects of the star filled sky and soon became as heavy as his heart.
But such was not the case for Intellos. He remained awake well past the hours when even the nocturnally active creatures sought the comfort of their lairs. The mention of the name of Jesus returned him to the vision he had when he was deeply submerged in the presence of the Great Dragon King, Lacorion. Standing there, in front of the all-encompassing divinity, he felt so sure of everything. Even when he was given the mission to find The Scribe, in that moment, he felt no doubt that what was given him was simply a matter of time. But so much had happened since then. So much had been taken from him that he never thought would be taken. Indeed, the very foundations of his identity had been ripped from his soul as if they had been only illusions leaving him stranded and empty in the middle of the desert without an oasis in sight.
But what was sight now? What could he see for himself and his future? Was it still the same? Was he still tasked with finding The Scribe even though he possessed nothing now of what he did then? When he still had use of his talent, he was convinced he possessed everything he needed to adequately complete the mission he had been given; however, without it, he felt unworthy of completing that which he was given to complete. Such was his self-pity that his mind had not the room to consider these questions until now. But that name, the name of Jesus, had a way of triggering things, focusing things, and allowing things.
His thoughts, having explored the totality of his doubts and newfound lack of identity and ability, had now settled upon the multiple effects of the woman he had met only a short time ago, but had given more to than those he had known for much longer. In the middle of his spiral, and he was spiraling, she had given him a focus to distract him from the inadequacy plaguing his mind and working its way into his heart. Though he did not possess his magic, he still had his mind and its instinctively developed self-understanding. He knew and fully accepted his self-destructive cycle, but that did not mean he wanted to change it, or even that he could. All it meant was that he knew it and did not care.
And that was it. She had given him something to care about; something to end his downward progression and, at the very least, level it off. He had been driven by so many external cares and worries that stood great and glorious in their scope that when they had all been dissolved by The Severing, so too had his ambition. You see, he was so used to the impersonal inclusion of goals and deeds far beyond anything mortal or personal that he needed something to catalyze his connection with the smallness of life. And she had been it. But much like any reaction, should the catalyst be removed before it has had adequate time to develop and continue on its own, it would end before it really began. And regardless of his growing, self-spiraling pity, he did not want to end. He wanted to live, to continue, to be. Yet to finish it, he still needed her. However, hope was fleeting in these times. Yet this new encampment provided a continuance to his hope. Yes, they might still be able to catch the Acolytes before the reached their journey’s end, but not without help. So, he placed his hope in the unknown encampment, and in doing so, he was able to find the illusive peace he needed for sleep. So, he slept and waited for dawn to break. For with the dawn of the morning sun rose not just the warmth of the land, but also the warmth of his hope, a hope he needed, a hope they all needed.
The four of them woke well rested and firmly set on their goal of collecting any and all information the leaders of the encampment might possess regarding the caravan of Acolytes. They decided, against the advice of Intellos, but aligned with the suggestion from Borinth, to approach while carrying their weapons. They would not be brandished, but neither would they leave them behind lest a trap was sprung. By the fairly accurate estimation of Aglascio, who had been well trained by his father, they reached the camp just three miles away. There was already activity as some of the gray robed individuals were seen preparing breakfast. Pots were steaming and pans were sizzling. Judging by the amount of them, they were feeding much more than just the eight and twenty. Borinth was well acquainted with estimating food provisions for large groups along with its preparation and judged they were preparing for an excess of one hundred mouths. Though there was no evidence suggesting the presence of a group that large, Borinth was fairly confident in is estimation.
As they approached, close enough to be within shouting distance, they began to see, filtering in from the opposite direction, a steady stream of travelers. With closer inspection, they all appeared to be destitute with varying degrees of dirt, grime, and disease covering them. Soundlessly, the stream of people walked through the encampment to its far edge where the food was being produced. They formed a line without any guidance or jostling of position to be first. There were an equal amount of men and woman, children and adults, youths and the elderly present, and all of them appeared to be members of the dredge of society. But they were treated with nothing by the sincerest of warmth and compassion from the men in the grey robes as if they were members of the Royal Family itself.
The four of them had reached the interior of the encampment and made their way to stand in line with the rest of the gathering people. Though their appearance was much different, they were offered the same treatment as the rest having been treated with the same aspect of worthiness. After the four of them had been served their food and had taken seats next to a family of four, Intellos decided to begin their attempts to gather information.
“Excuse me, we are travelers on a rather long journey; but I’m afraid we have lost our way. Is there anyone here who can direct us to the nearest town or even village? We have grown unfortunately low on our supplies,” he said.
“There is not a town or village for a long distance yet. Nor is there a drinkable source of water except that which they provide,” answered the man in between bites.
“What about the castle we saw?” asked his daughter, a young girl of approximately seven or eight years of age.
“There is a castle?” asked Borinth.
“Yes, there is a castle, but it would not be advisable to seek solace from your journey there. Nor would I seek provisions there either,” answered the man.
“Why is that?” asked Intellos.
“Because it is evil!” blurted the young girl.
“That is enough from you, Losucia. Mind your tongue,” said her mother.
“Evil?” inquired Intellos.
“I cannot speak to that. But it does have a strange feel about it,” said the man.
“Was it always like that?” continued Intellos.
“No. It used to be our home. Well, not the castle, for we are not royalty. But the city around it we used to call ours,” he said as he seemed to sink into the depths of his now empty bowl.
“What happened?” asked Borinth.
“We do not speak of such things any longer,” answered the man. “Come, let us go. The morning devotional is about to begin,” he said to his family who dutifully picked up their bowls and followed him.
“But Drahin, I am not finished yet!” protested the young girl named Losucia.
“You are never finished,” teased her older brother.
“Hush you!” retorted Losucia, obviously conscious of being embarrassed in front of new people.
“Morning devotional?” asked Intellos.
“Yes. The only price for our food is our attention. And it is a good thing that because we cannot afford anything else. Come, listen, and be fed,” he said.
The four of them stood up and followed the family, carrying their bowls as they saw the others do. The young girl grabbed Borinth’s hand and said, “You have to wash your own bowl. Follow me. I know the way.” Spurred on by her enthusiasm, no doubt resulting for the presence of new people, she skipped the whole way. About fifty feet away, they saw two large barrels of water. Losucia let go of Borinth’s hand and ran the last ten feet.
“Here. You have to wash your bowl in this barrel first. And then you have to rinse it off in this one. Like this,” she said as she excitedly demonstrated the correct procedure for cleaning bowls. When she finished, she grabbed Borinth’s had and said, “Now you try it.” After each of their bowls held up to her inspection, she announced that everyone was ready to walk to the shade tree.
About one hundred yards away, standing as a lone stoic warrior who had seen more than his share of life’s storms was a single, tall oak tree. Its branches were tall and wide reaching as far horizontally as they did vertically. Its trunk was larger than most other oak trees any of the men had ever seen. Its leaves were full, green, and thick providing more than adequate shade from the brightness of the late rising sun’s rays. They saw that everyone else was also walking over to the tree. Borinth estimated the final count of people who had been served to exceed two hundred and fifty hungry mouths. As they approached, they could see there were no formal seats, but that did not stop anyone of those fed from attending as each of them seemed more than happy to sit on the plush grass. After everyone had been satisfied with their spot, a single man stood up and walked to the front of the gathering near the base of the tree.
He turned around, looked up to the sky, and spread his arms, palms out. He paused as if in contemplation. Shortly thereafter, he lowered his head, opened his eyes and spoke, “Before there was the land we walk upon, the stars we sleep under, or the sun that rises in the eastern sky; before the first of us breathed the freshness of the newly created air and held the hand of divinity itself, there was love. This Perfect Love looked into the vastness of Himself and saw the fabric of reality He would create. His sole motivation: to share Himself with those He would name His children. For in Him was a dynamic and continually flowing river of ever sustaining love that could not be denied. So, He breathed and spoke. And out of His words came the dirt, seas, water and wind. Indeed, all that which was necessary for us to live abundantly was born from Him and Him alone. Armed with nothing more than His identity driven faith powered by His insurmountable love, He spoke, and the world became. Once this garden of perfection was completely fashioned, resting in wait to be experience by His children, He created us. Men, Elves, Dwarves, Orcs, Ogres, indeed, all the races graced with lives to touch their feet upon the ground, arms to swim in the seas, and eyes to behold the splendor of the Sun, were all given part of His very Breath of Life. As such, we were then, are now, and forever will be, equally worthy of His grace.
“But in the eyes of mortality rested the potential for judgment. And with judgment comes jealousy. Out of jealousy is born division, and from division breathes hate. It was this potential that inspired a second presence, a presence of darkness, to exert its deceptive influence. For its only goal, standing in amazing contrast to that of He Who Created All, is nothing more than destruction through its replication. And while we were created from a love-powered faith, he who deceives would seek to destroy though his hate filled illusions. Insidiously, he crept into the minds of men through what the eyes were allowed to see. And what gains entrance to the mind through the eyes eventually seeps into the heart. And once in the heart, the very soul is polluted. So, we left our glorious covering of grace and love and were deceived to believe in the illusions of self-professed entitlement. We questioned His love, preferring to utilize our own limited logic as the defining point of reason. We questioned, we judged, and we fell.
“We turned our backs on our Creator and worshiped other gods, other feelings, other aspects of life seeking to place our worthiness in them. And in our idolatry, we lost the greater truth of Him - that we were created for no other reason than to feel loved every day of our lives by the Greatness of God. We were created to feel an overwhelming worthiness without connections to anything apart from Him. Indeed, we were created to be loved, and then to love.
“As lost as we were, we were not forsaken to live the darkened life of the whims of every subjective emotion. We were not abandoned to our own disbelief, and we were not suffered to breathe the thickened air of pain and neglect. For He Who Was and Who Will Always Be, is still with us, even if we are not with Him. So, out of his complete Love that knows no conditions or endings, He left his divine existence and created Himself in the very same way He created us; through His Love. He created Himself to be one of us, one of mortality, to feel everything we feel, to live the way all of us live, so that He could bear all of our sins. So, he could bear them and render the price of our transgressions as paid in full.
“But it was not a simple life He lived. The darkness was not without its own resolution. Steeped in his rage propelled hate, this presence of evil, this Satan, exerted his control over mortality and resisted. The divinely descended man, the Son of God Himself, inspired hearts to change, minds to believe, and the eyes of the soul to see. He led a return to the Love of God, and for that, He was whipped, beaten, and bled. At the height of His influence, He was ridiculed and crucified. He died, and Satan thought he had won. Believing he had condemned all of mortality to rest inside his realm of pain and torture, he accepted God as Man into his realm of hell. This man named Jesus, stepped through the gates of liquid hate and for three days felt the totality of condemnation for the summation of our sins. He carried the burden of us all. Then, on the third day, while Satan and his evil hordes were still celebrating their victory over God, while the demons and other denizens of lost souls were joyously dancing, God moved.
“Having gained entrance into the realm that stood to separate mortality from divinity, He raised his mighty hand, inspired by His endless faith in the power of His unyielding love, and split the vale that stood to separate each of us from all of Him. As His hand cut straight through the very control of Satan himself, Jesus stood in complete defiance to hate and rage. Glowing as if the sun had risen from his own eyes, He rose from darkness and into the Light. He rose and rolled away the stone covering his tomb. No longer was He subjected to the condemning admonishment of sin and death. And because he bore all of our sins with him, neither are we.
“But our inclusion into His realm of Heaven is not automatic. Though He did pay the cost for us, we still need to receive it. We still need to reach out our hand and grasp the redemption He has promised for us. Already qualified, all we need to do is accept Him into our hearts, once again, and speak it into existence the same way He spoke each of us into existence. For through speech is the power of faith extended from the spiritual into the mortal. So, I ask each and every one of you present here today, is it your wish to receive your inclusion into the Body of Jesus, the Christ, our Messiah and Lord Who Will Return again? Is it your wish to be redeemed? If it is, I would ask you to stand up as a reflection of the defiance Jesus displayed as He rose from the dead to defeat death and Hell itself. Rise now! Stand now! Stand and claim your acceptance! Claim it and be redeemed for all time!”
At the completion of his speech, both Uuntule and Aglascio stood up without hesitation and started walking toward the base of the tree, tears streaming down both of their faces. Intellos watched them, but his eyes were drawn to many others who had mimicked their actions. Those answering affirmatively formed a line in front of the speaker taking turns to standing before him. As they did, he place his hand upon their heads and spoke a few words to them, each time the person indicated his or her agreement. After a few more words were uttered in unison, the brief conversation was ended by either a hug, handshake, or the person falling from sheer joy. Aglascio and his father returned to their seated position next to Borinth.
“What was that about?” Borinth asked.
“Life,” said Uuntule as he wiped his face of tears, “That was about life.”
Unspeaking, they sat and waiting until the rest of those who had stood up had completed their turns in front of the speaker. Intellos watched each one of them as they returned to their seats. Some of them were shedding tears, some wore broad smiles, and others were walking with their heads bent; however, they all shared one aspect in common. Each one of them, regardless of anything else, shared a reflection of peace in their eyes.
When the last person had sat, the speaker moved to the base of the tree again, faced the crowd, raised his hands in the air, and spoke “Brothers and sisters in Christ, those of you who gave your lives to Jesus, let me be the first to welcome you into His Glorious body. Let us all rejoice and praise Jesus for the miracle He just did!” Hands shot up to the sky, voices raised in thanksgiving, and hearts were opened to praise. Most of those gathered were openly taking part in the celebration; however, there were still those who preferred to remain silent in their worship. After several minutes, the selfless worship subsided.  The leader lowered his hands, offered a broad smile to the crowd and said, “Thank you. Once again, may the peace of Christ follow you throughout your travels. Go now. Go now and spread the word of what has happened here today.”
As the crowd began to disperse, Borinth turned to his companions and said, “Well, if there is someone here who would have information regarding a potential evil, it very well could be him. Let us go introduce ourselves.” He stood and started walking toward the base of the tree where the man was currently standing. As they approached, they had to wait for a moment while he finished shaking hands with a family.
After saying his final good-byes to them, he turned toward Borinth and his companions, “Welcome, travelers, in the name of Jesus.” Extending his hand toward them, he looked at Borinth and said, “Borinth, is it not?”
“Yes, it is,” he said as he grasped the man around the forearm. “But I am afraid you have me at a disadvantage. I do not know your name as of yet.”
“Forgive me, friends. My name is Thendin. Thendin Dorin to be precise,” he said with a broad smile.
“Excuse me, Thendin,” said Intellos as he extended his hand, “Allow me to introduce myself, I am,” but before he could say his name, Thendin interrupted him.
“Intellos Sa’ik Sa’ir, Grand Wizard of the University and Seeker of The Scribe,” he said.
“What did you say?” asked Intellos as he shook the man’s hand.
“Seeker of The Scribe. That is who you are, is it not?” responded Thendin.
“Well, to that I am not sure what you mean?” he said as he uneasily smiled. “But more importantly, we wanted to ask you something.”
“Walk with me for a while,” said Thendin as he took a few steps away from the tree. Noticing they had not yet decided to follow him, he turned and added, “We bare no weapons and offer no threat to you.” The four of them looked to each other and after a short moment of silent consideration, fell into step behind him.
They walked in silence until Intellos asked, “How long have you been here?”
“Long enough to have seen and heard a great many things I cannot explain,” he said as they passed a small line of tents. “This is where we sleep,” he indicated.
The tents were very modest and very small. Each of them could fit only one person inside comfortably. They were all made from the same gray fabric. They were well kept, but did have some dirt on the bottoms suggesting they had been in the same location for  long enough to weather the changing seasons. The grass around each of the tents’ edges was yellowing suggesting the grass underneath was browning if not fully dead. From one of the closets tents emerged a similarly clothed individual. Thendin acknowledge him and the man returned it in similar fashion.
“How was the morning service, Thendin?” he asked.
“It was well, Petros. I think I counted twenty-three souls that were saved and dedicated to Jesus!” he answered.
“Praise God!” said Petros.
“Yes indeed. Praise God,” echoed Thendin. “Be well and blessed today.”
“Let it be with you also,” said Petros as he returned to his tent.
Again, they continued walking in silence until Intellos broke it for a second time, “Your speech,” he said, “it was quite moving.”
“Thank you, my friend, but my words move not without the presence of My Lord to move them. Without Him, they would have crashed upon their hearts with no more power than a small ripple lapping against the shore,” he said.
“Do you think they were helped?” he asked.
Though the four of them could not see it, Thendin smiled before he answered, “No, I do not think they were helped. I believe they were.”
“What do you mean?” asked Aglascio who was normally not this bold.
“That is a complicated question,” Thendin said as he chucked, “But so we do not take any more time than is necessary, I will say this: when understanding and accessing the power of Jesus, and God Himself, one cannot hope to understand, only to believe. And through that belief, all things are possible. So, I remove my thoughts and doubts allowing me to extend my faith. In that, they have been helped.”
“It sounds like you are saying our beliefs can alter our reality,” interjected Borinth.
“That is exactly what I am saying,” said Thendin as he stopped, smiled and turned to face all them.
“Then what is there to prohibit those bent on evil to exercise the same principle of belief to exert their control and create their own reality?” asked Borinth.
“If it was your mission to debate the principles of faith, then I would gladly sit down and speak with you at nauseum. However, are you not here for a different purpose?” asked Thendin as he resumed leading them through his encampment.
“As a matter of fact, we have come here for a greater purpose than to simply talk,” said Intellos. “But how did you know that?”
“You are not the only one who has been given the gift of purpose,” he said with a wink. “Now, what is it you wish to know?”
It was Borinth who spoke next, “We seek a group of travelers. There would be three robed men leading several women. Possibly with them in chains or other forms of bondage. Have you seen them?”
“I cannot say that I have. Nor can I say that anyone here has. Something like that would have surely drawn our attention,” Thendin answered.
“Then we have no further direction,” said Uuntule.
“Xonyos,” burst in Aglascio, “Do you know anything about someone named, Xonyos?”
“No. I have not heard of him,” he said. After pausing for a moment, he added, “Though I have heard of someone recently occupying an old and previously abandoned castle about two days travel from here. Perhaps you should check there.”
“What direction does this castle lie?” asked Borinth.
“The same we have been walking for the last several minutes,” he said as he smiled again. “In fact, we are now at the boundary of our camp. You are free to stay with us as long as you wish, though I know you will be leaving immediately. Perhaps we will meet again.”
“Do you think we will find anything there?” asked Aglascio, more to his father than to Thendin.
“No,” answered Thendin, “But I believe you will. Now take no more time speaking with me. You have been set upon a mission larger than our words will ever be. Go and save your women. May God be with you.”
“Thank you,” said Intellos.
“Do not thank me. Thank Him,” said Thendin as he pointed up to the sky.
While the four of them were still standing, but before they could thank him again, Thendin turned around and began walking back to the center of the camp leaving Intellos, Borinth, Uuntule, and Aglascio with no other option than to walk back to where the rest of their companions were and report what they had found. If indeed there was evil afoot in the old, abandoned castle, both Borinth and Intellos decided it would be better for the rest of the men to stay within the provisions provided by Thendin. Not only would the inherent threat of four unknown men be much less than ten as they approached the castle, their ruse would be more easily explainable and controllable. As expected, there was much protest in the beginning from the other six men, however, after they saw the resolution in Borinth’s will, they acquiesced. The four of them wasted no time and immediately began their two-day journey in the direction Thendin had instructed them to follow.
The weather was with them and worked to ease their journey though bright skies and forgiving terrain. Pushed forth by the oaken endeavor set before them, they tirelessly traversed through the rolling hills of the country side; and could have pushed on beyond the evening hours, but the forest before them presented with a foreboding visage of twisted trunks and eerily darkened leaves. Rather than seeking camp inside the cover of the dismally thickened foliage, they set a fire just on its outskirts. Aglascio hunted for food and returned with a few small pheasants and two small squirrels. Though there was meat for them to share, it was barely enough for the four of them to adequately split. After their dinner, Uuntule and Aglascio laid down and were soon to slumber. Both Borinth and Intellos were used to long journeys and longer nights. As such, the two men sat silently beside the glowing remnants of their dinner fire, each man losing himself in the red-orange embers and hazy smoke.
“Wizard,” said Borinth, who often used that term based on his disdainful dealings with all magic users in his past, “What do you make of Thendin and his God?”
Gazing more deeply into the smoldering ash, drawing up the totality of his experience from his meeting of Lacorion to now, he raised his head and pondered for a moment. When his eyes focused, returning from their initial distance, he said, “I am not sure, to tell you the truth. There was a time, very recently, when I had believed in everything he said so much so, that I wagered my inclusion into the University of Knowledge against it.”
“What do you mean?” asked Borinth.
“There is really no other way to tell this,” muttered the former wizard more to himself than to the man sitting across from him, “So you will just have to endure a more complicated answer than what I am sure you are expecting.”
“Oh, I am quite familiar with the complexities of Wizards. I would not have asked had I not been prepared to hear your tale in its entirety,” he said as he offered a reassuring grin.
“Very well then,” answered Intellos. Over the next hour, the former Grand Wizard recounted, in detail, his story beginning when he first opened the Book of All, to his experience with Lacorion and the trials in the cavern, and The Ritual of The Severing wherein all of his power had been stripped away. Borinth did not interrupt him, choosing instead to listen quietly and intently, for it was a tale of fantastic proportions. After Intellos finished by including the incidents at the Inn, he returned to silence, waiting for Borinth to comment.
“So, Dragons are real?” he asked.
“What?” replied Intellos.
“Dragons. You know, the large reptilian creatures with powers greater than the cosmos itself. You are telling me that they are real,” the warrior said again.
“Believe me, if I had not seen Him with my own eyes, nor felt His awesome presence in every fiber of my being, I would never have believed it either. But I guess, that is the point Thendin was making,” he said as he propped himself back on his elbows, seeking a reprieve from sitting upright.
“So, let me assume there is truth in everything you are telling me. If so, that would mean that your God, this Dragon, and the Man of your vision, Jesus, have tasked you to complete an impossible task while giving you hardly any amount of information to complete it, and then allowed your power to be stripped away, while still expecting you to believe in Him?” asked a very skeptical Borinth.
Understanding how absurd it sounded, Intellos was quick to reply, “I am not quite sure it can be put so simply; but, yes, that is what happened at its most basic level.”
“Well, do you believe still?” the warrior asked.
“I have spent the majority of many lifetimes devoted to only that which I can understand through the means of logical deduction derived from only that which I can see, taste, touch, smell, and hear. To that end, I can tell you that I have never felt anything even remotely as real as what I felt inside that cavern. It was as if all of reality was opened to my mind and I comprehended the vast totality of everything, including that which cannot yet be explained. Do I believe I was standing in the presence of the One True God? Yes, irrefutably so, or at the very least, an aspect of Him. Do I believe He has tasked me with a mission of upmost importance? Yes, just as irrefutably so,” Intellos answered and followed it with a pause. “But do I feel doubt regarding my current situation? I would be lying if I said I did not.”
“That is the question to end all questions is it not?” responded Borinth. “Can you still believe in the face of that which should give you doubt? As for me, I choose to believe in what I can see. And what I see is a vast evil that is coming to this world. If your God was so good and all powerful as you claim, then why does he allow such an evil to exist?”
“That is a question that plagues me as well and is at the center of my doubt. But I do not think neither you nor I will reach a conclusion this night. Perhaps the remainder of our evening should be spent sleeping. If we are to face evil tomorrow, we will need to be well rested. Good night, my friend,” Intellos said as he settled into as comfortable position as he could.
“Good night, Wizard. I will take the first watch and wake the boy next,” He said as standing up.
The night stretched on into the its late hours without any greater interruption than those associated with the normal activity of the nocturnal creatures still brave enough to venture outside of their dens amidst the growing dangers about. There were the occasional eyes lit by the moon peering out from the forest, but other than that, Borinth’s attention was allowed to drift to an internal focus wherein he thought much about Dianali.
When he felt himself growing drowsy, too drowsy to properly watch over the safety of the other three, he stood up and walked over to Aglascio. The boy was resting peacefully and comfortably. He was not used to life in the wild and had not built the skill to sleep restfully, but lightly. Borinth knew all too well the dangers just on the fringes of safety. Sleep too deeply and one could find oneself in the belly of a beast or at the tip of an enemy’s blade. So, while most nights spent within the familiarity of one’s own home allowed for deeper moments of slumber, the potential for danger in the wild, and certainly in these times, was enough to prevent it. Still, Borinth felt for the boy. He too, wished to be home, if he would ever truly have a home, and sleeping soundly in a bed shared with the woman who was sent to kill him. Funny, he thought to himself, she had been intent on sending him to his grave, but when their first night ended, the first night of infinitely more nights, not only did she spare him, she allowed him to wake to the sun as if it was the first time he had seen its light or felt its warmth; a warmth he desperately needed to feel again. But his indulgences into the what ifs of a simple life were interrupted by a broad and bold voice.
“Well met, friend!” it said from the forest, startling Borinth, instantly provoking him to draw his weapon. “How goes the night?”
“Who stands there?” Borinth replied calmly.
“Oh, I apologize for startling you, friend. It was not my intent,” answered the voice.
“Be you friend or foe, if you do not identify yourself, you will find yourself at the end of my sword. Now, who stands there?” said the warrior again.
“I am Lord Artus. I am Lord of these lands,” said the man.
“Lord? What is a Lord doing out and about in these dangerous times during the middle of the night?” asked Borinth suspiciously. Intellos and Uuntule began to rouse, drawn from their dreams by the boldness of Lord Artus.
“Do I not have the right to walk my own lands during any time of the day I choose?” he asked, directly challenging Borinth. “I should be asking you that very same question, friend, seeing as how you are trespassing within my boundaries.”
The sound of voices caused Intellos and Uuntule to rise quickly. The former grand wizard stepped to Borinth’s side while the father roused his son hastily. “We were under no impression these lands were governed by any but the High King himself. They stand outside of any defined boundary limits, and by default, are property of Pretago Cor,” answered Borinth.
“Yes, indeed there are. Or were. As it stands now, I have claimed Lordship and occupy the castle whose boundaries include the very grass upon which you chose to sleep. Many years ago, much beyond your memories, these lands flourished and provided a much-needed reprieve from the harsh countryside for weary travelers. The castle itself was named Osin Thion, The Oasis of the Soul, for that very reason. I seek nothing more than to return these lands to a worthiness befitting that great name,” said Lord Artus as he extended his hands in a show of peace.
“Yes, The Osin Thion was indeed a place of refuge, but that was under the direct influence of Lord Calabrin, last in the line of his family. He had no heirs upon which to bestow his lands and title. So, unless you can verify that your direct line of descendance extends from his, then you are no more a lord than I am a wizard,” answered Intellos.
“I am not in the habit of carrying my official documents on my person while I am still within the boundaries of my lands,” said Lord Artus with a slight chuckle. “But if you will indulge me and accompany me to my home, I will be able to satisfy your inquiry and sate your uncertainty.”
By this time, both Uuntule and Aglascio had joined Borinth and Intellos to confront Lord Artus. Because of the dimly lit night by the waning sliver of a crescent moon, none of the four noticed that Lord Artus had not been unaccompanied on his journey into the lands surrounding his castle. As any good lord worth his salt knows, his safety, and that of his line of succession, is paramount for the health of the lands he rules. And judging by the number of soldiers that had taken positions surrounding the participants in the continuing conversation, Lord Artus understood this very well.
“We will not be accompanying you to your castle tonight, Lord Artus,” answered Borinth.
“Yes, you will,” countered Lord Artus. “That was not really a request,” he continued as his contingency of soldiers revealed themselves.
“You mean to take us captive for trespassing?” asked Uuntule.
“Certainly not. I do not mean to take you captive at all. All I want to do is legitimize my claim of Lordship, but I cannot do that unless you accompany me to my castle. So, please, follow me and be my guests,” he said as he turned and began walking back the way he had come through the forest. After a few steps, he turned back to them and added, “I insist.”
Had the light been better and the numbers been a little more in their favor, Borinth might have tried to refuse their escort, but because they were on their way to the same castle they now found themselves being escorted to, albeit under force, he and his other companions joined Lord Artus without incident.
The journey through the forest carried with it an extension of the ominous threat they felt while encamped on its edge. Perhaps enhanced by the dim moon, and no doubt enhanced by the presence of an imposed armed escort and its inherent implications, the lingering doom settled inside each of them causing none of them of them to speak to the others. While Intellos, during his time as a Wizard, often sought the comfort and peace of his own mind, ever since his magic had been taken from him, he found his thoughts unable to naturally settle on those things bringing him solace. That is not to say it did not focus on the same things, because it did; but rather, he no longer found joy in the contemplation of things related to wizarding. Built upon lifetimes of consciously creating a habit wherein his mind focused only on the deep contemplations only wizards were privy to, he was finding it almost impossible to insert any other habitual thoughts in its place. And that was quite possibly the worst effect of The Severing. However, he was not so defeated that he lost all overriding ability. When he consciously asserted his will, he was able to avoid the torturous thoughts of loss and lack, at least for a short while. But eventually, even when he was thinking about Lupara, his mind always drifted back to that which he sought to avoid.
What was he supposed to do now? Even without his magic he could feel evil accelerating all around him. While he was sitting and listening to Thendin, he felt his words trying to resonate within him as if they were trying to replicate what he felt while he was in the cavern and inspire that same level of faith, but there was an emptiness to them. Maybe not to the words, for Thendin believed them wholeheartedly, just as Intellos had; however, he could not deny that ever since The Severing, he felt an innate emptiness in everything. The more he dwelt upon it, and he did dwell upon it, the more he was beginning to realize that it was not only his connection to his magic that was removed. It seemed as though his ability to believe in anything not tangibly within his small circle of existence had been severed as well.
He had no illusions that what he felt in the cavern, the great Dragon King Lacorion, had been an extension of God himself. Nor did he doubt the existence of the man in his vision, Jesus, and His influence and cleansing of the land from the awful and evil sludge that had progressed throughout it. He was sure he had been given the task of finding The Scribe and that this task was of utmost importance to the land of Avendia itself. But what kind of God would reveal Himself to one of his children causing him to lose everything he had previously obtained? What sort of entity would cruelly dangle the promise of divinely inspired purpose to one of His own only to remove that which was required to fulfill that purpose?
Intellos conceded that his ability to believe the words spoken by Thendin, and then his ability to convey that same message to Borinth or anyone else who happened to question him, was greatly hindered because of his belief that His God, Who once gave him so much that it turned his very understanding of the world completely around, had now forsaken him to fend for himself. At its core, his belief was shattered because he felt he was incapable of completing what he had been tasked to complete.  And although the presence of Lacorion’s all-encompassing divinity still resonated deeply in his soul, the part of the former wizard devoted to belief and faith had somehow broken.
So deep had he sank into the innate wanderings of his thoughts that he almost walked right into the now stationary Lord Artus. “Here it is! Is it not majestic?” said their imposed host as he held out his hands toward the castle known as The Osin Thion. He took a deep breath, the kind one takes when returning home from a lengthy journey from a far distant land where the distance in miles was second to the distance in every other aspect of familiarity. “Soon, my friends. Soon you will see why this place was known as The Oasis of the Soul. Yes, you will soon see the legendary hospitality of The Osin Thion!”
He did not turn around to speak to his captive guests, instead he took one last long inhalation and began walking toward the castle. But what he had referred to as The Oasis of the Soul held no promise of that for Intellos, Borinth, Uuntule, or Aglascio as each of them perceived an ominous foreboding emanating from the darkly lit castle walls. Though it was still far enough away that they could barely make out its outer wall against the dimly lit night sky, they could clearly see a dark violet light emanating from inside of its courtyard. If they had any doubts about the location of the Acolytes and the women they had taken, they were firmly put to rest in the violet glow. Borinth and Intellos stole a glace to each other before they were gently but firmly instructed to follow Lord Artus still confidently striding toward his home.
The doom they all felt was amplified during this last portion of their journey so much so that, at one point, Aglascio stopped and refused to walk any further. It was only the short and abrupt instructions from his father that managed to pry the boy’s feet from the ground successfully enough to complete their trek. Intellos noticed that they greyness and barrenness of the surrounding lands was increased the closer they came to the outer wall. Indeed, for the last one hundred yards the land was grassless and lifeless. Even the stars and moon seemed to glow more dimly under the oppressive blanket emanating from the castle.
“Tarry not!” beckoned Lord Artus as he approached the outer gate. “We are almost there!” he continued exuberantly.
As the heavy gate was slowly raised, it creaked loudly and wickedly. Lord Artus wasted no time as he walked under it even before it was fully raised. As the four captive guests passed under the gate, they felt a spike in the ominous growing threat. Lord Artus continued with his energized gait until he was right in front of the large inner castle door. Once there, he turned around and said, “My guards will escort you to your quarters for the night. No doubt you are all tired and have many questions. Get a solid night’s rest and meet me for breakfast in the morning. I will answer all of your questions then.” He hesitated when he started to reach for the door and added, “Your quarters have been furnished with everything you will need until the morning. Please, remain inside them. It would not do well for you to venture outside tonight.”
Sleep came quickly for them that night, more quickly than it had any of the previous year’s nights. Though each of them was filled with anxiety regarding their current host, none of them protested when they were escorted to their own chambers separate from the others. Not even Uuntule and Aglascio seemed to mind being separated from the other. Intellos, had he still possessed the common wizard ability to sense the presence of magic, was sure he would have sensed a spell whose sole purpose was to mute their suppositions regarding the presence of evil; but because he was without it, all he was left with to confirm his suppositions were his suppositions. But they were minor for all practical purposes. And because they were minor, he was able to sleep quite readily.
His dreams were always vivid while he was the Grand Wizard, so vivid that sometimes he believed he had subconsciously traveled to some form of alternate reality, some other dimension existing within the vast, mortal complex, but outside of his own small existence. Perhaps he had even traveled, somehow, to one of the dimensions alluded to by Darkinian. However, he had been unable to devote either the time or resources of his mind to unraveling those secrets, if indeed what he thought was true. Even after The Severing, his dreams persisted in their heightened realism. However, within the walls of The Oasis of the Soul, the Osin Thion, no such dreams would present themselves to he or his companions. When he was awoken by a slight rapping on his chamber door followed by a voice informing him that breakfast was ready and Lord Artus was waiting, he opened his eyes to a renewed freshness of spirit as if he had drunk deeply from a spring of complete rebirthing.
He found his clothes had already been selected and laid out on the large and plush lounge chair in his chambers. He had been so tired last night that he did not remember many of the details of the room except that the bed he slept on felt like heaven’s own cloud. Now that he thought about it, he was unable to remember much of their journey here. He remembered meeting Lord Artus while they were journeying from somewhere; but he could not remember from exactly where their journey began, nor from which purpose it had been born. As he put on his clothes, a finely spun silk robe of all black, he began to question if the journey was, in fact, “his” instead of “theirs”.
Almost as if there was a conductor directing the moments of his life, as soon as he had completed donning the fine silks, a servant of Lord Artus appeared in his chambers and bid him to follow for breakfast. He remembered nothing of the castle hallways from the night before; but that is not to say he was not familiar with them. There is often a period of wonderment and uniqueness during the first time one witnesses something. For Intellos, there should have been an innate and reflexive gathering of information regarding the interior walls of The Osin Thion, the way one takes in all the details of a friend’s house during a first-time visit. Somewhere, Intellos knew this, but did not make the connection when he exhibited none of the normal behaviors one would expect to be generated from his first time inside the newly refurbished castle. But as it was, he felt familiar inside the walls, as if he had been here several times. When he and his escort arrived at the breakfast dining hall, he nodded graciously.
“My good friend, Intellos,” said Lord Artus as he stood up from sitting at the head of a very large table.
“Good morning, Lord Artus,” returned Intellos as he extended his hand shaking Artus’s vigorously. “Your hospitality does embody the legend of The Osin Thion quite well. I have been in lack of nothing.”
“I am glad you are finding it adequate,” responded Lord Artus as he started walking back to his chair at the head of the table. “Please, sit and enjoy.”
“Thank you, sir,” responded Intellos as he sat down in the chair Lord Artus had indicated. No sooner had he settled in to the plush, leather lined seat, a bell rang in the distance. Right after that, the side doors of the breakfast room opened and four servants entered each carrying a different plate of fruit. As they set them down, Intellos could not help but marvel at their brightness and aesthetic succulence. The fruit was so perfect that it appeared to have been taken from a masterpiece of the best artist of the land. “I have not seen such brilliant color in fruit before. Does it taste as good as it looks?”
“I have been assured that it does,” said Lord Artus proudly.
“Tell me, from what farm did this come from?” he asked as he began gathering an assortment of fruits.
“Believe it or not, but it comes from the farms of The Stone Keep,” he answered.
“The Stone Keep?” asked Intellos as he bit into a particularly large strawberry.
“Indeed. They have recently partnered with the Wizards of The University to incorporate some sort of magical practice to augment the growing process.”
“Well, whatever they are doing, I can tell you they should keep doing it! This strawberry is amazing,” he said as he eagerly finished it. He wasted no time in selecting the next part of his meal, a splendidly red apple.
“Apparently, that is what they plan on doing. It is no secret that food has been in rather short supply this year, both from animals and from plants so much so that The University had to step in to prevent a potential famine,” said Lord Artus as he too began taking part in the feast before them.
“Is that so?” asked Intellos as he took a large bite from the apple.
“Indeed, it is. The new Lord of the Stone Keep has been placed in charge of the whole process including its distribution. And from what I can tell, he is doing a wonderful job. While we have experienced a shortage of food, it has not been as bad as the rest of the realm. We were fortunate enough to be one of the test provinces so our relief came much before the rest. From what I have been told, the food has been distributed on a very limited basis and only for some major events,” he told Intellos.
“How is it you became one of the test provinces? Not that I am complaining of course. Had you not been, I would not have been able to partake in this excellent breakfast!” stated Intellos. But before Lord Artus could respond he added, “Is that pompago?”
“Yes, it is,” answered Lord Artus with a chuckle drawn from Intellos’s enthusiasm.
“I did not think they could be grown in this part of the realm,” he said as he took the pompago and examined it. “It is nearly perfect in every way.”
“They cannot. At least, they could not before The University involved themselves. Now, it seems, nothing is out of their reach,” he said.
“If they can grow pompago of this quality here, then I would be inclined to agree with you,” he said biting into the juicy fruit. “It is amazing! I have not tasted this since I was a young child!”
“Feel free to enjoy yourself and indulge in as much of the food as you like,” said Lord Artus as he stood up.
“Are you not staying for its duration?” asked Intellos in between large bites of the pompago.
“As much as I would like to, I fear that if I did, I would not be prepared for this evening’s ceremony and following feast. There is much to do. And while I have enough assistances to allow me a respite from my duties, a ceremony of this importance requires my direct involvement,” stated Lord Artus.
“Then I will just have to eat enough of this delicious food for you!” replied Intellos who was already into his second bite of his second pompago.
“Splendid!” stated Artus. “You will have freedom to walk and visit any part of the castle you wish. There is, however, a wing that is still under construction. Or rather, being refurbished. It would not be safe to grant you passage while it is still unstable and unsafe. We would not want the ceiling to come crashing down on you,” he said.
“Quite right you are! I would not want that either,” said the former wizard.
“Then you will be able to occupy yourself while I see to the details of the ceremony and feast?” asked Lord Artus.
“Yes. I should be able to occupy myself for a while. Will there be more food like this at the feast?” asked Intellos anxiously.
“No. It will be even better,” said Lord Artus. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must go.”
“Yes, yes. I have occupied too much of your time as it is. Thank you, Lord Artus, for your impeccable hospitality. You have done your predecessors proud.”
“Thank you, Intellos. I am pleased to hear that. Enjoy the rest of the food and the rest of your time here,” he said. Before he exited the room through the same door the servants brought in the food, he turned back to Intellos and said, “I will summon you when it is time.”
“Time for what?” he asked.
“Time for the ceremony, of course. You are the honored guest,” he said.
“Really? The ceremony and feast is for me? What did I do to deserve such an honor?”
“It is not what you have done, but what you will do. You are integral to the continuance of our plans.”
“Plans? What plans will I assist with?”
Lord Artus replied with a warm smile, “You will find out soon enough. I will summon you when it is time.” He turned around, opened the door and walked through it leaving Intellos to his own supervision and to finish the perfect meal in front of him.
As he bit into another delicious fruit, he could not help but wonder about his part in the plans. He could not imagine he could be of any importance; but whatever they would be, he could only envision them being both grand and benevolent. Such was the hospitality and graciousness of his host, that he could not imagine anything different. As he sat back in his chair, fully sated from possibly the most splendid breakfast he had ever eaten, he felt completely satisfied and content with his current place; however, there seemed to be something pulling at him, as if it was trying to remind him of something. But it was so distant from his conscious understanding of his reality that it felt created, the way we often times create anxiousness when things are going too well to continue on their path of prosperity and peace. So, we create a foreboding presence in response to our life’s patterns that have repeated enough to impart to us the knowledge that if something seems too good to be true, then it usually is. So, when the nagging presence of something contradicting his current peaceful existence tried to interject itself into his harmonious breakfast, he dispelled it as just another worry for worry’s sake. He dispelled it and picked out a final pompago fruit to enjoy as he explored the grounds of the legendary Osin Thion.




Supario
(Subjugation)
The rain was hard. It was being driven even harder by the gale force winds of an early spring typhoon. The fields of battle had already been soaked to the point where any form of strategic movement would be difficult; and by the time its action had begun in earnest, the river could very well be flooded making battle almost impossible. In fact, the seasonal rains and potential for flooding were the very reason battles and wars were either postponed or completely avoided during the early spring, thought it was not so with the rest of the world. The rest of the world was protected from the fierce storms of the western sea by the vast mountain range known only as The End. However, the Ogres and Trolls were not so fortunate as those from east of the mountains. So, when the early spring season came, and the western sea unleashed its deluge of wind driven rains, all thoughts of violence passed.
But today was a special day. In spite of the quickly approaching risk to both opponents, fatal in its potential, neither of them was willing to avert their aggressions. So emotionally charged were they that not even the prospect of a simple postponement with the promise of returning to the carnage would due to sate their bloodlust. So, as he stood on the rain-soaked field, across from the enraged Ogres, wiping the drops of rain from his soaked hood so he would be able to see their first movements with clarity, he knew he might die today.
Death. Why did he continually face it on behalf of others? What motivated him to hire out his services, the greatest the land has ever seen, to put himself in its inevitable path, testing its grasp, taunting it, daring it to take him before his time? Was it for fame? Did he desire legendary status and the esteem that followed? Or was it something more tangible? Was it the fortunes that came with his level of skill and reputation? He had gathered massive amounts of both over the years. His name caused armies to avert their battle plans and settle for negotiations. His wealth rivaled that of lords and kings, though he was neither. Indeed, to all observers, it was nearly impossible to for him to practically improve upon either. But then, why the need to continually drive both fame and fortune just as hard as the winds were driving the rains?
He knew why. Deep in his heart, beneath the places we keep hidden from others, deeper still than the innately selfish desires driving all of humanity, he knew he needed praise. He knew he felt empty and alone when he was not being praised for his skill either by fellow warriors or the women who were all too eager to indulge in his poetic presence. He understood this emptiness was the motivation for his continual delving into the company of both battle and female pleasures; but what he did not know was the origin of this need. If he had friends, as normal people did, he was sure that he, or she, or they, would have tried to convince him to lay down his sword and find a single woman, a good woman, one whom he could love and live the rest of his life with in peace and prosperity. However, as pleasant and wishful as that thought was, it was nothing more than a fiction based upon the decision of a whole and healthy person; a fiction for him because he was neither whole nor healthy.
If he was, while he certainly would have felt compassion and possibly even empathy for the Troll nation, he certainly would not have joined the battle, regardless of the promised amount of gold, against the Ogres. Yes, the circumstances providing fuel for the Troll’s rage were tragic. Yes, the way the Ogres massacred the Troll Princess’s caravan was impossibly brutal. And certainly, the Troll’s necessity for vengeance could not be denied; but so far removed was he from the conflict that it should have held no real importance to him. The outcome of this battle, regardless of which side emerged the victor, would only lead to a greater conflict, perhaps even an outright war. And while war sometimes resulted in collateral damage, or the inclusion of other entities not originally concerned with the conflict, this one between the Trolls and Ogres was likely to do neither because of their geographical separation with the rest of the realm. Avendia and all of its other people, which should have included him, were content to leave well enough alone and let both sides hopefully decimate each other. However, regardless of when and where his brokenness first became broken, it still was. So, the outcome did matter, or rather his involvement in the outcome mattered because it would absolutely lead to more praise. Because of that, he did what he had to do to get more of what he needed regardless of the risk to himself. So, when the Troll King summoned him to his court and offered him the greater portion of fame and fortune equaling even more prestige and praise, he could not refuse any more than the rain could refuse being driven by the winds of the early spring monsoons coming off the western sea. Hence, he found himself leading the Troll forces as they stood opposite the Ogres waiting for them to signal the beginning of battle. As the rains grew in their intensity, and the winds whipped his long hair across his face, he heard the loud and unforgettable bellowing of the massive war horns of the Ogres. He heard them and would never forget their sound.
With his head fastened to the chopping block by three firm leather straps, and his hands locked in place behind his back equally tight, he could do nothing except listen as the growing cheers of the gathered elves reached a symphonic pinnacle to rival any applause he had once drawn from them so long ago. So primal was their collective expression for blood, that a single tear was released from his pure white eyes echoing the release of his hope that they had not become something reflecting the very evil he was trying to stop. As their cheers grew quiet and they collectively held their breaths in anticipation of the descending executioner’s axe, he too inhaled.
“Can you hear that?” asked the familiar voice of Lord Hinthial. “Can you feel their hatred for you?”
He said nothing.
“I know you want all of them to love you. I know you want to be praised again, like you were so long ago,” said Lord Hinthial as he whispered inches from Eriboth’s ear.
He remained silent.
“I can make all of that happen for you,” he said. “If you would but agree to one simple term. Even at this hour, it is not too late to reverse the damage you have done.”
He remained silent.
“Surely there is something of the elf still inside you. Something that longs to be home again, to belong, to be loved,” continued Lord Hinthial. “What real harm will it do? Would it not be easier, Eriboth?”
He remained silent.
“Very well,” said Lord Hinthial as he stood up, “It is clear you will never see the error of your ways.” Lord Hinthial took three slow steps backward and looked to the executioner whose enthusiasm was being tenuously held in check only by the promise that blood would soon be spilled. When he did receive the signal to continue with Eriboth’s death, he grinned and raised his axe to its fullest height. He would be able to tell this tale to his children, who would then be able to tell it to their children. Indeed, this action, the falling of his axe would be written down in the books of history by The Lorekeeper himself and protected throughout all the ages of elven culture. He would be the single person who was able to kill the legendary Eriboth Dordrosis and forever end the treachery of House Dordrosis. The expectant joy, now palpable, stopped the wind. And then, if one was close enough to see it, the grin on the executioner’s face turned from a life satisfying smile into one of pure and unhindered violence as his muscled tensed in preparation to end a legend.
Announcing and end to the silence, the way the first sounds of thunder end the silence of the calm before the storm, was an impossibly loud horn. All attentions, even that of the executioner, were pulled immediately toward the main gate. Lord Hinthial looked to the executioner and was about to order him to complete his task, but before he could, another horn blast sounded. Echoing a deep bass resonating inside the very chest and all things flesh and blood, the horns were unmistakable. There was only one place from which they could have come. The Ogres were here, and they were prepared for battle.
However, the elves, ever disciplined, were elegant and quick with their response. As soon as the first horn was sounded, their standing militia was already marshalling their strength upon the exterior walls of the Castle of Light. Lord Hinthial ordered for Eriboth to be secured and taken to the dungeons while he dealt with the interruption to elven justice. He emerged from the castle interior to stand upon the dais overlooking the expanse of the land outside the outer wall and saw what had to be nearly half of the entire strength of the Ogre lands arranged in battalions that almost had no end. As Lord Hinthial surveyed their army, he could not help but wonder how the Ogre’s were able to avoid every outpost and roving scouts the elves placed to prevent such an invasion. But he did not have the time to address such a magnificent failure at present. Right now, he had to confront the Ogres and their outright act of war. Riding out from their ranks, he saw two lone riders sitting atop the only beasts large enough to carry them. One was a standard bearer carrying the sigil of the Ogre King, and the other was the Ogre King himself.
In battle, this was the universal sign expressing the desire for a peaceful resolution to whatever conflict was currently driving the machines of war. While it was true that there were many conflicts in the past that would have drawn both armies onto the battlefield, in recent history, both elves and Ogres existed under an umbrella of tenuous peace, neither side wishing to provoke the other to action. So, when the Ogre King rode toward the walls of Meckthenial, Lord Hinthial was forced to respond in kind for no other reason than to satisfy his curiosity. Other than the Ogre’s natural propensity for war, he knew of no reason that would have led them to march the larger portion of their army across The End and into Elvish lands. He motioned for his servant to prepare two horses, one for him and the other for his standard bearer.
The beasts the Ogres rode were called esthuox. They were not the largest creatures in Avendia, but they were the largest available to be trained and ridden. Perhaps because of their years of captivity and use by the Ogres, or perhaps because of their natural dispositions, the esthuox reflected the Ogre’s propensity for war. But, since they lived exclusively behind the natural wall of The End, they were largely unknown outside the battlefields they terrorized and the resulting rumors. Twice as large as the elven horses, they were a perfect companion for the Ogres when riding into battle. As Lord Hinthial’s horse, and that of his standard bearer, completed their short ride to stand opposite the Ogre Kind, he had to admit that the beast itself was an imposing site. But elves were not easily shaken by sights nor size.
It was the Ogre King who spoke first. In a deep and slow voice thick with accent as he spoke in the common tongue, he said, “King Hinthial, it is my understanding that you have a prisoner who was ready to receive his justice. Is this true?”
“I am not sure what relevance this has to you and your people, but yes. It is true,” he answered firmly.
“We are here to claim first rights to your prisoner,” said the Ogre King.
“First rights?” questioned King Hinthial.
“Yes, first rights. He is to be executed because of his war crimes committed against our people,” said the Ogre King as his beast growled low.
“Perhaps I would consider entertaining your request had your army, apparently prepared for war, not gathered on our lands. That, itself, is an act of war we will not ignore,” he returned.
“Is he worth it?” asked the Ogre King. “Is he worth facing us in battle? You will certainly win and retain your rights to his execution, but at what cost? Are you willing to pay with the lives of your people only to protect your rights to his death?” asked the Ogre King.
King Hinthial considered for a moment. “You are King Tatharak, are you not?” he asked.
“I am indeed. But you know this. What is your response to my request?” asked King Tatharak, growing in his impatience.
“Are you willing to risk your people, indeed, your very lands for your rights?” challenged King Hinthial in return.
“Yes,” said the Ogre King as he resolutely sat atop his war beast.
“That is most unfortunate to hear. Is there nothing I can offer instead for you to reconsider?” asked King Hinthial.
“No,” said King Tatharak.
“So be it,” said King Hinthial flatly as he turned his horse around before the customary words of departure between kings could be said.
Both kings returned to their formidable forces silently, each suppressing anxious thoughts of the battle’s end. King Tatharak was known for his maneuvers in open warfare. His skill at knowing the terrain, his opponent, his own force and all other variables was exceptional to say the least. He had won his title and unified the loosely organized Ogre tribes into a singularity never before seen. Yes, the Great Ogre tribes had battled side by side many times before, but never had they done so under a single standard representing their unity. The fact that this many Ogres had marched across the wide expanse of The End and into elven territory all for Eriboth illustrated two things. Firstly, it showed that the Ogres were indeed one people now, both in fealty to a single king as well as possessing the same intention driven goals. And secondly, it indicated their resolve and deep felt need to render justice upon Eriboth, a justice that could be sated only at their hands. How outstanding was his influence that he was able to entrap the whole power of a newly formed and unified nation that they would risk their lives and future well-being to travel the impossible path simply to kill him when he was to be executed anyway.
As the newly crowned Elf King entered the city and took his place atop the dais again to observe the battle and adjust to the strategies of his opponent, he reflected upon yet more treachery he was forced to avert because of the man in his dungeons. Could he have handed Eriboth over to the Ogre King thereby avoiding the coming battle and countless lost lives? Yes, he could have easily acceded to King Tatharak’s claim. Had the Ogre King sought to dialogue through other means and not the outright show of power in elven lands, King Hinthial would have certainly entertained the prospect. He probably would have used it as a bargaining piece to establish a trade advantage. But because the Ogre army was within striking distance of the City of Light (something King Hinthial would have to examine much more closely after the battle), and King Tatharak sought to use this to his advantage and effectively bully King Hinthial into acquiescence, his decision was bound to only one possibility.
“Signal the arches to ready their bows,” King Hinthial said to his Artillery General. “Have them prepare the boulders and Dragon Slayers. We will make short this battle.”
Before he could leave, however, the Artillery General was halted by the presence of Esthinor who seemed to have appeared from mist to stand beside the king. “That will not be necessary, King Hinthial.”
“Grand Wizard Esthinor, I did not know you were still here,” said King Hinthial smoothly.
“I would not miss the opportunity to see justice rendered,” said the wizard smoothly.
“You will witness more than that, Grand Wizard. You will watch as one of the greatest siege armies to set foot in the lands of the Great Green Forest is systematically dismantled by Elven superiority,” said King Hinthial confidently.
“I would not be so sure of that, King Hinthial,” said the Grand Wizard as he squinted his eyes to concentrate. “They have Shaman with them.”
“The Shaman have ventured outside of the Ogre lands?” asked the King as he turned his head toward the Grand Wizard. “That has never been done before.”
“Indeed, it has not. But regardless of past customs, they are here now. And they are in force,” he answered ominously.
“Very well. It matters not in the end. Our elven wizards will be able to counter anything those simple Shaman can conjure,” he said as he turned his attention back to the battle field.
“We shall see,” said Esthinor through a small grin.
“On my signal, begin launching the boulders,” said King Hinthial to his Artillery General.
“Yes, my Lord,” the general answered.
As the collective breaths of all peoples gathered on the field in front of Meckthenial’s outer gates as well as those marshalled on the ramparts were held in anticipation of the first move, King Hinthial surveyed the scene once again. Located directly in front of the outer gates were several battalions of the Ogre infantry. They were heavily armored and carried with them long spears in one hand, and heavy shields in the other. On their backs were strapped two wicked looking swords which they were trained to employ should they breach the wall’s defenses. Behind them were ranks upon ranks of longbowmen. With their greater size and strength, Ogre archers carried with them bows that outdistanced any of the other peoples of Avendia. But what they gained in power and distance, they lost in accuracy. On both flanks, because of Esthinor’s words, King Hinthial was able to identify several clusters of what had to be the Ogre Shaman. Because they never ventured outside of their lands, nor engaged in battle unless the need was considered most dire, there was not much known regarding their particular form of magic except that it was said to be drawn directly from their deity, Ogressin. Behind the longbowmen, he could see the great beasts known as The Thunder, for when they collectively stampeded, the esthuox pounded the ground so soundly, it was like a continual roaring of thunder. Each beast had its own rider who was every bit as deadly as the beasts themselves. And behind them, at the very end of the army, King Hinthial could see the elite legion of the Ogre King’s personal guard. The Living Death, they were called because anything that lived, when confronted by this battalion, was said to die. Whole wars were decided upon the skill of this elite force. His final estimation of the total strength of the Ogre army exceeded ten thousand. Formidable to say the least.
But, perhaps the most formidable aspect of the Ogre army could not be quantified in numbers derived from flesh and bone. It could be found only in blood, specifically, the blood spilled on the battle field. Whether it be from friend or foe, when blood was spilled, when its scent saturated the air, and its red drops gathered on armor and weapons, Ogres were driven into a Blood Frenzy. When under its influence, Ogres ignored all but the most grievous of injuries and were capable of inhuman feats of strength and endurance. The more blood that was spilled, the greater the frenzy. And the greater the frenzy, the more blood that was spilled. There were even stories about Ogres wounding themselves to bring on the effects of their blood induced rage. One in particular involved the greatest of Ogre heroes, The Great Gronnod Horisthock. He was said to have withstood and defeated over two hundred trolls while defending his farm lands from a raiding party. Had both armies stood opposed on the open battlefield, King Hinthial would have cause to worry; however, as the Ogre army was devoid of any of the siege machines necessary for penetrating the outer wall of Meckthenial, he was confident the battle would be short and definite.
After his final examination of the battlefield, he judged his position to be fortuitous. He looked to his foremost general, General Mironial, and gave him a silent signal to begin the assault. While it was customary for the defending forces to respond to the actions of the attacking army, King Hinthial, out of his confidence, and quite possibly, his contempt for all things non-elven, decided to force the Ogres to commit. General Mironial raised his hand in the air, paused to give the flag bearers all time to see him (although at this stage, their collective attentions should be focused nowhere else) and dropped it emphatically. So began The Battle For One.
From his cell, deep in the bowels of the dungeons of the City of Light, Eriboth could not hear the deep rushing of the first boulder as it was propelled through the air by the one of the tremendously large Elven War Machines. Nor could he hear their crushing blows as they landed on the ground just before the Ogre army. Had it been within range, the damage would have been absolute. Huge craters were left where the boulders smashed against the ground. So high were they thrown in the air that, when they landed, they imbedded themselves nearly two thirds of their height into the dirt and clay underneath. But he did not have to hear the sounds of battle to understand that it had begun; for in his soul, he felt something move. It was foul, it was complete, and it was filled with the dominating control of hate bent upon the complete destruction of its quarry. He did not need to witness what or who had moved. He knew. He felt this deep evil once before when he allowed himself to be examined by Esthinor. Satan was moving.
Somewhere above him, the Ogres were charging. He knew Satan would not reveal himself unless the necessity was great, so he knew the army facing Meckthenial had to have gained an advantage insurmountable for the elves. Although he could not see that when the Ogre Shaman lifted the illusions of their combined magic, they revealed more than double their originally visible forces along with nearly twenty different siege machines. He knew the magic of the elves; and while it was unequalled in its scope, it took time to develop, time that the elves did not have. Every counter the Elves made was nullified by the preparations of the invading Ogre army. Their legendary arrows fell upon a shield of energy the way rain drops fell upon the fabric of an umbrella as it kept the vital components of its bearer dry and unaffected. The advancing Ogre infantry seemed to innately avoid the hurling boulders, flowing around their paths as water flows around a rock. The siege machines, while large and cumbersome, were constructed of magically enhanced materials that, when combined with the defending Shaman, were mostly unaffected by the efforts spent to destroy them. Somewhere above him, he knew the elves were failing. Somewhere above him, he knew Satan was stepping in.
Dissolving from the shadows, Esthinor joined King Hinthial upon the battle dais once again, “Things do not seem to be progressing as you would like, my Lord,” he said as he observed the Ogre’s almost unhindered advance.
In his ever-stoic demeanor, King Hinthial took the subtle insult in stride, reflecting the grace of the stars in all aspects of his actions. “Indeed. I did not anticipate the effectiveness of the Shaman.”
“I am sure you have plans for them?” asked Esthinor as he looked to the King.
“Yes, we have some illusions of our own,” he answered.
“It will take more than illusion to defeat this army I am afraid. Perhaps it is time I step in?”
“No. Your intervention will not be necessary,” answered King Hinthial pridefully. “As effective as it would be, the strength of the elves will not fail this day.”
“Pride. How I love its uses. If it were in my plans, I would allow yours to dictate your defeat today,” said the Grand Wizard.
“What are you doing?” asked the King, surprised by the wizard’s ignorance of his refusal.
“I am keeping you alive,” said Esthinor as he began to step forward on the dais. “I am not done with you yet.”
“How dare you!” addressed King Hinthial.
“How dare I? How dare I?” said Esthinor matching wills with King Hinthial. Stepping quickly to him, he continued, “I dare because I can. I dare because I am. I tire of your finite understanding of power and control. Who are you to challenge what I am? Who are you to presume to even address me in that tone? I have existed well beyond the combined remembrance of you and your people,” almost spitting the last word. “I have waited too long, been planning too long, and suffered too long to allow your ill placed overconfidence to moot my desires.”
“Your desires!” challenged King Hinthial showing signs of losing his stoic demeanor. “Because you are the Grand Wizard, and we have shared a mutually beneficial relationship, I am willing to overlook your insolence. But do not test it further.”
“This is no test,” was all Esthinor said before he unleashed his hate and gripped the elven King around the neck with an evil surge of dark liquid. “You see, my little child, there are none that will stand. None that can stand. My victory has been foretold. Now bear witness to true power.”
As King Hinthial’s feet were suspended inches above the ground, held so by the unleashed power of darkness, Esthinor turned around to face the battle field, stepping forward until he was right at the edge of the dais. Eriboth felt him gather the combined hatred from the elves and ogres, drawing it into himself. The power was so encompassing, the blind warrior thought not even the combined size of the moons housed within a single individual would have been as great. Such was the enormity of the hatred, Eriboth himself felt Satan’s heavy hand of oppression pushing down on his soul. When Satan released it, Eriboth wept. He wept, in part, for the Ogre lives that would be taken that day. But greater were his tears for the souls of his once brethren that would forever be altered. You see, Satan did not release his power directly onto the advancing Ogre army, that would lead only to destruction, and once the carnage was over, there would be nothing left. Rather, he used it to strengthen and influence the elves themselves. He gripped their long-seeded hatred for the Ogres and manifested his power within them causing each of them to be driven into a blood rage surpassing the Ogre’s tenfold. Frenzied to the point of explosion, the elves erupted with renewed power. Singularly focused on the destruction of their foes, they sought not to defend, but to attack.
The elven warriors were stronger, faster, and attacked with more fury than the Ogres. They leapt through the air to inhuman heights, responded with a quickness and speed rendering their visage a blur, and possessed a strength greater than two or three ogres combined. Had the elven mages not received a similar boon, the Ogre shaman might have been able to counter the elven army long enough to allow for an effective retreat; but the infusing of hatred into the magics of the elven wizards allowed complete supremacy over their ogre counterparts. Siege machines were exploded, the great esthuox were destroyed as if they were still youths, and even the elite force of the Ogre King’s guard was rendered impotent against the hate infused spells. When the battle was decided, and the elves should have ended their pursuit content with the successful defense of their city and castle, they halted nothing, choosing instead to engage a lustful glee for killing that solidified their enraged dedication to the death of their foes. As Esthinor smiled, Eriboth’s tears continued because he knew the Elves had been taken this day. Satan’s influence did not defend the elves. It defeated them.
“You there!” shouted a voice from beyond the outer door to the dungeon. “King Hinthial has called all forces to the wall to defend against the Ogres!” Vaguely familiar, Eriboth thought he recognized it, but his focus was being muted by the oppression he felt by the awful evil above. “Do not delay!” shouted the voice again. “All available arms have been called to defend the city!”
“Where is the lieutenant?” responded one of Eriboth’s two guards.
“He is already on the wall and sent me to relay the order,” answered the familiar voice.
“Why did he not come himself? He knows we cannot except any other order than those directly from him,” stated the other guard.
“Are you really wasting time and refusing to answer the King’s call to arms?” asked the voice, challenging the elven guards in return. They responded with an uneasy silence as they considered the consequences for both of their possible actions. Drawing their attentions back to him, the familiar voice shouted, “There is no time to waste! Your swords are needed!”
“What of the prisoner?” asked one of the guards.
“His hands are bound to his ankles which are then bound to his neck. He is locked behind three sets of cell doors fashioned with elven magic from the strongest stones we possess. He may be one of the greatest warriors in Avendia, but he is no magician. Now let us go! I will be right behind you!” answered the voice. Both guards looked at each other, but neither moved. “Fine, I will relay your reluctance to the Lieutenant,” said the familiar voice as it turned to start walking away.
“Wait!” called one of the guards. “Where are we to report?”
“Report to the western wall. The fighting is strongest there. I will secure the prisoner and follow right behind you,” said the familiar voice. “Now go! Your swords could decide the fate of us all!”
As the two guards hurried to assist their brethren, Eriboth heard the remaining guard, the one with the familiar voice, open the doors and hustle over to him. As he bent down, he said with a severe voice, “We have not much time. The next rotation is due to arrive shortly.”
Eriboth had become used to his enhanced senses, but because they had been somehow muted, presumably by Esthinor, he had not been able to identify the guard until he heard his voice this close.
“Young Hundolis,” he said, “I had not thought to see you again. Are things well with you?”
“For the moment. Although I am sure once your freedom is no longer a secret, things will not be so any longer,” answered Hundolis as he began unfastening Eriboth’s rather extensive shackles.
“You are setting me free?” asked Eriboth.
“For the life of me, yes. Though I am not sure why,” he answered as the first lock clicked.
“We always know, young Hundolis. Ignorance is never the nature of our internal conflicts,” said Eriboth.
“Is that right? And when did you become an expert on internal battles,” he asked as the second of the five locks clicked.
“The moment my life was restored and my eyes were opened,” he answered.
“Then it is true. You were dead,” asked the young elf as one of the lock pics he was using snapped. “Blast. There is not the time for this. We need to leave soon.”
“Time. Yes, time is important to say the least. And yes, I was dead,” answered Eriboth who would have locked gazes with the young elf, using the deep greens of his eyes to hold his attention before they were made pale. And while attentions were often averted by his uneasy and unnatural blank orbs, souls were not. So, when Hundolis successfully produced a second lock pick from his pouch, Eriboth took the opportunity and grasped his wrist to draw him in. “Why are you doing this?” he asked.
“Because I cannot reconcile what I am being told about you with whom I have come to know you are,” answered the young elf. “I have seen the Elven Lords prance around while they utter every evil about you imaginable. If what they were saying was true, you would never have saved my life when we were attacked. And when presented with the opportunity to run, you certainly would have capitalized on it. But you did not.”
Eriboth, upon hearing the young guard’s answer, did not let go. Instead he tightened his grip slightly and repeated his question, “Why are you doing this?”
“Because I cannot allow a man whom I believe is good and just under the stars to be sentenced to death knowing the greater portion of your sentence was solidified by my lies,” he said as his eyes turned downcast.
Eriboth gripped slightly tighter still and repeated his question again, this time with a greater sense of urgency, “Why are you doing this?”
“It does not matter. What matters is that I get you out of here,” deflected Hundolis as he worked at the third lock in the intricate series.
“All things matter, young one. But you will progress with your mission no longer unless you answer my question. Why are you doing this?”
“Just let me work. We have not much time!”
“Why are you doing this?”
“Because I am, now let me work,” he said as he struggled against Eriboth who was preventing his access to the third lock.
“Why are you doing this!”
“Let me work!”
“No!” denied Eriboth.
“Why?” asked the young elf in return. “Do you not want to be free?”
“My freedom is not what concerns me. Now, why are you doing this?”
“Stop! Please just stop. I do not know why!”
“Yes, you do!”
“No, I do not!”
“Why?”
“Because!” shouted Hundolis. “Because I believe!” he shouted finally. “I believe in your King, The Man who saved you,” he continued as his obstinance and defiance deflated. “I believe and I want to believe He can save me as well. And the only way for that to occur, is if I set you free.” The third shackled clicked and fell free from Eriboth’s wrists.
He reached out and put his hand on the young elf’s face, “That freedom and belonging is available to you right now. You have already accepted His lordship in your heart and expressed your faith through your actions. Confess your belief in Him, Jesus, and announce to Him that you are His.”
“You are my Lord, Jesus. Please guide and teach me,” said Hundolis as his eyes were unable to hold back his tears any longer. With all chaos reigning down above them, in the midst of their precarious situation, one that was growing more dire with each passing second, Eriboth leaned in and held the young elf as he expelled a lifetime of never living up to the perfection of the stars and their awful blemish free existence. However, as emotional a moment this was for him, Hundolis emerged from his freedom drawn tears to break the embrace of teacher and student to stand and say, “This way. Time is short.”
As they rose through the depths and channels of the underbelly of the Castle of Light, they heard the sounds of battle begin to breech the eerie silence. Eriboth’s seasoned ears were able to delineate what the young elf’s were not. He knew there was something unnatural at work. Though he was able to feel it growing inside him the way storm clouds seem to silently grow on the horizon, he did not need to rely on his still developing sensitivity to evil’s presence. He could hear it in the absent battle cries of the Ogres as well as the abundance of elven bellows of victory. “Enon Prodoc” (There is none greater) was the traditional elven victory chant uttered stoically at the conclusion of every battle. So prevalent had it become over the ages that it was used on every occasion from the time boys played games of conquest on the fields to the intellectual battles as the elders concluded their mental challenges. Eriboth even remembered speaking it the first time he landed a successful blow to his brother. That phrase signified superiority. But not just superiority for the individual emerging victorious in the moment; it signified the superiority of all elves over all others. And while the elves were victorious and were using their ageless chant to signal the battle’s conclusion, it was not being used correctly. And that is what both unnerved Eriboth and confirmed that something darker was at work.
While it was expected and even welcomed for this phrase to herald a favorable outcome for the elves, it was always, as everything else in elven culture, embraced with a stoically scripted preparation and execution. To hear its use deviated from the unified precision normally reflective of the perfect discipline of the elven militia, was something that all elves should notice; however, today, they did not. Frantic, gleeful, barbaric were a few of the words brought from Eriboth’s considerable descriptive repertoire. But what could have caused such a deviation in the fundamental constructs that made elves what they were? Though it could have been dismissed as the effects of battle upon those who were desperate in their defense, and no doubt would be by the Elven Lorekeepers when they wrote about the glorious defeat of the invading Ogre armies, he was not so naïve to believe that a single elf, let alone the whole of them, would or even could, suspend who they were in their cemented identities to adopt the behavior of the very behaviors they stood against.
“It sounds as if we have won, or are winning at least,” said Hundolis with an entitled relief.
“Winning and losing are often not understood until the ages have passed their judgement upon which was greater, the prize or the cost,” answered Eriboth, though Hundolis appeared not to hear him.
He smelled blood, Ogre blood. It was a deeply musty stench that rose the bile in his stomach. Because of its putrid aroma, there were legends that told of its potency when contacting mortal skin. It was said to carry the properties of some of the more corrosive poisons concocted by the Potion Masters of The University. Because the Ogres, and hence their blood, were segregated by the natural geographic separation of The Spine, it rarely came into contact with a large enough sample of skins to adequately test the theories. However, as numerous as they were, there was enough Ogre blood spilled this day to drench not only the battlefield, but the elves as well. And not one of them suffered even the slightest ill effects from its touch. In fact, as King Hinthial observed the battle, now in its final stages with his army of elves relentlessly pursuing those Ogres fortunate enough to have survived the furious initial retaliation, he was sure that the spilled blood of their foes increased the effects of Esthinor’s spell. The legions of the Elves were historic without being bolstered by any magical effects, and now, with Esthinor’s magic propelling their mortal abilities to above mortal levels, even he was stunned with their newly developed lethality.
He felt the spell land inside of him. Felt its power course through his muscles and infuse his veins with its power. He felt the surge of invincibility within his mind and comprehension of exactly how he had been empowered. He knew he was stronger, faster, quicker than the Ogres. He knew it, and he longed to prove it. But because he was still on the Dais observing the massacre and not in the fray, he was unable to release his growing desire, his growing need. As he aged from youth and gained greater responsibilities within his House and kingdom, he believed that wars and battles were fought by the young for they possessed two things the aged did not. Firstly, they believed in the perseverance of ideals in the face of any obstacle. Secondly, their youthful vigor allowed for an unquestioning compliance to directions and orders as they preferred to do instead of to contemplate. However, he did not feel the same way when under the boon of Esthinor’s spell. Gone was the contemplative disposition of experience and age. Replacing it was a long-forgotten desire to prove his worth in battle, to test his new-found abilities and produce more evidence to both his attackers and fellow elves that even the eldest of them were still capable of terrible destruction.
Because of the change in his principle affect, he understood the increase in the youthful warriors must have been even greater than it was in himself. His supposition was proven tenfold on the field as it was lined with the darkened blood of the invading Ogres. Even the King Tatharak was not immune from the magically enhanced elves. When the initial attack of the Ogre King’s entire force had been repelled and then countered, he was forced to take the field. Under normal conditions, without the influence of magic on the scope of the Grand Wizard, his presence could have been pivotal. But as it was, he was soon washed away by the flood of elven determination and destruction bent upon the complete annihilation of the Ogres. As the few remaining forces were fleeing, hoping to save their lives and return to the safety and solitude behind The End, King Hinthial turned his attention back to Esthinor and said, “What type of magic is this?”
“Magic? You think I use magic?” he answered.
King Hinthial was lowered until his feet met with the stone floor again, “Is that not what you have used? How else could this,” he paused searching for a word appropriate to describe the total effect of what had just happened, “battle have been decided so thoroughly?”
Esthinor chuckled. “Still, even when you have witnessed, you cannot truly see. My dear King,” he said mockingly, “your inconsequential questions are beginning to bore me. But, to your point, I have done nothing magical here. All I did was utilize the power and desires housed within each of your subjects. Even you felt the effect and would have benefitted from its embrace. This is what I can bring. This is the benefit of following me.”
“Yes, the power was amazing,” said King Hinthial.
“Is that not what you search for? Is that not what you desire, deep in the places you have been told should not be? Power, my King, comes in many forms and has many uses. But power itself, at its very nature, is meant to be used. It is a dynamic bidding its own flourish. To possess it and not allow its manifestation is tantamount to sin. I dare say a sin against even your beloved stars,” he said as he began to walk around the King the way a predator stalks its prey, preparing for the moment of its final pounce.
“What do you mean?” asked King Hinthial.
“Let us consider your stars. When you look to them, what do you see?”
“Beauty, timeless in its continuance. Power to remain ever present and unchanged throughout all times. They are the standard of temporal and mortal existence,” he answered confidently.
“But what are they? You claim to worship them, but yet you do not know what they are. How can you worship something you do not fully understand?” asked Esthinor, still slowly circling the King.
“Can anyone who is lesser truly understand that which is greater?” countered the King.
“But are you not tired of being lesser?” asked the Grand Wizard as he stopped in front of the king.
“Elves are not lesser,” stated King Hinthial. “We are the pinnacle of mortal development.”
“You say that, but where is your proof,” asked Esthinor again.
“We need no proof. We simply are,” said the king as he straightened his posture seeking to emphasize physically what he believed mentally.
“Ah yes. Belief without proof. That is a convenient position to adopt. Safe. Secure. And let us not forget mysteriously irrefutable. Without proof, you have but words, dear King. I am quite sure the other nations’ leaders claim the very same thing and hold elves in their own selfish contempt. No, my little King, without proof, your beliefs are dead, holding no more meaning than the stars you claim to worship.”
“The stars are everything!” retorted the King. “They hold everything we believe and give us everything we know.”
“They give? Tell me, dear king, what have they given you? What would they have done for you had I not stepped in and elevated the abilities of your warriors? Would they have given you the power to defeat the Ogres on this day? Or would they have stood by and watched, as they always do, as your kin were killed and made into nothing more than a mockery? Make no mistake, the stars have given you only one thing - limits,” he said as he turned to observe the battlefield one last time. “But consider this: what have I given you on this day? Was it not I who acted when your stars would have simply watched? Was it not I who allowed hundreds if not thousands of your soldiers to survive? Was it not I who protected the integrity of your very walls and perhaps your very way of life?” Turning back to the King, he continued, “You claim elven superiority, yet it required one who is not an elf to give you what you needed to fulfil your beliefs. The stars? They stand in your way of becoming greater than any dream that any of your predecessors could have dreamt. Your belief in them is holding you back from becoming everything you could become, should become.” He spun around to face the battlefield once again, but was clearly focused beyond it, and outstretched his hands, “Imagine! Imagine what could be yours and shared by your people! Imagine limitless borders, limitless riches and limitless influence. Can you see the glory of your people reaching even across the seas to lands which yet stand undiscovered? Why, I daresay you might even be worshiped as gods!” He breathed deeply and turned to face King Hinthial once again. “I can give this all to you.”
“How?” asked the King as he took a small step closer to Esthinor.
“Only through me will your true desires and power be brought to completion,” he said.
“How can you do this?” asked the King again.
“By harnessing your devotion, amplified through your worship, and using it not to the betterment of myself, but to give you what you desire, what you have always desired,” answered Esthinor as he closed the gap between them.
“Why?” asked King Hinthial. “Why would you do this for the elves?”
“Because only you are worthy,” said Esthinor as he reached out and gripped the elf king’s shoulder, compassion lacing his eyes.
“Tell me what we must do,” asked King Hinthial.
“Kneel,” said Esthinor. Without hesitation, the elven king kneeled before Satan and pledged his and his people’s fealty to the one power standing before him. In that moment, he renounced all things from the stars and accepted the Lordship of Esthinor.
“No,” said Eriboth audibly.
“What was that?” asked Hundolis.
“Did you not feel that?” asked Eriboth as they stopped their retreat into the forests around them.
“Feel what?” asked Hundolis.
“I am not completely sure. Somewhat of a shift in the progression of time, if that makes sense?” answered Eriboth.
“Progression of time? What does that mean?”
“I am not sure. But whatever it means, the scope has been increased. I fear the very condition of Avendia has been placed on the scales with fate weighted against it,” said Eriboth as he looked back to the City of Light.
Hundolis mocked him, “Do you always talk like this, in riddles?”
“I feel as though we have just been given the answer to a riddle that we did not even know we were supposed to answer. And because we did not, we now have to adjust to a new set of rules,” said the white eyed warrior as he surveyed the surroundings.
“Regardless of a new set of rules, we should not linger any longer. We are not yet safe,” said Hundolis as he turned to continue their path away from Meckthenial.
“Yes, you are right,” agreed Eriboth.
However, before they could begin, they were confronted by a battalion of elves, obviously returning to the city after they had been successful in their pursuit of the fleeing Ogres. “You there!” called out a lone voice.
Turning, both Eriboth and Hundolis saw no less than fifty elves walking up to them, their weapons and armor covered in the dark blood of the unfortunate Ogres. To Hundolis, they appeared pale, as if the color of their skins and been asked to cover twice the amount of canvass causing both its intensity and clarity to suffer. Not enough for outsiders to notice, but certainly enough for other elves. To Eriboth, they appeared darker, as if dusk was ending thereby allowing the black solitude of night to reign supreme over their once brightly illuminated skins. He could still see shades of light within them, but there was no focal point from which it radiated. It was diffuse, clouded almost, and covered in a growing shadow.
“Well met, brethren,” said Hundolis, feigning confidence. “Are you returning to celebrate our victory?”
“Indeed, we are!” answered the lead elf. “Will you be joining us as well?”
“Enon Prodoc!” erupted the elves.
“I certainly will. But I have one last order to fulfill before I am able to partake in our victory celebrations,” he lied.
“Is that so?” questioned another elf. “Is he part of your orders then?”
“Yes, he is,” answered the young elf doing his best to avoid appearing nervous and out of place.
“Why are you this far away from the castle?” asked the first elf as he instinctively rested his hand on his sword.
“I was ordered to return the prisoner to the castle as soon as the battle was over,” He said. When he sensed their hesitation, he quickly added, “to prepare him for his execution, now that this interruption has been dealt with.”
“Well, if that be the case, then why did we find you headed away from the castle,” asked the second elf. Everyone paused hanging on the explicit implication of the spoken observation. Why indeed had they been found headed away from the castle when he had just stated their orders should have been taking them in the opposite direction? “And why then is the prisoner not bound by his shackles?” he asked, breaking the silence provoked by his first question.
Hundolis continued with his hesitated response, his mind racing to think of one that would explain away both their direction, and condition. Eriboth, however, did not hesitate. He saw the increasing anxiety on the young elf’s face and the growing, suspicion driven animosity on those confronting them and knew their opportunity for a peaceful resolution had passed, if it had existed at all. Eriboth uttered a small and simple silent phrase as he closed his eyes. He did not need to open them again to know that the majority of weapons that had been previously sheathed were being readied, once again, in anticipation of a forceful confrontation.
“Brothers!” stated Hundolis. “Your assistance with the prisoner’s transportation will not be needed. I assure you there is no need to ready your weapons.”
“It is not his transportation we will be assisting with,” said the lead elf. “Now stand aside or be included in his execution.”
Hundolis’s protestations were halted before they could be voiced as Eriboth placed a firm and reassuring hand on his shoulder and stepped to address the elves himself. When he and the young elf responsible for his freedom met gazes, Eriboth’s calm reassurance transferred itself to Hundolis.
“What is this now?” asked the lead elf. “Do you seek to address us as if you your words would be recognized with merit?” The other elves began chuckling.
“No,” said Eriboth as Hundolis began backing away slowly, deeply aware of what was about to happen.
“That is good because your words bring only disgust upon our ears,” he said again drawing more laughter from the elves. “Now, kneel and beg us to let you live.”
“My life is not mine, but belongs to One Who is Greater,” said Eriboth calmly.
“Perhaps not. But it will be ours to end. Attack him!” shouted the leader.
“So be it,” answered Eriboth as he readied himself.
The elves wasted no time and did not hesitate with their response. It was quick, it was brutal, and it was laced with a hatred never before attributed to elven actions and motivations. In battle, elves were, above all, disciplined, being able to adjust their script at a moment’s notice. Even with Esthinor’s spell enhanced desire for destruction, the elves were still not consumed with a chaotic rendition of hate. Rather, they used their imbued powers to further solidify their continuity and precision. Swords flashed and arrows rained all bent upon the hopeful fulfillment of Eriboth’s execution before it had been interrupted. Hundolis, having been raised an elf and trained in the elven aspects of military action marveled, at the utter brutality and efficiency of his brethren. As the elves converged upon the lone and weaponless Eriboth, Hundolis said a silent prayer for his soul; for he hoped that in his death, it would not be lost.
His prayer, however, was interrupted before it could be completed when he saw Eriboth’s eyes begin to glow seconds before the first sword strike was completed. The attacking elves, if they did see it, did not delay their attacks. Hundolis was sure the first flashing sword, quicker than any strike from an elf he had seen before, was going to sever Eriboth’s head. But somehow, it met only air. The second strike delivered by a different elf should have cut deep into Eriboth’s side; but it too missed its mark. So did the third, fourth, and fifth slashes. There was no mortal explanation for how Eriboth was able to dodge all of the elven attacks, but he did, all the while the golden glow coming from his eyes was growing brighter and brighter. Three arrows followed the initial melee attack. But they too met with the same result as the blades. When it seemed the glow was no longer satisfied with being restrained to just his eyes, there was a single bright pulse of golden light stunning the attacking elves and knocking them backward leaving Eriboth to stand alone in their center. It took the elves only moments to regain their bearings. They regrouped and prepared for a second onslaught; but before they could, he moved.
Fury met fury, light met dark, and evil met love. Systematically, Eriboth beautifully reflected the triumph of love as he danced between the hate fueled elves rendering their attacks as nothing more than a superfluous creek when compared to the rushing tides of the Great Trindonovorn River. He was a perfect reflection of everything Hundolis desired to be in his spirit and soul. Had the sun been rising, it would have been matched by the power and natural beauty of Eriboth’s mortally reflected, but immortally defined actions. And yet, radiating from the holy warrior was a profound sadness. There was no joy in his expression as his opponents fell one after the other. Through the golden glow, Hundolis thought he even saw a tear as the last of the elves, the leader, fell.
“Who are you?” the young elf asked in awe as Eriboth walked calmly over to him.
“No one,” said Eriboth, “but through Him, I am.”
“Teach me,” said the young elf.
“Believe,” he said. “Through belief, all things are possible. Now, let us leave. We have a long journey in front of us and no horses to ride to lessen it.”
“Where are we going?”
“East,” he answered.
“How far?” asked the young elf.
“Pretago Cor,” said Eriboth as he began walking.
“Pretago Cor? Why do we head there?” Hundolis asked.
“We will need help defeating the elves,” he answered as he began walking.
“So, it is true. You do wish to take the throne for yourself,” he accused.
Eriboth stopped and turned around to look the young elf in his eyes. With the blank white orbs staring him down, Hundolis averted his gaze. “Look at me!” said Eriboth. “Look at all that I am. And then look at your former brethren. Did you not see a difference within them? Did you not notice the malice within their hearts just as you noticed the lack of it in mine? There is naught within me that desires the crown and throne. But make no mistake, the defensive carnage here today was nothing more than an illusion to conceal a greater plan. The elves are no longer a free people to rule themselves and pursue their own lives and liberties. They have been taken and are now under the influence of an evil greater than any other the realm has seen. And unless we act and act now, their power may grow greater than what we can hope to prevent. So, while I do seek the assistance of Pretago Cor and the Silver Empire, it is not for my benefit, but that of Avendia.”




Sovise
(Dream)
He enjoyed the mornings, their peacefulness, their quiet and stillness. He often found himself lost in the dew shining grass in the early hours before the rising sun had been given sufficient time to dry the dampness. It seemed that when all else was chaotically spinning around him, for the life of a thief was often defined by its chaos driven moments, the mornings would allow him to feel a little bit of the peace he remembered when he was within her embrace. Admittedly, the only time he felt at home was when he was with her. It did not matter where they were, or what they were doing, when he was with her, all was right and all was good.
He remembered the endless hours he spent courting her. The countless letters he wrote to her, poems he wrote about and for her. Although they were not very polished, and none of them he actually dared to give to her, they did carry with them his heart. She was used to the attentions of men. Being born into nobility, minor as it was, she still drew the affections of many calling men who sought either to improve their own status with a marriage bond into her family, or to improve the position of their own families in relation to the High King’s lineage. It was not an easy task, dismantling the barriers of this innocent but wise and beautiful young woman. Nevertheless, it was a task he had set his will upon.
His devotion to win her heart did not come without a price, however. Being a lowly stable boy in her family’s employ, he was forced to watch, repeatedly, many men try to win her affections. Although his belief was resolutely centered on the fact they had been born for each other, it was, nevertheless, difficult for him to witness. Each gentleman called to her offering many gifts of value he could never hope to provide. Some brought more status, some brought the promise of lands and castles, some brought beauty and adventure, and still others brought several combinations of them all. But, regardless of their promises of plenty and worldly riches, she denied them systematically and gracefully to the humiliation of both her mother, the Baroness, and father, the Baron.
On one particular evening, when he would watch her take her lonely and secluded walk in the gardens of their small but well-kept estate, he had resolved to approach her and confess his growing and changing affections. Prompted by the advances of a rather dashing knight, at least he thought the elder knight was dashing, over the last three days, his sense of urgency had grown to the point where silent admiration would lead only to his loss and her gain at the hands of another. Forced to picture the unpicturable, his heart ached driving him into action. He gathered the largest bouquet of flowers picked right from the wild flowers of the plains surrounding her estate, the ones she favored most, dressed in his finest clothes, admittedly lacking in comparison to all of the other men, and slicked back his normally wild and chaotic hair.
After her evening meal, when she was allowed free time before her final lessons began, he would wait for her near the rose bushes, brilliantly in bloom and flourishing with plentiful, deep red blossoms. He had rehearsed this moment more times than there were stars in the heavens, and each time he allowed it to play out to its fullest, it always ended in a hopeful kiss. However, between the transition of his hope’s dreams, the racing of his heart, and clamminess of his palms, he would never manifest into action what his desire and will dictated.
But today was not the same day. Today was different. Today he would, at the propulsion of his heart, conquer his fear and finally confess what he had always wanted to confess to the woman whose command over his will demanded his confession. Normally, when he saw her slight and petite frame round the corner, stepping into the dimming light of the sun, his fear would grip hold of his courage and dismantle any confidence he had been able to muster. Yet today was different because he was different. So, when he saw her this time, her light green, satin dress flowing ever so slightly against her newly discovered curves by the slightest of summer breezes, he became emboldened and stepped out to meet her. He stepped out and was crushed. For following just behind her, holding her hand, was the dark haired, dashing knight.
In just seconds, his heart went from soaring higher than any mountain top he ever dreamed of reaching to plummeting deeper than the deepest abyss in the deepest seas known and unknown. His heartbeat quickened and felt as though it would burst from his chest. And it probably would have had it possessed any of its former strength. Seeing the only woman he had ever dreamed of holding, looking longingly into the eyes of a man with much more to offer in every way things could be offered, dismantled his confidence and left him unable to move. As painful as it was, he was forced to watch as the dark-haired knight leaned in and kissed her. He must have made a noise of some kind, probably of either disgust or hopelessness, because their kiss ended abruptly as nothing more than a peck.
“Jaro!” she said in shock laced with embarrassment, “I did not see you there.”
“Oh,” he said, somehow recovering enough to coherently speak while hiding the utter doom he was feeling inside, “I am sorry for startling you.”
“I am glad you are here. I would like you to meet someone,” she said as she led the dark-haired knight over to where he was standing. He was beside himself and could do nothing but stand there and meet the man who had stolen her heart and his dreams away from him. “This is Sir Bronnerick Loslin.”
“Hello Jaro. Jonsia has told me much about you. It is a pleasure to meet you,” said Sir Bronnerick as he extended his hand.
“Um, hello Sir Bronnerick,” said Jaro as he grasped the knight’s forearm.
“That is a fine grip you have there. Strong enough to be a knight one day,” said Sir Bronnerick.
“Thank you, Sir,” returned Jaro, his emotional conflict somewhat muted by the easy and pleasant compliment from Sir Bronnerick.
“I knew you two would get along!” said Jonsia. “He will be staying with us for a while until the wedding.”
“Wedding?” Jaro exclaimed and must have had allowed his horrification to seep through because it drew a chuckle from Sir Bronnerick.
“Do not worry, Jaro. I will not steal all of her time away,” said Sir Bronnerick with a wink, more to Jonsia than to Jaro.
“That is a wonderful bouquet of flowers you have picked! Who are they for?” asked Jonsia.
He could not possibly confess his feelings now. In a moment of utter petrification, he could think of no other name than that of Jonsia’s handmaiden. So desperate was he to think of a name, any name, that he blurted, “Genova!”
“I knew it!” excitedly exclaimed Jonsia. “You must keep this a secret for she would never be my friend again if she knew I told you. Promise me you will not tell her,” she said to Jaro.
“Tell her what?” he asked.
“You must first promise me,” she said.
“Fine. I promise not to say anything to Genova,” he said.
“Thank you. In truth, Jaro, you have held her attention for a very long time. Since we were all young and would play in the gardens. Do you remember?”
“Would that not be a thing,” interjected Sir Bronnerick, “Imagine a dual wedding. Of course, we could never have them at the same time, but would it not be a thing?”
“Oh my! That would be a thing! Jaro, do you want to marry Genova?” she asked as she gripped Sir Bronnerick arm more tightly.
Stammered and utterly unable to respond, Jaro mustered the wherewithal to say only, “I just wanted to give her some flowers. Have you seen her?”
“My apologies, Jaro. I did not mean to presume. Yes, I did see her. She was tending to my laundry. She should still be washing them. I am quite sure she will love your gesture,” she said with a wink.
“Thank you, Lady Demeclure. With your permission, I would like your leave to pursue the intent of these flowers,” he said, recovering more decorum than was necessary.
“Jaro, how many times have I told you, you do not have to address me with my title. Are we not beyond such formalities?” she said pausing for his answer.
“Our limits are bound by our different status, m’lady. To reach beyond mine and into yours is a fiction fleeting in its reality,” he said with a deep and gracious bow. “Now, if I have your leaves?”
“Yes,” Jonsia responded straightening her posture ever so subtly. “You have our permission to take your leave and find the recipient of that wonderful bouquet.”
Seeing his dreams dissolved in a moment briefer than a single cloud burst within a season long drought made him realize something; as familiar as they had become, there would always be a separation between them. She would always be noble, and he would never be. “My thanks, m’lady, m’lord.”
“Of course. Until tomorrow,” she said.
“Until tomorrow,” he replied.
He chuckled to himself over the emotional peaks and valleys of his youth. Sir Bronnerick would prove to be more tarnished of character that his bright and gleaming persona indicated on initial impressions. Just a week before he and Jonsia were to be wed, three months after Jaro had met him, he caught Genova and Sir Bronnerick in the stables together in the middle of the night. Jonsia denied it at first in a fit of accusatory yelling. He did not blame her for it though. At the end of her rather fiery display of anger, he ended up holding her as she cried into the evening. He cursed himself for not brining a kerchief he could offer her; but it enabled him to tear a piece of cloth from his tunic that he used to wipe her tears away.
Over the next several months, the wiping of her tears with a piece of cloth from his tunic would become metaphorical for the wiping away of the walls around her heart with pieces of his soul. Over that time, he would write more poems for her and spend more time with her outside of their duties as noble and servant. Though now, she would read them. He would see her laugh again, run in the fields, and hold his hand. Their friendship grew into a devoted commitment to each other that reached is summit under the moonlit, night sky when the stars were at their brightest.
Often times, they would talk well into the night, but tonight was different. Neither of them spoke because neither of them had too. Neither of them had confessed their feelings for the other because they both just knew. There was a comfort, and familiarity which grew into an attraction more than simple infatuation. It grew from a deep and soulful respect that developed out of each of their pain. He respected her for placing her trust in him after all of it had been stolen away by her fiancé’s and handmaiden’s betrayal. And she respected him for his steadfast devotion while she wallowed in the throes of self-pity and sadness. Each of them built the other and brought back to life a part they had both previously believed to be dead. And in the bond born in their resurrections, they found love. That night, with the stars as their witness, they pledged each other in marriage and consummated it under the moon as it dripped its pale light upon their bodies. But when they woke, they knew their time was limited by a division stronger than love and pledges. After all, she was noble, and he was not.
Her mother had suspected their growing affections before her father. Being the ever-submissive Baroness did not mean she possessed a will unfit to hold its own against the growing tides of their love; but it did mean she chose more subtle means of disruption than what the Baron would have chosen. Before she knew it, Jonsia was immersed into more rigorous training in the ways of ladyhood lasting well into the evening and beginning as the sun saw its first light illuminate their estate. While she did not complain about the added tutelage, Jonsia did long more and more for time with Jaro.
But she was not alone in her increased in duties. Jaro, too, saw his workload increase as the condition of the stables and all of its horses was placed directly under his supervision. With his grandfather’s ailing health, it was a necessity that he accept more of the oversight of the Baron’s estate instead of its specific daily tasks. Much like his father before him, and his grandfather before both of them, Jaro had worked his way from a serving boy charged with bringing meals at breakfast and dinner to overseeing all aspects of operating a small, but complicated estate complete with lands and vassals. Although now busier than ever, and more careful than ever, both Jaro and Jonsia would still find stolen seconds, sacred moments, and special times to spend with each other. They would find them, that is, until The Baron Demeclure was enlightened to the true motivations behind his stubborn daughter’s refusal of every marriage prospect over the last year. She was seventeen years old and would soon reach an age where people would begin to talk and question her fitness for betrothal. And once the nobles began to talk, they did not stop until a reputation was soundly attached to the object of their disapproval. If, in their undoubted machinations to uncover the “truth” they found out she loved a commoner, one of the help, her reputation would be so soundly ruined that it is quite possible she would never marry.
Needless to say, The Baron flew into a rage; however, his instinctive reaction of casting Jaro and all of his family out of their estate leaving them unemployed and unemployable was tempered by the passing of Jaro’s grandfather. Had the elder man not been so instrumental in the Baron’s upbringing through the difficult years of childhood and adolescence, the deeply planted respect would not have been watered and his anger would not have been tempered. However, because there was no buffer of loyalty between Jonsia and her father, she was not so fortunate as Jaro. The ensuing confrontation pitted two resolutely developed wills against each other. Had it not been for the full measure of the title “Baron” and all the authority that accompanied it, Jonsia might have outlasted her father. But as it was, what she did not agree to follow willingly, she was made to follow forcefully. It took three of his strongest guards to pick her up and place her in the Baron’s personal carriage meant to take her to her uncle’s estate far out of the range of Jaro’s influence where her only directive was to wed in six months’ time or be cast out and cut off.
Having worked in the stables all his life, and more recently having been placed in charge of them, he was extremely familiar with the specific qualities of each of the Baron’s horses. But more importantly, the horses were completely familiar and at peace with his presence. So, when he found out what had happened to Jonsia, he had no difficulty saddling the two fastest horses, one of which was the Baron’s own steed. For all they knew, they were being prepared for an early morning ride in the countryside. The fact that Jaro was riding with all gravity he could provoke from the two horses made no difference to them. They were simply doing what their familiar master was bidding them to do.
He was able to chase Jonsia’s mobile prison down rather quickly. After all, her captive carriage and its drivers and accompanying guards had no suspicion of anyone racing toward them. So, while instinctively guarded as a condition of their charge, their pace, while urgent, was still little more than leisurely. Most of the Baron’s guards, all except the newest recruits, recognized and trusted Jaro. His family had been in the employ of The Baron for most of their generations. They had seen Jaro grow from an infant into the young man charged with the daily operations of the entire stables. So, when they saw him approaching, having been given no reason as to why Jonsia was traveling to see her uncle, they thought nothing more of it than him fulfilling his duty to the Baron.
“Well met, Jaro. How fare you?” asked the driver.
“I am doing well, Yesin. Very well indeed,” replied Jaro jovially.
“I am sure you would be doing better if you were not upon a task from the Baron,” said the lead guard.
“Indeed, I would be. But is that the condition of our lives, to do as we are bid until the days arrive that see us unable to do the bidding of others?”
“You are quite right, my friend. Tell me, what task are you about today?” asked Yesin.
“And why do you have two horses and are armed with a sword?” added the guard.
It was in this moment that Jaro discovered he had a talent for quick thinking. Propelled by the desperation of sorrow and what would surely be the forever ache of losing Jonsia, he spurred his horse firmly causing it to rear on its hind legs. It landed hard enough to startle the horse next to it. He was, if he desired it, completely able to hold both horses calm and steady, but his goal was not the peaceful compliance of these strong beasts. Instead, he sought to rise their chaotic reactions. It worked. The horses being ridden by the guards became instantly uneasy and uncontrollable enough to allow Jaro a few moments of disorientation wherein he was able to gain the upper hand in what would have otherwise been a one-sided engagement. Jaro pushed his two horses into the flanks of the horses pulling the carriage hard. As he did, he pulled out his horse whip and used it on the backside of the closest of the two. It responded with a high-pitched whinny and darted forward pulling the other horse to do the same. With the carriage thundering ahead propelled by the horses’ anxiety driven charge, Jaro was given the opportunity he needed. He sped with his two horses and got right up next to the carriage door.
“Jonsia!” he shouted as the horses were in full gallop. “Jonsia!”
Stumbling to gain balance in the speeding carriage, Jonsia shouted through the side window, “Jaro, what are you doing?”
“Saving you!” he shouted back. The carriage driver was not without sufficient experience to gain control of the running beasts. Jaro knew this and knew the seconds available for completing his plan were drawing to a close. He cracked his riding whip against the rump of the closest horse hoping the sharp snap would counter the driver’s efforts to slow them down. He was in luck, it did. “Hurry, we do not have much time.”
“What should I do?” she asked him as she used her hands to brace herself against the rough path.
“Jump!” he shouted back. He risked a glance behind him and saw the guards were closing fast. “You must jump now!” Just as he said that, the carriage hit a particularly large divot. Jonsia was flung back into the carriage interior. At the same time, Jaro glanced forward and saw a large tree. He veered his horses just in time to avoid the impact. As he pulled up to the carriage again, Jonsia was also able to stand up. “Jump!” he desperately shouted snapping his whip once again.
She hesitated.
“Jump!” he shouted again.
And jump she did.
Using her grasp on the carriage sides, combined with her jump, she was able to fling herself onto the horse far enough for Jaro to reach and pull her up the rest of the way. Together they sped away on the two fastest horses in the Baron’s stables. The guards offered pursuit for a time and had either Jaro or Jonsia not been adept riders, they might have been caught. But such as they were, the guards were unable to keep pace because of their heavy armor and lesser skill.
They road and they road until their horses could ride no longer. What began as a frenzied race away from the lives they had known and into those they did not, ended with a moonlit gallop across the plains of the neighboring provinces and estates. They had nothing with them with which to survive, but neither could they continue their survival by going back. Yes, if they did choose to return, the Baron would erupt in a rage; but he was a good man, and while it might take many years, the damage would be repaired. But those reparations would not include a landscape wherein they would be together. And that was simply no survival at all.
He loved mornings most for their peace because it reminded him of their first morning together without the hangings of expectations hovering above them, silently dictating possibilities and probabilities. He loved the freedom he felt, they felt, as they raced across their present and into their future; a future that would see them struggle together, thrive together and parent together. But just as their peaceful life would eventually be interrupted, so too was his contemplation on this peaceful morning. Just becoming visible in the brilliance of the rising sun, was as lone rider.
As the rider drew closer, he could see it was a woman. He felt an ease to his anxiety more than what he expected as Soliana returned. She was beautiful, that was as sure as the mountains were constant. More than that, she was also formidable in the way those same beautiful mountains were formidable in their immobility. Powerful, majestic, and representative of something larger, she stood just as strongly as the mountains did, as they always did, as she always would. There was a gravity about her extending beyond the lines and curves of her blessed physicality. With each movement, her muscles would shift smoothly, like the finest of silk gowns worn by the most elegant queen in all the lands. And just like the queens of legend, she was effortless in her elegance. But unlike them, there was a lethality about her that spoke of a deeply borne resolution beyond the comforts and luxuries of nobility. And though she did not possess the bloodlines of those noble queens of times almost forgotten, in all other aspects of character, at least those they counted, she was every bit as noble as they. She was a woman strikingly gorgeous, but more, she was stunning in her persona. As he began walking to meet her, prepared to hear some tale of heroism, he noticed that the woman riding toward him was not Soliana. Expecting to see her blonde locks lit up like the sun itself, he saw instead, black hair like a raven’s feathers spilling down this woman’s shoulders.
His pace quickened. When he was close enough for her clothing to become visible and distinguishable, he noticed that she was dressed very similarly as the barbarians with whom she rode away. “Where is Soliana?” Jaro said threateningly.
“That is why I am here,” said the raven-haired woman.
“Where is she,” said Jaro, his hand moving threateningly to the pommel of his razor thin sword.
“We do not know,” said the woman.
“What do you mean ‘we do not know’? Did she not ride off with your people?” he said stepping toward her.
“Yes, she did. But she is not with us now,” she said as she dismounted.
“What happened? If you harmed even a single hair on her head,” Jaro began his threat.
“You will do what exactly? Kill me? Is that what you would do?” she said allowing her question to hang in the silence of his emotional threat. “Because if you do end my life here and now, you will lose any chance you have for finding her.”
“Jaro?” said a voice behind him. Both he and the woman turned to see Dregor walking up to them. “Is everything alright?”
“No, it is not, Dregor. The barbarians with whom Soliana rode off with have apparently lost her,” he said, accusation lacing his voice.
“Lost her? How can that be?” asked Dregor as he stood next to Jaro.
“If you would both be silent for a few moments, I will tell you everything I know. But the longer we wait here, the less chance we have of finding her. I am afraid time is not our ally. Now, if you will both follow me, we need your help,” she said as she turned around and prepared to mount her horse.
“We will not go further unless you tell us what has happened,” said Jaro. He looked to Dregor who had crossed his arms in front of his chest as a sign of agreement.
“Can we at least agree that I can tell you on our way? We have not much time!” said the woman now showing her impatience. The two men looked at each other, a rare silent agreement passing between them. Hearing no protestations, the woman continued, “Good. Get your horses quickly and meet me back here.”
“Dregor, you should stay back and oversee the others,” said Jaro.
“I am not about to trust you alone with them,” Dregor replied.
“Listen, we could stand here and shout at each other about how much we do not trust each other until the sun fully rises, sets, and then rises again; but it will do no good. You will always distrust me and I will always dislike you,” said Jaro. “But neither of those things is required for helping Soliana. The people are more likely to listen to you should something happen than to me,” he finished. Dregor stood momentarily silent, but based upon his lack of immediate response, Jaro surmised he had agreed, but could not bring himself to verbally acknowledge the logic behind a thief’s words. Jaro continued, “Very well. I will need your horse.”
“My horse? Does your thievery have no bounds? You will not take my horse lest you steal it and ride away!” stated Dregor emphatically.
“We are losing time we do not have!” interrupted the woman.
“I will need your horse unless you want me to run all the way. Regardless of how far away it is, it will take more time for me to run than to ride,” added Jaro seizing on the shortage of time to add weight to his request.
After a moment more, Dregor reluctantly agreed saying, “So be it. But know this: it is not for you I lend my horse, but for Soliana.”
“Yes, yes,” said Jaro, “neither is it for me that I go riding off to an unknown place with an unknown woman to save another woman at an unknown location.”
“I told you we can find her,” interjected the dark-haired woman.
Turning to her, Jaro asked, “What is your name?”
“I am called many names, but the one you are referring to is Rhashana,” she answered.
“Thank you Rhashana. I am Jaro,” he replied as Dregor jogged quickly to retrieve his horse.
“Yes, I know,” she said leaving Jaro to wonder how exactly she knew who he was.
“How exactly do you know?”
“We will have time to discuss that when we arrive,” she said as she looked up to the sun and then to the horizon from the direction she came.
“You still have not told me what happened to Soliana,” he said as he, too, looked toward the sun.
“Well, we are not exactly sure what happened to her,” she said.
“How can you not be sure?” he asked, growing in his exasperation.
“It is quite complicated.”
“Complicated? I thought barbarians were known for their simplicity,” he said sarcastically.
“We are. But such simplicity fades whenever outsiders are involved,” she said with equal sarcasm.
Jaro was about to reply, probably with another sarcastic remark about barbarians, but was interrupted before he could begin by the rapid hoof beats of Dregor and his horse. “See that she is returned, Jaro. She is all I have left to rebuild my family after we arrived at a new home,” Dregor said as he dismounted.
Jaro reached for the reigns, but Dregor paused him, “Before I had you Lissa, you must give me your word you will do everything you can to see her returned to us. Soliana believed in your honor. So shall I.”
“You have my word, Dregor. Such that it is,” he said.
“That is enough for me,” he said as he handed the reigns over to the thief.
“So, there is honor amongst thieves,” said Rhashana. “But you had better be swift as you ride, or your honor will matter not. Now, let us go,” she said and did not wait for Jaro to fully mount Lissa before she sped off, galloping with the urgency of a chase.
Jaro had heard rumors of how nimble and fleet of hoof the barbarian horses were but had no first-hand knowledge himself. So, when he had difficulty matching her fluidity of riding, even over smooth terrain, he was surprised. About two hours into their ride, they had to slow their horses because they were becoming tired. This enabled Jaro to lessen the distance between them enough to where he was able ask, “How much farther?”
“Not much farther. Only over this hill,” she said.
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“Home.”
Instead of seeing a small and organized barbarian village, Jaro saw what looked like the aftermath of a battlefield. Yes, there were signs that it had once been a village with all the normal aspects of barbarian life. But what was left over were just its remnants. The roughly constructed tents and huts were nothing more than ragged pieces of fabrics hanging from the skeletal frames the way cleaved skin hangs off bone. He could tell the battle had been over for a time because there was a sense of order returning from what must have been a very chaotic scene. Bodies were being carried and organized on the eastern side of the village. The damaged structures were being torn down in an effort to prepare them for reconstruction. And the wounded were being taken to a large central structure that had escaped damage, unlike most of the other roughly constructed buildings and tents.
When they entered the boundaries of the village, they slowed enough for Jaro to ask without straining his voice, “What happened here?”
“We were attacked,” replied Rhashana.
“Yes, I can see that, but why?”
“Revenge,” she said as she looked around.
“Revenge? For what?”
Rhashana slowed her horse, halting it. She turned to look at Jaro, who also stopped his horse, “For Soliana.” Without proceeding further, she began retelling the events concerning Soliana from the time she arrived at the camp to the battle with their barbarian rivals. When she spoke about the power of Soliana’s voice, she apologized for not having first-hand knowledge but told him it was like nothing their chief had ever seen nor heard. Jaro was content to listen quietly until she told him that the chief returned to the camp without her.
“He left her there!” he said, almost shouting, causing some of the closer barbarians to look their way.
“You must understand,” she said and was about to explain when Jaro interrupted her again.
“Understand? Understand? There is nothing that would make me understand how your chief chose to leave her there after she saved his daughter!”
“Do not raise your voice to me like that,” she said standing up to his anger. “We went back and retrieved her at great peril to our people. And because we did that, we suffered more when they descended upon our village with their full strength causing the destruction you see now. We were given the choice to avoid such disaster by giving her back, but our chief, the one whom you cannot understand, decided to battle them and protect her. We have paid a great price protecting her.”
“Wait,” he said, her words disarming the majority of Jaro’s anger, “you went back and retrieved her? Then how is it you do not know where she is?” he asked, thoroughly confused. “Did you lose her in the battle?”
“If you are talking about her body as the only qualifying element defining her location, then yes, we know exactly where she is. But there is much more to presence that geographical definitions. One can be present physically, yet be far away otherwise,” she said. When she saw confusion on Jaro’s face, she continued, “Come, I will show you.”
They trotted to the interior of the camp and dismounted before the single, untouched central structure. As they approached the entrance, they were met by a large man, dried blood still smeared on his bare chest and right shoulder. “Rhashana, have you brought him? The man named Jaro?”
“Yes,” she said.
“Please, follow me then. It may be too late already,” he said as he held the tent flaps open for Rhashana and Jaro.
“Why is it everyone seems to know who I am yet I have no idea who any of you are?” he asked before he entered the tent.
“All will be made clear once we are inside,” she said as she used her hand to gently direct him inside.
When he entered the tent, he saw several barbarians standing against the walls, each holding a small torch barely larger than a candle. They did not shift their attentions to he and Rhashana when they entered as one would expect. Instead, they kept their collective focuses centered on a naked woman laying on a roughly constructed, raised bed in the center. At each of its corners, there was a tall votive holding burning incense filling the room with a robust scent of sage, cinnamon and vanilla. It did not take more than a few seconds for him to collect his bearings and identify the naked woman as Soliana, her blond hair streaming off the bed like a river of light. While Jaro was still just inside the entrance, Rhashana walked over to an older member of those gathered and asked, “Has there been any change?”
“None,” replied the elder barbarian without taking his eyes from Soliana.
“None at all?” she asked more out of hope than clarification.
“None,” he replied.
“Very well. We need to begin,” said Rhashana as she turned and walked back over to Jaro.
“I do not understand,” he said. The whole scene projected something otherworldly to him. Being a thief, he was concerned with only things he could manipulate into deception. As such, he recognized only the physical, tangible, and solid. While he could not magically walk through walls, he could manipulate their locks to allow him passage. While he could not create illusions from nothing, he could replace an original with a replica, something he has done many times, thereby creating the illusion of continuance and safety. But here, inside this building, surrounded by barbarians and standing before Soliana’s naked and unconscious body, he could not imagine a scenario where his particular set of skills would be of benefit.
“We do not need the comprehension of your mind, Jaro,” said Rhashana as she gently guided him to a second bed right next to Soliana’s.
“Then what do you need of me?” he asked.
“The emotions of your heart,” the woman said with a warm smile.
“My heart? What can a heart as cold and black as mine offer you or her?” he said as his eyes instinctively fell to Soliana’s peaceful body.
“Its long dormant warmth, Jaro. It is time for it to awaken,” Rhashana said reaching for three separate vials of liquid on a small table next to the bed meant for Jaro.
“What are those for?” he asked.
“They will help your transition,” she said.
“Transition? Transition to where?” he asked as he took the first two vials from her extended hand, examining them.
“Your transition to her,” she answered. “Now drink.”
He did as she instructed, drinking the first vials as they were handed to him. They were similar in their bitterness, however, very different in their unique viscosities. They went down easy and smoothly enough. He was used to the fermented liquids and enjoyed them, sometimes a little more than suggested, so he had no trouble detecting the hint of alcohol. However, which specific kind, he could not say as its taste was hidden by a bitter herb that blended to a sweet after taste.
“What is the alcohol you use?” he asked as he handed her back the first two vials.
Ignoring him with a small smile, she replied, “Now, please take off your clothing.”
“My clothing?” he asked and sat down on the bed. He was beginning to feel a little light headed, as if he had just woken up from a deep slumber.
“Yes, Jaro, your clothing. It has an inhibiting effect to the depth of your trance,” she said as she began helping him with his boots.” In short order, she was able to assist him until he was wearing only his undergarments.
“My trance?” he asked clearly feeling the effects of the first vial of liquid.
“Yes. You will need to enter a deep dream trance to find Soliana,” she said as she handed him the last of the three vials of liquid. This one twice the size of the first two.
“Soliana,” he said smiling. “I would very much like to find her.”
“And you shall, but not unless you drink that third vial of potion,” she said as she folded his clothes and set them down at the foot of his bed.
“Oh, this one!” he said proud of himself for correctly identifying it. “Rhashana, why am I getting sleepy?”
“It is one of the effects of the first potion. You need to be relaxed and,” she paused searching for the right word, “pliable to my direction.”
“Oh, I guess I can do that,” he said as he lifted the third vial to his lips drinking it fully. If he had the ability to describe its taste, he would have said a mixture of jasmine and herbs with a heavy focus on cinnamon and chocolate. It was thicker than the first potion, but not as thick as the second.
“There you go,” said Rhashana. “Careful, we do not want you to hurt yourself,” she said as she had to catch him before he fell forward onto the floor. “That is it. Easy now. Just lean back and let my arms guide you,” she said as she leaned him back and eased him to lay on the mattress.
“What is happening?” he asked.
“Only that which should, brave Jaro,” she said. “When you wake, you will not see me, but you will hear my voice.”
“What will I see?” he asked.
“With hope, her.”
“Yes. Yes, I would like that. She is so pretty,” he said as he lazily turned his head trying to see her. But he could not. In fact, he was unable to move at all. However, before he could ask Rhashana why he could not move, he was floating on the gentle breeze of slumber. He was floating and everything dissolved away.
“Jaro, is that you?” asked Jonsia. “Can you come here and help me?”
“Certainly. I just want to wipe my hands clean. I was learning how to smelt today and my hands are particularly grimy from the soot. It always surprises me how clean the master is able to stay,” he said as he walked into their small room.
“Well, that is because he has people like you to do the dirty work,” she said with a smile.
“You are right!” he said as he finished cleaning his hands. He walked over to her and scooped her up into a large hug from behind. “Do you ever miss your life before you met me?”
“I could have a thousand servants at my bidding and still only long for you,” she said as she turned her head to kiss him. “But since I do not have anyone but you, you will just have to do my bidding,” she continued playfully.
“My dear Jonsia, I would gladly do whatever bidding you would have from me,” he said.
“Good. Then I need you to go to Lady Osin’s estate and help with their landscaping. Apparently, their rose bushes have grown wild and are beginning to block the entrance to their lands,” she said, turning in his embrace.
“The Lady Osin’s? You know I do not enjoy going over to help them. She is always asking me to do other favors for her. Favors that always lead to her bedroom. I am running out of excuses to leave when I can,” he said looking in her deep blue eyes.
“She is harmless, Jaro,” she said smiling. “Besides, she knows we are in love and would do nothing to interrupt that.”
“I know. She is probably just looking for the attention of a young and attractive young man.”
“Then perhaps I should send another,” she said playfully kissing him on his cheek.
“Oh, you are funny today. We both know you are only with me for my good looks.”
“It was not your looks at all, my love,” he said.
“Oh, really now? Then what was it?” he asked, pulling her in more tightly.
“Is it not obvious?” she asked.
“Should it be?” he asked back.
“I would think so,” she said turning in his arms to look at him.
“What could I possibly possess to draw your attentions?” he said, staring at her eyes in return.
“Your fortune!” she said pulling away from him leaving him to laugh. “Now you have to go. If you do not get over there soon, she will ask someone else for help and we will lose out on the extra coins. We will need those this winter,” she said as she rubbed her obviously pregnant belly.
“Have you had a visit from the physician lately?” he asked as he reached his hand to join hers.
“I have not. But he said he was going to visit later this week.”
“What do you think we will have?” he asked.
“The physician said he thinks it will be a boy because of how high he is sitting in my belly. But the midwife says he is full of nonsense and believes it to be a girl.”
“Why does she think so?”
“Because the cramps are worse in my right calf than my left,” she said as she chuckled.
“Well, we will find out soon enough,” he said, pulling her in for yet another hug.
“Stop that! You must go so you are not there too late tonight,” she said.
“Yes, dear Jonsia. I will hasten there and hasten back.” He gave her one last kiss on the cheek. He his fingertips, touched her belly with it, and then turned and walked briskly through the door.
The Lady Osin’s estate was not far away from their humble room, only a brisk thirty-minute walk. He had done yard work for her before, but he had never trimmed her roses, though he was very familiar with them as were all people who visited her. The estate itself was circled by a large iron gate with only one entrance. Lining the exterior and interior of the tall fencing were incredibly large rose bushes of every variety imaginable. Before the passing of her husband, the late Lord Juor Osin, the fencing was barren. She had the bushes brought in to commemorate her late husband whom she called “Her Rose” because of his tenderness and overtly loving nature.
He enjoyed the short walk. Outside of the village limits, the country side was rolling and pleasant. Because of Lord Osin’s “Beautification Initiative”, while he was still alive that is, several annual and perennial flower beds had been planted stretching the entire way to his estate. When he passed, the Lady Osin decided to use the amount of funds previously allocated to his initiative for the immense rose bushes. As such, the flower beds, while still present, were largely barren and unkept. However, he still enjoyed walking next to them. As he breached the official village limit and began the short walk along the countryside, he noticed storm clouds forming in the distance. He thought it was strange because the weather patterns usually developed from the opposite direction. As he attempted to judge their speed against his estimated time to arrive at Lady Osin’s estate, he felt confident he would be there well before the storms. He picked up his pace just as a precaution, but still judged he would have plenty of time to finish his journey and wait out what he hoped would be a brief, early evening cloud burst.
About ten minutes into his walk, however, he noticed the storm had accelerated both its formation and pace. He heard the first, distant clap of thunder much sooner than he anticipated. The sky had grown much darker much more quickly than he would have liked. As he saw the black clouds growing closer and closer, he was startled by a bright flash of lightning striking much closer than he was comfortable with. He was nearly ten minutes into his walk and now did not feel confident he could make the rest of the distance without being caught in what had developed into a vicious storm. Because there was nowhere to find refuge between where he was now and the Lady Osin’s, his only choice was to turn back and run as fast as he could. Perhaps he could reach the outermost guard post and take cover within its thick stone walls. When he made up his mind, and right before he turned back, he caught a glimpse of yellow in the periphery of his visual field. He turned back out of reflex more than conscious thought. Straining to focus and now battling the large but still slow drops of rain, he saw it again, a brief flash of yellow against the backdrop of the quickly approaching darkness and rain.
His mind dismissed it quickly, but his eyes alit with purpose when he saw it was a woman. He yelled to her, but she could not hear him over the now roaring thunder and winds. He wasted no time and darted as fast as he could into the storm and toward the woman. Lightning continue to flash around him, striking what seemed like only feet from him. The thunder was now so loud that it forced him to stumble as if the ground itself had been shaken. Yet still he ran. Calling out to her again and again proved all for naught as the thunder was so frequent, it seemed as if the multiple blasts were woven into a singular boom offering no period of reprieve for the ears. So, too, had the lightning become so fierce that it seemed consciously driven to interrupt his efforts to reach her. He thought they failed him when he saw a final lightning strike engulf the woman in its deadly brilliance. When his eyes adjusted again, he saw her fallen body and hoped he was not too late.
When he reached her, sliding to his knees, it seemed the storm’s intensity dissolved as quickly as its crescendo had risen. In fact, it seemed all indications of his presence in the countryside dissolved leaving only her image as the singular focus of his intent. He saw her chest rising and falling, but her breaths were shallow and without a normal rhythm. Much like her breaths, her face labored against an unseen foe. But when he touched the side of her cheek gently and slowly with his reassuring fingertips, her face relaxed and her breathing returned to the strong, slow inhalations of sleep. He sat with her, now cradling her head in his arms resting on his lap, her rain-soaked hair spilling into his lap, and gently stroked her cheek until her eyes slowly opened.
“Jaro,” she said weekly, more of a statement than a question as if she knew she would open her eyes and he would be there.
“Yes, I am here Soliana,” he said, causing her to weekly smile.
A short, silent moment passed between them echoing the relief of each other for each other. At its end, Jaro leaned down meeting her lips gently and evenly. As much as it was not a deep kiss of passion, it was a solid kiss of knowledge. As if each had walked through the storms of each other’s lives and had been there to comfort every pain and fill every resulting hole, theirs was a kiss of intimate knowledge of souls. Infinity could have passed and neither would have noticed nor cared, for knowledge of another’s soul was the only measure of immortality holding any influence for them in this moment.
Jaro opened his eyes to the familiar and smiling face of Rhashana. The realism of his dream was quickly fading, but the kiss they shared, even if just part of an imagined reality, promoted within him what he had previously thought was only physical attraction. In that kiss, it was as if they were linked and bonded and understood everything about each other. At least, that is how it felt while he was dreaming. Now, as the moments passed and he adjusted to reality, he wondered if his feelings were nothing more than an induced reaction to the potions Rhashana had him drink. He turned his head to see Soliana.
“Rest easy, Jaro. She will be just fine,” said Rhashana, her voice piercing the low chanting of the other barbarians, easing his concerns for Soliana.
“So, we did it? We managed to find her?” he asked weekly.
“You did it. Though I was concerned, at first, when I was unable to follow your feelings for her into her dreams,” she said.
“What do you mean,” he asked as he tried to sit up, but failed. “My head. Why does it hurt so much? Is this normal?”
“Normal is a relative term. As are all things. Should your head hurt? Yes. But its degree will be reflected by the depth of your dream trance,” she said as she examined him.
“It feels as though my skull will split. As if a mountain was dropped on it but I was not fortunate enough to die,” he said as he reached up to grip his temples.
“You were indeed deeply rooted inside your own dream, Jaro. I was not convinced I could pull you from yours and into hers. Your emotions run deep,” she said.
Remembering Jonsia and his time with her in his dream made him feel guilty about his feelings for Soliana. She had been gone for a long time, but his vow to her lasted beyond her death. Yes, he had been with women since, but they were nothing compared to her and occupied not one part of his heart, for it was completely still Jonsia’s. But was it though? His head hurt too much to further explore his feelings for Soliana at present. “Even thieves feel,” he whispered and closed his eyes.
“For now, rest and regain your strength and bearings. It can be a difficult thing to distinguish between our dream reality and our wakeful reality,” said Rhashana. Seeing that Jaro turned his head to look at Soliana again, she added, “Worry not for her. She will wake soon. When she does, I am sure she will have many questions.”
“That sounds like a good idea. Do you have anything for this headache? It is pounding like a herd of wild beasts,” he said, closing his eyes.
“I anticipated as much. Here,” she said, handing him yet another small vial of potion. “I mixed this earlier. It should be ready now.”
“Do I have to ask what this will do?”
“It will make you dreamlessly sleep. I am quite sure you have had enough of dreams for now,” she said as she helped him drink the potion.
“Perhaps you are right,” he said as he eased his head down upon the soft, enveloping pillow. But in his heart, he did long to dream again. However, about whom he desired his dreams to center upon was now a source of conflict within him. There was no doubt he still loved Jonsia with the greater portion of his heart. He always would; however, it was not about her his thoughts centered on as the finality of a dreamless sleep consumed him.
He opened his eyes and was momentarily disoriented, which was uncommon for a thief of his experience and skill. Being a thief required and developed some talents that would be considered foreign and unnecessary for most of humanity. One of them was how to instinctively identify where he had laid to rest the previous night. Sure, on the surface, this would seem to be normal for everyone, but most everyone was not a thief and subjected to the common consequence of never spending two nights in the same place in a row. Whereas most people with homes would find no difficulty with correctly understanding where they slept, it was easy for thieves to be momentarily confused in the first few moments following waking up. However, he was no ordinary thief. Yet, even with his experience, waking from the depth of dreamless sleep induced by the potion Rhashana had given him was more than his innate and developed faculties could accept without a portion of disorientation. However, the disorientation he felt was instantly reoriented when he heard her voice.
He shot up in bed, headache free. He found his clothes neatly folded next to his bed on a small night stand. When he looked down, he realized he was completely naked. The events of last night, though he knew them, felt like he was remembering them through a fog. The closer he drew to the object of his vision, the more he was able to see it clearly. And seeing himself standing naked in a small room by himself caused him to draw very close to the memory of Soliana and the events leading up to her rescue. From the other room, he could hear voices, one of which was hers. He finished dressing quickly and walked into the room.
When he entered, he recognized it as the same room he and seen Soliana in while she was laying on the bed naked and unresponsive. His eyes quickly searched for her and found their quarry sitting at the far end of a large circular table. She was dressed in her light, leather armor and listening to Rhashana speak. Sitting with her at the table was the barbarian shaman, Rhashana, and several of the same men who were present last night. There were about ten altogether. When Soliana’s eyes met Jaro’s, for the briefest of moments, he thought he saw her smile. Rhashana stopped speaking when she saw Soliana’s attention divert to behind her. The shaman turned and addressed the thief.
“Jaro, it is well that you have joined us. I was about to tell Soliana the tale of the events after she assisted with saving Nithosa,” she said as she stood to greet him warmly with a hug. “Please, sit and listen.”
“Thank you, Jaro,” added Soliana as she too stood up to embrace him with a gracious and affectionate hug. To Jaro’s surprise, this evoked an instant recollection of their kiss when he was in the Dream Trance so much so that he had to fight back his instinctive reaction to kiss her again.
When they were fully sat, Rhashana addressed Soliana, “My dear, what do you remember of the battle?”
“I remember seeing myself. Not as if I was looking in a mirror at my reflection, nor like I was looking down on myself from a distant place. I remember seeing inside myself and understanding what I am,” she said.
“And what are you, Soliana?” asked Rhashana.
“Hope,” she said.
“Is that all you are? Just the defuse and moveable rendition of desire?”
“No. That is not all. There is more. I understood that while we all have hope, not all of us have belief in that hope. I understood that belief is the substance of the things we hope for. It is the proof that our hopes can and will come true,” she answered.
“And what happens when we possess both hope and belief?” asked the barbarian shaman.
“I cannot explain it any other way except this: the will becomes awakened,” she said.
“And what happens when the will is awakened?” Rhashana probed further.
“Power,” said the blonde warrior with a light lit deep inside her eyes.
“And what would you do with this power?” still the shaman asked.
“I,” she said, but paused. “I will,” she began again, but was still unable to answer this last question. “I do not know,” she finally said.
Rhashana laughed aloud and was joined in by the other barbarians. “Do not look so puzzled, Soliana. You will know what you need to do when you need to do it. I feel you are meant for greater things; but those remain hidden, even from me.”
“Right now, I know I am meant to help the refugees from The Stone Keep find a new place to call their home,” she replied.
“Then set your hope and belief on that, and the rest will be made clear when the time comes. What are your plans?” asked Rhashana.
“I plan to lead them north through the mountain pass,” she answered drawing a silent protest from Jaro.
“North? Are you sure?” asked Chief Nithock.
“I am not sure of much, but I feel north is our only plausible choice,” answered Soliana.
Chief Nithock looked to Rhashana and then to the elder member of the gathered barbarians. “You do know that leads you into the Orc lands? Are you sure that is where you wish to go?”
“I can think of no other option for us. If we stay here, we will be relentlessly pursued by the new rulers of the Stone Keep. But if we are able to make it through the pass, I do not think our pursuit will be continued,” she answered.
“Did you not receive assistance from Tatherton?” asked Chief Nithock.
“That did not go as planned,” answered Jaro.
After a moment of silent consideration, the eldest barbarian spoke in a very deep and raspy voice, but strong nonetheless, “If you seek asylum in the Orc lands, you will need to find other passage. The path through the mountains is blocked.”
“Blocked?” asked Soliana.
“Yes. It has been blocked by a very large landslide from the heavy storms. Our weather whisperers tell us that more storms are on the way,” added Chief Nithock.
Rhashana added, “We would permit you to live with us, but we do not have the capabilities to stand against the forces you say are in your pursuit.”
“I understand Rhashana. But where are we to go now? Is there any other passage close enough to reach before the winter months arrive?” she asked.
“No,” answered the Chief, compassion in his eyes. “There is only one way into the Orc lands from this side of the mountains. You will have to seek refuge elsewhere.”
Breaking the defeated silence, Jaro spoke, “There may be another way.”
“We know of no other way through the mountains. Where is this other way?” asked the barbarian chief.
“Not where, but who,” stated Jaro.
“Who can do this then?” asked Rhashana.
“Dorgo,” said Jaro.
“Dorgo?” repeated Chief Nithock.
“Yes, Dorgo,” answered Jaro.
“Who is he?” asked Soliana.
“The Pirate King,” answered Jaro.




Sogetcho
(Exchange)
I heard horses. Not the leisurely trotting on stone constructed roads either, but the heavy galloping reflecting urgency beyond anything leisure and luxury could produce. My mind naturally raced. Had it been a couple of years ago and I was still working on my father’s farm, my response would have been much different. But since leaving, and especially since meeting Kinarin, my propensity for rationalizing such urgencies as galloping horses to a personally threatening persuasion escalated to the point of reflexive behavior. Judging by the pace and sound of the hooves, I knew I did not have much time. I grabbed my weapons and darted behind the nearest tree hoping the wagon would draw their attention enough for me to launch a well-timed attack of surprise.
The galloping drew close enough for me to hear the horses heavy breathing. I dared not risk a glance lest my position be discovered and I lose the ever-precious element of surprise. The horses halted abruptly, but I did not hear any other noises betraying either the precise location of or how many attackers I faced. I knew there must be more than two, but beyond that, I was not sure. Except for the occasional sorts of the horses, all I heard was silence. Had my attackers deduced my location? Had they dismounted seeking to silently flank my position? I knew if I waiting, my advantage, if I still had one, would become moot very quickly. There was only one choice for me remaining. I had to attack, and attack quickly with deadly precision. I knocked an arrow, breathed deeply and coiled. A second breath and then I sprung from my position and let my feathered death fly.
To my shock and right before I was able to halt my release, I saw it was Kinarin sitting atop one of the horses. My hope screamed before my voice could because I knew my shot was true. It was as if all that existed was my sight and his heart. In an instant of time more brief than the time it took my arrow to travel the distance, I lost whatever shred of humanity and hope I had left. They say the fastest known falcon can dive at speeds exceeding the speed of an arrow, but in that moment, I found my thoughts could travel faster and farther. I saw into the future of my life without Kinarin; and what I saw was loss and lack. I dropped my head and closed my eyes.
“Drin, what are you doing?” I heard his voice say.
In shock, I opened my eyes and was struck deeply as I saw him throw the arrow I had just shot, back at me. Reflexively, I caught it but was left speechless.
“Did you not hear that only one of the horses was mounted leaving the other three without riders?” he asked.
“I,” I said as I stammered for words. “How,” I said again, but could not finish.
“I gather that you did not then,” he said as he quickly dismounted.
“What,” I said again.
“Quickly, we have not much time, gather everything you can and push the cart as far into the woods as you can. But be quick, she is coming,” he said hurrying over to my sisters.
I watched him reach into his pouch for another small vial of liquid, “Move!” he commanded. I pushed the cart as far as I thought his grave expression would allow before calling me back. When I returned, I saw both of my sisters sitting atop one of the horses each, their hands bound to the pommels and gags in their mouths. I was initially angered by his treatment of them, but then remembered it was necessary.
As I mounted the last of the four horses, I asked, “Who is coming?”
“Our death if we are not quickly away from here. Pray her tracking skills are not as developed as her fighting skills. Though she was able to find us thus far,” he said as he commanded his horse forward, the two ridden by my sisters following quickly.
I spurred my horse and caught up with him. I saw that the two horses my sisters were riding were bound to his horse so they could not be turned away. As I passed them, and although their consciousnesses were muted by the potion, behind the haze I saw rage, a deep rage, a heavy rage. Indeed, they were not who I remembered, and I was beginning to doubt whether they ever would be again.
“Who is coming?” I asked him again.
“She is coming,” he said placing emphasis on the word ‘she’ as if I should know who he meant. “Now enough speaking, we have to ride and ride quickly,” he said and pushed the three horses into a gallop requiring I do the same.
We left the sparse trees like a wizard’s spell as it streaked from his fingers. Thundering as fast as we could, we were covering ground quickly, but I did not know where Kinarin had chosen to lead us. Though, in all reality, it did not matter where we were going as long as it was fast and far. I suspected we were heading toward Pretago Cor, but I was not sure. I took a chance to glance back to my sisters and saw the rage in their eyes had not subsided. Instead, it seemed to be growing, if that was possible.
As the sun progressed and we left the forest and Haberdale in the distance, our horses could no longer keep the pace Kinarin had demanded and we slowed to a trot. Soon after that, he slowed them completely and dismounted. “Here. We need to rest the horses for a short time.” Following his lead, I dismounted too and untied my water skin. I took a small drink and walked to my sisters to offer them the same.
“Do not waste the water,” he said. “I doubt they will drink.”
“Kinarin, they may not be who they once were, but they are still my sisters,” I said as I approached Hithelyn. I untied her gag and lowered it from her mouth. When I lifted my waterskin, she bent her head back as if to drink. However, I became fully aware of Kinarin’s correctness as she bit down hard on my finger seeking to bit it off. My waterskin dropped. In an instant, Kinarin was next to me prying her jaws apart by applying pressure to her cheeks. He was quick enough to prevent her from biting to the bone, but not so quick that she did not draw some blood. Once my fingers were free, he let go.
“I hate you!” screamed Hithelyn. “I hate you for killing Drahin!”
“I did not kill him!” I shouted back as I held my bitten fingers.
“Yes, you did! He left with you and then he never came back! You killed him!” she shouted.
Even knowing that my sisters had only shreds of their innocent identities left, I could not help but realize the truth of Hithelyn’s words. They pierced into my sorrow and held me hostage to the hope that I may, one day, set things right. My very redemption depended on such. But for now, there was nothing I could do but stand silently as she continued her verbal accusations and assault on my deadened heart.
“And mother too! You killed mother too!” she shouted coming completely unhinged with hatred and rage.
Kinarin started to retie her gag, “No,” I said to him, “let her speak.”
“Let me speak? As if you have any control or claim to us. You killed our Drahin and Drashin. We are dead to you!” she said as her hate bored into my hopes. I looked to Jinola to see if there was any shred of caring in her eyes but saw the same hatred her sister possessed.
“We are going to kill you,” she said as she eerily stopped yelling. “We are going to kill you, bother,” she said again, spitting the last word.
“Enough!” I yelled, bursting from her accusations. “What would you have me do? Would you have had me do nothing and stand by while you were tortured and turned into,” I paused looking for a single word to capture the desperate evil they had no become.
“Into what?” answered Hithelyn. “What is it you think we are?”
“I do not know, but I know you are not what Drahin and Drashin would have wanted,” I said hoping the invocation of our parents would reach somewhere, anywhere inside her. But my hopes were dashed and shattered against the fullness of hate inside her heart.
“How dare you speak to me of father and mother!” she shouted again. “What right do you have? You are nothing to them and nothing to us. You are a murderer! And you speak to us as if we are wrong! You are nothing,” she said. While her words ceased their onslaught, her eyes continued to stab into my dreams for redemption.
“Enough,” I said.
“Enough?” she shouted again. “It will never be enough until you are dead by our blades!”
“Alright,” said Kinarin as he quickly wrapped the gag around her again, all the while she was violently protesting and trying to bite him. After he secured it in place, he walked over to me and placed a hand on my shoulder, “Are you ok?”
But he did not need to hear my answer to know. All he needed to do was to see my eyes to appropriately judge the hollowness in my soul. Perhaps progressing through the absolute absurdity of circumstances I had been through in the recent months allowed me to reach into a depth of resolution allowable only through the darkest of sorrows when catalyzed by the harshness of my sister’s truth, or perhaps I had reached a true sense of numbness dissolving all of my ability to connect with my emotions; however, regardless of the reasons, in this moment, I simply did not feel. Something had silently snapped.
“Yes,” I said as I stared into the distance.
“Drin,” he said again, “are you able to continue?”
I turned to face him. He must have seen the subtle change because I saw his eyes squint as if trying to examine what they could not readily see, “Yes,” I said again. “Now let us go.”
We both silently mounted our horses putting them to a quick pace. It was now getting very late in the day. Clouds were beginning to gather in the western sky, clouds that did not offer much consolidation. They were dark and they were thick and they reflected my inner thoughts that dwelt upon my family. Regardless of how much time had passed since my departure from the youth of my home, it was beginning to feel like they were not my memories. It was almost like I had observed a stranger’s life throughout its entirely and now was free to judge it as if I was an objective and harsh observer. Oh, I had attempted to blame it on everything and everyone, but I was still the centralized commonality linking everything together. All my misery, all my unfortunate coincidences, and every bit of my sorrow had been generated by no one other than myself. Regardless of whom or what I blamed, I could not escape my own objective condemnation that I had been the common link to so much pain and sorrow.
The last truly pleasant memory I had was of Mylanas Ishanduil, the defining element of beauty made mortal by gods who were cruel enough to grant me just one night with her. But even her effect could not pierce the dread of doom that encircled me. What was it she called me? The Blade? I remember believing her as if her spoken words were a truth not open to interpretation; that just by speaking to me, she gave me validation and redemption from all the horrible possibilities life held before I embarked on the journey that would kill my father. God, I wanted to feel that again; to feel her again – the complete confidence she instilled with just a look and smile. What I would give to hear her voice again? Exceeding all potential dreams of a provincial sixteen-year-old boy, was her divinely enthralling, almost haunting, vocal melody of perfection only she could evoke. More powerful than any wizard’s spell I had ever heard tell tale of, was the hopelessly demanding beauty of her song.
I thought back to the Festival of the Moons, my last Festival of the Moons, and desperately wanted to possess the power to turn back the wheel of time and exist only in that moment. Not the moment when we shared the night following the feast, but the moment when I first heard her voice, for it held the key to my broken happiness. In the innocence of my ears and heart, I longed to possess the naivety to be raptured like that once again. But that is exactly what I did not have. Driven from me the way a rampaging stampeded of huge beasts drives away the peacefulness of a soundless dawn, my innocence had been driven far beyond my mortal ability for redemption. For redemption was beyond my acknowledgement, and as such, so was my soul.
We continued to ride into the night until our horses and my sisters could ride no longer. As empowered by the darkness as they had become, and who knows what they had been taught at the hands of the profound evil I could not begin to comprehend, they were still very young and very susceptible to weariness. When Kinarin happened a glance behind him and saw Jinola almost dangling by the bindings of her hands to the pommel, he pulled to a quick halt. I saw him hurriedly dismount and rush to her side. Supporting her with one hand and untying the ropes that hand been holding her onto the horse, he cradled her like I had seen my father do many times. Weary to the point of drowsiness, she resembled the sister I remembered, the sister I had before darkness reared its consuming presence. I looked over to Hithelyn and saw her head nodding as well. She was the fighter, always hanging on to the very last moment before she relinquished her demands and acquiesced to my parents’ wishes. But she too was beyond the point of fight and fell to the side. Prevented from hitting the ground by only her ropes, just like her sister, I rushed to her side as Kinarin had to Jinola’s. It did not matter that she had verbally assaulted me a short while ago. What mattered was that she was still my sister and nothing could change that. Not even her hate.
We both eased them to the ground, however, we could not risk their escape, or any other nefarious acts, so we did not unbind them before setting them down. They were so exhausted that they failed to wake. Even if we were not extra tender with their handling, I was sure they would not have woken regardless. Seeing them peacefully breathe while trapped by the more tightly wound binds of slumber, I could not help but remember the last night we spent together as a family. Both of my sisters had taken such joy in retelling stories about me. We talked well into the night so much so that they both had fallen asleep in my arms, one on each side. In this moment, seeing both my sisters breathe the easy, rhythmical breaths they did so many nights ago gave me some hope that they could return to something resembling what they were. This was indeed one of those moments where I would have heard my mother say “Remember the moment”.
But the silent peace did not last, “Drin, are you ok?”
Again, had it been months ago, even only as recent as a few days ago, I would have responded with a respectful indication that I was ok; but it was not and so I did not, “What do you think?” I asked him taking no precautions to hide my emotionally exhausted countenance.
“I think you are not,” he said stoically.
“Well, then you would be right,” I said as I turned around.
“Drin, there are many things the world does,” he began.
“Do not belittle me with that bullshit!” I shot back, uncharacteristically cutting him off from what would have undoubtedly been a wise and fulfilling speech. But I was beyond wisdom and speeches to be heard. It was my time to be heard. It was my time to speak. And speak I did, “I do not want to hear about any creeds or philosophies or how the world works. I do not want to hear about anything anyone can say to me to try and make me feel better. I do not want to hear about how things will get better and how the sun will rise again. I do not want to hear about what I should do or what I should be, and I do not want to hear anything about what I should prepare for! I am tired of all this! I am tired of killing and being killed! I am tired of powers and evil versus good! I want no part of it!” I said as I finished by escalating to a yell. I was beyond the point of restraint, so when I finished, and the tears spilled onto my cheeks, I did not try to restrain them.
“What is it you want, Drin?” he asked calmly.
“What do I want?” I shouted back at him. “What do I want?”
“Yes, what is it you want?” he repeated as calmly as he had first asked.
“I want my father back! I want my mother back!” I said, tears streaming down my face.
“Is that all?” he asked calmly.
“No!” I shouted back. “I want revenge!”
Expecting him to give me a lecture on how assassins kill only when assigned by the guild, I was somewhat shocked when he said, “Good. So do I.”
“What?” I asked thinking that I must have misheard him.
“Revenge. I want that too,” he said as he took a couple of steps closer to me.
Disarmed by his candid admission, I stopped yelling altogether and responded with, “Oh.”
“Do you think me completely void of emotions?” he asked.
“Well,” I said, “no. But I did not think it would have affected you like it did me.”
“Drin, did I not tell you that we shared the same name?” he asked motioning me to sit next to him.
“Yes, you did,” I said as I remembered our last conversation before he left to collect the supplies we needed in Haberdale.
“And do you think that was just coincidental? That I happened to possess both your first and last name because of chance?”
“No, I guess.”
“What do you suppose that means then, if not by chance?” he asked.
“I suppose it means we are family?” I said, more of a question than a statement.
“Well, you are right,” he said, “I am your uncle. Your father’s brother.”
“They never said anything about you,” I said.
“They would not, I suppose. They had thought I was dead,” he said, looking somewhere beyond me into his memories.
“Why would they think that?” I asked.
“For the same reason as you. I did not complete my own selection journey.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“I guess you could say it was very similar to what happened to you.”
“But Grandfather did not die?” I asked somewhat disbelieving him.
“No. Not that similar. But I did have an encounter with The Guild. And for whatever reason, they thought I showed some talent,” he said as he leaned back.
I mimicked him, “But why did they think you dead?”
“As I am sure you will find out once we get to Pretago Cor, there can be no connections to The Guild. We thrive and exist because of our anonymity and discretion. Because of this, all members who join the guild have their family connections severed. In my case, my parents received a communication from the local city guard stating that I had been convicted of treason against the throne and sentenced to death,” he said as he looked to the stars, but none could be seen because of the clouds.
“How did you find me?” I asked.
“I have been watching over you and your family for a while now, at least when my time away from The Guild permitted it,” he said. “It was only by chance that I was at the location for your selection.”
“Were you one of the two assassins I saw that night?” I asked as I remembered their grey lethality.
“No. Those were students completing their last test. I was there to observe and, if needed, if they failed, to complete the contract. I was also there to make sure there were no witnesses. That is when I saw you,” he said turning toward me.
“You were going to kill me?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said allowing silence to grow.
“Why did you not?”
“I recognized you, Drin. Once I did, I knew I could not kill you. But I had to ensure your silence, so I offered you the same offer that was presented to me,” he said.
I was tired; tired of running, tired of fighting, tired of killing, tired of struggling, but most of all, I was just tired of being tired. I was so tired, in fact, that if I did not keep moving, I feared I might sleep without the chance to wake again, ever again. I glance over to my sisters who were silently sleeping, no doubt, each tired in their own way. We both sat silently, allowing the peace of the moment to draw from seconds, into minutes, and minutes into hours. During that time, I considered many things, but most of all I thought of the farm, my farm, my father’s farm, a farm that would not be again.
The farm. It held such constancy for me. I never thought I would be away from it, at least, not permanently. From the very first time I remembered having any understanding of the future, I remembered dreaming of working it with my father until his hair was white. I had dreams of raising my family, when I eventually had one, on the farm, just as I had been. Yes, I knew my sisters would eventually marry and leave; however, as a son, my fate was to carry on my father’s work and legacy. Up until the time of his passing, his legacy was composed of equal portions of peace and constancy. However, I quickly found out that life away from the protective blanket of the farm was harsh and changing.
“Do you ever miss it?” I asked him, breaking the silence, “The farm, I mean. The simple life without killing. Do you ever miss it?”
“No. Not anymore,” he said as his eyes grew distant. “There was a time where I would have given anything to have it back again, but that time is gone now.”
“But if you could have it all back again, would you?” I asked him.
He paused for a long moment and just stared into the night sky. When I was about to ask him again, he spoke a single word, “No.”
Perhaps it was the years of experience he possessed beyond mine, or perhaps he truly did enjoy the life of a Guild Assassin, but regardless of his primary reasons, I could sense they were very complex and laced with painful memories. I wanted him to feel hope again, and if I could understand him more, then maybe I could help him see hope. In all honesty, I needed him to see hope. I needed him to see it for me, because I was slowly and steadily losing mine that life could hold any amount of genuine joy again. If I could help him see it, then maybe I could see it again. Maybe there could be hope. But I was too weary to concern myself with its fleeting fantasy this night. Apparently, my bone deep weariness was echoed by Kinarin as well, because he fell quickly asleep. As he had taught me through many of our lessons, I steeled myself against the growing drowsiness seeking to consume my eyes and took the first watch.
“Mylanas,” I heard a voice say, “your musical talents surpass anything we have heard from the elves since the beginning of time. You truly are descendant directly from the stars themselves.”
“Thank you, Lord Henchat,” she said smoothly. Even her normal speech provoked a desire to hear more. “I was all too happy to sing at your festival when I received your request.”
Between forkfuls of my salad, I glanced to her and saw her imperceptibly wink.
“Tell me, young Martos, how is your salad tasting?” Lord Henchat asked me with a broad smile.
After struggling to completely chew the last remnant of the most delicious salad I had ever eaten, I answered honestly, “It is indeed the best I have ever eaten, my Lord.”
“How do you compare it to your beautiful companion’s voice?” asked Lord Henchat with an amused grin.
I nearly spit out the mouthful of ale I had just drank. After a short bought of coughing, I was finally able to answer him, “Companion? She is not my companion.”
“Oh, come now, young Martos. We can all see that her attentions, while divided out of courtesy, are completely focused on you this night,” he said with another broad smile.
I looked to Mylanas, who staggered me with a brilliant smile, and took another long gulp of ale provoking a deep laughter from Lord Henchat.
But then, all time around me seemed to stop. I saw Lord Henchat paused in mid laughter, his head tilted back, his mouth still opened wide from amusement. I looked around the table and saw everyone similarly held suspended by some sort of magical spell. Even the ale being poured into the goblet of Amoos Trask had paused in mid-stream. Finally, my eyes rested on Mylanas who was staring back at me with a gaze of deep intention inside of her amazing blue orbs.
“What is it you wish to know?” she said melodically.
“What happened?” I asked her in return as I was still having difficulty understanding what was happening. “Did you do this?”
“No. You did,” she said easily.
“I did? What do you mean I did?” I asked.
“You are the only one who could do it,” she said with a laugh.
“I cannot do this? I have no magical talent,” I said, refuting her.
“You do not need magic. Inside your dream, all things are possible,” she said as she gently caressed my cheek.
“I am dreaming?” I asked her, beginning to become aware that I was, in fact, still asleep to all of mortality.
“Indeed, you are,” she said again, continuing to comfort my rising anxiety. “But do not worry. This is your dream and under your control.”
“Are you hear with me?” I asked the elven beauty.
“Of course, I am not here. This is a dream, my dear, no one is hear. Now, ask what you would like to ask?”
“What did you mean when you called me The Blade? Did you know I would become an assassin?”
“My dear Drin Martos,” she said as she reached her other hand up to cradle my face in both of her palms, “it has nothing to do with any daggers or swords. But do not worry, you will know when the time has come,” she said.
“How will I know?” I asked her, drawing warmth from her skin. Though I knew this was a dream, it was more real than the life I was living when I was awake.
“I cannot answer that for you. But like any blade, you will need to be heated in a forge before your steel can be tempered and strengthened. Only then will you become sharper than any other weapon.”
“What does that mean?” I asked her as my face sank more deeply into her healing warmth.
“I cannot answer that for you,” she said with a compassionate smile. She held my face and allowed me to sink fully into her strength. My eyes closed and I drank fully from her spring of healing grace.
“Drin,” I heard her say, but I was submerged too deeply into her presence to answer. “Drin,” she said again, but it seemed as her voice and touch was drifting further away. “Drin,” she said a third time.
I opened my eyes and saw Kinarin standing up, his two, razor sharp, thin blades held loosely in his hands. He was partially coiled, but lacked the confidence of knowing his target’s location. Instinctively, I sprang up, grasping my blades in the process. I mimicked him and scanned the edge of my ability to see, which was not far because of the darkness of night.
“Drin,” I heard him say quietly, “protect your sisters.”
“What is it?” I asked.
“She is here,” he said stoically.
I gripped my blades a little more tightly and sank into my readied stance a little more deeply. When he realized that I was not going to do as he said, he told me, again to protect my sisters. But I did not move. I was done doing what I was told regardless of the wisdom he might possess.
“Drin,” he said again emphasizing each word, “go protect your sisters.”
I responded with more resolution that I thought I had, because the single word that escaped my mouth must have carried a much deeper message than its single syllable suggested, because instead of answering with another reiteration of his initial command, Kinarin simply said, “So be it.”
Though we could not hear her approaching, we could sense it within whatever substance, if any, refuted the concept that we were nothing but blood and dust. The closer she drew, the more solid our understanding of immortality became, for nothing mortal could have given birth to the density her spirit carried. And as she slowly dissolved into our vision, lit by the pale glow of the moon, our mortality shrank in direct proportion to her immortality.
“So, it comes to this,” she said slowly, as if her drawn out words would call into existence the very substance of her will.
“It does not have to,” I heard Kinarin say. Was he trying to offer a respite to the battle? Clearly, she was resolved to kill.
“Of course, it does,” she said with her dark, silky voice. “My burden demands it.”
I moved to flank her, positioning her between both Kinarin and myself. He glanced to me and then focused back to her.
“But mine does not,” he said and faded from my sight.
Stunned, I looked back to Vismorda who, to my surprise, showed only amusement on her face. “Do not think your trick will work on me again. I have prepared for it this time.”
The air grew quiet, if air can become quiet and stilled simply by the increased gravity of the moment in preparation for the dynamic fluidity that was sure to follow. Instinctively, I gripped my blades more tightly, tight enough that I was sure the skin around my grip points had become pale. I saw Vismorda look around confidently but cautiously. She knew Kinarin planned for attack, but seemed unphased by his ability. I saw the clouds part behind her allowing the moon, in all of its full, pale splendor to shine down on what seemed to be this moment, and this moment alone. Whether she smiled because of it, or some unseen estimation of victory, her lips curled at their edges as her eyes fixed on me.
They were horribly deep. Telling a story of what results from intense pain when left to its own illusions of cause, they were filled with a vile intent like nothing I had ever seen before, at least, not when it was directed toward me. Even the stares of my sisters, while hateful, were not reflective of the depth of Vismorda’s profound evil. Had I possessed even a shred of the innocence I had while I was still on the farm, I would probably have been stricken into immobility the way some of the animals were when the light of a candle pierces the shroud of darkness. But that would have been before. This was now. So, instead of wilting under the presence of her hate-filled will, I stood my ground, coiled and said under my breath, “Remember the moment.” And remember it I would, because this moment was mine.
I danced. With the instructive and lethal lessons fueling all of my vengeance, I launched at Vismorda. Jumping high into the air, higher than I thought I could, I sought to end the confrontation with one laser aimed stab to the right side of her neck. She saw my charged and backed onto her heals. Off balanced by my speed and direct attack, I knew I had gained the upper-hand. I drove my blade down into her neck. At least, that was my plan, but when her sidestep, at the last second, left my dagger finding only air, I knew I had to recover quickly lest I leave myself open for a counter attack. I felt more than saw her short, devilish sword stab at my exposed thigh. Twisting fiercely, I swept my attacking dagger through and parried her stab, but before I could strike with my second dagger, another stab was already speeding toward my exposed wrist.
I prepared for the pain of a cut as I twisted my wrist hoping to avoid her stab. I was successful, but my momentary celebration was halted when I felt her fingers close upon the same wrist she sought to wound. In one fluid motion, her foot swung its momentum between mine and I found myself flying through the air. But I was nothing if not nimble. I twisted and landed on the padded soles of my boots absorbing what was meant to be an impact to my back with the strength of my legs. This left me in a coiled position and ready to counter attack.
I did not wait for her next movement. Instead, I sought to dictate the terms of the battle. Terms that were written with revenge and signed in the blood of my enemy. I feigned right, dodged left and struck with a multitude of stabs and slashes, each meant to draw blood. But regardless of their intent, I could not break through her defense, a defense that seemed to know exactly what I was going to do as I was doing it, or even before. As my last slash was intercepted by her wicked sword, we momentarily locked positions. She winked, swept my right arm around as she drew her legs back and pulled me forward. I resisted, which was my mistake. Without a hint of warning, she reversed her motion, spinning me completely around the other way and threw me nearly ten feet away from her, my attacking blade being twisted from my grip and landing in the opposite direction.
After landing, I spun over preparing for another attack, but found her standing right where she had been. Why had she not advanced when she had the advantage? I was clearly in a position of defense and she would have been wise to press my poor position. And where was Kinarin?
“Very well done,” I heard her say, but not to me. “You have taught him well in the martial ways. But tell me, were you intending to teach him more?” Kinarin remained as silent as he was unseen. “Very well, maybe I will complete his training for you.” She began stepping slowly toward me drawing a second small, wicked blade from her other thigh.
“That will not be necessary,” said Kinarin’s voice a moment before he faded into sight again. “You can finish your instruction on me.”
“Gladly,” she said, flashing into an inhuman dash toward him. But he was ready. He met the dashing woman blade for blade and step for step. They entangled into a flailing, yet controlled mix of twists and slashes too quick and complex for my perception to fully comprehend. I would have dived in to assist my instructor, but I simply could not follow their movements. At one point, I saw Vismorda backhand Kinarin across his face, but at the same moment, he landed a well-placed kick to her thigh. They separated, but only briefly. As I blinked, they engaged again.
Rigorous yet fluid, they each began to almost flicker, as if their existences were beginning to fade under the will of the others. But there was no denying, the battle was raging on as they continued their strobe like dance against the moonlit stillness of a black battle against and even blacker night. Neither gained the upper hand, at least not that my finite senses could perceive, for a time longer than I could have continued to battle. They would combine in a flurry of attacks, parries, counter attacks, steps, lunges, and flashing blades and then separate as if measuring when to unleash their final plunge.
It was only by chance I survived to witness the end of their confrontation. Had I not been so engrossed into their battle trying to figure out a way to assist Kinarin, I would have easily noticed both my sisters had freed themselves from their binds and silently moved to attack me. But, because the fluidly beautiful dance between two lethal combatants had enthralled the greater portion of my attention, I failed to see them, and it almost cost me my life. Had it not been for a shooting star that had caused me to instinctively glance in its direction, I would never have seen the silhouette of Jinola as she raised her blade high against the moonlight seeking to delve its bright steel into my spine. I was glad I had engaged Vismorda first because my blades were already held in my fingers and ready to act. I blocked her stab, but was not quick enough to avoid Hithelyn’s. I felt a sharp sting as her blade cut across my cheek.
There is something cleansing about pain; at least that is what Kinarin had always said to me. While he had meant it more in regards to emotional pain, as I turned my head, my cheek still stinging from Hithelyn’s attack, I became aware that its ability to bring clarity was not limited to non-physical effects. As I saw both my sisters grin in response to the dripping of my blood from the open wound, and as the stinging increased as a result from my dripping sweat, I saw clearly the choice facing me. I could live, or I could die.
For some reason, and perhaps it was because I was finally able to see the entire absurdity of my situation over the whole of these last long months, as I stood facing the weapons my sisters had become, I laughed. Not the slight chuckle in response to a minor amusement, nor was it a hearty belly driven laugh. No, I laughed like I was never going to laugh again. Like this was the last time I was ever going to find anything even remotely amusing let alone joyful enough to elicit more than just a passing and polite smile.
“Why are you laughing?” asked Hithelyn.
I did not respond.
“What is funny?” she asked again.
I continued to laugh, now tilting my head back in raptured hilarity.
“Stop that!” commanded my sister.
But even if I was under her reign, I could not have completed her command. I had completely forgotten what I found so hilarious, if I had ever known what it had been in the first place. And then it occurred to me, I was laughing just to laugh. I could not remember the last time I had laughed, but I was sure it was while I was still an innocent youth unburdened by such heavy thoughts of life verses death.
“Stop that!” Hithelyn yelled even more loudly.
But I continued to laugh as if the only thing that would allow laughter throughout the world to live beyond this day was if I could laugh long enough and deeply enough to forget everything set against my ability to feel joy.
“If he will not stop, then let us stop him, sister,” I heard Jinola say.
They advanced.
This was not the first time I had faced my sisters, but it was going to be the last. Much like my laughter was generated by a scope of finality surpassing my singular existence, my resolution to protect them extended far beyond any of my desires. And in order to protect them, I had to beat them. So thoroughly had this dedication resolved within me that I doubted even the great legends of ages past could have prevented me from it. If I was to die today, either by their hands, or at the edge of Vismorda’s blades, their fates would be sealed into a darkness they would never recover from. They would be lost, and I could not lose them. So, when they advanced, I prepared to do whatever I must.
Though they were much smaller than me physically and lacked the outright speed and quickness I possessed because of my superiorly developed musculature, they matched me blade to blade, and step for step. Their coordination as the two of them blended into a singular force surpassed even my ability to attack in coordination with Kinarin, though we had trained together extensively. I was able to keep them at bay, but I was beginning to be pressed. I knew all of their actions were an attempt to achieve a singular goal. They sought to flank me. When properly executed, obtaining a flanking position would almost seal the outcome of the battle. And there was nothing to indicated my sisters would not be able to utilize a flanking position properly. As a result, I found myself retreating more than advancing.
If Jinola and Hithelyn had not been able to pressure me as effectively as they had, my thoughts would have wandered to the outcome of the other battle raging on the same field. But as it was, I had been able to catch only slight glimpses of Kinarin and Vismorda. Though I lacked sufficient information to determine who had the upper hand, I feared Kinarin was faring no better than I. I felt the toll of my continued exertion begin to extract its demand on my lungs and its effect upon my muscles’ ability to respond to the dictates of their imposition. Though I could continue to battle for some time to come, I would be unable to launch and effective counterattack thereby allowing my sisters to eventually gain the advantage.
But, just as the pain of the gash on my cheek enlightened me to a resolve I possessed within greater than any I had previously acknowledge, the pain of my eventual failure to protect them allowed a clarity of focus in regards to causes and effects I had never been able to see before. As such, I saw their pattern. My sisters were beautifully methodical in their approach to armed combat; and although they appeared to sync their offensive and defensive strategies into a unified fluidity of motion, in this moment I saw them as two distinctly separate entities. If I could affect one, I could cause the other to change. So, I did what neither of them expected. I allowed Jinola to slice deeply into my thigh, a potentially battle ending wound, and summoned all of my strength to smash Hithelyn in the face with the palm of my hand.
Such was the force of the blow that she tumbled backward hitting the ground with a thud. She laid, unmoving, except for the slow rising of her chest, blood leaking from her nose. Jinola flew into a rage after she saw her sister hit the ground. The wound in my thigh prevented me from capitalizing on her emotion driven, uncoordinated attack, but I could still defend myself. Because I was now facing only one of my sisters, the dynamics of the battle changed and my superior physicality was beginning to assert itself. I could feel the blood leaking down my leg, but the wound was not severe enough to completely limit my mobility, though if the confrontation continued for much longer, its toll would eventually be taken.
But the truth of it was that I had momentarily gained a sizeable advantage as long as I dealt with only one. With each passing second, however, time was progressing toward the moment when Hithelyn would regain her consciousness and my leg would fail. I had to end this battle, and end it quickly. I feigned a misstep on my wounded leg and dropped down to a single knee. I momentarily left my guard down providing a small opening in my defense. Jinola took it without hesitation, as I had hoped. As she advanced with a slide-step and stab toward my other thigh, I summoned all of my strength and supported my entire weight on my wounded leg as I spun the opposite way she expected. She was caught off guard. As my spin ended, I had positioned myself close enough to grapple her to the ground and dislodge her blade. Without waiting for what was sure to be a frenzied spasm of rage, I hit her in the back of her head with the butt of my dagger knocking her out cold.
“Well now,” I heard a seductively dark voice say, “It seems we are at a stalemate.”
I looked up to see Vismorda holding a blade to Kinarin’s neck. His eyes were closed and he appeared to be unconscious. The only signs that he was still alive were two slight trickles of blood, one dripping from his right eye and the other from his right nostril. I did not see any cuts or lesions which worried me because it meant the slowly dripping blood had its origins internally, and that was never good.
“Stalemate,” she said again, “that means we are at an impasse. You know, something that prevents us from progressing further in our current situation. You do know what that means?”
“Yes, I know what that means,” I said.
“Well, how do you propose we resolve this,” she paused, “dilemma?”
“What dilemma is that?” I asked, as I pulled Jinola over to where Hithelyn still laid.
“I have something you want and you have something I want,” she said as she used Kinarin’s hair to raise his head.
“You want me to trade my sisters for him?” I asked, still in disbelief.
“Well, since you have suggested it, yes. I find your proposal adequate,” she answered.
“Why would I even begin thinking of trading my sisters for him?” I said.
“Because, young one, I will kill you if you do not,” she threatened.
“How do I know you will not kill me anyway?”
She said nothing for a short moment as if her pause was caused by an answer she did not want to admit. “Because I owe him a debt,” she said reluctantly and flatly though I thought I saw some affection pierce her steel cold gaze when she looked at him, his body still limp in her arms.
“What debt could you possibly owe him?” I asked because I did not believe her.
“One you cannot begin to understand. Now, I am beginning to tire and have considered rescinding my proposition. If you delay much longer, I will find another way to fulfil my debt,” she said as she adjusted her stance to accommodate the task of holding Kinarin.
What a position I was in. How in the world could I rationalize giving away what I had fought so hard to gain? They were my blood, my sisters, no matter how far they had ventured away from the contents of my memory and into a future bereft of redemption. I had vowed to rescue them from the evil they were submitted to at all costs, including the most expensive cost of them all, death. Had I been able to trade my life for theirs, I would have done so readily and gladly, but if I was to die by her hand, with Kinarin in his current condition, there would be nothing and no one to stop this woman from reclaiming my sisters as her own. So, as it was, my continued life was their only hope of eventual redemption to even the smallest portion of their former innocence. In this moment, my life had to become the focus.
“Well, boy?” she said, sarcastically emphasizing the second word, “Are you prepared to trade?”
“I will rescue them,” I said in part to justify what I had previously thought to be unthinkable.
“Perhaps, but not today,” she said with a slight grin.
“No, not today, but soon,” I said as I began backing away from the unconscious bodies of both Jinola and Hithelyn. Vismorda set Kinarin down gently and backed away. As she did, I saw her face grimace as she put weight on her right leg. She had a very large gash opened on her inner thigh, not deep enough to cause her to avoid all weight bearing, but certainly enough to warrant a compromise if one was available. Could she still best me in combat? Probably, because my wound was beginning to take its toll as well, but it was certainly not a risk she was willing to take. We both limped toward our respective quarries, neither of us taking our focus of the other. When she reached my sisters, she bent down and stroked each of their cheeks the way I had seen my mother do whenever they had fallen asleep on those rare occasions my father allowed them to prolong their bed times. Something viscerally abhorrent welled up within me at the scene of another woman caring for my sisters as much as my mother had. As if her arrogant existence degraded everything my mother had stood for.
“You will never be their mother,” I said, hoping to open some deeply hidden wound.
“No, I will not. But I will be so much more,” she said and then whistled loudly. From the darkness came two horses as dark as the midnight sky. Their snorts were heavy and their coats glistened against the pale light of the moon and stars. I watched as this woman, this evil existence, lifted my sisters on to the backs of the beasts securing them in place. Again, she mimicked the tenderness my mother had shown after they had inadvertently injured themselves on one of their grand adventures. After she mounted her own steed, she rode up to where I was standing above the fallen body of my teacher and said, compassion lining her eyes, “Fret not, young one. Your sisters will be well cared for. Something you are ill equipped to do.”
“We will meet again,” I said as threateningly as I could, tears beginning to well in my eyes.
“Yes, we will. But until then, see that he survives to play another day,” she answered and then turned and rode into the night with the horse bearing my sisters close behind.
I did not move. Not until both horses could no longer been seen by the light of the moon, not even until their hoof steps faded into the abyss of my life, did I end my stillness. But when I did, I looked down to see Kinarin helplessly still, his blood drying around his eye and nostril. His skin was pale and his breaths were intermittent, no doubt a sign of the trauma he was currently battling. I knelt down beside him and felt his forehead with the back of my hand just in case he had been poisoned. Though predominately a tactic of assassins, I did not want to dismiss it because surviving a poisoning often depended on how quickly the antidote was administered. However, the cool touch of his skin allowed me to breathe just a little easier.
I began examining his body for other signs of injury, hoping I would be able to apply bandages and slow any residual bleeding. But aside from a few shallow cuts, there was nothing that required immediate attention. Even though the moon was brilliantly glowing its full potential, the night was dark and full of shadows. When I bent more closely to examine his face again, I saw swelling and faint bruising around his right temple. I also saw a similar skin pattern developing around his right eye. I opened his eyelid to further inspect the severity of his injuries and saw that the white was now red and marbled with an eerie gray. I gently felt around his eye socket and with one of my bolder palpations, I felt a slight crunch. Though I had nowhere near the expertise of a physician, I did not need it to understand that he might be still battling for his life. Time was now paramount.
I quickly stood up and scanned the circumference of my visual field, but did not locate our horses. I called out to them, but received no auditory indication of where they were. After a moment of desperation, I stilled myself, closed my eyes and extended my hearing as far as I could into the night. But the only sounds I heard were the faint chirping of insects and the occasional call of an owl, no doubt on the hunt. At once, I understood what had happened, and in reality, it did not surprise me. After all, had our roles been reversed, I would have stolen Vismorda’s horses thereby disallowing her the chance for pursuit.
I looked up to gain my bearings and realized that for the first time in my life, I was completely alone. Standing in the open, washed in the moonlight and power of the darkness encircling this moment, I felt infinitesimally small and insignificant, as if all my efforts had been for naught except to sustain my vanity and pride. Who was I to think anything I was bent upon doing would amount to any amount of success? My cheek stung, my wounded leg was throbbing, and my hope was dissolving.
They say the barren sands of the Endless Dessert was the genesis for all concepts of desolation, and while that may be true, I found that my soul was rivaling its nature. I looked down to Kinarin’s unconscious body, knowing he desperately needed my assistance, and saw into the future. I knew he would die. I knew I could do nothing to help him. I extended my dread into the futures of my sisters and, in that moment, I saw them fully embracing such an evil that they would never again become who I had remembered them to be. But the worst of it all, I saw into my own life and knew, without any doubt, that everything I was, everything I did, indeed, the very essence of all foundations of me, were nothing more than nothing itself. I was nothing, impotent to all potentials and void of all possibilities except to continue with my miserable existence, I had become the embodiment of the Endless Dessert. For in its existence, the only thing it could offer anyone unfortunate enough to trek through its forever rolling sand dunes and infinitely oppressive heat, was a respite from life. And that is what I had offered to everyone. By the mere inclusion into my hopeless world, I too, just like the dessert, offered only death.
I looked toward the stars again, hate and tears in equal portion flooding my eyes. I yelled. I screamed. As loudly and as long as I could, I bellowed until my voice shattered against the pain in my heart. I breathed deeply, stretching the capacity of my lungs to inhale enough wind to fully sate my anger. With its expulsion, in a primal, defiance-laced howl, the cracking of my voice was so severe that my throat began to burn. But I did not care about trivialities such as pain. Not in this moment. So, I yelled again and again and again. I yelled until I could yell no longer, tasting blood from a throat so raw that even my slowing inhalations hurt.
As I wiped a trickle of blood from my lips, my thoughts focused squarely upon my father. I wondered if he yelled as I did when he died. Was he as full of hate as I was? Did he question his life’s path as I was now when he felt the wolf, or whatever it was, bite down on his skin? Did he share in his resentment toward me the way I did? Forcing his memory from my mind, because I was not worthy to remember him, my mind found another focus, and it was worse. My mother. How she must have hated me. I could not imagine any other emotion she could have felt as I plunged the dagger selfishly into her. I remember seeing her eyes filled with tears as she recognized who I was and I, her. Her piercing eyes. As I closed mine, they were all I could see. Soft, gentle, caring, loving, those were the only emotions her eyes had showed me even in the midst of my betrayal.
And then something clicked. Something connected that had not before. In regards to my mother and father, I had never understood the nature of their choice, or that it even had been a choice, to give their lives so that I might live. But the power in my mother’s eyes, to remain calm and loving in the face of certain death, was nothing less than astounding. Her gaze pierced all fabrics woven together by my self-pity, all my despair, all my loss, all my failure, and allowed me to don a cloak of selfless love knitted by an existence without conditions. For that is what they were, conditionless. And they would want me to continue that conditionless expression of love to whomever and whenever I could.
I looked down to Kinarin, his breathing still erratic and shallow, and saw a man who possessed the same degree of conditionless love as my parents. In the moment he discovered who I was, instead of killing me, as was directed by The Guild, he made a choice similar to my parents’. He disregarded the consequences that would have been placed upon him had his choice been wrong, and allowed me to live. But he did not just walk away and leave me to whatever dictates fate had chosen. No. He accepted me into his own life and provided me the tools to have a future, a future I thought I had lost. But what now? Was I to disregard his selflessness and leave him to his own fate, or should I choose to do whatever I could in this moment to allow him the chance to have a future? Who was I? Was I the young man my father had raised to always complete his chores fully regardless of my selfish desires? Or had I forsaken his teaching, and that of my mother’s, altogether. It was clear to me, by their selfless decisions, I had but one choice.
With my leg aching, my lungs burning, my cheek stinging, and my hope dwindling, I nevertheless gathered what resolve I had remaining, knelt down beside Kinarin’s unconscious body, gathered him closely enough in my arms to drape him gently over my shoulder, and stood up. Pain lanced from my upper thigh to the bottom of my foot and I nearly dropped him. Though I stumbled, I gathered my strength and took one shaky step with my good leg. I may yet collapse from exhaustion, but that day was not going to be today. I took another step, and felt more pain the moment my injured leg contacted the ground. But it did not give; and nor would I. Though my will over these last long months, endless in their scope just as the Endless Dessert’s sands were unrelenting, had resoundingly cracked, it did not break. Another pain laced step. As I looked up to gain my bearings and decide upon a direction, I could see the beginnings of the dawn slowly creep over the horizon. Light was coming. I just hoped help would come with it.




Drodon
(Bound)
She road hard. For at least twelve hours, she drove the horses beyond what they would normally have been able to tolerate. Because their endurances were enhanced by the power of her dark fountain, they were able to ride long beyond the limitation of their physical bodies. However, regardless of how much power she was able to imbue into the horses, they were still governed by muscles, lungs, and joints. And as such, they would soon fail if she did not give them rest. So, just a short while after the evening sun began its fateful descent into the constancy of the horizon, she slowed them to a halt and dismounted.
Before checking on the horses, however, she checked on her two Raven’s, Malice and Vile. She had placed them into a power induced slumber hoping their bodies would heal more quickly. Though not as adapt as Mordin with imbuing her power into others, she did learn some elementary applications. Had he been the one to power the spell, she had no doubt her Ravens would have slept the entire journey if necessary, but such as she was, they were beginning to rise.
Before untying the bindings securing them to the horse, she laid out her overcoat and cloak on the ground. With care, she eased each of the young girls, Malice first and Vile second, down from the horse and set them on the makeshift bedding. Though she knew they would wake soon, they still clung to the peacefulness of sleep. In their state of tranquil rest, had she not been instrumental in their training and witnessing first hand their progression into evil, she would never have believed either of them to be capable of even the slightest malevolence.
Was this what she was like when she was young? Had she possessed the same tranquility when she rested? It seemed so long ago that she had almost failed to believe she was once anything different than the powerful, hate driven, female lethality she had become. There was only one being in this world who could stand against her, and that because he was her master, the one responsible for her instruction. He had taken her from a normal life of dependency and created one of the most powerful women Avendia had even produced; a woman who would forever be independent and strong. And though she was forever grateful for his instruction and inclusion into his delicious truth, her gratefulness was not without a cost.
In the beginning, before she was exposed to the awful accompanying pain, she clung to him as the defining and solid foundation of pure innocence. From the day she first met him and rescued him from near death, she felt a connection. And that connection grew, slowly at first, and only as a deep friendship. But it was not long before her emotions began to develop as he became more of the man she thought he could become. His reputation within the clan had grown from the seeds of his selfless deeds and his enigmatically youthful personality. He was everyone’s friend and assistant. Soon, there was no one who did not admire him and appreciate his talents. He was even recognized at a gathering of the clan council for his quick ascension into clan acceptance from his humble beginnings as an unfortunate outsider.
But then things changed. He grew bolder in his persona, subtly influencing Oolos and his decisions. It seemed innocuous at first, just the words from someone with still fresh eyes who could see things differently than those who had spent their whole lives as gypsies. But because of his reputation within the clan, no one considered that anything of a more insidious nature was being birthed, or rather, grown. It was not long before Jesolin was included into Oolos’ inner circle, second only to Mordin, who was at odds with his brother more often than not. Though she was betrothed to Oolos, and knew that was the path her life would follow, she could not help but acknowledge the growing feelings she was developing for the young man with the white hair.
When it was revealed that Oolos had indeed betrayed the clan, she felt her world had ended. The night after the council proclaimed Oolos a traitor, rendering their judgement of exile, she went to Jesolin’s tent, her eyes red from crying. He was so welcoming and kind that night, never once interrupting her as she told him the story of how she had come to love Oolos from the first moment they kissed to his eventual proposal. They sat across from each other as she spoke, him gently holding her hand. When she had completed her tale, which ended with more tears than even she thought she could cry, Jesolin slowly stood up and sat down next to her, never once letting go of her hand.
“What now is your vexation, my dear Vismorda?” he asked her.
“Did you not hear what I just finished telling you?” she answered, somewhat irritated. He had been so understanding of her, almost innately so, that his question caught her by surprise.
“Yes, I heard everything you said, my dear. So, I will ask again, what now is your vexation?” he said as he reached up and wiped a lingering tear from her cheek.
“My life is over, Jesolin. The man to whom I was betrothed has been found to be a traitor. Do you not think the council will investigate just how far his treachery went? They will surely include me and exile me on the simple grounds of association! I will never become the wife of a clan chief now. I will be lucky to be a beggar on the streets, or worse!” she said drawing a new round of tears with the prospect of her derailed life.
“No one is going to investigate you, my dear. Your character is beyond reproach,” he said as he consoled her by placing his arm around her shoulder. She melted into his comfort with ease, almost collapsing into him.
“You cannot know that for sure,” she said between sobs. “How can you know that?” she asked as she turned to look up at him, still nuzzled in his comforting embrace.
“I know that, my dear, because I caused it,” he said.
“You did what?” she asked as she sat upright, pulling slightly away from him.
“You asked how I know no one will link you to anything concerning Oolos. I answered you. I know it because I was the one who caused it all,” he said peering steadily into her eyes.
“Wait,” she said, sitting just a little straighter than a moment ago, “are you saying you were the cause of his betrayal? I am confused. How you could have caused his treachery. You have done nothing but assist him and everyone. You could not have played any role in his transgressions, even if unintended. Your heart was pure in the matter.”
“Ah yes. Purity. You are not wrong in that my dear,” he said as he stood up, turning away from her. “My heart is pure. That is true. But that is not the question whose answer will end your confusion.”
“What are you talking about, Jesolin. Now I am even more confused than I was just a moment ago,” she said as she stood up to walk over to him. Placing a reassuring hand on his shoulder, she continued, “Jesolin, I am sure none of this, not even the smallest part, can be blamed on you. You should not have to carry this burden. It was solely the decisions and actions of Oolos.”
Turning around to face her quickly enough to startle her, he said, “But are they though? Is Oolos the only one to blame? Or better yet, should he share even the smallest portion of blame as if he was a simple play piece in a game of Krinock Gool?”
“Jesolin, you are beginning to worry me? What are you talking about?” she said as she reached for his hands.
“I am talking about truth, real truth, the kind of truth that renders all other thoughts of truth as mere deceptions and illusions. I am talking about the greatness of serving something so all-encompassing that even the foundations of the world appear incomplete in its presence. Have you ever felt that, Vismorda? Have you ever belonged to a plan; a persistence dedicated to removing all illusions? Can you imagine what it would be like for the whole land to submit under the control of a singularity that promises power for all? For the first time in our lives, as short as they have been, we would be truly free. That is what I speak of; freedom, the kind of freedom that not only promises hope, but delivers on it. I speak of freedom, Vismorda, freedom from all the wretchedness in this world. Freedom to live as one desires and not how one is told. That is what I speak of, and that is what I serve. That is who I serve,” his grip on her hands reflecting his tightening grip on her will.
“I do not understand,” she admitted.
“Here, let me show you,” he said.
And that was the last time she would ever understand what freedom could have been. For in that moment, when she consented to his request, he would open herself to his world of control and domination rendering moot all thoughts and actions otherwise. She had become ensnared into his dream, his way of life, and soon, his master. Although she drank deeply from his fountain, basking in the ecstasy that followed as a means to discover hers, it came with a heavy burden. While the cost was terrible in its totality, she paid it and paid it gladly to become the embodiment of female darkness she had been shown. Though she would not be his in body until the following night, the night Oolos sought to seek his vengeance on his brother whom he believed to have constructed the mechanics of his demise, this was the night she became Jesolin’s in all meaningful ways. This was the night she began her descent into an evil so complete that all other forms of compassion and caring would eventually become obsolete. Hate does many things, but one thing it does not do is care about others.
Yet, as she looked down on the angelically peaceful faces of both Malice and Vile, she could no longer ignore that part of her motivation for their retrieval was something deeper than the fear of failing Jesolin’s dictate. But it had been such a long time since any emotion deviating from those rooted in lack gained even a morsel of influence within her that she was unable to identify it as simple compassion. Instinctively, she knelt down beside them and slowly reached out her hand to remove a lock of hair that was laying across Vile’s eye. Perhaps it would not have interrupted the girl’s peaceful rest, but Vismorda did not want anything to interrupt what would quite possibly be one of her last peaceful moments with them. She was sure, upon her return, Jesolin would begin their instructions in earnest.
Vismorda’s gentle motion of swiping the lock of hair away had prompted Vile to nestle her face into the woman’s hand as if it were a soft play animal or doll. Before she felt it, a tear had formed and spilled from her eye landing on Vile’s cheek. The small girl opened her eyes slightly, and when she saw Vismorda staring down at her with softness and affection, she smiled. The moment lasted only a fraction of a breath, but it was one that would be imprinted enduringly on Vismorda’s consciousness. The girl fell back into a peaceful sleep as quickly and quietly as she had awoken, but the damage had been done. Vismorda laid down next to her, curled both the young girls into her embrace, holding them gently, and silently cried herself to sleep.
All of the preparations had been completed. The war machines had been built and armed with enough ammunition to sustain an ages long siege. The military forces themselves had been amassed through either recruitment, voluntary or otherwise, or through the less orthodox, and in many cases more effective, means of necromancy. Food had been gathered and distributed where needed, although much of the marching power did not require food, at least not enough to warrant a continued chain of supply. And lastly, more than enough weapons and armor had been forged. Indeed, they had enough provisions to sustain, equip and make effective, the largest single army Avendia had ever seen. Except, they were not going to be a single army. They were going to be many armies, each with a specific target and specific purpose. While he was certain his Warbringers would be both surprised and disappointed with their assigned tasks, he had no doubt they would comply. However, before they began their exodus from the Blood Keep into other lands ripe for the conquering, he required their participation in what would quite probably be the last ritual they would participate in as a combined unit.
Late in the previous evening, after even the nocturnals thought better than to wander too far from their dens, Satan had finally broken his silence and came to Jesolin in a dream. This was the first time he had ever “seen” his master manifest himself in mortal form, possibly because dreams were not subjected to the same constraints preventing his master from manifesting himself into the mortal plane. Though Satan had never discussed it, Jesolin knew his master was unable to physically exist in Avendia. He was not sure how Satan had been prevented from doing so, only that he had been. So, when the unholy presence that had been his companion, leader, lord, torturer, teacher, confidant, and god finally dissolved from nothing into what could only be his own image, even if only within his dream, Jesolin was consumed by a state of physical awe. Imagine having every conception of physical beauty collide with the revelation that whatever concepts had been understood were nothing more than ephemeral illusions, that, when weighed against the truth, were not only lacking, but completely inconsequential.
Although altogether the image of a man, Satan was altogether the image of everything greater than a man. He had long, black hair pulled back into a perfect ponytail secured by a thin, black silk ribbon, both spilling to the small of his back. He had perfectly symmetrical, angular facial features that were entirely masculine, but radiated androgynous beauty as if both genders would find them equally beautiful and alluring. He was thin, yet portrayed a sanguine strength of musculature that mimicked the perfection of his facial features. He wore a blood-red tunic that flowed so fluidly it appeared to be made of a fabric of silken design, but laced with the very blood of life. His trousers reflected the same hideous fluidity as his tunic but were a color deeper than the blackness of a moonless midnight. He wore a thick, black leather belt around his waist fastened in the middle by a large, red-colored metal that resembled a face, or faces. Every time Jesolin’s eyes were drawn to the buckle, it looked slightly different. He wore no boots and had no weapon.  However, as much power and perfection as this physical body exuded, it was nothing compared to his eyes. The whites were brilliant and flawless as were his unmoving pupils. His irises possessed the most fantastic coloring Jesolin had ever seen. Equally representative of all colors at once, the still mortal parts of his mind had difficulty processing the outright brilliance of Satan’s gaze propagated by the radiance of all colors simultaneously.
“Come to me, my son,” Satan said as he stretched his hand toward Jesolin. “Come to me and kneel.” Jesolin did not hesitate, nor did he turn his attention from Satan’s eyes, not that he could. He walked over and kneeled in front of his master.
“You have done well, my son, in the wake of my silence. Many things required my attention and many things were prepared for you. As a reward, I have a gift for you. A gift and a task,” said Satan as he walked to stand behind the kneeling Jesolin who bent his head in submission. “As a reward, I will give you a glimpse into everything that is waiting for you should you continue with your success in this next stage of my plans. Prepare.”
As soon as Satan’s hands touched the sides of his head, Jesolin’s back arched and his arms dropped to his sides. His head tilted back and his face clenched. Had it not been for Satan’s powerful grasp, his body would have spasmed so forcefully that he would have fallen to the ground. However, there was no pain lancing through him the way it had done so many times. Instead, in a delicious parallel to its intensity, pleasure throbbed inside of him; a pleasure so complete, it rendered him incapable of voluntary control. Amidst his muscle spasms, his manhood became engorged and he ejaculated uncontrollably until Satan removed has hands and relented his gift.
“Such is the pleasure awaiting you, my son, upon the completion of your work. But there is more to be done, much more,” said Satan as Jesolin continued to gasp for breath and continued to struggle for composure. “I will impart to you a single last ritual that must be completed before my armies can be set to their tasks. It will leave you vulnerable for a few moments, but do not worry. I will make sure you are protected. It is essential you complete this ritual as I instruct. It is a binding of the blood,” said Satan as he touched the sides of the kneeling man again.
When he woke, not only did he possess the complete knowledge of the final ritual, but very specific and very different instructions for his Warbringers. Enthralled by the lingering pleasure, or at least its memory, he sent his servant with summons for each of them. Even though it was very early in the morning, even before the sun rose, he still needed a considerable amount of time to draw the intricate runes on the floor and walls prior to their arrival. And then there was the matter of drawing those same runes onto his own skin. He purposefully rose from is bed, donned his black silk robe, and quickly but calmly walked to the War Council Room. Once there, he paused and inhaled deeply. This would undoubtedly be the last time all of them would be assembled in the innermost sanctum of his first conquest, a conquest that vaulted him into the second phase of his promised glory.
Meticulously, he drew each of the eleven identical runes on the floor in the places he was instructed they be drawn. But before he began the twelfth, the rune reserved for him, he paused. Never before had he been remotely vulnerable to any of his subordinates, let alone anyone from his Warbringers. Other than Mordin, though it was unknown and unintentional, he had never given any of them even the slightest moment to test whether their obedience outmatched their hatred for him. Regardless of how brief the period of his incapacitation embedded within this ritual would be, the fact that there was one at all unnerved him. Yet, Satan had promised he would be protected. Though the apprehension would undoubtedly remain, he steeled himself against it with the knowledge that Satan had never failed him before giving him no reason to do so now. When he completed the last rune, the one for him and the only one different that the other eleven, he knelt down and began replicated the runes on himself until every part of him was covered. Just as he finished the last of them drawn with meticulous detail on his face, his servant entered carrying a small box inside which were twelve of the Blood Daggers. Jesolin silently gestured for them to be distributed inside each of the runes.
Mein en’Dunn, the southern sword master, was the first to arrive, no doubt because of his rigid adherence to the belief that personal accountability was central to the perfection of one’s craft. Jesolin silently bid him to sit within the first rune to his right. Once he was seated, Jesolin said, “Welcome, Mein en’Duun. Your presence is appreciated.”
“Thank you, My Lord Kahl. I see that I am not to be alone,” he said, sitting fluidly.
“You are correct. This last ritual will require the entire council to be present,” said Jesolin.
“I assume a suitable replacement for Mordin has been found and that Vismorda has returned?” he asked.
“To your first assumption, yes. An adequate replacement has been found. And to your second, no, she has not returned,” he said suppressing his disappointment.
“Then she is to be replaced?” asked Mein.
“Replaced? No, she cannot be replaced. However, for the requirements of this ritual, a substitute will be provided,” answered Jesolin.
Ending their conversation, and entering with the silence his name suggested, was Suony The Serpent. “Welcome, Suony,” said Jesolin. Please sit within the second rune.”
Void of both words and sounds, Suony accepted his Lord’s welcome silently, sitting as instructed. Each of the Warbringers was welcomed in a fashion similar to the first two, and each of them complied to Jesolin’s direction without protest. Still fresh in their minds was the price of disobedience they experience during the last of their formal gatherings. The only two who hesitated were the necromancer accompanying Exein and Amoos Trask. Neither of them had remembrance of the intense pain the others felt, because neither of them was present. Thus, they were not motivated by its avoidance; however, their hesitations were only brief as they were the last two to enter the room. Silently, they followed the examples set by the previous nine and sat within the boundaries of their respective runes.
Jesolin closed his eyes and prepared to outline the ritual for his companions, but before he was able to, a voice from the door penetrated the silence, “Pardon me, Lord Jesolin, but I was wondering if I could be part of this ritual.”
Jesolin’s eyes flared as he was about to admonish the intruder with a verbal consequence equivalent to the offense of interrupting; but he tempered his response to a more cordial statement when he saw that the intruder was Esthinor.
“We have sufficient numbers to conclude the ritual. Your presence will not be necessary,” he said coldly.
“I was hoping to substitute myself in the place of one of your other companions, My Lord,” persisted Esthinor.
“Thank you, but I must still decline your offer. These eleven have been chosen for specific purposes. Thank you once again, Grand Wizard, but your inclusion will not be necessary,” said Jesolin again. Had he not recently entered into an agreement with The University, he would have been more forceful with his response, but he thought better of it. Now was not the time to strain any allegiances.
“I am sure they have. However, certainly I can provide greater usefulness than my good friend Amoos,” continued the Grand Wizard.
“His inclusion has already been determined,” replied Jesolin now finding it difficult to contain his response.
“Surely I can provide a greater opportunity for its success than he. I would never seek to diminish your decision, Lord Kahl, but I am quite confident I can more quickly adapt to your instructions,” insisted Esthinor
Jesolin considered for a moment. What the grand wizard had said was not untrue. And if he did allow Esthinor to participate, it would fulfill Amoos’ role. Though he did not doubt he would be able to pull Amoos through the ritual, Esthinor’s exposure to magic, as different as it was, would allow him to be guided instead of completely led, as he feared Amoos would need to be. He had awakened the dark fountains in others for a very long time and did not doubt his ability to do so during the beginning phases of the ritual, but Esthinor would provide a smoother inclusion than Amoos. Although Amoos’ selection was not motivated by any individual power or property he possessed, making the substitution would present with a secondary potential, one not possible with Amoos. To have The University of Knowledge firmly under his control was a delicious fantasy indeed. With The University, there would be none able to resist his flow of horrible domination. “Yes,” he said, “I do believe I can allow your substitution. Amoos, you are excused.”
“Yes, My Lord. Thank you, my lord,” said the large man as he stood up, albeit under some strain, and quickly exited the chamber.
“Excellent!” responded Esthinor, “I believe my inclusion will prove to be even more beneficial than his.”
“We will see,” responded Jesolin. “Now, if there are no more interruptions,” he said as Esthinor sat down within the rune recently vacated by Amoos, “let us begin. Grand Wizard Esthinor, are you familiar with the power we utilize?”
“I have recently familiarized myself with it thanks to our study of your Necromancers and their techniques for magically enhancing food,” he said. “Although still rudimentary, I believe I understand the principles soundly enough to engage as an active participant with little to no leading.”
“Good. But you will need more than just familiarity. Can you utilize it?” asked Jesolin.
“I believe I can, yes,” said the Grand Wizard, “albeit, not with the efficacy of yourself. However, my skills should be sufficient.”
“Very well. Let us begin,” said Lord Jesolin. “I require that all of you access your power and direct it into your hearts, as much of it as you can. You will feel their beating increase in intensity. You will also notice how all of your hearts will instinctively sync with the rhythm of mine. Once I have collected enough power, I will signal you to pick up the daggers in front of you and plunge them into your hearts. Do not worry, you will incur no injury. Yes, you will feel your blood being pulled into the daggers. Indeed, you may even feel as if you are dying, but nothing ill will befall you. Once the daggers have been filled, I will signal you to plunge them into the center of your blood rune. From that moment on, you will be able to release your power. It will no longer be needed.” He waited in case there were any questions, but when there were none, he folded his hands inside the sleeves of his black silk robe and said, “Begin.”
Each of the eleven participants did as they were instructed. Their collective powers leapt, even Esthinor’s, sensing the gravity of this moment and the sacredness of their inclusion as vital components. Under their usual engagements of the Dark Fountain, the direction of its focus was distal to their physical centers. Consequently, some of the members, those less adept at utilizing the power to enhance their own physicality, required a few more moments before their powers were sufficiently directed within. Though Esthinor was expertly versed in almost all forms of magic, he was not, beyond a simple acquaintance, familiar with the dark fountain. However, not only was his performance as fluid as the Warbringers, he seemed to possess more power than all except Exein.
Once each of their hearts mimicked the calm rhythm of Jesolin’s, he signaled them to grasp their daggers, “Now, embrace your purpose and plunge them deep into your hearts.” As they did, each one of them felt no pain, but that is not to say they felt no discomfort. Feeling the blood that gives one life being pulled from the heart into the blood daggers instead of into the body for distribution was unlike anything any of them had felt before. Some of their eyes grew wide with fear, others closed them to assist in bearing the feeling, and yet others grasp the daggers with two hands to prevent them from instinctively pulling it out. All but one had a reaction Jesolin had anticipated. All but Esthinor displayed some type of struggle upon their faces. While the others grimaced, Esthinor grinned.
Jesolin felt the Blood Daggers drinking deeply from the fountain enhanced liquid pouring from his subjects’ hearts. It was remarkable to him just how much they could hold, but such was the potential of the blades infused with the dark power’s hate during the forging process. Had they not been protected by the same dark magics that were now drinking their life away, he was sure they would have died by now, but none of them showed signs of having their life force weakened. “Now, plunge them into the runes!”
In one collective motion, some prompted by the relief of the awful feeling, others prompted by obedience, and others because of the expected results from completing the ritual, the daggers were removed and driven hilt deep into the stone floor. Remarkably, the blades did not break, nor were they even scratched as they slid effortlessly into a substance that should have shattered them. Almost instantaneously, the collected, power enhanced blood was emptied into the blood runes, now glowing an eerie dark shade of crimson. When the light from the runes bathed the entire chamber in the eerie luminescence, Jesolin’s blood-rune pulsed. The more brightly his glowed, the dimmer the others became, as if the power and blood was being transferred from one to the other. At its apex, Jesolin’s rune glowed so brightly that he was almost completely concealed by the crimson light.
And then, when the light had almost become too intense to witness, he removed his own dagger from the stone floor and plunged it deep into his heart. However, unlike the bloodless wounds of the eleven other participants, his blood openly poured from his, the way water poured forth from a broken dam. His robes became soaked in his dark, red life. And as it spilled onto the floor, his face began draining of color. But instead of the random pooling one expected, his blood followed a distinctly directed purpose. As it continued to pour from the blood dagger’s wound, it collected into eleven different streams slowly creeping toward the eleven participants. When Jesolin’s blood touched the other blood-runes, they began to glow again; however, the color had changed from the crimson red, to a deep shade of indigo.
As the glow intensified, it began to form small, wisp-like tendrils that reached for the subjects sitting within the runes. The small tendrils slowly wrapped around their wrists like snakes slowly binding their prey in their constrictive grasps. Then, two larger tendrils grew out of the blood runes and began slithering up each of their bodies. One of the larger tendrils split and surrounded the eyes, while the other inserted itself inside their mouths. Each of the eleven were held by the indigo tendrils, suspended from movement, thought, even breath. Even Esthinor had become enthralled by some type of rapture as the tendrils poured into him an equal portion of Jesolin’s soul.
When the power had exhausted itself, the tendrils dissipated into the air, the blood runes ceased to glow, and Jesolin fell face-forward onto the now bloodless floor. Those who participated were breathless, but were otherwise unharmed. Endonis and Exein fell forward, catching themselves with their hands. Bractos, or at least the remnants of his body, coughed as if trying to expel the tendrils from his throat. Grothock, Suony, and Gin’ev were sitting motionlessly staring into some unknown abyss. Mein, Hurdon, and Guoth Mot were openly, though silently, fighting the battle of preventing tears from spilling over their eyes. The nameless necromancer fell backward and stared into, or beyond, the ceiling. All but Esthinor were having difficulty adjusting to the inclusion of another’s soul within theirs. While they struggled to regain their calm countenances, he sat, cross-legged, in the peaceful embrace of joy. As for Jesolin, he appeared to be dead. If it was not for the presence of his soul within theirs, they would have assumed as much.
“My Lord?” asked Exein first, not as much concerned as he was curious of Jesolin’s state. When Jesolin offered no response greater than his continued position on the floor, he repeated his question, “My Lord Jesolin, are you well?”
Ten of the gathered participants looked around at each other, all of them forming ill intentioned, silent plans. Never had Jesolin been even remotely as vulnerable as he was now. Being utterly unable to defend himself allowed their thoughts to entertain what had never been possible before. Though it was always in their minds, resulting naturally from the hate they felt for all things, including him, it was never more than a fictional hope, a fantasy that would never come to pass. But now, seeing him completely unresponsive, it gave rise to an infinity of potentials. In a matter of only seconds, each of the nine original Warbringers reached to their power, holding it firmly and ready to strike with it should any one of them act with aggression.
“Well, shall we let the cards play out as they will, or should we just kill him now?” asked Gin’ev, always the plotting tactician.
“To what end?” came a strong voice.
“What was that?” challenged Gin’ev.
“I asked, to what end?” repeated Esthinor.
“I do not believe it is your place to speak here, wizard,” stated Gin’ev. Though the elder of those gathered, except for Esthinor who, through the influence of his talent, had lived much longer than all of them, he spoke with a resounding strength.
“What are you proposing, Gin’ev?” asked Grothock.
“Nothing more than what has, at times, consumed each of our thoughts,” he answered.
“It has long been a custom of my tribes to act upon the opportunities given. When we were presented with the opening to raid our opposing tribes, we took it. We did not wait and wonder about the consequences because the consequence of not acting would be felt on the steel of our foes when they acted,” interjected Guoth in support of the unspoken suggestion.
“What happens then?” asked Suony The Serpent. “Who then will lead?”
“Who says we need to have a leader or that we need to continue upon his goals? We all have our assignments. Can we not act on them still, each in our own separate endeavors and live like kings?” he said.
“What of Vismorda?” asked Exein. “Should she not have a say in this?”
“We all know the only reason for her ascent is because she is a willing whore. I would think she would grasp at the opportunity and adhere herself to one of us, should the opportunity arise,” answered Gin’ev.
“What of the plans for the Silver Empire?” asked Grothock. “Do we abandon them altogether? And what of the recent agreement with The University?” he asked as he turned to Esthinor. “You have been strangely quiet, Wizard? What do you say?”
Esthinor smiled, smoothly uncrossed his legs, and in one motion, stood. He walked around to where Jesolin still lay, the young lord’s shallow breaths betraying his portrayal of death, and spoke, “What are you asking of me? Are you asking my ignorance as you kill your leader, or are you asking me to assist with his demise? If it is the former, I could continue with my life losing absolutely no sleep in its wake. However, if it is the latter, I must decline as a matter of adherence to the foundational principle of The University of Knowledge. We do not involve ourselves in anything that does not directly involve the propagation and preservation of knowledge itself. But consider this: can you kill him without my assistance?” The Grand Wizard walked around to stand in in front of the fallen Jesolin. “As you look at him, do you see him only in his bodily form? Because if you do, then your answer would undoubtedly be yes. If, however, you see his strength flowing from a substance not governed by mortality, then it would be folly to presume that yours would be sufficient to outmatch his.”
“We presume nothing, wizard,” hissed Gin’ev. “We have the numbers, even if bereft of your assistance. I am confident the nine of us could handle Lord Kahl even at his best. And now, there would be no question,” he said as he gestured toward Jesolin.
Looking behind him, Esthinor continued, “Ah yes, questions. But that is it, is it not? The key to all knowledge begins with the right question. So, to your point of ridding yourself of your leader and all going your own way, something you will never be able to do if he is alive, I have observed that you have left unasked the only question you should be asking.”
“And that is?” asked Gin’ev.
“Whether his master will allow it,” said Esthinor flatly. When he saw the collective hesitation of the nine Warbringers, he continued, “Have you not considered it? I am quite sure you are all aware that your young Lord serves a Master who has protected and developed him over the years into the exact vessel required for the completion of his desires. Do you not think he will remain protective of his investment even now?” Before any of the nine could respond, Esthinor looked behind himself again and saw that Jesolin had begun to stir, “Well then, if you plan to act, I suggest you act quickly.” After a few moments had passed and he was satisfied no one present would confront Jesolin, the Grand Wizard knelt down and assisted the young lord to his feet.
“Thank you, Grand Wizard. I had not anticipated the imbuing of my soul into others to cause such a dramatic effect upon myself. How long was I unconscious for?” asked Jesolin, as he stood.
“Only moments, my lord. Only moments,” he answered.
“Good. That is good. I would hate to see what my Warbringers might do to me had my vulnerability lasted long enough for them to gather their courage,” he said as he glanced around at each one with a small grin.
“I am quite certain they would have remained loyal even if the opportunity had presented itself. But since it did not, we will never truly know,” answered Esthinor as he placed both hands on each of Jesolin’s shoulders to square and steady him. “Now, if you are feeling well, I will take my leave. I must find Amoos. We both have things to attend to.”
“Of course. Thank you for your assistance, Grand Wizard,” said Jesolin as he straightened his black silk robes. Turning to address the ten still remaining, he continued, “All of you have my thanks. As you know, we are not often told of the reasons behind our Master’s plans at the moment of their execution. While I am convinced this ritual will present itself as useful, I can offer no insight into why He directed each of you to carry a portion of my soul, nor can I offer any further insights into what will happen next. Give me a moment and I will begin summoning you to discuss your assignments.”
“Assignments?” interjected Exein, “I have been given no assignment.”
“Indeed, you have not, Exein. None of you have yet,” but before he could continue a voice interrupted him from the entrance.
“My Lord, Vismorda has returned,” said the servant.
“Is that so?” responded Jesolin.
“Yes, My Lord. She just now returned,” answered the servant.
“Was she alone?” he asked.
“No, My Lord, she was not,” he answered.
“Please excuse me,” he said turning back to the Warbringers. “I will be visiting each of you before day’s end. See to your duties and make ready. We have much to accomplish.” Without waiting for a response, he turned quickly and strode purposefully out of the room without a trace of any lingering weakness.
“Make sure you eat well, little ones, you will need your strength once you being your training again,” she said as she served Malice and Vile their meals. When they returned to the stone keep, she had thought they would be exhausted from their journey, but their hungers’ need to be sated had apparently given each of their energies a boost. Instead of taking them directly to their room, she walked them to the kitchens and instructed the staff to prepare whatever the girls wanted. Though she would have preferred a balance of meats and vegetables to prepare their bodies for the coming days, both girls wanted only meat.
“I do not want vegetables,” said Malice in response to Vismorda’s insistence.
“Neither do I,” agreed Vile.
“But you should have them, littles ones. They provide energies that meat cannot,” she said.
“You can serve them, but we will not eat them,” answered Malice.
She had thought their wills would be subdued as a result of their recent ordeal, but they were nothing if not bolstered. Had this been simply a display of childish assertiveness wherein their only goal was to protest for protestation’s sake, she would have definitively asserted her dominance, but there was no defiance in the girls’ responses, only an expression of their desire to consume meat and meat alone. “Very well,” she relented, “you may have only meat. But beginning tomorrow, your diets will include other foods as well. You will need it.”
As various forms of meat, from smoked chicken to grilled pork and ending with large turkey legs, were systematically and quickly consumed by the ravaged hungers of her two little girls, she could not help but smile. Never before had she seen such small children consume such large quantities of food without apology.
“They still have the majority of their strength, I see,” said Jesolin’s unmistakable voice from behind her. She was hoping for a longer reprieve after her return, but was not surprised with his quick appearance. He was strongly attached to both Malice and Vile, perhaps more so then he was attached to her, if he was still capable of attachment.
“Yes, they have deep reserves of resilience,” she agreed.
“It will be most pleasing to see them become everything they can,” added Jesolin, expectant thirst lacing his voice.
“Yes, it will. But I fear their exhaustion will surface once their bellies have been filled. They have been through much,” she said, hoping he would agree with her.
“We have all been through much, Vismorda,” he said as he walked to stand next to her.
“I am concerned only for their well-being as it relates to your desire, my Lord,” she lied.
“I am sure you are,” he said as he turned and stroked her face with the back of his index finger. “I am pleased with the success of your mission. But I am not sure about its price.”
“My Lord?” she said, indicating her need for clarification.
“You do not,” he paused, “feel the same.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“I am not sure exactly. I can feel you as much as I did before. And the part that I do feel is precisely the same. But,” he said, pausing again.
“But what, my lord,” she asked, turning to face him.
“I sense you, but there is something else. As if a door has been there all along, hidden and concealed, and only now I am able to see it. But I cannot see into it,” he said as he examined her with his fountain.
There was a time when she erotically enjoyed the presence of his power inside her mind and soul, indeed, into the very fabric of her identity. She remembered the exquisite dark pleasure of having him probe into and join with all parts of her; but that was a long time ago. His control of her began as a simple expression of his natural dominance to blend with her innate submissiveness, but it slowly warped into simply an expression of him without regard to her. Though there were still times when she craved his strength of will and soul to command her, they were becoming fewer and father between with every tick of the clock. And now, standing before him as his hand continued to stroke her cheek mimicking his fountain’s stoking of her identity, she felt none of what existed before. Indeed, while she felt continued eroticism from him, there was none in her in response to his touch.
“I can assure you, Lord Kahl, I am as much yours now as I was before,” she lied again.
“No. But you will be,” he said as he cut his power abruptly off and turned to face the two girls, still consuming vast quantities of meet. “Their training begins again tomorrow.”
“Yes, My Lord,” she answered.
“Yours begins tonight,” he added. He did not wait for her reply before he briskly turned and exited the room.
There was very little about mortals that surprised him anymore. So developed was he with their examination that he could read and know someone within moments if he chose. This was one of the first and most important powers his master had revealed to him; thus, it was the one he devoted most of his time to exploring and perfecting. It had been a very long time since he had found something within someone he was not able to explore. Perhaps she did not even realize it was there; however, regardless of her knowledge, it existed nonetheless. But if it was there before, why had he not been able to sense it? And if it was not, then what change could have provoked the insurgence of another chamber to the composition of Vismorda’s identity? Both of those questions perplexed him causing him a moderate amount of vexation. Regardless of the existence of this new facet to her persona, he should have been able to explore it easily. That he could not, caused him more than a moderate amount of vexation.
He had seen deeply into the corners of the constable’s fear, a fear that not even the constable himself had recognized. He had easily unlocked the cause of that fear and been able to exploit it with just as much ease. However, what mechanism of power was preventing him from unlocking the door within Vismorda, the one person whom he knew without question? He resolved to answer it tonight. This was the evening before the next phase of his Master’s plans, and as such, there could be no existing conditions preventing their swift and utter completion. An unknown variable within any part of his contingency, regardless of its size or importance, was unallowable. And one within such an integral component was tantamount to blasphemy against Satan himself. And while he would have preferred to begin his exploration of her instantly, his presence had been requested elsewhere. Gogoziel waited.
Ever since he saved Jesolin’s life, the demon had become reclusive, choosing to remain in one of the Blood Keep’s high towers. Within, there was a constant emission of power as well as an the ever present, indigo glow. Though he did not know of its end purpose, he could tell the power was slowly growing, amassing into a potential preparing for something, something formidable.
As he approached the door to Gogoziel’s self-proclaimed room, it swung open to reveal the demon sitting cross-legged, floating in its center. There were numerous, unfamiliar runes inscribed into the walls and ceiling, each glowing with the same eerie color as the demon itself. As he traversed the threshold, he not only crossed into a different location physically, but what he could only describe as spiritually. So different was the energy in the tower that he felt as if he had left the world altogether. It was entirely unidentifiable as having any similarity with what he knew to be Avendia. That is not to say he felt out of place; rather, he felt more at home than he had felt in recent memory. But it was not his mind that told him this, it was his fountain of dark liquid asserting its nostalgic radiance as it echoed the power within.
Thickness, as if he was walking through a gelatinous substance, descended on his spirit, or heart, or soul, if he still possessed any or part of any of them. His muscles, while still responding to his voluntary desire for forward locomotion, did so as if they were bound by a heavier force than gravity. However, it was not toward the ground he felt the increased force emanating from, but all around him, as if its focus was set to pull against whatever direction his intentions drove him toward. And in this moment, his intent was fixed on walking toward and addressing Gogoziel. While he found his normal locomotion more difficult than it should have been, he did not, however, find it alarming. He found it comforting, the way a particular odor was comforting to those who dwelt within its reach while to all others, it was offensive.
“Do not be alarmed, mortal. You are protected,” said Gogoziel as he effortlessly floated in the center of the room.
“I do not require protection beyond what I have already been given,” said Jesolin defiantly.
“Your understanding of power is juvenile and fleeting, as your existence would be if He did not will it so,” reproached the demon.
“Perhaps it is you who does not understand power, demon. My mortality has been tested more times than you can know, and I am still here,” challenged Jesolin.
“No, it has not. But it will be,” said Gogoziel as he opened his eyes and placed his feet soundly on the floor. “Are your forces ready to march?”
“I respond and answer only to Satan himself. I do not attend to those beneath him,” challenged Jesolin.
A slight flare in the indigo glow was all that betrayed Gogoziel’s surging anger, “If we were standing in my realm, mortal, you would cease to be.”
“But we are not in your realm,” said Jesolin.
“No, not yet; but soon,” it said stepping closer to him. “Now, are your forces ready to march as previously dictated by our Master?”
“I told you, demon, I do not answer to any but Him,” said Jesolin maintaining his defiance.
“Then you are foolish for I have come at His request to ensure your success. Now, are your forces ready to march as discussed?” asked Gogoziel standing just inches from Jesolin.
“Yes,” he said after a momentary pause, “they are ready to march.”
“Good. Assemble them before the dawn breaks as you were instructed. The light cannot be present before they depart,” it said as it turned around and walked back to the room’s center.
“What are you planning?” asked Jesolin.
“To succeed,” answered Gogoziel. “Now go, I must prepare, as should you.”
His journey to finalize the last preparations of his Warbringers and their forces was not a lengthy one. Though their dedications to their own endeavors were beginning to assert themselves, they were not void of fear, fear of Jesolin, fear of failing him, and fear of failing his master. Under his instruction, their powers had grown considerably, but so had his. And while each of them had become a worthy adversary to most of mortality, to him, they would be barely more than a nuisance. As bold as they had become, possibly even bold enough to plot his demise while his back was turned, none of them would dare, even collectively, to challenge him openly. And disobedience was an open act of defiance which carried an inherent challenge. So, during his inspections, even of Vismorda’s Ravens, he found no deviations from his instructions. Indeed, all preparations had been executed perfectly. Their preparedness pleased him. Yes, it was a sign their obedience was still fully intact, but also, on this night, it gave him more time to see to Vismorda’s retraining and more time to discover what rested behind the new compartment of her soul. So, after he had imparted to each of his Warbringers their new instructions, some generating much protest, he sought her.
He found her in the training hall working through several new martial techniques, techniques he had not shown her. She was radiant in the blackness of her skin-tight leather armor that left her shoulders bare to bathe in the pale moonlight, glistening from her perspiration. Her twin blades were mesmerizing under her precise and perfected commands as were her eyes reflecting nothing except hate, his hate. Had she engaged the erotic fluidity of her evil fountain, he might have become aroused, but its absence almost sickened him. As she finalized her technique, one he still did not recognize, her heavy breathing and sweat dampened hair would have aroused any mortal man to a singular endeavor, but he was not any mortal man, if he was still mortal at all.
“That was unfamiliar,” he said as he strode into the room, startling her.
“My Lord, I did not see you there,” she said as she gathered her composure.
“I know you did not. You did not engage your fountain. Had you done so, you would have sensed me long ago,” he said as he walked over to the weapon rack and picked out a rather devilishly looking, double bladed spear.
“Yes, there are times when I prefer to practice without its enhancements,” she replied coolly.
“I have not known you to do this before,” he said as she lazily swung the weapon.
“Perhaps there are still things you do not know about me, My Lord,” she said almost playfully, hoping it would hide her growing distance.
“Indeed,” he said as he looked directly at her. “Tell me then, my little Raven, whose techniques were you just practicing? I did not recognize them as mine,” he asked.
She did not miss the inherent threat to his question, “Did you not?” she replied. “Perhaps the weight of our coming campaign has occupied so much of you that you did not remember showing them to me?” She sheathed her blades and began walking out of the room.
“Yes,” he said, “perhaps you are correct. I have been under a great deal of strain. I am sure it is so,” he said still lazily twisting the double spear.
Turning just before the doorway, she said, “Thank you, My Lord. I am sure once your conquest is complete, you will feel the strain lessen allowing a return of your entire efforts on our continued training. If it pleases you, I would like to retire to my chambers. We have an early morning and it is important to rest,” she said as she turned to take his leave.
“Do you know what would please me, Vismorda?” he asked.
“What is that, My Lord Kahl.”
“It would please me if you would stay just a few more moments and show me the techniques I had forgotten I taught you. They appeared most effective,” he said stopping the lazy spinning of the spear.
“Perhaps I can be a more effective instructor in the morning, after we have both slept and are refreshed?” she asked.
“Perhaps you are right,” he said. She felt a moment of relief and exhaled visibly. “But then again, perhaps you are not,” he continued. “Often times, in the grip of fatigue and exhaustion, one is able to reach levels not available when rested and refreshed. Do you not agree?”
“Yes, My Lord,” she said resigning hope to avoid him this night.
“Good. Then please, instruct me in the methods of your techniques,” he said inviting her to join him in the training circle.
As she stood facing him, she knew there was nothing she could do to avert the end of his intentions, and she was sure that they involved much pain for her. With the full use of her power, she could only delay the inevitable. Long had it been since they had battled without the enhancement of the dark fountain, so long ago in fact, she had almost forgotten the last time she had bested him. Long before his ascension to chiefhood, she had taken it upon herself to begin training him in the ways of gypsy combat. Mimicking the light way gypsies lived, their chosen weapons were usually the bow and arrow, daggers, and the occasional short swords. They lacked the power of the city dwellers; hence, their weaponry was always light and easily concealable. Occasionally, a gypsy would try to master one of the heavier weapons, but Oolos was the only one she knew who used a long sword for more than a training partner.
However, gypsies gathered all forms of materials they could sell, and weapons usually fetched a decent price. In their collections, they had all forms of heavier weapons, one of which was a double-bladed spear. While lethal in the hands of a powerful soldier, it was slow and awkward when wielded by someone who did not possessed the necessary strength. However, at that young age, Jesolin was drawn to it and often chose to practice with it when training with Vismorda.
“Why do you continue to pick that weapon? It is too heavy for you,” she said as she lent him a hand helping him up from the ground.
“Because I like it. There is something about it that challenges me,” he said. “Besides, I might get stronger the more I use it,” he said standing up.
“Yes, you might get stronger, but you might also get dead unless you train with a weapon you can actually use,” she said as she laughed.
“That may be true, but where is the fun in that,” he said. “Again?”
“With pleasure,” she said.
And that was the last time she had been able to best him. Every day after that, regardless of the weapon he had chosen, he was able to successfully defend against her attacks and then counterattack effectively enough to be victorious. Over the following weeks and months, their rolls had slowly changed as he became the instructor and she the student. At the time, she had not known that this reversal was his design all along. While she had admired him before, as she stood across from him now, watching him wield the same weapon he did so many years ago, there was no admiration.
“No fountain?” she said.
“No fountain,” he agreed.
She tested him with a quick but lazy attack. He passed, matching her lazy effort. They circled each other. Then as she crossed the window allowing for the moon to enhance her natural, dark beauty, she launched into a flurry of swipes, stabs, and feints, none of which Jesolin remembered. However, memory was not a prerequisite for his defense. He parried each one of her attacks. As she sliced at his neck, he sidestepped, spun and caught her on her rear with the flat of his blade, stinging her.
“I said no fountain,” she hissed.
“I did not need my fountain to rebuff such a sloppy attack,” he returned not hiding disgust in his voice. “Where is the woman whom I just watched? Where are the perfect techniques I saw moments ago? I would have you show me them,” he commanded as he assumed a coiled stance.
“So be it,” she said. In one motion, she reversed the grip of one of her blades, the one in her left hand, and feigned to the right. Her speed even surprised herself as did her deception. He bit and bit hard using one of his blades to block her feigned attack. But instead of swiping with her right blade at his midsection, as her attack indicated, she used her reversed gripped, left-handed blade to pin his spear to the ground. He kicked in response, hoping to strike her side; but because of her momentum, his kick was ineffective and missed. She struck out with her left foot connecting to and buckling his exposed knee.
And there it was. Staring her in the face without hope, but with total certainty, was the opening she had secretly desired for longer than she cared to admit. In one moment, she saw her future completely change and knew her freedom was within the slight twisting of her wrist. With almost no effort at all, she could direct her blade to slice his exposed neck and render all continuance of her pain as final and forgotten. There was no room for hesitation, nor error, nor mistake, nor failure. If she was unsuccessful, he would surely respond more viciously and fully than he ever had before. Would he finally end her? Would he finally drink her soul? Or would he devise something more devious and more evil allowing her to linger in his torment for eternity? The toll of hesitation was too great, for her very life and that of her Ravens depended on it. Holding on to the vision of both Malice and Vile reaching their adulthood without the possessing evil of Jesolin corrupting their hearts, she twisted her wrist and flicked her blade. And the world ended. Just before her weapon embedded itself into the flesh of her freedom, she felt him embrace and release the power of his fountain. She felt it, and nothing else.
As hard as she tried, as fully as she focused, and as determined as she was to free herself, and to an even greater extent, little Malice and Vile, she was simply incapable of advancing her blade the short distance necessary to draw his blood. So tightly was she held, almost suspended in time itself, all she could do was breathe, but even that barely.
He laughed a hauntingly slow and malevolently twisted sound conveying his dominance, superiority, and deception laced scheme. “And there it is. I should have seen it before. Well, perhaps not seen, but I certainly should have been able to figure it out without this charade,” he said as he stood up and straightened his clothing. “Though I will admit, it was moderately enjoyable engaging with you once again as we did in the past without the influence of our powers. Did you like the weapon I chose? I am sure you know it was purposeful,” he continued. “But enough of my gloating. I searched your motives while we were battling. Actually, it was your suggestion of excluding our power that enabled me to do so without your notice. And do you know what I found?”
She attempted to answer, but not even her mouth was able to move as she was still held trapped within his power.
“No? I found a doorway within you I had not seen before. Perhaps it was a door you were not even aware of, but nonetheless, it hid behind it something I was not able to see. I wonder what it could be,” he said tauntingly.
Lingering just on the outside of her grasp, her own fountain begged for her to touch it, to connect to it, to drink from it and accept its power as hers again. But the grip of his darkness was all encompassing; yet, if she could find a way, an opening ever so small and connect, perhaps she could move, perhaps she could escape. Her mind darted back and forth from its beginning to its ending of her knowledge about him. But the more she examined her knowledge, the more she knew he would have left no opening for her to find.
He probed into her conscious mind and found a single pathway leading to her subconscious. She felt only a small pressure inside her head as if a headache developed with the intent of finding the softest place to make its home. As he bored more deeply into the totality of her emotions and psyche, the intensity of her headache increased. When he reached the genesis of her memory, her very first, the pain was great enough to pierce her ability to comprehend rational thought. Still unable to move whatsoever, except that which allowed for her to sustain life, all she could do was increase her vocal expression to barely a whisper. But contained within it was the summative agony of hate’s brutal and unending relentlessness made alive by the hands of Jesolin at the behest of his master, Satan. And still he bore more deeply into her than the fathoms of the Endless Sea. So deep had he plunged that she died, or would have had he allowed it.
When her mind became a molten puddle of emotional goo, he knew she possessed neither the conscious nor subconscious defensive ability to prevent him from unlocking her door. He found its psychological lock and examined it as expertly as a master locksmith. It was fascinating in its complexity, yet simple in its design. It was imperative that her mind not break during his examination. If it did, so would her lock, resulting in the mental deconstruction of the tumblers rendering any key useless. So, he tenderly, which is not to say he did so with any affection for her, fashioned a key he believed would unlock the door to the deepest part of her, the part not even she knew was present. As he inserted it slowly and applied a slight testing pressure, he found no resistance. He had done it. With a slight silent click, her mind slid open and revealed a darkened room. As he peered into it, he first thought it was empty. He had expected to find her subconscious images of Malice and Vile huddled in the back corner as if they were trying to hide from him. But when he saw a larger shadow than what the two young girls would have been able to summon, he peered more deeply and stepped inside.
The shape was not unlike his own. It was definitely male and was definitely shrouded in darkness. As his vision adjusted to the lightless room, he saw the man had his back turned toward him and seemed to be looking out of a window. Though the scene beyond revealed a rising sun with a magnificent countryside complete with mountains, lush green trees, and a brilliantly blue river, it produced no light into the room.
“The sun rises,” said the man, still with his back turned.
“It will set. It always sets,” said Jesolin.
“It will rise again,” said the man.
“Who are you to know that?” questioned Jesolin. The man did not answer right away, rather he continued to stare silently out of the window. “I said,” repeated Jesolin, “who are you to know that?”
Turning slowly to face Jesolin, the man answered with a single word, “Hope.”
“Hope is an illusion,” responded Jesolin.
“Hope is a truth,” responded the man.
“And what is that?” asked Jesolin.
“It is the unseen force that beckons all. It is the rising sun, the mountains that stand tall against all forces trying to pull them down, and it is the river that flows even in the deepest of droughts,” answered the man turning back to the window.
“You speak of nothing,” accused Jesolin.
“No,” said the man as he turned back to face Jesolin, “I speak of the Light.”
“Then watch the light die!” he said firmly as he retrieved himself from Vismorda’s hidden chamber. He gripped her hair with his hand as tightly as he gripped her will with his power. She struggled to break free from his dual grip, but he was too strong. She reached with her hands and tried to pry his fingers apart, but soon found herself face down on the ground, the result of his power infused push. Before she could turn around, he was upon her, gripping her by the hair again. This time though, he did not pull up, he bashed her head into the cold marble floor. Dazed, she presented much less resistance when he forced her to stand.
She was vaguely aware that he had pushed her out of the room and down the side corridor. “Where are we going?” she asked groggily.
“We are going to train,” he answered with a slight grin.
Though she was still battling for the return of her mind’s lucidity, she was not so dazed that she was not aware enough to correctly notice the sinister intent behind his words. While in the room, she had felt him plunge deeply into her mind, into places she did not even know she had. When the pain was beyond excruciating, when she felt as if not only her mind would break, but her body as well, when she pled for death, he simply vanished. His presence within her was gone without any of his evil lingering prolonging his enjoyment. Whatever he had seen, it provoked a change in his intentional behavior; and while some changes can be good, she was sure this one would not.
As he continued roughly pushing her down the long corridor, she felt weakened, more weakened that she should have been. “Can you feel that:” he asked her, “the sapping of your strength?”
“What are you doing?” she asked struggling to stay on her feet and keep up with his aggressive pace and handling.
“Exactly what I said. We are going to train,” he said as she miss-stepped almost falling. Had it not been for the strength of his grasp, she would have.
After he painfully jerked her to her balance, she asked, “What more can be done to train me? I am broken.”
“Oh, my dear Vismorda, I never said I was going to train you,” he said ominously.
“No!” she said with a gasp. “You cannot train them! Not yet! They are not ready for you!” she said, trying to shout. Had she not been under the influence and control of his power draining her strength, she most certainly would have. But as it was, her elevated urgency was capped at a level just above her normal speaking voice. What had he seen within her to provoke such a response? Her mind could not help but race to all the potentials for her little raven’s training. Yet as strongly as her mind was searching for anything that might prevent the inevitability that was quickly approaching, her body and her power would be unable to execute it even if she found it. When they both reached the door to the girls’ room, within which they would be peacefully sleeping, she tried one last time to connect to her flow of power. But it was useless. He had her firmly under his control, and in her weakened state, her resistance was futile.
“Open it,” he commanded her.
“No,” she responded.
“Open it,” he said again.
“I will not,” she refuted.
After a short pause, her drew close enough to her that she could feel his breath upon the skin of her ear, “You will open it or you will not be the only one I have this night.”
“Please,” she whispered.
“Open it,” he said again.
“No. Please,” she whispered again, refusing to believe that the once sickly boy she rescued from a certain fate of death could have become the embodiment of absolute atrocity. But when he repeated his command for her to open the door again, this time laced with a resolute finality, she slowly and weakly placed her hand on the door latch, applying just enough pressure to fulfil his demand. As the door slid slowly open, her tears began, tears that would not stop.
“Wake up, my little Ravens,” said Jesolin strongly, “Your education begins now.”
She had been vaguely aware of their cries when they both witnessed him bludgeon the side of her face with his opened palm. She was also vaguely aware of the pain and blood that began to drip from the open wound on her cheek. As she tumbled against the footboard of one of their beds, she felt the swelling being instantly. As she stood to face him, barely able to see, she felt another open palm blow against the other side of her face. Again, she was sent reeling and landing face down on the other bed.
Come, she heard a voice within her mind say.
As Jesolin mounted her, she barely felt the pressure of his body behind her.
Come, said the voice again, bidding her to follow inside of her own mind.
As she took the first mental step toward the bidding voice, all conscious awareness of Jesolin faded into a long hallway with a single door at its end. Was this what Jesolin had found? She took a few steps closer. The nearer she drew to the door, the more she was drawn to it. When she was only a few paces away, the door unexpectantly opened, as if her presence alone had caused it. The room within was dark. As she crossed the threshold, she saw a man standing inside peering out of a window, though the window offered no light to the interior of the room.
“Welcome,” said the man.
“Who are you?” she asked him.
“Hope,” he said turning toward her.
There, standing in front of her, face to face, was the man with whom she had battled. There was the man who spared her life and the man whose life she had spared in return. She had thought, after retrieving the girls, that his presence would be done; that he would fade into a forgotten memory and dissolve away with the rest of her hope. She had never expected so see him again in the physical world and certainly not in her mind. But there he was, standing as bold as brass and as confident as the sun offering her that which she no longer had. But how could he offer her that? “Why are you here?” she asked him.
“I am here,” he said as he stepped closer to her, “for you.”
He reached up with his fingers. She was powerless to prevent him. As much as she was bound in the physical realm by Jesolin’s power, she was equally bound here. But what bound her from action in her mind was not the darkness of his or anyone else’s fountain of liquid hate. Instead, she was bound by her own hope. A hope that longed to feel a touch as tender as she had witnessed. A hope that longed for something warm and soft in her dark, cold and hate-filled life. A hope that screamed of understanding. When his fingers landed upon the very spot he had once kicked as an act of life-sustaining mercy, a piercing light engulphed the totality of her; a light so bright and warm and tender it could only be called love.




Resniak
(Severed)
“Graloralynn?” said Rony as he slumped against the outer doorframe. “That seems like a fitting name.”
Both Zyndalia and Liani quickly turned their heads and collectively breathed a sigh of relief when they saw him awake and without permanent harm. Xunmerco slowly limped up to him and nuzzled him affectionately prompting Rony to respond in kind by scratching the large wolf behind his ears. Zyndalia stood up and hurried over to where Inglorca still lay motionless on the ground.  She knew Inglorca was alive because her bond with the large female wolf was still intact, but that did not mean she was without injury. As she knelt down and began stroking Inglorca on her snout, the large wolf lazily lifted her head and grunted quietly.
“Is she going to be ok?” asked Liani as she, too, stood up and walked over to them.
“Yes, she is going to be ok. She was struck hard, harder than she’s been struck before; and I think it stunned her more than harmed her. But yes, she should be fine,” answered Zyn as she continued comforting Inglorca.
“That is good to hear. Xunmerco will be well too. I think he twisted his ankle when that demon sideswiped his leg and threw him into the tree. These are certainly tough wolves,” added Rony.
“They need to be,” said Liani, “Have you noticed that these demons, or whatever they are, are getting stronger as more time passes?”
“What is happening?” asked Zyndalia. The previously unspoken question hung in the air for a length of time that seemed even longer than the span between now and when it had first begun as a thought. “The lands, the animals, the demons and monsters,” she added. “What is happening to Avendia?”
“I do not know, Zyn. Perhaps we will never know,” he said the way he often did when he accepted the burdens and responsibilities of things greater than him.
“Perhaps we will not, but there is another question we still need answered,” said Liani still visibly fatigued by the encounter.
“What is that?” asked Rony.
“What is happening to us?” Again, none of them had any answers, at least none that were worth discussing. “And also, why is it happening to us?” asked Liani.
“I do not think any of us knows the answers to any of those questions. And I am not sure we should pay heed to them even if we did,” he said to Liani.
“What do you mean?” asked Zyn. “Why we should not heed them?”
“I only mean to say that there is nothing we can do about it,” he retorted.
“Rony, we need to help in any way and every way we can” she said as she stood up. “And in case you have not noticed, we are able to help where and when others cannot.”
“Help? Help? Help who?” he asked as he walked a few paces closer to her.
“Who?” she asked showing her exasperation. “We need to help everyone, anyone. We need to do whatever we can to help Avendia.”
“Are you serious, sister?” he asked her accusatorily.
“Rony,” she said, understanding the inherent slight behind his question.
“No!” he shouted before she could continue. “No! I will not hear it! We have been fighting these monsters, or demons, or whatever they are for longer than we ever should have. And for what? What have we received but more doom and more gloom? We have rid this world of at least seven demons that we know of and probably more than that. And yet, we are pursued by the very people we are protecting. And now, when we finally return home to be reunited with our mother, we find another demon in her place.”
“That does not mean,” she started to say.
“She is dead, Zyn,” he shouted. “Our mother is dead!”
“You do not know that!” she yelled back.
“No, I do not. I do not know any of it! I do not know what is going on with Avendia, or the monsters, or us.”
“Then how can you say she is dead?”
“Zyndalia! Did you not see what that demon was?
“Rony,” she pleadingly said.
“No Zyn! I have had enough of this!”
“Enough of what?” she asked.
“Of this! This life, this evil, this curse! I am sick of all of it and I want none of it any longer,” he shouted.
“Then what do you want?”
“I want home,” he said, tears welling inside his eyes. “I want to be home with you and mother. I want things to be as they were before we left. I want to watch the sunsets again after a long day of hunting. I want to wake up early in the morning to the sounds of our life before all this and string my bow just like father had taught me,” he said to her.
“Rony,” she said again, tears now welling in her eyes too “I want that too.”
“Then why can we not have that? Why can we not live here, just the three of us, and forget about everything else?” he asked as he stepped close enough to her to reach his hand out and wipe the tears from her face.
“You know why,” interjected Liani with a steadiness of voice betraying the emotions of the moment.
“What?” asked Ronialdin, but Liani remained silent and steady. “What did you say?”
“You heard what I said,” she told him flatly.
“No, I do not know why?” he retorted squaring his shoulders in her direction. “Please enlighten me.”
“Do you believe in coincidences?” asked the small woman.
“What does that have to do with anything? Why does it matter what I believe,” he asked attempting to dismiss her question.
“Well, do you?” she asked again.
“I do not see your point, or rather, the point of my belief as having anything to do with what is happening and what we should or should not do,” he retorted.
Liani looked to Zyndalia, almost silently asking for assistance to which Zyn responded only with, “Do not look to me. This is your argument.”
“Fine,” said the small woman as she continued, “First, you embark on a quest to find a new home. Shortly after that, you get apprehended by goblins and are ultimately saved by some mysterious wolf pups that have some sort of mystical bond with you and your sister. Then you save me, but are trapped again by the goblins. Then, we are all saved by a group of mercenaries that just happened to be in the area at the very moment you were going to be killed. We were trained and became rather formidable warriors ourselves all the while your bonds with the wolves, who are now absurdly large for ordinary wolves, continued to grow. And then, when I was threatened by one of the mercenaries, who turned out to be some otherworldly monstrosity, you transformed into some type of beast yourself and emerged victorious. But let us skip everything else and all the other demons we battled, who all seem to be familiar with you and know more about what is happening to you than even you do, and talk about the events of the last few weeks. Now, I am also bonded to a wolf and I too underwent the same type of alteration you did just in time to fight another monster, who just happened to be impersonating your mother. And do not even let me begin talking about our elevated abilities,” she finished leaving him speechless. “Does that all not seem too much to be considered a simple coincidence or something directed by chance and chance alone?”
“What is your point, Liani?” he asked her.
“What is my point?” she said almost yelling. “My point is that we have been chosen by something greater at work, something that has deemed it necessary to combat whatever is happening.”
“Then it chose wrong. I cannot do it,” he said.
“Yes, you can,” Liani said in return.
“No, I cannot!” he yelled. “It is too much,” he said resigning to a weakness he still felt he possessed within.
“Rony, you are the only one who can!” she persisted.
“No!” he shouted again and stormed over to where Liani stood. “Enough of this! I have had enough! I will hear no more of demons or powers or anything else! I am done!” he yelled; his voice thick with an exhaustion driven rage. Tears welling in his eyes once again, he tried to look compassionately at her, but was too tired to see he had another emotional option in this moment. Equipped with only his doubt induced anger and fear, he turned around and briskly walked inside their childhood home, slamming the door.
Zyndalia walked over to where Liani stood and placed a tender hand on her shoulder. “Do not fret over this, Liani,” she said.
“I do not know what happened? I was trying to tell him, to show him all the confidence I had in him, when we just started yelling,” she said as she turned to face the younger woman.
“I know,” said Zyn, “sometimes when you really care, passion takes over for sense.”
“I hope he is not mad with me,” said Liani as he wiped her face of tears.
“No, he is not. He is more mad with himself. He always has been.”
“How can he be mad at himself? He has done nothing wrong,” she said the small woman.
“That, my friend, is a long story, and one he would be best suited to tell,” she said.
“What should we do now?” asked Liani.
“The only thing we can do, wait until morning and hope he is in more of a mood to listen to reason,” said Zyndalia as she embraced Liani in a warm and comforting hug.
“Thank you.”
“Of course. We are like sisters,” said the younger woman with a broad smile.
“Yes. Yes, we are,” responded Liani as both Inglorca and Graloralynn slowly walked over to them.
“Now, let us tend to our wolves and then get some rest. Rony might not be right about not wanting to help, but he is right about one thing,” she said.
“What is that?”
“I am tired.”
It was late and the night’s argument hung on him like a forge master’s anvil. His head throbbed in time with the same forge master whose heavy hammer relentlessly pounded out all the rough imperfections of his mind’s tempered steel. Though his throbbing head was enough to keep him awake, it was the lingering vision of his mother’s hideous transformation into the shapeless mass of solidified evil that haunted him. Zyndalia and Liani had not seen what he saw. They did not see her face as her skin turned into a charred and blackened mass of grotesque tissue. They did not hear the awful crunching as her body transformed into its original shape, or shapelessness. Nor did they look into her eyes the moment before the transformation was complete and see the horrified fear of whatever was left of the woman within. It was that fear that told him she was dead, or had died right before his eyes. It was that panic that made him see that his mother and the demon had become one. In that moment, he knew she was gone.
How does one reconcile such a horrific scene? How does one keep going in the face of such a traumatic event? As much as he needed answers, those were questions he was incapable of considering as his head lay on his bed with his covers pulled up subconsciously high around his neck. Xunmerco was laying at the foot of his bed, barely able to fit between it and the wall. The wolf was sharing the sadness with Rony through the bond. Had it not been for the Xunmerco’s presence, his tears might have overcome him. But because Xunmerco was there sharing Rony’s burden, the young man was able to still himself by focusing on his its breathing. With each deep and full exhalation, Rony exhaled a portion of his despair. And with each life-giving inhalation, Rony breathed in more and more of Xunmerco’s calming peace and tranquility. Such was the effect, that the young man was able to pass from a conscious desire for sleep, into sleep itself. That is not to say, his slumber was peaceful, for it was filled with dreams and visions and consequences. And the first one was good.
“Drahin, what is evil?” asked a young Ronialdin to his father as both of them walked through the forest. It was the second time he had been invited to accompany his father on one of his hunting expeditions. Although it was not going to be a prolonged trip, only two days, it nonetheless seemed so for the young boy who had not been on an overnight hunting trip before.
“That is an odd question? Why do you ask?” replied the elder hunter.
“Well, I heard one of the merchants last week say something about how the clouds looked evil,” he said.
“What do you think it is?” asked his father.
The young boy thought for a moment and said, “It did not sound so good. At least, I did not think so.”
“Oh, and what made it sound bad?” asked his father again.
“The merchant made his face all squinty when he said it,” said the boy as he mimicked, or at least tried to mimic the merchant’s facial expression.
His father laughed heartily, and replied, “If he made that face, I believe you are correct. The clouds could not have been good at all.”
“But what IS evil?” asked Rony again.
“That is not so easy a question to answer, young one,” said his father as he motioned for Rony to crouch low. “Shhh, did you hear that?”
“No. What was it?” he asked.
“It might have been nothing, but I thought I heard something scurry away,” his father answered. The two of them were as motionless they could be and waited to hear any sounds confirming the presence of their prey. But when no sound returned, his father looked to the ground and then back to Rony, “Perhaps I am starting to hear things. Let us keep going.”
“Can people be evil?” asked Rony after a minute or two of silent walking.
“I suppose they can,” said his father.
“Drahin,” said the young boy.
“Yes, Rony.”
“Are we evil?”
“Not at all, why do you ask?”
“Well, we kill a lot of animals. I do not think killing is good,” he answered sadly.
“Yes, we do kill a lot of animals, but I take no joy in killing them, nor do you,” answered his father.
“But are you not happy when you come home with a lot of animals?”
His father chuckled, “You are a quick one are you not? Yes, I am happy when I bring home many animals. In fact, the more I bring home, the happier I am,” he answered.
“Does that not mean you are happy about killing them?”
“No, it does not,” answered his father. “Listen. Come here,” he said as she stopped walking and squatted down so he could better look at his son at eye level. “There is a large gap between killing because we need food and money and just killing for fun or sport. Yes, I am happy when I can provide for you, your sister, and your mother. However, that does not mean I am happy I have to kill the animals to do it.”
“I do not understand,” said the young Ronialdin.
“Life is sacred, all life. But all life has its role as do we; and we must fulfill our role within it. If we do not, then we will unbalance all of life,” he said.
Rony stayed still for a brief moment, but then asked, “What is my role in life?”
But his father did not answer audibly. The only response he would give would be a slight grin followed by a subtle and quick wink. The young Rony was about to ask his question again when he was stopped by his father’s gesture for silence. “Do you hear that?” he asked.
“Hear what, Drahin?”
“Change, little one,” he said as he stood up and looked around. “Change is coming.”
Rony copied is father and looked around to the trees and then up to the sky. “What is changing?” he asked.
“Everything.”
But before the young Ronialdin could ask anything more, he watched his father dissolve into a black cloud of thin smoke. Once his father’s image was floating away on the subtle currents of wind driven by the dream of a perfect day, so too did the surrounding landscape dissolve. However, unlike his father, the trees, sounds, ground, and the very sun itself was replaced by another scene, one of unspoken dread and finality. Rony knew he was dreaming, but that revelation did nothing to ease the horror of seeing both Zyndalia and Liani in chains as they walked through a country side that was burned black by the charred remains of his inaction. Everywhere he looked, there was nothing more than desolation and solitude. He was imparted with the distinct realization that life, though it still continued, was lived separately by all those who lived it. He turned to see both Zyndalia and Liani again, but as they walked, they held no familiarity with each other. As such, there was no communal understanding that they were together. Although they walked with only the smallest of distances separating them, they were existences apart. Indeed, each walked in their own lonely estimation of complete isolation.
He soon became aware that the two women were not alone in their solitary existence, but part of a large caravan of like bounded individuals. As he found the faces of all those shackled by more than just the metal of chains, he saw several representations of the peoples of Avendia, though he did not recognize any of the individuals. Elves, Dwarves, Orcs, Ogres, even the immense Trolls, and some peoples he could not identify, were all likewise bound around the neck, feet and hands with the same heavy chains adorning the defeated hopes of Zyn and Liani. There was nothing to them, their hopes, for he could see in their eyes that all who walked were void of it. He first tried to call out to Zyndalia, but she offered him no response greater than a slight acknowledgement. As if a small and inconsequential insect had attempted to land on her exposed flesh, she brushed off his request the way a storm might when confronted by a tiny butterfly requesting it to divert its course and allow the butterfly safe passage. A storm was a storm and would not be diverted by a request of anything less. He repeated his attempt with Zyndalia, and then Liani to no avail. Neither of the women acknowledged his presence with any amount of effort suggesting they were little more than enthralled, mindless slaves. So impotent were his efforts to engaged their attention that he submitted to his inability and watched the caravan trudge slowly and joylessly away.
He looked up to the sky expecting to see the dark grey clouds mimic his despair. However, he was surprised to see it completely blue and unobstructed by anything less than the brilliant hue of perfect clarity. He had to squint to protect his eyes from the radiant glare of the sun shining in all of its brilliance. Turning his confused attention to the surrounding landscape, he was likewise stunned to see it perfectly restored to what he had understood it to be. Turning yet again, he was further amazed to see that he was standing in front of his childhood home. Rather than going inside, he began walking into the woods. However, the farther he walked into them, the more he understood his action was not being directed by his own intent, but by something directing him the way gravity directs a fruit to fall from its tree branch.
The woods of his youth were exactly how he remembered them to be years and years ago; unsoiled, unspoiled by the changes affecting the land he now called home. The trees were exact replicas right down to their imperfections. He smiled when he saw the tree inscribed by his sister, but his smile quickly faded when he heard a rustling from the thicket behind. He reached for the dagger on his thigh, but it was not there, neither was his longsword or boot dagger. He heard the rustling again, this time closer. He backed away from its direction and gathered himself to face whatever dread emerged.
The rustling had grown so close that it had become mixed with the slow, heavy breathing of a predator. Judging by its depth and pace, he thought the predator to be a bear, but not one of the common bears of his home. He knew well the sounds of their breaths. Theirs lacked the low rumble at the trail end of the exhalation. This predator, however, breathed with the depth and innate ferocity of one of the great bears in the childhood stories his father had told him. He crouched low, preparing himself to react to the inevitable lunge that was soon forthcoming.
He saw the snout first, large, impossibly large; however, it was unlike any bear’s he had ever seen. Thin and long, the jaws yielded the largest, sharpest and most brilliantly white fangs he could possibly imagine adorning the mouth of a wolf. Its head, the full portion of it emerging between the trees, stood a full foot taller than Rony at his full height. A pure white body followed with no less of a predatorial presence than its massive head. Sleek and silent, its muscles rippled with each step. As its powerful body emerged fully from the cover of the brush, a brush that seemed somehow insignificant to shelter such a powerful entity, Rony was overcome with a sense of regality. As just enough sun had broken through the leafy umbrella to shine down and highlight this already magnificent creature, Rony could do nothing else but bow low and long.
“Rise,” commanded the wolf, but when Rony obeyed and raised his head, he saw that the powerful visage of the wolf had been replace by that of a brilliantly perfect man standing in robes of pure white that seemed to glow from their own magnificence. The porcelain and perfect skin, while enthralling, was not the most overwhelming characteristic of the man, nor was it his impossibly deep blue eyes, rather, it was the beautifully white-feathered, unfurled wings that jutted from his back in defiance to everything evil and imperfect. As Rony gained his bearings and humbly stood, he found that the height of the man reflected that of the wolf. This being, man, or whatever it was, stood no less than seven feet tall, his presence forcing the smallness of all things mortal to be understood.
“Who are you?” asked Ronialdin, struggling to maintain eye contact with the manifested radiance.
“I am Michael, Leader of The Hunt,” said the man as his wings furled into him and his robes stunning glow faded into a faint luminescence.
“What are you?” asked Rony.
“I am what you refer to as an Angel,” said Michael.
“An Angel? I thought those were just stories,” Rony said.
“Indeed, they were stories, but stories born from truth,” said the Angel as he smiled warmly. “Come, let us walk in the woods. You have questions, yes?”
Rony fell in stride with Michael who set a slow and comfortable pace, “Am I dreaming?” he asked.
“Of course. Now, what is it you wish to know?”
“What is happening?”
“We are walking,” said the Angel with a wink.
“No,” responded Rony, “I mean, what is happening to us?”
“You are being called,” answered Michael.
“Called to what?”
“To The Hunt,” answered Michael.
“What is that? The Hunt,” asked Rony who was feeling no less confused in this first few minutes with Michael.
“Since the mortal concept of time began, and He called forth into being those who are His children, the greatest of we who serve Him, the one called Lucifer for his unrivaled ability to bring light, esteemed himself worthier than what He created. In doing so, the bringer of light allowed the subjective conditions of mortality to govern him over the objective dictates of Our Father. This naturally gave rise to such things as pride within Lucifer. Not right away, but in time, that pride grew and he, the greatest of our kind, openly challenged He Who Created All believing that worthiness should be defined by such illusions as power instead of the honesty of purpose. Trying to rise from his fall, Lucifer waged a war against Heaven and God attempting to claim heaven as his own. He was beaten then, and each time thereafter,” Michael said to the young man, though he felt more a boy in the presence of the angel than a man.
“Wait. Are you telling me that all those stories my parents told me were true?” asked the young man.
“Well, I am not sure about all the stories, but at least this one is true,” said the Angel smiling.
“But what is The Hunt?” asked Rony again.
“I was just about to explain that,” said Michael affectionately. “As you can expect, Lucifer was not pleased to say the least. He vowed to have his revenge and has continually sought ways to subvert God’s own Creation. But what he desires most is not just the destruction of Avendia and the other worlds created by God, but the transformation and assimilation of them into his own Realm of Hell. Over time, he was able to discover an immortal link that provided a connection between his realm and the mortal realm. Sort of a passageway. By utilizing his discovery, he was able to summon his demons into the mortal world. At first, they needed to directly possess a mortal body though its soul. However, as his power grew, he was able to summon them in their own physical form without the aid of an immortal soul as a host. At first, this did not pose much of an issue. But after he learned how to create gates between his world and yours, we were forced to summon The Hunt,” Michael said as they continued walking.
“So, what is happening to us? To my sister and I? To Liani?” he asked.
“What is necessary, little wolf,” answered Michael. “That is all I can tell you for now.”
“Necessary? Necessary for what?”
“For Avendia,” answered Michael with compassionate eyes.
“Why?” pursued Rony.
“I cannot say more, for now. This is not the last time we will meet, little wolf,” said Michael as he turned to face Ronialdin.
“But I have more to ask. More I need to know,” he said.
“Yes, you do. But it will have to wait until we meet again.”
“When will that be?” asked Rony.
“Seek me out in the Swamps of Gabbon. I will be waiting for you there. After you have traveled to Pretago Cor, seek me out,” said Michael as he put a hand on Ronialdin’s shoulder.
“Pretago Cor? Why do we have to go there?”
“For the same reason you have been called to The Hunt,” answered the Angel, “because it is necessary. Now go. It is time for you to wake. The sun is moments from rising and you must get an early start. Farewell, young wolf. Much is set at your feet, but much more has been given to complete.”
Unlike his father, the Angel Michael, did not fade into a wisp of black smoke. Instead, he vanished in a blinding display of pure white light, the kind of purity that answers all questions of faith, for the flash of brilliance was such that only authentic trueness of belief could exist. And even for the tiniest of moments, that trueness was enough to return Rony’s belief, if not in himself, then in something greater than him. Perhaps that is what he needed, an adherence to a power greater than what he believed he was in order for him to engage everything that he was, or at least was capable of being in this moment.
As the light faded into the darkness of his slumber, his eyes opened to a freshness and resolute conviction to the purpose set before him, a purpose that promised more doom and more fighting, more demons and monsters. However, he no longer felt the soul weary tiredness that plagued him only the night before. Invigorated with what could only be called a predatory hunger, Rony woke to the potential of the day, a potential that promised death, a potential that promised a feast, a potential that promised The Hunt.
Propelled by the need to act, he almost sprang from his bed, throwing his covers to the side. Though the horrible images of his dreams still rested firmly in his consciousness, as did the hideousness of his mother’s transformation, their hope-draining effect no longer grasped him. Rather, he was driven, as he donned his traveling clothes, by a resolution that he would never see the day his sister and Liani became captive to anything other than their own desires. As soon as his feet hit the floor, Xunmerco sensed the change. The great wolf lifted its head attentively and wagged its tail excitedly.
“This is going to be a great day, my friend,” said Rony.
Xunmerco responded with a short but excited snort.
“Indeed, we have a long journey a head of us. Are you fit to travel?” he asked.
The great wolf responded with another short snort even more excited than the last.
“Good, because we have a longer journey ahead of us than any of us realizes,” he said as he squatted down to scratch under the wolf’s large neck. “And I will need all of your strength, my friend.”
In response, Xunmerco licked his face nuzzling closer to him.
“Thank you, Mercy. You are nothing but amazing,” Rony said as he offered on last scratch behind the great beast’s ear. “Now, let us get ready. We have a long way to march, and not much time,” he said as he stood.
After fastening his various blades, his long sword onto his black leather belt, his long dagger to his outer left thigh, and his small knife to the outside of his left boot, he picked up his bow. Long has it been in his possession. It has felled many prey under his masterful direction, but it has also saved the lives of many close to him. It did, after all, save his sister from certain death while suspended above the endless cavern in the goblin’s cave. He silently wondered if it would, as it had so many times in the past, be equipped for the challenge. No longer was he hunting squirrels, rabbits, foxes, bears, and the other beasts of the forests. No. Now he was hunting a greater foe than any he had faced before, a foe not of this world, a foe bent upon his destruction, a foe that knew no fear and one that would not run. Yet, in spite of his questions and doubts, his bow had to be ready. He had to be ready. For there was no choice, nor room for failure, nor room for errant shots. This time, he thought, this time he would not miss.
He found both of his sisters still sleeping and woke them with a single statement, “Come,” he said to them as their eyes adjusted to the still dark room, “It is time. We make for Pretago Cor.”
“What?” asked Zyndalia rubbing the sleep from her eyes.
“We must go. There is not much time,” he said as he turned and started to walk out of their room and give them time to gather their belongings.
Both of the women looked at each other suspiciously, not because of any deception he may be plotting, but because he was not a creature of random and quick change, even when he was still very young, Zyndalia had known him to be a creature of habit and routine. Convincing him to alter his routines, even in the slightest way, often took much more effort that was worth it. So, seeing him change this drastically with apparently no intervention whatsoever, caused them both to pause. “Ronialdin,” said Zyndalia, “What happened?”
“Does it matter,” he said, his back still turned toward them.
“You know that it does,” answered Liani.
He sighed as he turned. He knew he would have to tell them what he saw last night, the totality of his dreams, but he had hoped it would be after they had left. He was not worried about what he saw, nor whether they would believe him. He knew what he saw was real and he knew they would see what he said as truth. But what worried him were the implications of their confirmation. What would it mean for them, for him, for Avendia? Prolonging such a discussion was giving him a reprieve from the soul shattering responsibility he was beginning to feel. Perhaps it was the lingering effects of the visit from Michael, or perhaps Xunmerco’s persona and positive demeanor was asserting itself more though their bond than usual, but either way, his habit of accepting more responsibility than what he should had not yet landed fully upon his mind. However, if they confirmed what he felt, as he suspected they would, somewhere within him acknowledged the potential for his overdeveloped sense of responsibility to again dominate. And while he had gotten used to it over the years, he was rather enjoying his light-hearted steps.
“I had a dream,” he said, taking two short steps and sitting down on the edge of the bed. What followed was a very detailed retelling of every detail he could remember from his dreams including the scene where both Zyndalia and Liani were marched as captives. He was careful to reproduced his story in full, taking time to explain every detail so much so that when he spoke of the walk with his father through the woods, his eyes glistened marvelously. Both women felt his emotions as their own, but only Liani’s eyes reflected his tears. They sat silently throughout his soliloquy, even the part involving Michael, and did not speak until he finished completely.
“I do not know what to say,” said Zyndalia after a moment of thunder deafening silence.
“There is not much to say, I guess,” said Rony. “Apparently I have, we all have, been called into this conflict between powers greater than anything we have ever dreamed, powers that are strong enough to enslave the entirety of the land, and if we do not stand against this evil, what I saw will come to pass.”
“I have felt something growing within me for a long time. As if it has been trying to guide me, call me to it. And when I fought the demon with Graloralynn, it felt as if I was home, if that makes any sense,” said Liani.
“It does. As terrible as the white rage is, it does feel like all purpose aligns and everything makes sense,” answered Rony.
“Then we should waste no more time here speaking of things we can no longer avoid. Give us a few minutes and we will be ready to leave,” said Zyndalia.
“Thank you,” said Rony as he stood up to leave. “And Zyn,” he continued.
“Yes,” she responded.
“I am sorry,” he said.
“For what?” she asked. But he did not return an answer, rather, he turned slowly and walked out of their room leaving the two women to rise and ready themselves in relative silence. They did not tarry and were ready quickly. When they exited the house, they saw Rony sitting atop a horse with two others prepared for riding.
“Is that,” began Zyndalia, but was prevented from completing her question.
“Yes, it is,” answered Rony.
“But how?” she asked.
“I do not know. I found them grazing not far from here,” he said.
“Were they not scared of Glory, Mercy and Grace?” asked Liani.
“Apparently, they were not. But perhaps that was because the three of them stayed down wind of the horses,” answered Rony. “Well, what are you waiting for? Indigo will not have forgotten how to bear your weight, sister.”
Zyndalia walked slowly up to the small brown mare and affectionately stroked its long nose, “Have you forgotten me my sweet friend? How long has it been?” Hearing her voice, the horse whinnied slightly and nuzzled into Zyndalia’s hand a little more firmly. “I see you have not forgotten me after all,” she said now smiling. Liani approached the other mare, a larger black one and reached toward it with her opened palm.
“Her name is Jinia,” said Rony. “She was my mother’s.”
“It would be an honor to ride her until your mother’s return,” said Liani.
“Thank you for that,” he said prompting her to smile.
Both Zyndalia and Liani fastened their riding packs to their horse’s respective flanks and mounted fluidly. Though the land was still as barren as it had been during their journey home, and the clouds remained just as grey, there was yet warmth in their souls and a lightness to their moods settling them into the first part of their trek. Neither of them had been to the city of Pretago Cor before, but they did know it was a lengthy journey. As such, they thought it better to bolster their supplies sooner rather than later.
Much like their journey to their home, the land leading away from it, though in the opposite direction, was just as barren and changed. When the leaves on the trees should have begun reflecting the warm and bright colors of fall, though they still showed signs of the seasonal alteration, they did not imitate the memories driving Zyndalia’s love of the autumnal season. Yes, the air had grown crisp, but unlike the early fall winds of her childhood, this wind had a bite and seemed to penetrate right through their fur-lined, leather cloaks into the deeper layers of their skins. Pulling her cloak more tightly around herself, Zyndalia reached out with her bond to sense Inglorca feasting on a small prey, most likely a rabbit.
She had grown large over this past year, much larger than she would have thought possible. Yet the depth of Inglorca’s physicality was still small when compared to the wolf’s soul and inherent positivity and trust for all things good. Zyn was not sure if this attribute was unique to Inglorca or was a characteristic pervasive to all wolves of her kind. Regardless, she was thankful for it. It had become difficult, to say the least, to trust in the goodness of everything when even the very world around them was growing cold, hard, and indifferent. What she had grown up seeing as bountiful had slowly become the representation of lack. What power was capable of altering the very world and how could they, the three of them, do anything to avert the intentions of such a power? Had it not been for Inglorca’s presence and easy insistence that everything would progress as it should and the powers of plenty would again surge forth to replenish the land, Zyn was not sure she would have had the wherewithal to persist. But persist she did, as did Rony and Liani, toward the end of powers greater than their own understanding.
During the nights, to combat the chilling air, and perhaps its growing effect on their wills, they would sleep close together and close to the glowing embers of a dwindling fire. Though the smoldering embers would provide them with just enough warmth to prevent the need for thicker blankets, it was their bond with the wolves the prevented their decline into the soul-numbing abyss that had plagued them as they searched for their home. And while the strength of the wolves’ presence had always been a focus for each of them, after the night Rony had his dream, they had become a veritable fortress of protection with walls that extended higher than the desolation around them.
With the break of dawn on the fourth day, the three of them stood on the outside of a large wooden gate in a large wooden wall surrounding the city of Rhodendale “Do you remember this gate?” Zyndalia asked Rony.
“No, I do not. But if we expect to resupply, we should at least find a way through it,” he said.
“I suggest speaking with the gate keeper,” said Liani.
“Gatekeeper?” asked Rony.
“Yes. If there is a gate, I am sure there is someone charged with keeping it,” she said as she walked up to the entrance.
“Who seeks entrance?” asked a voice from within. The gate itself stood about three feet taller than the walls, walls they estimated to be about ten feet in height. While the gate was constructed out of wooden planks held together with iron nails and ropes, the walls themselves were little more than trees shaved of their branches bound together by thick twine. The bases of the trunks were inserted into the ground made possible by a trench that had been dug. As far as they could tell, the entire city proper had been surrounded by the wooden wall. There were still small houses and shops on the exterior, but the most of the city was hidden behind the wall.
“We are travelers seeking to resupply and rest for the night,” answered Liani honestly.
“Where are you traveling from?” asked the voice again.
“Our home in the forest three days from here,” she answered again.
“Where will your travels end?” asked the voice.
“They will end when our feet reach our destination,” she answered firmly. “I fail to see the relevance our travels have upon our need to seek rest within your city walls.”
“One can never be too careful now-a-days, what with the Dwarves mobilized and strange creatures about the land,” answered the voice.
“The Dwarves?” asked Rony, “Are their lands not far from here any longer?”
“Indeed, they are. But our scouts have spotted Dwarven parties on the far end of our borders, and some as close as five days from here. What they are up to, we cannot say. But one thing is for sure when speaking of Dwarves,” he answered allowing his implication to remain without voice.
“Oh? And what is that?” asked Zyndalia.
“They cannot be trusted,” said the voice suspiciously.
“Well, you can see we are not Dwarves. So, are we permitted to enter or do we have to find another town more receptive to our coin?” asked Liani growing impatient.
“I did not mean to offend you. But one cannot be too careful these days. Yes, you are permitted to enter. And do not forget to visit the town registrar with your papers of origin,” said the voice.
“Papers of Origin?” asked Rony.
“Yes, your papers of origin, so they can be verified,” answered the voice.
“Yes, of course. We will head there straight away. Thank you for the reminder,” answered Rony, pretending to understand.
“Mind that you do. You do not want to be caught with unverified papers. You might find yourself in the city jail,” warned the voice.
“Yes. Thank you. We will,” he answered again.
“Very well. You may enter,” said the voice.
After a short moment, they heard three distinct clicks followed by what sounded like gears grinding allowing the wooden gate to swing slowly open just far enough for them to enter, their horses in a single file line. One of the most distinct memories both Zyndalia and Ronialdin had regarding their yearly trips to Rhodandale to sell and trade their pelts was the large and vibrant market. Though the city was rather small when compared to other major trade cities, it’s market could hold its own. Perhaps not in physical size, but Rhodandale’s market rivaled all but the largest cities in The Silver Empire in both exchanged commerce and energy. However, because of the profound change the surrounding lands had undergone, they should not have been surprised when they entered and found the market had not been spared from the same desolation. The activity was sparse, as were the penetrating smells of freshly grilled meats and freshly baked breads. The sounds, previously dominated by a symphonic crescendo of the blacksmiths and bards each making, demonstrating, and selling their instruments of battle and music, were muted bordering absent. So were the voices of the chanting of Monks of The Brotherhood whose only purpose was to fill the gaps with a pleasing, auditory melody while the inhabitants and visitors went about the tasks of their days.
Piercing the muted market was a single voice that rang true and clear, “Behold the final days! Behold the plague set upon us by God, the One God, the only God. He has cursed our transgressions and sentenced us to death lest we repent! Search your hearts! Search them and despair for they are lost and never to be recovered. Woe to we who cannot be saved! Woe to the warry travelers, woe to the fathers and mothers, woe to the children for theirs is the day that will never come. Repent! Repent I tell you from your wicked ways! Seek no comfort in whoring or boozing or in lying. Instead seek ye comfort in the knowledge that when you die, you will be saved!”
“This is not how I remember it,” said Zyndalia.
“Nor I,” added Rony.
“I do not like the feel of this place any more than I like the feel of its surrounding land,” said Zyn.
“I agree with you. We should not stay here for longer than is necessary,” confirmed Rony.
“Should we still stay at one of the inns?” asked Liani.
“I do not think that would be wise,” said Zyn. “I think we would be in better company if we spent the night in a cemetery. At least our surroundings would seem more alive.”
“Agreed. Let us get what we need and be on our way,” said Rony.
Though there was no indication beyond the pervasive depression within the city walls that they were possibly in harm’s way, they all agreed to purchase their supplies with what coin they had remaining and set out again before noon. They took care to avoid the roaming city guards lest they be questioned and asked to produce their papers of origin. Though they knew not what they were, nor how to acquire them, they thought it better not to be engaged in that particular line of questioning. The reach of the Stone Keep had grown since they had escaped it, and the longer they remained within its provincial borders, the greater the chance was that word of their identities would have caught up to them. Though they purchased their supplies with little to no resistance or incident, their uneasy feeling continued to grow. Perhaps it was a general effect caused by the compounding consequence of being away from their wolf companions combined with the degradation of the lands they were still within. Perhaps they were experiencing a foreboding caused by the manifestation of one of their newly found abilities. Or perhaps it was just their minds playing tricks on them because of their heightened nervousness based on the events of their recent past. Regardless of the reason, all three of them breathed a much-needed sigh of relief when they exited through the gates quickly and quietly without anyone in pursuit.
Their journey, while wrought with a numbing silence from the lack of most living things, was otherwise nondescript. For all outward appearances, they could have each been traveling separately across the countryside for substantially benign reasons. But the weight each of them was carrying within was enough to bind them together. Though the desperation of purpose was driving them, it was impossible for them to cover large portions of the distance to Pretago Cor. Their horses were affected by the evil energies much more than they or their wolves had been resulting in frequent rests. Nevertheless, they persisted, as did their mounts.
“Do you see that?” asked Liani as they were huddled together by the fire, “That bright star just to the right of the moon?”
“Yes,” answered Rony. “What is it?”
“My mother told us that is the Star of Rebirth,” she said as she closed her eyes.
“What is the Star of Rebirth?” he asked.
“In my village, we had a legend. Well, it was a myth really, but it was told by every mother to all of their children for as long as anyone could remember,” she continued.
“What was the myth?” he asked glancing over to Zyndalia who was immersed within the dictates of her slumber induced, breathing.
“As the legend goes, if you are struggling with something and that is the first star you see after the sun sets, you can stand up, say ‘by the Star of Rebirth, I am born anew’. If you do it, and if it is the first star you see, then your problem will “die” and you will begin the next day without its burden,” she said as she pulled the thin blanket more tightly around her shoulders.
Rony’s instinct was to huddle closer to her, to pull her into his warmth with his arm and allow her to nuzzle into his shoulder and chest as they sat, waiting for sleep to come. But on this night, he felt no freedom to do so. Instead, he did the only thing he could do, he removed his blanket and threw it over her shoulders. She tried to protest, but there was nothing for it. He had completed what he set to do and would not have the blanket back. “That is a nice story,” he said. “So nice I wish it were true.”
Though she clung tightly to the blankets, her instinct drove her to cling tightly to Rony’s comforting arm, had it been extended to welcome her. As much as the bond between both of them to their wolves pulled each to their own companions, there was ever as much of a bond pulling them toward each other. Perhaps it was the magnitude of the consequences facing them, or perhaps it was the importance of their individual and collective roles, or perhaps it was simply youthful uncertainty and apprehension that prevented them from embracing each other as often as they felt. However, the absence of a physical embrace did nothing to dispel their respective desires for touch. “Thank you,” she said softly. “My mother used to make my sister and I do it every night even if we did not see the right star. She would say ‘Which star you see does not matter. What matters is that you decide to become better each and every day’.”
“Your Drashin is a smart woman,” he said.
“Thank you, but she was killed when the goblins invaded my village.”
“What happened,” he asked.
“They rode in on their hounds, or whatever it is they ride, screeching loudly and wildly. We were a small village and unprepared for more than just the smaller raiding parties. So, when they came in numbers, it was a slaughter. There must have been over a hundred of them. The few village guards we had were not able to keep them at bay even long enough for the rest of us to escape. And even if we had more, I do not think their limited training would have been enough. It seemed like they were calculated, had goals. Normally, raiders made a path straight for our food stores, but this time they invaded houses taking the youth. When they reach ours, my mother fought off three of them herself,” she said as her story trailed off into the glassy eyes of her memory.
“I am sorry you had to go through that,” he said in response.
“It is no more nor less that what others of my village had to endure,” she said wiping her eyes. “I fear that if we do not find a way to combat this evil, my story will become much more common.”
“We will find a way,” he said. “We will fight to the last and prevail. After all, we have Glory, Mercy, and now Grace on our side. With them, who can stand against us?” he said with a reassuring wink.
“Yes, they are formidable. But against this much evil, will they be enough? Will we be enough?” she asked him.
Though he had doubted his worthiness for as long as he could remember, and still doubted it now, he saw in her eyes her need for him to be resolute in his confidence. So, he lied, “Yes. I believe we will be enough. We have to be enough. Not just for the young girls in villages across the Silver Empire, but for the old too. For the weak, for those who doubt, for those who cry and laugh, for the strong who do not know their strength yet and even for those who do. We must be strong for those who have lived before us and those who will live after us. Liani, we have to be enough, and because of that, we will be.”
“Thank you,” she said as she leaned into him. He thought putting his arm around her would feel awkward and out of place, but as she sank into his embrace, her head resting perfectly in the crook of his shoulder, he felt more at home than he had felt since the night before he left. From somewhere he did not know he possessed because it was an innate response to her search for comfort, he turned and kissed her gently on the top of her head. She responded by smiling and nuzzling further into his warmth. Rony looked over to Zyndalia who was still breathing easily and soundly asleep. It was not long before Liani, having found the comfort and confidence she was seeking, joined her younger companion leaving Rony to explore his thoughts while he too, wished for sleep. But sleep would not come this night.
Rony had developed a habit of reaching out to Xunmerco before he slept as a way of wishing his closest friend a refreshing slumber. But when the normally expected flood of affection was not returned from his lupine companion, Rony searched deeper within their bond. It was not uncommon for Xunmerco to neglect a direct return when he was immersed in the hunting for some sort of prey, but the great wolf never ignored Rony completely. The lack of response would have comforted Rony had it been accompanied by any sort of reassurance, but when nothing had been returned altogether, Rony became alarmed. He probed deeper still, calling out to Xunmerco through the bond. Again, there was only silence. Though his bond was much stronger with the great male wolf, he was still able to roughly sense the other two, but only after a concerted effort. Yet, as focused as he was upon Inglorca and then Graloralynn, there was nothing returned from them as well.
He stood up, waking Liani. “Wake Zyn,” he instructed.
“Rony, what has happened?” she said lazily, before becoming concerned herself.
“The wolves, I cannot feel them,” he said flatly as he looked around. “Try to contact Grace.”
Liani concentrated for a short moment, but she too felt the same nothingness Rony had minutes ago. “I cannot feel them either?” she asked.
“I would normally not be concerned. They can take care of themselves. But the fact that all three of them have not responded indicates something much more than just a coincidence. Wake Zyn,” he instructed again. After a couple of moments for her to gain her bearings after being hastily jolted from a deep sleep, she too became aware of the eerie silence across her bond.
“Rony, do you think they are in trouble?” she asked her older brother.
“I do not know. I would have thought that if they were in trouble, we would have known about it before, and then, certainly after,” he said.
“We have to search for them,” said Liani.
“Yes, we do. Do either of you remember the last feeling of direction?” asked Rony.
“East,” said Zyndalia.
“East,” confirmed Liani.
“Xunmerco was east of here as well,” he said.
“Then we head east,” said Liani as all three of them grabbed their weapons.
Had Rony not been as adept a tracker as he was, they might not have been able to find their wolfs’ tracks as quickly as they did. Wolves were naturally difficult to track in the wilderness and theirs were no exceptions. Assisted by his years of experience, Rony located their tracks soon after they broke camp, leaving the horses still tied to their trees. They were indeed headed in an easterly direction. Soon after, they found the tracks of the prey they were hunting, a small heard of deer. As with all the animals they recently came across, these deer were smaller and lighter than normal, but they were still prey and still hunted.
After following for a few miles and exiting the cover of the forest, Rony stopped, signaling Zyn and Liani to do the same, “Hold.”
“What is it?” asked Zyn.
“Dwarves,” he said as he looked in the distance.
“How many? Are they close?” asked Liani as they readied their weapons.
“Many,” he said, but before he could continue, they saw a battalion of heavily armored dwarves crest the top of the small hill a few hundred feet before them. “Yes, they are close,” he continued.




Dramagus
(Mage)
The day was perfect, in as much as any day could be perfect according to one’s own subjective interpretation of perfection. Granted, it was still morning, but these early hours, from the stunning breakfast he had just finished consuming, to the glorious benevolence of the sun as it broke the confining horizon, were beyond any of his previous interpretations of perfection. Indeed, the day was not just perfect, it redefined perfection. Conceptually, he had seen this level of splendor captured only in paintings from the greatest of the greats; however, beholding this hue of blue in the far west erupting from a cascading orange and yellow barrage of visual dominance in the far east, both absent of any form of clouds hindering nature’s intent of radiance, rendered even the great Elvish artist, Honrisiel, as nothing but a novice. Visually, he struggled to comprehend the totality of everything his eyes were seeing.
However, it was not just what his eyes saw that caused him to realign his idea of perfection, but also, what his ears heard. The world, at least those with enough understanding of tones and harmonies, long considered Mylanas Ishanduil the living creation of the auditory standard to which all other sounds should be measured against only to be found inevitably lacking. And while he had the opportunity to perceive such brilliance for himself and agree with those more learned then he in measures of music, hearing all the natural sounds of this morning combine to create a symphony of life’s goodness forced him to reconsider Mylanas’s foothold as a defining standard. For not even she, as vocally gifted as she was, could reproduce the very sounds of life this day exhaled with all the sweet power of promise and passion.
As he stood on the balcony overlooking the expansive garden of the Osin Thion, a soft and deliciously warm southern wind tickled his face just enough to cause him to close his eyes and inhale the peacefulness that was surrounding him. The flows of air wrapped him inside a velvety blanket of security and protection as if he was cuddled underneath the softest wing of the most purely white dove nature could intentionally produce. When he opened his eyes again and found the expanse of the flowers and plants below, he had an undeniable urge to see if each of the individual plants were as perfect in their singularity as they were together.
Right before he turned around to begin his walk through the castle to the garden, something from the corner of his eye caught his attention. Focusing, he saw a small ensemble of flowers that seemed to be out of place with the rest of the garden. It was not that they were not supposed to be there physically, but that their coloration did not grasp the same level of perfection as the other flora. Just then, before he was able to make it a point to include them in his closer examination, three large butterflies started flying around him, playing with each other. They were as vibrant as everything else about this morning and drew his attention away from the misplaced flowers. After a few moments, they fluttered away as joyously as they came leaving Intellos to continue with his mission of appreciating the perfection of the garden from a much closer perspective.
As he walked through the castle, he was shocked at the pristine cleanliness of its various hallways, corridors, rooms and furniture. Everything was immaculately kept without blemish, fading, or even the most remote speck of dust. He had been privileged to attend the most spectacular gatherings the realm had to offer, and even with those preparations, there was always some small detail, small corner that was overlooked. But such was not the case with the Osin Thion. The intricately woven tapestries adorning nearly every wall were remarkably free of fraying. The grouting between the marble tiles on the floors looked as if it had just freshly dried and was void of even the slightest chipping.
His steps through the castle were filled with not just its inanimate objects, but its people as well. Around each turn and though each door, he was welcomed with a warm salutation as if he was a friend who had not been seen for a time long enough to provoke the widest of smiles upon his return. “Good day, sir,” or, “Good morning, My Lord,” or, “Welcome, Lord Intellos,” were but a few of the greetings he received and all with smiles genuine enough to have engaged the corners of their eyes. The last person, or people, he came across was a well-dressed man who wore a monocle on his left eye. He was accompanied by an equally well-dressed girl still in her youth. He estimated her age to be just in the double digits and his to be just past his middle years. Though he did not recognize the elder man, he could tell he was some type of scribe or official because he carried with him several books. The young girl appeared to be an apprentice of some type because she too carried some books, books that seemed to be a little too large for her arms. Though the man’s smile was just as broad as the young girls, his eyes lacked the familiar spark set in hers. She seemed to beam with a pleasant and genuinely surprised gleam set deep in her recognition.
“Good day, Lord Intellos,” said the man.
“Good day to you!” he responded. “Tell me, do you know what this ceremony will be about tonight? Lord Artus indicated that it is in my honor.”
“Indeed, it is! You are to play a very important role. Which role, I cannot say. But I know from its planning that Lord Artus is very excited you are with us. It is not every day we get to host The Grand Wizard of The University of Knowledge,” said the man. The young girl had the look about her that she too wanted to say something, but had been previously chastised to silence on several occasions when her desire to speak had gotten the better of her.
“I suppose you are right,” responded Intellos pleasantly. “It is not every day that The Grand Wizard is allowed to relax from his many duties and enjoy the simple pleasures of life.”
“Indeed, it is not. I can imagine your days are full from sun up to sun down. So please, make the most of our hospitality and enjoy your break from the duties of life. You will find that a little bit of rest will focus you unto the many important tasks facing The Grand Wizard,” said the man.
“I believe you are correct,” replied Intellos.
“Now, if it pleases you, I must return to my tasks to prepare for the ceremony tonight. There is much to be done and little time for leisure. At least, little time for we of the Osin Thion for leisure,” said the man.
“Yes. Yes, of course. I do not want to delay you. Thank you for your time and hospitality. You truly do embody the reputation of the Oasis for the Soul,” said Intellos.
“Thank you and farewell. We shall see you once again at the ceremony tonight,” said the man as both he and the young girl continued on their way. Intellos followed them for a moment and saw the young girl look back. She gave him a small smile and wave as they disappeared around the corner Intellos had just come from. He watched their empty space for a moment, lingering in the warmness of the man and girl. As he was about to be on his way, he looked down and saw a small piece of parchment with some writing on it. He bent down and picked it up. Examining it, he saw that there were several unremarkable scribbles on it. He assumed it must belong to the little girl because he did not notice it until they left. He followed them around the corner hoping to catch up to them, but did not see them. He looked at the paper again and decided to put it in his pocket for safe keeping just in case he happened to run into the girl again. He was sure she would be appreciative to have her lost parchment and scribbles back.
As he exited the castle doors, doors that swung open smoothly and with less effort than he had anticipated for the craftsmanship of solid oak, he was instantly assaulted with a plethora of scents, no doubt from the various flowers and plants. He breathed in deeply and closed his eyes. This is exactly what he needed, he thought to himself. The strain of being the Grand Wizard of the University of Knowledge carried with it as much weight as one would expect upon hearing the title. He was not the ruler of a nation, nor was he responsible for a single group of people, he was responsible for the continuance of an entity that formed the very fabric of all people’s understanding. If he chose the wrong direction, not just The University would suffer, but the entirety of Avendia. He had shouldered that burden for a long time and was ready for a small rest.
As he opened his eyes and beheld the garden without the barrier of distance, he was struck with another altogether different feeling of awe. So many times, we equate the feeling of wonder and impression with things on a large scale. We often wait and hope to behold such enormity that it instinctively inspires a feeling of smallness within ourselves; consequently, that smallness of self begets an appreciation for everything that is not the self. But here, standing and bending so close that his nose was almost touching a beautifully brilliant green flower, he understood that the perfection of this moment was not observable within the garden as a whole, but instead was only apparent in the splendid simplicities and intricacies of each and every singular flower and plant. And in that, the profound smallness of life, he found his rest.
He walked amongst the objects of his gratitude, appreciating each one equally but differently, for many hours taking time to smell, see, feel, and in some cases, even taste what they were individually to better appreciate what they were collectively. He glanced to the castle walls again and saw the half that was hidden by shade in the morning was now lit by the sun. So much time had passed so easily that he had not even noticed. Through one of the lower castle windows, he could see the man he had spoken with about the ceremony sitting at his desk pouring over some official looking papers. Across from him, and at a much smaller desk, sat the little girl writing something on a piece of parchment. At one point, the man looked up, said something to the girl who then frowned as if she was being reprimanded for some imperfection. He watched as her head dropped and felt sad for her. Right before he looked away, the little girl glanced out of the window and met his eyes. She smiled and then looked back to the man to make sure he had not seen her. She looked back to Intellos and smiled briefly again before returning her attention to her studies, or task, or whatever had been set to her. Intellos caught himself grinning. He still wondered why this girl seemed familiar to him, but he could not place her. Perhaps she had a face and demeanor similar to one of the countless people he had seen throughout the ages. After all, he had been Grand Wizard for a very long time, lifetimes as a matter of fact, and would have undoubtedly come across one or two small girls whose memory would be triggered by this one.
He was just about to continue his journey through the rest of the garden path when he was interrupted by a pleasant female voice, “Lord Intellos?”
“Yes,” he answered as he turned to face her. She was slender, young, and well dressed in silky fabrics that complimented the bright blue color of her eyes.
“Lord Artus bids you join him in The Sanctum. The preparations for the ceremony are complete,” she said as she curtsied slightly.
“Of course,” he said. “Can you tell me what I am supposed to do, or even wear. I am sure there is some sort of formal attire for a ceremony of this importance.”
“You will find your robes already prepared for you in your quarters,” she answered.
“Thank you. But can you tell me exactly what my part is in this ceremony? I very much would like to perform whatever duty I am with as much perfection as I have experienced here today,” he asked her, hoping for some additional clarity.
“My Lord, I have not been given such knowledge. However, I am sure you will be given more than adequate instructions once you arrive at The Sanctum. Lord Artus is meticulous with detail and I am quite certain he has not overlooked your inclusion,” she answered calmly.
“Yes. You are correct. My apologies, My Lady,” he said.
“No apology is ever needed from The Grand Wizard. Your presence alone honors our reputation,” she said as she curtsied low a second time.
“You give me too much importance,” he said as he bowed to meet her eloquence.
She smiled briefly and said, “Please, the ceremony cannot begin without you. Lord Artus awaits,” she said as she turned around and walked down the path Intellos was set to continue upon.
His walk back to his room was one of anxious energy because he was to play a very important role in a ceremony he knew nothing about. Very rarely does the Grand Wizard not know what to expect in any situation, let alone a whole ceremony, he thought to himself. In spite of his lack of knowledge, he found it very exhilarating instead of fearful as some might. Fear was never part of his memory as the Grand Wizard. Sure, there were times when he was uncertain regarding specific situations and their eventual outcomes; however, never had his uncertainty grown into fear. Fear was a manifestation of one’s own negative expectation and not based on the certainty of events. As such, fear was nothing more than an imposed illusion, a fiction derived from the minds of those who were unable to control their own thoughts. And he, Intellos Sa’ik Sa’ir, The Grand Wizard of The University of Knowledge, was capable of great control.
Resting on his bed, just as the woman had said, were his formal ceremonial robes. They were woven with such delicacy that it would not have surprised him had they been threaded with the finest silks directly from a spider’s web. He found it difficult to believe they were not woven with some form of gold and silver inlays because of the way they glistened in the rays of the sun shining through his window. If they had been, he imagined the weight of the robes would have been considerable; however, these robes, resplendent with their shimmering silks of deep silvers and blacks, carried barely more weight than moonlight. Perhaps that is what Lord Artus and his weavers were capable of, capturing pure moonlight and threading it evenly throughout their fabrics. Regardless of which technique they had mastered, it had yielded the most skin pleasing threads he had ever felt. He tied the resplendent robes around his waist with a thin, black cord that shimmered just like his robes. Before exiting, he took a moment to glance in the mirror and saw the robes transitioned from silver to jet black as he turned from left to right. How the illusion of color change was completed with simple fabrics, he could not begin to consider, but its effect was extravagant. In the mirror, he saw the little girl’s parchment sitting on the night table next to his temporary bed. and decided to add it to his pocket in the hope that he would see her either before or after the ceremony.
The whole way, in each hallway and down each corridor, he felt as if the energy inside the walls was growing with its expectation of the ceremony’s completion. Indeed, even he was beginning to feel the palpability of excitement emanating from all around him. The pictures on the walls seemed alive. The picturesque tapestries of brilliant landscapes seemed to grow more real the closer to The Sanctum he approached. Even the candles within the wall sconces seemed to radiate greater light and heat with each passing step. As he approached the ornate, heavy double doors leading to the interior of The Sanctum, he glanced to his right and thought he saw the familiar little girl disappear inside through one of the other, smaller doors. He dismissed his vision. After All, what part could a little girl play in something so important.
As he was about to reach for the handle and push open one of the doors, they both swung slowly open on their own revealing a circular room of immense size reflecting the same colors and patterns of his robes. The floors were composed of a black marble tile inlayed with thin traces of silver woven like a spider’s randomly patterned webbing. The walls had been painted the same silver as the marbling in the tile and glistened just like the fabric of his clothing. The ceiling seemed unending as its depth was easily fifty feet tall. Adding to its appearance of eternity, it had been painted so black it resembled the complete blackness of a moonless but perfect night sky. Dominating the foreground were two impossibly large candelabras set with well over a hundred candles, each burning a dark but luminescent shade of violet. Individually, the flames were sufficient perhaps for only a small room, but gathered together, they were bright enough to light the entire Sanctum. In the room’s center and directly under both candelabras, stood a raised dais at least ten feet above the floor. On it rested a circular altar that appeared to be made from the same marble as the floor. Against the purely white steps and dais, the completely black altar projected dominance and commanded attention. Capturing this perfectly was Lord Artus as he stood in front of it atop the dais, dressed in robes the deepest shade of red Intellos had ever seen. In the cushioned pews sat the inhabitants of The Osin Thion numbering at least three hundred, each dressed in similar, but not as splendid, robes as Lord Artus.
“Come, Lord Intellos, Grand Wizard of The University of Knowledge, the Ceremony of Exodus awaits,” said the booming voice of Lord Artus, both commanding and pleasant with its deep baritone resonance. “Please, ascend the steps in front of you and take your place next to the other participants,” he continued. It was not until then that Intellos saw there were three other men and ten women already standing on the dais behind Lord Artus. They were vaguely familiar to him, which gave him pause; but then again, the halls and grounds of the Osin Thion seemed familiar to him as well, though he had never been there before. He wondered how he had not seen them when he entered the large and oppressive room, but dismissed away his thought as an effect of the splendor of The Sanctum itself. As he began to climb the steps, the people in the pews began humming a low and repeating sound. With each step he climbed, it grew in depth and quality. Lord Artus gestured for Intellos to take his place at the head of the others just to his right. He glanced down to the immaculate marble and noticed he had stepped inside some sort of design. It was intricate, complex, and resembled something he should have recognized. Dismissing his effort to identify it, he focused on Lord Artus who had raised both of his hands.
“Brethren,” he began in a deep baritone voice of absolution, a voice much deeper than Intellos remembered him having, “long have we waiting and long have we watched. For lifetimes we have toiled and plotted against the injustice reaped upon us by powers that are unfit to command the reign they possess.” At the first sound of his voice, the audience began their low humming again, but it was rhythmical this time, repetitive and purposeful. “But nigh is our time for vengeance. Nigh is the hour when reparations for lifetimes of repression will be collected. We have been blessed with this task and now, after much strife, we will see it completed!” As he finished his statement, the rhythmical humming stopped allowing silence to voice its deafening enthrallment once again.
Intellos looked toward the audience, their faces lacking the joy he thought they should be feeling at such a monumental moment. Their eyes, no longer sparkling with the same exuberance he saw earlier in the day, had become glazed over, as if they saw, but did not see. Their lips, lips that had once reflected the inner joy he was feeling during his time in the castle grounds, formed no smiles or other expression of happiness. He looked from those who sat in the pews to those on the dais next to him, and though they were similarly dressed, their faces reflected none of the pride a participant in the ceremony should be feeling. In fact, their faces reflected nothing much at all. Absent were the small and instinctive facial expressions only the masters of disguise could control, and then only marginally. It was almost as if their faces had been frozen in time.
“But now is not the time for words, brethren. Now is the time to begin!” Lord Artus said. As his speech completed, the people in the pews stood up and outstretched their hands toward the dais. “Dormock bragacik don dec de grosen,” spoke Lord Artus as he turned to face the center of the altar. “Nis sissin frinocs bogorator,” he said again, his voice beginning to take on a visceral demeanor.
From beneath him, Intellos noticed the design he had been standing within, as well as the other designs encircling his fellow participants, had begun to glow the same eerie violet as the light from the candelabras. Complimenting it, or perhaps leading it, was the altar as it, too, began to glow a deep violet.
The once wordless people in the pews began chanting instead of humming, “Tressin gaynos soocor,” they repeated over and over in unison.
“Enceptrok denotrok Baguul!” said Lord Artus almost shouting.
“Baguul!” repeated the crowd.
“Enceptrok denotrok Baguul!” shouted Lord Artus again.
“Baguul!” repeated the crowd.
“Enceptrok denotrock Baguul!” shouted Lord Artus for a third and final time.
But the crowd did not repeat the shout in response as they had the first two times. Instead, they began, softly and repeatedly, chanting one word over and over, “Baguul.”
Intellos looked down again and saw that his design was glowing so brightly it stung his eyes. Had his robes not been as bold of a color, Lord Artus would have been drowned by the light from the altar as it began to engulf the whole of The Sanctum.
“Baguul, baguul, baguul,” repeated the crowd as Lord Artus stood with his hands raised high.
The altar’s violet light grew, drowning out all other sources of illumination, even the great central candelabras. Intellos felt what could only be described as a shifting of reality. The innate conditions and governing dynamics of life he had come to understand over the ages changed subtly; not necessarily the physical laws of nature, but the natural laws governing even those. Constants such as good aligning itself against evil, causes leading to effects, and the constant search for value and worth all became less defined as truths and more a result of perception. The brighter the violet light became, the more oppressively the shift weighed upon his spirit and desire to resist. What he knew as the governing systems of an ordered and created life were quickly draining away and being replaced by a whole new system of order.
When the deep violet glow became so bright that not even closing his eyes lessened its penetrating effect, all conscious aspects of himself were sucked into the glow emanating from the center of the altar. Motion stopped, breathing stopped, feeling stopped, leaving that which was stemming from the altar as the only source of relevance, and from that relevance came an impossibly low rumble, as if a huge heard of esthuox was gathering its momentum in preparation for a thunderous charge. As it collected more and more force, even Lord Artus’s expression of surety began to change from peaceful satisfaction, to anxious hesitation. Following Artus’s lead, Intellos and the others on the dais descended the steps. At the bottom, all of them turned to face the glowing altar, listening to the deafening rumbling as it grew louder and louder, watching the light as it grew brighter and brighter.
Then, just when their eyes and ears could withstand no more of the auditory and visual onslaught, hands covering whatever modality was less tolerable, the glow erupted in a silent release of its gathered energy stunning everyone within The Sanctum. They were all knocked to their hands and knees, even Lord Artus. The force of the eruption was so great that it extinguished all of the candles in the candelabras above as well as those lighting the sconces on the walls.
He was not sure how long he had been stunned for, but when Intellos recovered enough to focus his attention upon the altar, he saw that it was no longer there. In fact, the entire dais upon which the altar once stood had been replace with a gaping hole. Had it not been for the faint, violet light now emanating from inside it, the entire Sanctum would have been shrouded in a covering of complete blackness. As his eyes adjusted to the darkened room, Intellos saw the other thirteen participants recovering their own sensibilities and were beginning to stand.
After a few more moments, his eyes adjusted and he saw that Lord Artus wore an expression of pure and utter satisfaction on his face.  However, Intellos shared none of his sentiment. He had been hoping his role would have been more expansive than just a passive participant. He had imagined himself saying important words, or performing important duties. It seemed, during the whole of his stay within the Osin Thion, that it all had all been built to this moment, as if the ceremony had been personally created for him, and without him, there would have been no such ceremony at all. Dictated by his assumption, he started to grow angry, or at the very least, disappointed.
“Lord Artus,” asked Intellos, “is the ceremony completed?”
“Yes. Now we wait,” he said still with his eyes closed and his head inclined as if in the throes of ecstasy.
“Wait? Wait for what?” asked Intellos, further dejected by Lord Artus’s confirmation.
“The feast,” he answered. “It will begin shortly.”
“A feast?” he asked. “Will there be more of that delicious pompago?”
Hearing Intellos’s question, Lord Artus opened his eyes and grinned, “Oh, I am sorry to inform you that there will be no pompago. But I can assure you, it will be a feast like none you have experience before.”
“Excellent!” he said with excitement. “I cannot wait!”
“Neither can I,” said Lord Artus with a grin as he walked over to peer into the hole.
Intellos saw the other thirteen participants start shaking hands and offering each other congratulations for a task well done. He was about to join them when he glanced to his left and saw the little girl whose paper he had found. The man she was with earlier was with her now, but his attention was consumed by congratulating the several people around him. Intellos thought this was the perfect opportunity to return the girl’s paper.
“Lord Intellos, do not go far. You will miss the best part of the feast if you do,” said Lord Artus.
Intellos turned and smiled when he heard his name preferring a silent acknowledgement over an audible one. When he turned back in the direction of the little girl, he was surprised to see her standing right before him. Her robe, while the same material and design as the man’s, lacked the intricate stitching throughout the sleeves and torso. Her belt, just as simple as her robe, was tied loosely with two small books fastened to it by small, red leather straps.
“Hello Grand Wizard Intellos,” she said.
“I have your paper,” he said as he held out his hand.
“That is not mine,” she said.
“Then whose is it?” he asked.
“It is yours,” she said with a smile.
Pulse. Everyone who was inside The Sanctum turned their attention from whomever they were congratulating and focused it solidly on where the dais had been. Even Intellos and the little girl turned their heads. Much like the initial shift he felt a few short minutes ago, this was a movement of energy on a gravitational level; however, it had no traces of life and creation. Instead, the two prominent and governing truths about the energy coming from the hole were hunger and need.
“The hour is nigh!” shouted Lord Artus. “Witness the coming of our new God! Witness Baguul!”
Pulse. Seemingly coordinated with his speech, another pulse of energy, this time strong enough to rattle the room, surged forth from the hole staggering those closest to it.
“Bring them!” shouted Lord Artus. The previously peaceful attendees sprang into action and grabbed each of fourteen participants roughly ushering them to edge of the hole. “Hurry! Bring them!”
“Lord Artus!” said Intellos, “What is happening?”
“The feast is about to begin,” he said
Pulse. Another energy burst shot forth from the hole, but instead of stunning anyone, or shaking the room, it struck firmly in the depths of their souls leaving all of them understanding that something was approaching. Intellos, now a few feet from the hole and being firmly held by two of Lord Artus’s servants, turned his attention toward Lord Artus once again, “Lord Artus, I demand to know what is happening!”
“Can you not feel it?” he asked as he turned, a wild look upon his face. “Can you not see through the illusion yet? I admit,” he said looking down into the hole once again, “I did not entirely believe it would hold this long myself.” Looking back to Intellos, he continued, “But your kind is weak minded with only a fleeting understanding and our power is growing. But even now, it is nothing compared to what it will become. Baguul is only the first step, the first general.”
“What do you mean ‘first step’?” asked Intellos.
“Here, perhaps this will help,” said Lord Artus as he waved his hand in the air and spoke a series of unidentifiable words.
When the last one faded into the substance of memory, the veil fell thudding into the realization that the world he knew inside the Osin Thion was nothing more than an illusion. It began with the fading of the marvelously decorated Sanctum as its floors were no longer covered by the intricately marbled tiles but were revealed to be nothing more than half rotten wood planks loosely held together by rusted nails and, in some cases, fraying twine. The walls no longer shimmered with the specs of starlight, instead, they were uncolored and unkept, covered by either rot or black mold. Everywhere he looked, Intellos saw what he believed to be the Osin Thion change before his eyes into the broken remnants of a forgotten and neglected castle.
However, as stark and complete as the change had been to the structure of the Osin Thion, it was nothing in comparison to the changes he saw in its people, and the changes he felt within himself. When he turned his attention from the walls, floors, and great candelabras that completely dissolved away, to the audience, he saw the same fate consume them. There were some people who were not dissolved into oblivion; however, their change was even worse. So pleasant had they been while he was taken by the illusion that he almost felt like he was home, but so different had they become when he saw them at their truth, that he was beginning to feel fear.
Those that remained were grossly deformed, each with their own representations of horror as different as the light was from the dark. Some had no faces, others had two faces, but lacking any similarity, and still others had no definable head upon which a face could sit. Legs and arms became undistinguishable on some of them. Eyes, teeth, ears, hair all expressed themselves randomly and without pattern from body to body. But as dissimilar as each individual had become, they held one solid commonality linking each of them together more firmly than the strongest of family bonds – they were all unmistakably evil. Except for he and the thirteen other participants, each of the people were revealed as part of the illusion.
He looked inward, toward his talent, to grasp onto some form of solidity within the quickly eroding illusion; but when he was unable to engage it, his memory came rushing back and crashed into him with the force of a tidal wave that completely consumed a small, coastal city leaving nothing in its wake except destruction and desolation. He staggered in the wake of his revelation. He staggered, and Lord Artus saw.
“We are powerful,” said Lord Artus, drawing his attention. When Intellos looked at him, still expecting to see the Lord of The Osin Thion as he first appeared to them a short while ago, he was further stunned to see not a man, but a deformed entity of evil. He wore no clothes and had no visible features resembling humanity except a loosely defined human shape comprised of four thin limbs, a grossly thin body and an elongated head. Intellos could see no eyes upon its face, nor could he see a nose, but he did see a mouth set with a gruesome row of teeth too large to be hidden behind the cracked and blood lined, thin lips. Its skin, emaciated and pale, barely hiding a wisp like musculature, looked as though it could tear with the slightest of pressure.
“We are many,” it said as it floated inches off the ground. “What can you do to stand against us?”
Nothing, thought Intellos. He could do nothing against this evil, this power. When he was consumed within the illusion, something he now understood as a machination of this evil being, he was The Grand Wizard again. He had the full complement of confidence in his powers as if they had never been torn from him so much so that the concept of fear never crossed his thoughts. After all, there were not many things that could elicit fear from the greatest wizard of the realm. But now, once the veil trapping his mind had been lifted, and he was able to see and know again without the influence of the illusion, he solidly understood the merits of his potential to stand against this supernatural power. He understood it, and found it lacking. His eyes glanced to where he had seen the little girl hoping she was not part of the illusion. Indeed, she was not, but his heart further sank when he saw her being held by what he assumed to be the man he had seen with her. However, it was not a man at all, but a creature possessing a grotesque resemblance to Lord Artus’s true form.
Recognition. He looked down to the paper in his hand and then back to the little girl. He knew her. As it was, his familiarity with her inside the illusion was not part of the illusion itself. Indeed, he knew this little girl. From the first moment she walked into his classroom, a moment that seemed longer ago than all the lifetimes he had lived within The University, spilling her ink all over the floor as she stumbled, he knew her. He looked down to the paper once again, this time unfolding it. When it opened, he saw the familiar script-like drawing she called her scribbles. He looked more closely this time, more closely than he had looked at anything before in his life, and saw it shared many of the same characteristics as the writing he saw in the cavern of The Dragon King, Lacorion.
“What can you do to stand against us, wizard?” asked the deformed Lord Artus, spitting the last word as if he had called upon the greatest insult he could offer his most hated foe. But Intellos did not hear him. Too engrossed had he become in the faint glow of the scribbles on the paper, Anaria’s scribbles. Slowly and smoothly, the scribbles lifted from the paper, shimmering with the same golden iridescence as the words in the cavern. “No,” said Lord Artus.
As the words lifted higher in the air, their glow and size increased.
“No,” said Lord Artus again, this time showing the first sign of possible doubt.
When they hung nearly ten feet above where Intellos was standing and had grown to a size even greater than the candelabras, they began to shimmer and vibrate, almost begging for their purpose to be completed. Intellos looked to Anaria, but she had been thrown to the floor by the being who was now powerfully striding toward him.
“No!” shouted Lord Artus as he floated in the air attempting to strike at the words. But when his attempts were unsuccessful, he shouted again, “Stop him!”
When Intellos looked back to the words, he noticed he could read them.
“And His gifts are many, some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers”
Inside The Sanctum, a battle was raging, though there were no swords drawn, nor magic used, nor attacks of any kind. You see, the battle was over identity, and its field was Intellos’s intent. What would he believe? Would he see everything his knowledge was telling him? That he was nothing and could do nothing because he no longer possessed the power defining the full scope of his ability? Or would he see with a sight more deeply real than whatever the eyes could show? Could he see beyond the illusion of knowledge and into the realm of faith, the very same realm Lacorion had bid him to see? The answer to all of these questions would not be found in any of the countless books he had read over the years, nor would it be found in any of the research he had conducted, as it had nothing to do with knowledge and everything to do with living and breathing belief. As he stared at the words, now beginning to dissolve away, as Lord Artus continued shouting commands to his demonic followers, as the pulsating power from within the hole continued to grow in rapidity and strength, one single consideration dominated all of him: Who was he?
Though everything was raging around him, he was suspended within the boundaries of his own mind wrestling to make a decision that would allow him to reengage with mortality and act. Out of habit, he instinctively reached inside his robe pocket. Inside, he found another piece of paper, the very first of Anaria’s scribbles. In a daze, he pulled it out and unfolded it. To his surprise, he could now read the letters as clearly as he read those that hung in the air. There were two small words, but they were the most important words he had ever read and would ever read again for they answered his question and told him who he was.
The Mage
Choice. That was the answer. Nothing more than a decision separated him from his full potential. It is true that he was no longer a wizard, nor would potentially ever be again having had its defining characteristic ripped away. His knowledge, experience, and understanding of the world and how it worked told him that. But here was something altogether separate from those telling him something different. As he read the words again, he felt them sink into the very fabric of what he was, or could become. His heart quickened, his breathing stopped, and his mind became more quiet than the totality of nothingness. Inside this space, inside this moment of peaceful reckoning, he was free to exist as he had been intended to exist. So, he chose and he became.
With his eyes closed, he saw everything, which is to say he saw the totality of The Great Dragon King, Lacorion, as everything. Flooding his consciousness was the image of His magnificent body, unimaginable voice, and all-encompassing Will. From that image of utter completeness, Intellos heard what could only be God’s own voice say one phrase. However, it was not a statement that required any of his own acknowledgement to cement its validity. Rather, it was a statement that, once made, bent all other finite comprehensions into alignment with its unyielding and unavoidable truth. With a voice that would have rattled the very fabric of creation if it willed it, the image of Lacorion spoke. It spoke, and Intellos believed.
You are The Mage.
During his youth, Intellos often compared the surge of power when uniting his knowledge with his talent as balancing a complex mathematical equation thereby proving one side was equal to the other. And only when the proof was completed could the equation become manifested to spells that could affect the world. But when the powers of faith and belief struck his conscious intent and aligned with the Will of God as spoken by the Great Gold Dragon, there was no equation to be balanced because there was only one side, His. In this belief, born from the will to choose rather than the senses to see, Intellos asserted his will as an act of obedience to His Will and spoke a single word, “Dra’glorca.”
The very instant his word was completed, an eruption of utter purity exploded around him knocking back the surging impurities of Lord Artus and his minions. Opening his eyes revealed two golden orbs shining brilliantly where his mortal eyes had previously been. The hole responded by surging forth its own chaotic blast aimed directly at Intellos. A violet stream of dark power assaulted him, but he stood fast. “Dra’ceptin,” he said extending his hand toward the violet energy. It swirled around him momentarily, but then gathered and was absorbed by his outstretched palm.
Having recovered from being stunned, Lord Artus gathered himself, made a quick motion with his hands, and watched as a black ball of charged hate formed in front of him. With a quick and subtle motion, he sent it streaming toward Intellos. It impacted him square in the chest and knocked him back several feet where he landed against one of the padded pews. Lord Artus laughed with a slow and insidiously dark amusement. “Stay down and I will make your death quick and painless,” said Lord Artus as he floated just above the ground.
“Yes, well, I have never been very good at conceding victory,” said Intellos as he gained one of his knees.
“Then I hope you are better at dying,” said Lord Artus as he snickered.
“I have never been good at that either,” said Intellos as he stood up and inhaled.
Lord Artus, or whatever it was, did not wait for Intellos to collect himself and decided to test Intellos’s defiance without pause. He made more slight movements with his hands and summoned another black ball of evil energy. It streaked toward Intellos with malicious intent. Being the Grand Wizard had placed him in many situations where reaction needed to be directed without thought, for even the fraction of a second it took to think of a response was too long. All wizards knew and understood this, and the greatest of them perfected it by preparing several spells in advance so when called upon, there was no delay between thought and action. And while, under normal circumstances with the full repertoire of his vast magical knowledge, this would have posed no problem for Intellos, it did now. Instinct took over and he reached for his talent causing the black ball of energy to slam into his chest sending him reeling again.
Lord Artus bellowed a loud and boisterous laughter. He was joined by his minions who formed a circle around Intellos as he lay trying to find the strength to stand. He rolled onto his back and turned his head toward the hole. He saw the thirteen other participants held fast by some of Lord Artus’s minions. However, without the illusion’s effect, he knew them, all of them. He knew Borinth, Dianali, Uuntule, Aglascio, and he knew Lupara. Seeing her in the strong grip of a horrid creature birthed a determination seeded deep within him. He heard her cry, but not with his ears. Each tear that streaked down her face landed not on the ground beneath her, but upon his steadfast belief that he was enough because he had to be enough. As he breathed deeply, he saw Borinth strike out at the being holding him with a fist he managed to wrestle free. As he did, Dianali also managed to wriggle an arm free striking her capture as well. However, in the blink of an eye, they were subdued by four more minions that threw them to the ground, quickly binding their arms.
“You see now? Do you understand that you cannot possibly stand against us?” said Lord Artus as he floated to where Intellos still lay. “It is time,” he said and motioned to the minions holding the captives. Lord Artus waved his hands in the air again. Intellos was lifted from the ground and held suspended by some unseen power. “I will make you watch,” said Lord Artus.
Intellos laughed.
“Why are you laughing?” asked Lord Artus.
“Because I believe something you do not,” he answered.
“What could you possibly believe that I do not already know?” asked Lord Artus through a sneer.
“I am enough,” he said.
Lord Artus’s sneer deepened into a growl as he waved his hands again. This time, however, before he could complete his spell, Intellos uttered another word, “Dra’balosh.” In an instant, the power holding Intellos was severed and he was free to move. Another word flowed from his will to his lips breaking upon the silent motion of Lord Artus’s hands like the first anvil strike of a blacksmith’s heavy hammer as it shatters the peacefulness of a quiet beginning. “Dra’cris.” From his outstretched palm streaked a golden beam of holy energy. Before Lord Artus could react, and it would not have mattered if he did, it struck him squarely in his chest, burning him on impact. Lord Artus shrieked in agony. His minion horde wailed in response, and the hole growled with anger. Evil was not finished, but neither was Intellos.
As the minion horde, all but those holding the other thirteen captives, rushed toward him, Intellos spoke another word and fluidly levitated into the air out of their claw’s reach. He glanced toward his companions and saw they were being forcefully pushed closer to the hole. Lord Artus stood again and motioned his hands toward the ceiling. A low rumble, a few loud cracks, and the roof began to collapse above the floating Mage.
“Dra’tsukin!” shouted Intellos. A shimmering golden shield appeared above him, preventing the debris’ crushing impact. Again, and again, Lord Artus motioned with his hands and again and again bolts of black liquid hate screamed toward Intellos only to be dissipate against his shield. The minions crawled up the walls and were now leaping toward the floating Mage. He was able to avoid the first three, but between Lord Artus’s hate filled energy bolts, the constant assault from the hole as it poured forth more negative energy, and the leaping minions, he was beginning to lose whatever advantage he had gained. He barely and enough time to chance a glance toward his companions between attacks. He saw Uuntule as he was thrown into the hole and felt it surge with a joyous rapture. He saw Aglascio almost crumble to the ground, screaming and yelling as tears streamed down his face. He saw Borinth and Dianali cursing and struggling against the minions holding them, and he saw Lupara as she was pushed toward the hole by two minions holding her by her harms. As a result of his divided attention, he did not notice that his shield had been worn away leaving him vulnerable. Lord Artus motioned his hands one final time creating a steady stream of dark energy. As it struck Intellos, and his mind went numb, he saw the glistening tears in Lupara’s eyes as she was pushed to the threshold of the hole. And then, silence.
“Why do you struggle, my son?” asked a voice.
“I cannot win,” he answered.
“No, you cannot,” responded the voice.
“Why?” asked Intellos. “Then why try?”
“Because trying is an act of faith. One cannot possess it and not act,” answered the voice.
“It is not enough,” said Intellos. “I am not enough.”
“No, you are not,” agreed the voice, compassion and empathy lacing its response. “But I am.”
“I am not you,” said Intellos.
“No, you are not,” agreed the voice once again.
“The how can I win?” he asked.
“Because I am with you,” it said.
In the realm of understanding, conceptualization and comprehension flows from a distinctly selfish perspective insomuch as it is filtered through a perception centered around the self. Therefore, all points of realization are limited by one’s own understanding. The more finite one is, the more finite that understanding. So, to truly understand the limitless potential of belief is impossible even if one engages everything to that end because, even in the vast resources of his lifetimes of existence, Intellos’s definition of enough went only so far as his own mortal limitations, regardless of the potential of his newly found power. Therefore, to catalyze that stagnant potential into an unbound, dynamic manifestation, he had to let go of himself and put to rest his own efforts thereby allowing the power flowing within him to guide him and, for lack of a better term, control him without his own finite insurgence. That is what the voice was telling him, and that is what he understood. So, at the turning point of this battle, when everything about him and in him told him to fight more, try more and resist more, he stopped all effort and simply believed. He uttered no more words, made no more motions, and employed no more of his attempts, but that is not to say he was done. He had but one thing left to do, one thing left he could do. He resigned.
“What happened?” he heard a voice ask.
He opened his eyes and saw himself kneeling in the center of a blackened circle of charred remains, the remains of the evil beings he was fighting only moments ago.
“Intellos?” he heard a different voice ask, clearly bidding him to respond. But he did not, because he could not.
He raised his head and attended to the two voices. He recognized them. One was from a large man. He looked as if he had been in a fight. His right eye was slightly swollen and he had a small bruise on his left cheek. But it was a fresh bruise, just beginning to swell and show its discoloration. The other voice was from a woman. She did not have any signs of battle, at least, not the visible signs of the man; however, she was breathing deeply showing her exhaustion. Her brow was laced with perspiration betraying that whatever fight the man had been in, she had joined his endeavoring. He looked behind them and saw another man, a young man on the verge of becoming a man, sitting by himself crying silently. A small girl walked over to him and sat beside him. She put her arm around him, or at least tried, but his shoulders were still too broad for her to encompass them. However, that did not stop her from trying to console him. There were other people, all of whom he recognized, gathered with them. For some reason, their numbers were important to him so he counted them. Including the little girl and himself, there was a total of thirteen.
“Intellos,” said the man’s voice more forcefully, “Are you alright?”
“Yes,” he said. “Yes, I am fine. What happened?”
“I am sorry,” said the woman.
“Sorry? What are you sorry about?” he asked.
“Lupara. She did not make it,” said the woman.
Lupara. He should know that name he felt. “What do you mean?” he asked for clarification.
“Intellos,” said the man, “she was thrown into the hole before we could save her.”
“The hole?” he asked as he looked to where the hole was. It was still glowing an ominous shade of violet and still emitted a threatening energy, but it was a passive energy now and not the active, pulsing energy he felt before. Lupara, he knew that name. Not only that, he knew that woman. Slowly, painfully, and completely, his recollection of her returned to him. He remembered the night they spent in her inn, he telling her tales of his adventures throughout his life and she, listening with the single intent to know more of him. He remembered how she aided him when her inn was attacked, how quickly she acted with a decisiveness he lacked. He remembered her soft yet resolute surety in the safety she felt with him and the safety he felt with her, a safety and trust that had proven misplaced. His eyes teared up. The woman whom he remembered as Dianali walked over to him and hugged him.
Borinth, ever the leader, allowed only a brief display of emotion before he spoke, “We need to go. Who knows if more of them are about. And I do not like that hole. Something tells me we need to be as far away from here as possible.” He walked over to where Aglascio was sitting and still sobbing, oblivious to everything else around him, even the little girl hugging him, “Alright, up you go,” said Borinth as he picked the grief-stricken boy up and helped him stand.
“I could not help him,” Aglascio said.
“None of us could,” answered Borinth.
“Why?” asked Aglascio.
“I do not know, son. But I do know that your father would not want you crying over him here,” said the grizzled warrior as he put his hand on the young man’s shoulder. Aglascio responded by taking a deep inhalation followed by and ever deeper exhalation. “That is it, let it all out,” confirmed Borinth.
In a moment of steel resolution, the young man surprised Borinth and said, “Teach me.”
“What?”
“Teach me to be like you,” he clarified.
“You want to be a mercenary? To learn how to kill?”
“Yes. Teach me so I can help fight whatever killed my Drahin,” he said as he wiped his tears and his nose.
“We will talk more about this later. Now we need to go. Di, gather up the others and let us leave quickly,” he instructed. She did as he asked, but not before giving Intellos one last hug.
Recollection returned quickly, as did his emotional link to those recollections. While they had accomplished their goal of finding and saving the women who were taken by the acolytes, it was a very somber exit from the Osin Thion in part because Borinth did not want to risk raising any further alarms, and in greater part because of the cost they had to pay. Though they both lost someone, Intellos possessed a learned ability to detach that Aglascio did not. As such, the whole way out of the castle, and for a good distance beyond, the young man could not stop his sobs. Intellos, however, benefitted from years and years of knowledge-based understanding leading to a broader understanding, and consequently, fewer tears. Even though they escaped without further incidents, the presence of evil remained with them well into the night. As such, Borinth did not call a halt until their distance from the castle was great enough that they could no longer feel the presence of the energy from the hole. When he finally did call a halt and a fire was made, it was small and provided little warmth. Combined with the thin robes they were all wearing having been stripped of their clothes, provisions, and weapons, they were grateful for the unusually warm night. Because of their conspicuous situation, Borinth ordered double watches to be set. He and Aglascio took the first watch, with Di and Intellos taking the second.
It was an eerily quiet night. The moon was a sliver and was barely visible between the intermittent cloud cover. There was a gentle southernly breeze that promised the return of spring after the harshness of winter had worn away. It was not winter yet, but it was certainly approaching. Although this night was unseasonably warm, a boon all of them were grateful for, it was not without chill. But it was not a chill of body and bones, rather, it was a chill of change. If there had been any doubt before, with the incidence of what happened at the Osin Thion, that doubt had been removed. Evil was indeed imbuing its influence into Avendia, and its influence was growing. As the Grand Wizard, Intellos had been at the center of protecting Avendia from many insurgences of evil, but this time it was different. Not since the days of The Unyielding had there been an attempt to change the very essence of their land and reality. The energy emitted from the hole had been proof enough of that goal. Yet, even in the times of The Unyielding, there was a centralized and exposed aspect of evil at the helm of its ship of destruction that did not hide itself or its intent. However, although he was certain all of the events of these recent times were being coordinated by a centralized power, that power chose to conduct its symphony of destruction from behind the scenes.
“Grand Wizard, Intellos?” asked a small voice pulling him away from his silent contemplation.
“Oh. Hello Anaria. What are you doing awake at this hour? You should be fast asleep,” he asked with a warm smile.
“I do not sleep much,” she said as her eyes grew distant the way eyes much older than hers sometimes did when they were gripped by inner reflection. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Of course, little one,” he answered.
“Did you love her?” she asked.
“What?” he responded, surprised by her observation. “Who?”
“The woman who was,” she started, but let her clarifying statement trail away with the faint breeze.
“Yes,” answered Intellos after a moment of consideration, more to concentrate on the prevention of his tears that the formulation of an appropriate response. “Yes, I supposed I did, in a way.”
“I am sorry,” said Anaria as she lowered her head.
“You have nothing to be sorry about, little one,” he said.
She walked over to him and sat down. “It is just,” she said, pausing briefly, “sometimes I see things, and those things come true. But I did not see her.”
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“Well, they do not always come true, only the ones I scribble,” she said.
“What things? Do you write them all down,” he asked, now very curious.
“No, not all of them. Only the things I hear in my head,” she answered.
“Anaria, what things do you hear in your head?”
“I saw you, even after they took your power, surrounded by a golden sun, like it was shining from inside you. But you were not a wizard anymore. When I saw that in my head, I made that scribble for you. The one you tried to give back to me.”
“Anaria, how did you know I would be here. I mean, how did you know I would be at the Osin Thion? And how did you get there?”
“I saw you there in my head when you were surrounded by the sun. Grand Wizard Esthinor sent me there to help someone he called Xonyos, but I never met him. I only met Lord Artus and his assistant, Broggen Bagorin,” explained Anaria.
“I think Lord Artus and Xonyos were the same person. Well, that is to say Lord Artus is who we saw before their ceremony and Xonyos is what we saw during the ceremony and after. Anaria, how long have you been having these visions?” he asked her.
“Ever since I got to The University,” she said.
“Does Esthinor know you have them?”
“No, only you do.”
“Let us keep it that way, for now,” he said. “Tell me, what were you helping Broggen with? He was the man I saw you with, right?”
“Yes. Mostly, he was teaching me how to draw shapes and other designs. But I did not like those,” she answered.
“Can you draw me one of the designs he taught you,” he asked her.
“Do I have to? I really do not like them. They did not feel right,” she asked.
“Please, for me. I think it is very important,” he said.
After looking around for a moment, Anaria picked up a small stick and began drawing different shapes and lines on the ground in front of them. Because it was very dim, Intellos did not see it right away, but after she had completed the complex design, he saw that it was the same as the one he and his companions were standing in during the ceremony.
“Anaria, did either Lord Artus or Broggen tell you what this design was for?” he asked her.
“Yes, they said it was for a gate,” she said.
“A gate? A gate to where?” he asked her.
“I do not know,” she answered as she wiped her design away. After a moment of silence, she asked him, “Do you want to see another scribble?”
“Yes, Yes I do,” he said smiling broadly. Though he did see her still as one of his students, in light of their most recent discussion, his interest in her scribbles was broadened beyond that of teacher and pupil.
She reached into the small pocket in her robes and pulled out a small piece of paper. She unfolded it slowly saying, “I drew this right before I left home to go to the university.”
She extended her hand toward him and his pulse slightly quickened becoming more noticeable. He took the paper and felt his heartbeat deepen and intensify, as if it knew something was happening, or going to happen. As he righted the paper, and saw what she had scribbled, all of his questions regarding his summons to the cavern of Lacorion were answered. Could it be? He looked up to her and saw her smiling back obviously aware that he was pleased. He looked back to the scribble and laughed out loud. Her ink and papers that she had dropped to the ground when she first arrived to his class, her inclusion into times and situations he never thought she would be included in, and even the word she used to describe her drawings all pointed to the realization he was having now. How could he have been so blinded not to notice before? In the gravity of events since The Book of All, he failed to see what was right in front of him so many months ago. He had even gone so far as to question how he was ever able to complete the task set before him when it appeared he had been stripped of every resource he needed to complete it. But now, staring right back at him in the face were the same cryptic letters he saw in the cavern. And though he could not still read them, he did not have to because he knew what words they formed: The Scribe.
“I am glad you like it!” she exclaimed as his laughing subsided.
“Anaria, do you know what this says?” he asked.
“No, but I knew it was for you,” she said.
“Little one, you have provided me with exactly what I was looking for. Perhaps this battle is not decided yet. Perhaps we have time yet to counter what evils have been set to motion,” he said as he stood up.
“What are you going to do?” she asked as she stood mimicking him.
“Come, we have somewhere to go,” he said.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“I have something to show you,” he said as he went to wake Borinth.




Togaru
(Lesson)
When God created The Five as the physical representations of the governing dynamics essential to sustain His creation, He breathed into them all they would need to maintain the working order of things in their respective spheres of influence. His Immortal Spirit, He bestowed into the golden manifestation of The First. To this aspect, He gave all intents of unhindered and perfect identities removed from influence; for in this perfect physical manifestation, nothing could alter the purity and potentials it contained. Although all else around it could and would change, The First would forever embody the perfect condition of Immortality and spiritual existence, the seed of true, authentic identity. Hence, His Will was given shape.
From there, God looked within and saw His essence of time, for to exist is to be within time. Yet, He was time’s perfect Master able to both exist within time, yet not be subjected to its innate nature. And because of that, He was time. So, He extended that facet of His identity and created The Second. With a holy resonance of the truest blue, beyond what blue could be defined as, he fashioned the physical manifestation of time in the same manner he would when he would create the heavens and earth, from His Will.
But one cannot exist within time without existing within a physically governed, dynamic viscera. Seeing that He was present everywhere even before there was a where, and knowing he would be present no matter where the where would be, He innately knew, as much as He could not be defined by it, regardless of its size, He was it – Space. Reaching into His creative will once again, he pulled forth the blank, empty, and endless canvass upon which he would fashion his creation and formed yet another perfect physical manifestation of His identity. In the absence of all, this creation of utter white was lacking the color of The First and The Second, but that is not to say it was any less striking. So, God breathed, and The Third became.
Seeing the framework had been created, He now began to focus upon the subjects of His creation, for one cannot be a creator unless one creates objects; and those objects must exist within the canvass. But things cannot exist righteously unless there are laws and orders for them to successfully follow as a consequence of cause and effect. So, He exhaled again and painted not just the world, nor than animals, nor the plants, nor even its people but the very laws governing all of His natural painting. Seeing there was yet another innate aspect to His Identity, He formed The Forth as the expression of the natural Order of all things mortal inside of His creation. And with the order of mortality, He manifested a composite green made from every green such that it was impossible to be interpreted as anything but life itself.
With each masterful stroke of his Will upon the canvass of Space, he flowed in a complete expression greater than comprehension itself. For nothing can comprehend The Master except for The Master because all else existed beneath It, only hoping to equal Its marvelous expression. And then He knew there needed to be The Fifth. One last and final physical representation of His boundless and perfect Identity. So, with a brilliantly red final stroke, he gave life to the final aspect of his identity as the limitless and individual Expression of everything He created.
Thus, they were five; Eclesthina the Red, Molorok the Green, Xendara the White, Oross the Blue, and Lacorion the Gold.
Only one other time since they all became had they convened. Not even when God created the rains to drown His creation and start again, did they gather to discuss whether or not they should intervene. They watched king after king preside over the various nations that rose from His original two. And the more they watched, the more remorseful they became. They were not to directly interfere with the inner workings of the mortal realm. They were meant only to exist and maintain the condition of existence, and not to influence His children in any way. When taken together, all the identities and aspects of God defined immortal love, a perfect love whose reflection necessitated the act of separate wills. It was not that God consciously gave free will to all those He created, rather it was an effect of all that He was. And He was nothing except Love. Pure, untarnished, unblemished, infallible, and unrestricted Love, He existed as much for them as they did for Him; for the balance of loving is to be loved. And yet, He was not loved. At least He was not loved as He should have been, as The Five did. And so, the world became unbalanced, unhinged, and disconnected from the utter surety He and his Dragon kin knew. Because of that, the world fell. Yet, all things that fall, rise again. Therefore, in its place, rose a darkened silhouette of what should have been, what could have been, and what may never be.
They watched men rise and fall. They watched kings and queens delve into their own attempts to replace the bond they all longed for, a bond with something so resolute, so devoted, and so pure, there was no room to question the things that were never meant to be questioned; things like worth, esteem, value, belonging. For just as free will is a condition of His defining love, so too are those. Yet all the races sought after them as if they were earned through deeds instead of given through Grace. So, while they sought after the promise of mortal purpose and its derived value, they fell further and further away from the love that breathed life into them for the sole sake of that love. They fell fast, they fell far, and they fell hard. So hard, in fact, that in His attempt to redeem His creation and raise it up again to the level of divinity made mortal, He gave them His very Child.
Born unto them was His Son as a living, breathing, completely mortal, yet powerfully divine Man who existed only to die for them, bear all of their misguided sins into the realm of Hell, and rise again to restore them into His divine presence for all time. Yet so far had humanity fallen that they did not even recognize Him when He was standing right next to them as one of them. So transfixed were they upon their own expectations of what a Divine King should be, that when He did descend to earth for them, they mocked Him, tortured Him, whipped Him, and killed Him as if He was a common thief. And even when it was finished and He used His last and final breath to speak the last mortal words He would ever speak, He did so out of a forgiveness harboring no animosity against their ignorance because He knew He was meant to redeem even those who killed Him.
Upon His death, when He fulfilled the purpose of The Christ, after He was resurrected to enter Heaven as the last and final sacrifice for humanity, The Five gathered to deliberate their future. So disgusted had they become with what they had come to know about mortality that the first and only Council of Dragons was assembled to discuss whether or not they should remain in the physical realm, or leave mortality to its own devices. Regardless of their decision, they would still exist, and as such, the framework of creation over which they governed would be maintained, but they did not need a physical presence within the world to fulfill their responsibility. Although the argument was made that Jesus had to die only to be resurrected in order for the veil to be torn away and Grace to be restored to the world, it was the manner of His death that spoke to the lost condition of all people, a condition so hopeless that the Dragons could no longer abide its continuance. So, they left, but not completely.
It was thus decided that they would use their considerable power to open a rift between the mortal world and the immortal world allowing them to enter the divine nature of immortality and exist completely within the spiritual construct thereby releasing all aspects of their physicality as defined by such common words as mass and bodies. However, largely at the insistence of Molorok, they conceded that to leave the world devoid of their physical presence would render their hope for its redemption as nothing more than just a word without the substance of their faith in their God and Christ. And because faith without subsequent action is not faith at all, they each consented to leave part of themselves behind.
As the construct of time, Oross chose to leave himself behind in the totality of divine knowledge possessed throughout all of time. Eclesthina, who embodied the individual expressions of all, chose to leave herself behind in the musical engagement of the mortal voice. Xendara, the benefactor of space, chose its ultimate manipulation as her vessel and imbued her power into, and therefore created, magic. Understanding the sacrificial nature of mortals, Molorok implanted his essence into selfless sacrifice, as embodied by the greatest of mortals, Jesus, The Christ. And Lacorion, the perfect representation of God’s immortal spirit, found no more perfect object for his essence than the immortal soul within a mortal being. Hence, his essence found its home within man, a single man, a man named Eriboth.
He watched as this mortal baby, a human baby with a dragon’s soul, was set to drift down the relentless currents of the Trindonovorn River by his parents, left to be found by someone removed from their concern. And though he worried for the safety of the little mortal baby, he could not interfere. To do so would be to claim greater knowledge than that of God himself who’s plan exceeded all others. So, he sat, in silence, in prayer, and in confidence that all would be according to his Creator’s will. And when the baby was found by nothing less than the Queen of the elves, he rejoiced and praised God for His care and concern.
But things were not easy for his progeny. Being a man existing within the strict culture of the elves would have been difficult for even an adult let alone a child. Although every effort was extended by the king and queen to ensure he felt a great sense of belonging within his new people, the elves were still mortal. As such, they were still fallible. Through no greater fault than the nature of mortals, he was shunned in the shadows of jealousy and diversity. And while he was extended every courtesy an elven prince was entitled to in the open, behind the silhouette of locked doors and drawn shades, he was mocked.
“Dramos ascuum,” (They come) said a voice from behind him, interrupting him from his thoughts.
“Dra ascenti,” (My thanks) he said in response. Though The Five were created first, just like Adam, who was created a complete soul possessing both male and female within, God understood it was not good for any physical being to exist without the accompaniment of another. And while they would have been content to exist singularly as the only representations of themselves, God knew that isolation was not a condition love was capable of abiding. So, just like with Adam, he pulled out of each of the Five aspects of their perfect expressions that which was necessary to create the perfect companions for them. And with that came the innate direction to create more replications of what God deemed worthy to create Himself. So, just like man, they multiplied.
“Dramos lungo aplori?” (They wait where), asked the voice again.
“Dramos lungo enon,” (They will not wait) he said patiently, “Dra tocca dramos.” (I will meet them).
Throughout the recorded time of mortals, when they had first mastered the written art of communication, the mere existence of The Five had been enough to ensure the mortal’s condition of continuance. Even when Lucifer, The Light Bringer, fell and introduced evil to God’s creation, the confidence of The Five in His everlasting goodness remained unshakable. Mortals were nothing if not persistent in their survivability through any and every condition presented to them. Somehow, they always found a way. But then, The Five should have expected as much for they were created from He Who Is And Always Will Be so it was reasonable to understand that those He created, would always be as well, even if in different forms.
The Five had watched throughout the ages as mortals repeatedly rose to confront any and all forces and entities who tried to impede their progress whether by subjugation or outright elimination. However, not all of these forces were foreign. In fact, most rose from within their own mortal world and many times, within their own races. Though any war brings turmoil and upheaval, those involving two or more of the mortal representations within their world did not seriously challenge their existence. Yes, their ways of life would be changed, but they would continue to progress even if that direction was drastically changed. Only once before were they attacked by an entity of power outside of their mortal realm. Yet, even when the beings they referred to as The Unyielding attacked, mortality found a way. The cost was great and history’s line of progression had been forever changed, but they still survived without the intervention of The Five.
However, because of his deceptive nature and innate power, they did not observe the beginnings of his plans until they had already grown roots deeper than even the Tree of Life. Perhaps it was a moment of arrogance, or perhaps it was a moment of faithlessness, or perhaps they did not truly understand the demise and subsequent hate he held for God and everything that was His. But there was one thing they had come to know; it was by design. Lucifer, God’s purposed Bringer of Light, he who they branded Satan, had created an environment perfect for his taking.
The world was not ready for this. They were equipped not with the necessary immortal resources sufficient to defend their world against something that was so utterly not of it. Understanding was essential to ensure a favorable emergence from any conflict, but because he and his realm of hell existed outside of the governing dynamics of mortality, the people of the world could not possibly hope to replicate their victory of ages and conflicts past. Not even the greatest threat they had ever known, The Unyielding, presented such a potential for destruction. So now, faced with a foe that was beyond their understanding, beyond their hope for understanding, should they be expected to face it alone when those who were responsible for their continued existence did nothing to equip them and prepare them with the weapons and defenses necessary to let hope reign? And so, The Five were gathering for only the second time. But this time they would not deliberate their own future, but the future of everything mortal.
Had they been contained within the physical world as they were before they chose to leave, they would have had to gather in one of the most remote places of the world because their size was so immense, no other place would have physically allowed them to gather. However, in this plane of existence, the Astral Plane as it was named, journeys and travels were not so much measured in physical distances as much as they were measured in depths of souls and corners of minds. So, their close proximity to each other occupied no more physical space than a thought or smile. However, a gathering of such all-encompassing governing dynamics, even though they were not anchored to the physical realm, was not without its impact. For when they joined their souls into the collective consciousness required for a mutual gathering, the normal patterns of weather were slightly more intensified, emotional responses were a little sharper, memories were either slightly more or less vivid than normal. Indeed, for just a moment, life itself seemed just a little more alive.
“Dramos aplori Dra,” (We are here with you) said the deeply green consciousness of Molorok.
“Dra ascenti,” (My Thanks) he said acknowledging the other four. Within his soul and mind, he felt the presence of them all. Molorok, the representation of all Order in the physical realm, Eclesthina, the embodiment of Expression, and thus individuality, Oross, the governance of Time, and Xendara, the presence of Space all projected themselves into a singular unity wherein each could speak without voice and hear without disruption. As such, they existed, in this moment, as one but still The Five.
“Dramos huun dra dego,” (We know what must be done) said Lacorion, taking the lead in the deliberation.
“Dramos dego?” (Do we), asked Oross. “Oross co Ergoss dra,” (Time and creation will be).
“Ergoss co enon entendi,” (Creation with no intent), replied Eclesthina.
“Dra dagos,” (It is true), consented Molorok.
“Dra enon dagos,” (It is not true) said Xendara. “Dramos dra enon penitoss,” (We must have no presence).
“Enon dramos penitoss, Ergoss dra enon entendi,” (Without our presence, Creation will have no intent). “Co dra enon entendi, Egross dra enon Godrago,” (And with having no intent, Creation will have no God). With that statement, Lacorion resolutely ended any and all debate, for all of them understood that regardless of all other factors, there must be God. Because intent, true intent of a divinely objective nature, is the perfect essence of creation and reflection of Love in all of its objective totality, its alteration or abject removal would end creation’s existence as a reflection of Him, thus removing Him as its central gravitational focal point around which all things functioned. As a result, a new center would be found replacing God and his standards as the beginning and the end. And with that new center, that new master, creation would lose any and all hope for becoming what it was always intended to be.
After a period of silence while The Five attuned their collective intents to Lacorion’s statement, Oross spoke, “Quess dramos dego conteni? Dramos enon poranno.” (How do we proceed? We have no return).
“Dramos enon, ado dramos godok co entendi,” (We have none, but we have power with intent) agreed Molorok.
“Drabe esthoss molorose dramos suun,” (It is through mortality we rise), spoke Oross.
“Dra dagos,” (It is true) said Lacorion.
“Dra dagos,” (It is true) said the others.
As he felt their consciousnesses fade from his own, he felt somehow less. That is not to say he felt lacking, because he was anything but; however, the combined effect of reuniting with the other Four of The Five gave him a sense of completeness he could not attain on his own, no matter how complete he had been made. After all, anything less than God Himself was not complete to the same degree of objective totality He possessed.
As he gazed through the dimensions separating him from the mortal realm, he saw the holder of his soul standing opposite a woman of impeccable beauty, if the race of men can be called beautiful. His hands were raised in a pose of surrender, though he still held his sword. As he dropped it to the ground, he saw her raise her two blades to his neck, but did not strike. She paused, hesitating in a moment of consideration. But that moment was not long lived and neither was he. She sliced through life and love as her blades sunk deep enough to end his mortal form.
But life did not end with the passing of one’s mortality. No. With the movement of his intent and power, Lacorion, the director of all things immortal, reached into Eriboth’s life and pulled forth his soul, a tarnished, dimly greyed silhouette of a fleeting mortal’s search for belonging and acceptance. It housed pain as tightly as the bindings of armor were latched on the breastplate of a knight before he engaged in battle with the understanding that if it slipped even a fraction of an inch one direction or the other, flesh and bone would be exposed, and death could result. So completely had he held onto it, that it had even become part of his mortal identity. Such a grip of unholy proportions could be loosened by one thing, and one thing only. As such, The Great Gold Dragon, The First of The Five and Presiding King, lifted Eriboth’s soul and placed it gently at the feet of The Christ, and prayed.
“Godrago, Cristun co summos dra suun Eriboth a Draplori (God, Christ, with humility I raise Eriboth to Your place). Dra ascuum enpritis, shumastis co enon entendi (He comes broken, shattered with no intent). Ado, co Godrago Gratis, dra entendi poranno a Godrago entendi co dra quess dra,” (But, with Your Grace, his intent will return to Your intent and he will be what he should be). Cristun co dra prasuuco. Cristun co dra fata,” (With Christ I pray. With Christ I believe.)
He knew that, through Christ, his prayer would be honored and answered, for it aligned with The Creator’s intent. But that is all he knew, all he needed to know. Given to him were the dynamics of the spiritual realm, the immortal realm. So, he knew the effectiveness of prayer though its alignment with God’s will as prayer’s power and movement was wholly immortal. But just as mortality existed in a state of action, so too did immortality. As he released his prayer, he also released any and all concern regarding Eriboth, for to hold on to it would mean his faith had not been activated and his prayer would not be heard. And as such, it would not be answered. So, the Great Gold Dragon let go of Eriboth, in the confidence and solidity that when Christ returned him to mortality, He would do so in a manner that prepared Eriboth to be Lacorion’s mortal influence in the realm and allow him to embrace his dragon within.
Though time for the elves, and everything within their culture, passed differently than for the rest of mortality, he could not deny his feeling that it was increasingly fleeting, regardless of how slowly he, and they, aged. As such, time’s finite consequence of limitation was not often on the forefront of their minds; yet for him, so much had changed so rapidly that things in his past, even those from his childhood long removed from his present, seemed as if they resided in the caverns of his mind reserved for only recent events. Walking through this part of the forest, The Great Green Forest, provoked many memories of home. And the closer they progressed to the city of Lrossiduun, the more prominent those memories became.
As a child, during the season of great rains, he spent much of his time with his cousin’s family, the governing family of the City in the Trees. Unlike his home of Meckthenial, Lrossiduun was constructed entirely out of and in the trees. Probably because it was easier to carve, through magical means of course, homes and buildings out of the immensely large trees in this part of the Great Green Forest than to cut them down and remove them, the elven wizards utilized their considerable knowledge of them and manipulated them into a structure of connected, raised pathways similar to the roadways of grounded cities. So, in the place of a cobblestone road, there were magically hardened wood pathways wide enough for several people.
Another feature unique to this elven city, and a direct result of the vertical nature of their landscape, was its three-dimensional appearance. Meckthenial, as well as all of the other great cities of other nations, except perhaps those of the dwarves and goblins whose cities were largely underground, occupied a massive area of land. It was much easier to expand outward then it was upward. However, because trees naturally grew up, the ruling nobility of Lrossiduun expanded upward before outward, choosing to include additional trees when and only when the trucks of those already in use had become too thin for practical usage. The result was a complex system of ramps and spiral columns connecting all levels of the city. At night from a distance, when it was illuminated by the elven mage lights, it appeared as though the stars had descended from their distant perches to graced the forest with their presence. But greater still was the effect when walking through its pathways. The lights seemed to come alive creating the illusions that one was actually walking among the stars themselves.
Lrossiduun was ruled by House Leptilon, a minor house that was vaulted into nobility when one of their sons married into House Dordrosis a few generations ago. Through a series of unfortunate and untimely deaths, that son, Temboril Leptilon found himself as Lord of House Leptilon, and consequently, Lrossiduun itself. And while there were other houses whose claim might have been stronger, because of his marriage to one of the daughters of House Dordrosis, they were given the Rights of Lordship. It was during this time, when House Leptilon ruled, that Eriboth often found himself in the intermittent care of his great uncle, Lord Trosboril Leptilon. However, that was a long time ago, and although House Dordrosis had survived a coup once before, in large part because of Eriboth’s actions during the Red Retaking, he was unsure of the welcome he would receive. After all, regardless of how independent the separate elven cities operated, he had still killed their King.
There was a day when his great uncle would have embraced him in a large hug lifting him off the ground and shaking him from side to side, but those days, he feared, were long gone. As a child, he would spend months at a time with his extended family and could be seen climbing the various smaller trees surrounding the city with his cousins. While it was important for him to learn everything concerning Meckthenial’s culture, it was also important for the younger prince to be seen as an ambassador between the King’s different cities. While elves, for the most part, remained peaceful within their own comings and goings, it was important for the ruling House to appear empathetic to the different nuances of all the regions. And this provided Eriboth with the role he would eventually accept, once his brother, Prince Rendunial, took his father’s place as King.
While most of his formal education regarding the customs, beliefs, knowledge and all other aspects a royalty a price should have mastery over was under the strict implementation of the royal tutors, it was in Lrossiduun where Eriboth learned what it was like to be a real elf. Within the Royal City and under the ever-watchful eye of the King and Queen, not to mention those of his elder brother, he was not able to construct a real picture of life outside of the royal walls. In large part, the logistics of day to day life were completed for him for no other reason than, as royalty, there were certain chores considered beneath him. Not because he nor any noble elf was above them as an aspect of their innate value, but because the minutia of the day to day grind could consume their productivity away from the development of large, more vital implementations. As a result, it came as a shock to him when he was expected to do his own laundry inside Lrossiduun when he turned eight years old. While he was in his youth, it was his most hated chore. The monotony of it drummed on his soul like the ominous and mind-numbing task of watching and recording the different patterns of the stars. It was nothing for the Lorekeepers to sit for hours and hours, almost motionless, while pouring over their charts during the night all with an excited expectation as their eyes looked to the sky. But for him, a young Eriboth more enticed by the sword and word, it was complete torture. However, now, when all the world seemed to be pressing on his shoulders impeding even his ability to breathe, he wished for a return to warm and soapy waters, wrinkled fingers, and aching back he acquainted with more peaceful times.  But these were not peaceful times.
He would have stayed inside of his youthful memories had it not been for the young elf’s voice bringing him back to the here and now, “I remember this forest. But it is not like it was. These trees, they seem hollow, as if something has drained the sap from their inside.”
“They are beginning to be a reflection of the evil in the realm,” answered Eriboth.
“How can that be?” asked Hundolis.
“I am afraid I have not been given to know how it happened. But I do know why it happened,” he answered as they continued walking.
“Alright,” Hundolis said, pausing briefly expecting Eriboth to respond, but when he did not, the young elf continued, “So why has it happened?”
Eriboth remained silent for a moment and then pointed to the right and asked, “Do you see that tree? The one with the knot one third of the way up?”
“How do you do that?” asked Hundolis.
“Do what?”
“See. I mean, your eyes. Can you still see out of them?”
“Not in the manner in which you see.”
“Then how do you know that there is even a tree let alone where it is and that is has a knot?”
He chuckled briefly and responded, “I am afraid I have not been given even the why to that question let alone the how. But to your point, do you see that tree?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Now, if the tree’s sap started to leak from that knot, which direction would it flow?”
“It would flow down.”
“Correct. Now apply that to what has happened to the elves.”
“What do you mean?”
“Have you wondered why you were spared the changes the other elves underwent?”
“I never considered that,” said the young elf thoughtfully.
“Think of the sap. If it starts to leak, it would flow down, as all things flow. The current of the rivers, the leaves as they fall off the trees, the rain from the sky. Everything flows down. And it is no different with people. Do not all of the laws flow from the king to his court, then to the lords and then to the people? We are subjected to the same laws of cause and effect as all other things in our mortal world.”
“But King Hinthial is still King of the elves,” said the young elf.
“Lordship goes far deeper than titles and crowns, my friend,” said Eriboth as he ducked under the branch of a new sapling.
“Ok. Let us suppose you are correct. Then that would mean the King must have pledged his allegiance to something,” Hundolis said, ducking as well.
“You are correct.”
“And yet, if he did, why have I not changed? I am still an elf am I not?”
“Yes and no,” answered Eriboth with a slight grin.
“How can I be something and not be it at the same time?”
“Did you not pledge your life and heart to Jesus?”
“Yes,” he said.
“Did you mean it?”
“You know that I did.”
“Indeed,” responded Eriboth. “Does Jesus reside here, with us, next to us, on a throne of stone, or wood, or marble like all the other kings of Avendia?”
“No. He is with God is he not?”
“Precisely. And where is God?”
Hundolis stopped walking, put his hands on his hips, considering, and said, “I do not know.”
“None of us knows,” said Eriboth chuckling. “But we do know that He is not of our world, though He created it. We know He lives differently, apart and hallowed. We know we are His reflection insomuch as we have a body, as did Jesus, and that we have a spirit, the part of us that reflects His eternally pure will. It is that spirit that truly defines who we are, or at least, who we were intended to be when He breathed life into us. So, while our bodies exist here, in the mortal world as a housing for our immortal spirit, we are governed by the laws and rules of both the mortal and immortal. But we can have one and only one master, as it were. And before we declare and recognize Jesus as our one true King, we are subjected to follow the edicts of mortality. So, when you received Him into your heart and dedicated yourself to Him, the sap of King Hinthial no longer flowed down to you. For lack of a better metaphor, though perhaps it is the best one, you moved from the tree of death, to the tree of life and are no longer in the line of elves, but the lineage of God. Do you understand?”
“Yes, I think so,” said Hundolis as he caught up to Eriboth. “But that does not solve our current problem.”
“Oh, and what is that?” asked Eriboth though a chuckle.
“That we still have bodies that need food and water if we are to make the long journey all the way to Pretago Cor,” said the young elf.
“You are correct, young Hundolis. How do you suppose we remedy our current dilemma?”
“We are close to Lrossiduun. I grew up there and my parents still live there. I could get the supplies we need from them,” he suggested.
“I, too, spent time there in my youth,” said Eriboth. “But I fear I would not receive the welcome you would. Perhaps it would be better if I remained outside of the city and out of sight of their patrols,” he said.
“I have not been back since I first traveled to Meckthenial. It will be nice to be back, even if my stay is brief. How far away do you think we are?”
“No more than a day’s travel. We should camp before that. From what I can remember, you may not be granted entrance after a certain hour,” said Eriboth.
The rest of their journey that day proceeded without much conversation. Hundolis was deep within his hopeful reunion with his parents and family while Eriboth was consumed with thoughts of the inevitable battle rushing toward him. An incontrovertible truth, a truth he was consciously avoiding ever since his defeat at the Stone Keep, was creeping slowly toward his inability to avoid its consequence. More than the condition of Nadalize and her husband Geromain, even more than his thoughts of Soliana, were his thoughts of who he knew was his son. The man, the evil lord of a truly evil horde bent upon the destruction of life for the creation of death, even if only in part, was the direct result of the actions and decisions of Eriboth’s life. Although he had just recently came to the knowledge that he had a son, to deny his own contribution to what Jesolin had become was to suggest that Eriboth’s interjected presence in his life would have resulted in exactly the same end. If that were true, then Eriboth’s influence over the goodness, or lack thereof, within Jesolin was akin to no influence at all.
Was that all he was? Would his presence in Jesolin’s rearing have resulted in a different consequence for Avendia? He was not naïve enough to believe that the fault was his and his alone; however, he could not deny his role in Jesolin’s degradation was of paramount importance for no other reason than his absence meant the subjugation of evil was allowed entrance as a surrogate father, a father he was supposed to be. As such, it meant the responsibility of this man’s transformation and subsequent actions, while not entirely his fault, fell gravely upon his shoulders nonetheless. Would the mother share in his guilt? Of course, she would; however, he had no idea whom she could be. As pervasive as his prowess had been with his brandished sword’s effectiveness at dictating the outcome of war, as well as his renown for poetry and words to all but the farthest reaches of Avendia, to his ever-shameful regret, so to was his swashbuckling reputation for wooing the hearts, minds, and wanton desires of women, many women. As such, he held not even the first supposition of who Jesolin’s mother could be, or even if she still was. In truth, it could have been any one of several women whom he bedded the number of years ago required to qualify as his mother. Yet, though there could have been many, his hope was dominated by one, her.
Athlorial as she was then, Soliana as she is now continued to hold his epitome of feminine completion throughout the years. He never forgot the week they spent together before the situation of noble interference caused him to leave. Though he had every intention of returning to her much sooner than he was able to, he was, nevertheless, unable to fulfill his promise in a manner preventing her from seeking another’s comfort. Ultimately, he knew it was his fault. Sure, he could have blamed all sorts of things outside of his control, and for a short time after he bore witness to her wedding, he did. But regardless of the circumstances, his decision to become involved was his and his alone. Wars would always be fought and won. Battles would always rage with generals at the helm seeking to advance their proposed strategy. And kingdoms and nations would rise and fall with the ebbing and flowing of life. His intervention might advance one side over the other, but in the grandest scheme of things, his role could be replaced. So, he faced the unavoidable truth that he and his prowess was completely expendable.
“This seems like a good place to rest for the night,” said Hundolis partially as a suggestion and partially as a question. According to Eriboth’s estimate, they were a few hours from Lrossiduun by foot and just beyond the borders of their scouting patrols.
“Yes,” he agreed, “I do believe this will do.”
Wordlessly, they made camp, which did not take long because they lacked many of the usual supplies for an adequate site. They had no bedrolls, nor fabric to suspend with basic steaks and ropes for tenting, nor did they have any flint and steel to make a fire. Although it was not winter yet, the cool of the late autumn air was unseasonably severe at night, often times reaching below freezing. While the sun still warmed the mid-day hours, once it set, or even before it set, there was little they could do to prevent its penetration into their bones. Each night they spent outside of the hostile but warm stone walls of Meckthenial, the chill intensified its effect. However, as they did every night, they found a way to ignore the cold, still their minds, and sleep.
When the young elf opened his eyes before dawn, but not before the first lights of the sun were detectable through the cover of the trees, he saw Eriboth already awake. The grizzled warrior poet was standing several feet away with his back turned toward him. His feet and torso were bare revealing two distinctly bright red, viscous looking scars spanning the width of his back. Hundolis was sure his waking avoided the shirtless warrior’s notice, but before he could speak, Eriboth slowly sank into a squat, extending his palms outward. His posture was impeccable, but not because he assumed the correct form all elves did when performing their morning devotional, but because his movement was unmistakably his. Transitioning his weight onto his right leg, he extended his left leg sideways maintaining his squatted posture with his palms still extended. Shifting his feet slightly to allow for a deeper squat, he extended both of his palms sideways and sustained this pose for a full minute.
Hundolis did not want to interrupt Eriboth during his devotions, so he stayed silent, but never averted his attention. As the progression unraveled more of its intricacies, he noticed that it grew further and further away from what he had been taught by the elders. There were definitely remnants of the recognizable star forms, but each posture and each motion was undeniably different and undeniably more and more Eriboth. As the minutes progressed and the full force of the sun broke the repressive horizon leaking more of its brilliance through the leaf laden umbrella, Hundolis found almost no similarity between Eriboth’s movements, now amazingly rapid, and the complex patterns of the most advanced star forms. He was entranced within this moment, for not only did he see what Eriboth was doing, he saw Eriboth for everything he was becoming inside the moment of this doing. Because, in truth, the warrior was not driven by the act of motion, but rather the act of becoming. The more he moved, the more he became. And the more he became, the more he was directed to move by the invisible power of his will driven intent. In a flurry of twists and spins mimicking what must have been a technique for battling multiple attackers, Eriboth came to a resounding halt in the exact position everything had begun, a low, split legged squat. As he rose, returning his feet to a centrally balanced position with his hands down to his sides, Hundolis heard him say two words.
“Thank you,” said the warrior to an unseen presence.
Had Hundolis not known better, he would have sworn he heard the soft breeze of the wind whisper “You are welcome,” in response. But things like wind and light and night and waves cannot speak audible words. So, as it was, the young elf dismissed the sound and stood up.
“Those were not the star forms,” he said as an observation, void of accusation.
“No, they were not,” said Eriboth as he turned around. “Good morning, Hundolis. How did you sleep?”
“Cold, intermittently, and shallow,” he said.
“Yes. I slept poorly as well,” he said.
“It will be nice once we are able to sleep in a bed again and off the hard ground,” said Hundolis.
“Indeed, it will. Though as long as we walk in the steps God has placed before us, we can do nothing more than count ourselves blessed to have all that we do,” he said walking over to the young elf.
“Well we do not have that much,” he said looking around and chuckling.
“No, we do not. But we still have His Grace. And that, my young elf friend, will have to be enough. Now, as I recall, you have a reunion to see to and supplies to secure,” he said putting his hand on Hundolis’s shoulder affectionately.
“Indeed, I do!” Hundolis said excitedly. “It has been many seasons since I returned and I would be lying if I did not say I was looking forward to seeing my parents and sister.”
“Then delay no longer for if they knew you would be returning to them today, they would share in your excitement.”
“I will return before nightfall.”
“Enjoy the warmth of a familial hearth and the softness of your bed for this night. I will meet you on the other side of the city. It does not make sense for you to backtrack only to return in the same direction again.”
“Are you sure?” asked the young elf.
“Yes. I am sure. Enjoy this respite, brief though it may be. We have the better portion of our journey still ahead and many more nights of cold in our futures,” insisted Eriboth.
“Very well. I will see you in the morning. Where should I wait?”
“Half a day’s travel to the east. There is a small clearing filled with grodberry bushes. The hunters cleared the trees and planted them as a natural baiting technique. Though I have never known the deer to visit. Perhaps they are more intelligent than we think,” answered Eriboth.
“Be well and be warm,” said the elf as he turned and started walking through the forest.
“Be with God,” answered Eriboth.
Watching the young elf walk away gave him a small smile because he knew well the joyous emotions waiting for him at his home. While he was confident in the lack of his own inconspicuous entrance and subsequent presence in Lrossiduun, he was equally confident that Hundolis’s arrival, while unannounced, would remain largely accepted. At most, there would be questions why his parents were given no previous communication announcing his intention of journeying to visit them, but that could be explained away easily enough by siting the recent Ogre attack of Meckthenial as well as the events surrounding Eriboth’s escape. While elves had a well-trained and easily accessible system for communicating over great distances by using falcons to carry messages, the precaution of suspending all but royal communication during potential war time would be valid enough to satisfy the initial questions. However, as confident as he was, he was still unable to completely dismiss the potential for their subterfuge to be discovered. So, he knelt down facing the rising sun as its warmth broke the cold of the late autumn breeze on his face, closed his eyes, and prayed.
“Lord, though You sit upon a throne of unimaginable totality presiding over the vastness of everything You have created with the greatest of all powers sustaining it, I kneel before You knowing You have the greatest of concern for even the smallest portion of it. For in its smallness, it carries just as much worth and value to You as the greatest of things. Beyond all, rests Your name as a representation of Love, Love in its perfect form, complete form, unblemished or tarnished by the eroding condition of mortal life. And from Your Love flows the power of your Kingdom, a place so perfect, our minds struggle with its comprehension. And though I struggle understanding everything through Your perfect heart, whatever Your Will demands, let it be done in our world just as it is done in Yours. For in the active completion of Your will, all things will rest in Your glorious and uncompromising grace such that we will be provided that which sustains not only the body and mind, but also the soul.
“Yet it is not I whom I lift up to Your holy and hallowed Heavens, but Hundolis. He is young in his understanding of You, but he is hungry to know more. Forgive him, just as You have forgiven me, for his ignorance and hold him protected through his time in Lrossiduun. Avert the gaze of our foes from him that he may pass in and out of the city unharmed. See him thrive inside Your will and make plentiful his time with his family, for it may be the very last time he sees them. And though we face dark times, perhaps the darkest of them all, I hold fast to my faith in Your love made possible through Your Son, the one true King and Lord over all of Your perfect creation. Through His name, the glorious name of Jesus, The Christ, I come to You. As it is said, so let it be done.”
In quiet contemplation, immersed in the confident glory that his prayer has been heard and answered in accordance to God’s Will, Eriboth maintained his silence long into the morning preferring the stillness of meditation over the turmoil of thought, for there were many things plaguing the mortal wanderings of his mind. And though his mental fortitude had been honed through years and years of meditational strength, eventually his emotional concerns wore away his mental defenses and he found himself, to his surprise, reliving a particular moment in his life, a sad moment; but a moment vital in his education of things such as life and death. Perhaps it was God who had directed his thoughts to this specific memory as an instruction in its applicability to the inevitable collision set before him. For much like his past, he was set to a course that would see him end the life of something he loved. Years ago, it was his horse. Now, it was his son.
“I do not understand,” pleaded a young Eriboth.
“What is it you do not understand?” answered his uncle, Trosboril, Lord of House Leptilon.
The morning was cold, but not so cold that they had to wear thick furs yet as they walked through the grounds of their large estate on their way to the stables. Eriboth’s horse, the one he received on his tenth birthday from his father, The King, had injured its ankle during one of the training drills the previous morning. At first, the injury did not appear to be severe; however, over the course of the next several hours, Brandor’s ankle had swollen so large and become so painful that the horse could put no weight on it at all. In fact, after the horse physicians had examined the beast, they proclaimed the ankle to be broken clean through rendering it useless.
“Why can we not wait for Brandor to heal?” asked Eriboth.
“Because, little one, some things just cannot heal,” answered Lord Leptilon.
“How do you know he will not heal?” he asked.
“Because the physicians have said as much,” answered his uncle, picking up his pace.
“How do they know?” asked Eriboth as he sought for any opening to change his uncle’s mind.
Lord Leptilon stopped and turned toward the young boy. Squatting down so he was at eye level, he placed both of his hands on Eriboth’s shoulders. “Nephew, it is not for us to question the knowledge of those who have been educated in such traditions as health and healing. It is, however, for us to use their knowledge to better help us make the best decision regarding how to move forward.”
As tears began to form in his eyes, Eriboth sniffled slightly and said, “It is not fair.”
“Fair is a matter of perspective, young one. What you see as unfair now could very well be fair tomorrow, and unfair again the next day. We cannot live and rule with thoughts of fair or lack thereof. All we can do is live our lives by the edicts of The Stars. And the stars say this must be done,” he said as Eriboth struggled to keep his tears confined to his eyes. “Now,” continued his uncle, “let us be to it.”
They walked the rest of the way to the stables briskly, at least as briskly as a ten-year old’s weary from sadness legs could carry him. The rest of the horses had already been removed, a precaution against their response to the dying sounds of one of their kin. It had long been theorized by the elven wizard Thosdul Lesorigon that animals of higher development could form emotional bonds with others of their kind. True, these bonds were not so advanced as the mortal races, as their minds were not so advanced either. However, instead of having an emotional response tempered, albeit tenuously, by the sophistication of the mortal mind, these animals’ responses would reflect the basal nature of their evolvement. As a result, they would be less predictable and more severe in most cases. For that reason, always were the other animals taken out to pasture when acts of mercy were conducted.
Maybe it was the smell of a familiar scent, or maybe it was their footfalls on the crunching leaves, but regardless of the reason, when they were both just on the outside of the stable doors, they heard a weakened, almost sadness-laced, bray. So, contrasting from the excited whinny Brandor made whenever Eriboth approached was it that it instantly brought tears to the young boy’s eyes. Lord Leptilon entered without hesitation; however, Eriboth paused, allowing the stable door to swing shut.
From inside the stable, he heard Lord Leptilon say, “Procrastination will only make things worse, for you and Brandor both.” But when he was still frozen in place, Lord Leptilon added, “Step to it. He is suffering.” Steeling himself for what was to come, he closed his eyes, placed his hand on the large, swinging door, and pushed.
As it closed behind him, although the stables were largely opened to both the elements and light, they seemed to darken slightly, as if they both had less potency inside the walls than they did just the morning before. Eriboth opened his eyes to see his uncle standing outside of the farthest stable with his arms crossed. Though he was a compassionate ruler, often times even empathetic, he was less so patient once the obvious decision had been presented and decided upon. And sometimes, apparently this being one of those times, his patience presided over his compassion.
“Step to it, now. Bring the feed bag here,” ordered Lord Leptilon.
From a state of numbness, part of him still in disbelief regarding the whole of the situation, and the other part hoping he would still wake from this terrible nightmare, Eriboth absently did as he was told. When he was within arm’s reach of his uncle, he held out the bag of poisoned feed.
“No, Eriboth,” he said with his arms still crossed, “Brandor is yours.”
“What?” asked Eriboth.
“I did not tell you to give me the feed bag. Nor did you carry it here for me,” he said, steel lacing his eyes.
The young boy looked to the closed door of Brandor’s stable in reaction to a particularly ghastly neigh, completely void of the energetic life of his horse. He looked back to his uncle, not because he did not understand what his uncle was saying, but because there was no possible way he would be able to do what his uncle was asking him to do.
“Did you not hear his bray? Can you not tell he is suffering?” asked his uncle standing so largely over him that he appeared to be as large as the fabled Giants. But unlike them, his uncle existed in more than just the storybooks and mother’s legends. Clutching the feed bag with both hands now, he let his eyes fall from his uncle to the poisoned food he had prepared. Perhaps it was the single tear that fell from his wet lashes that landed upon the horse’s food, or perhaps it was the slight, side to side shaking of his head; but for whatever reason, the compassion of Lord Leptilon asserted itself and he knelt down putting a warm hand on Eriboth’s shoulder. “You are filled with compassion, are you not?” he asked, not to draw an answer, but to demonstrate his understanding of Eriboth’s tears.
“How?” asked the young boy, still not looking up from the bag.
After a long sigh, Lord Leptilon said, “I am not sure. When I was a boy, my father did not give me the option of a using the feed bag. We just walked to the stables and he handed me his sword.”
The word sword combined with this situation overcame Eriboth’s eyes and jolted his head to look at his uncle, “You used a sword?” he asked in disbelief.
“Indeed, I did. Though I am not sure it was the better way, for either of us,” he said as he wiped dry Eriboth’s cheeks.
“How did you do that?”
“I guess I just understood that every moment I delayed, Chestorin’s suffering increased. And seeing him continue to suffer was something I was not prepared to do,” he said.
“But it is so hard,” said Eriboth as his eyes began to well up with liquid sadness again.
“Yes. Saying goodbye is always hard to do. But I have always found it much harder to let the suffering linger.”
“What will happen to him? Will he join The Stars as we do?” ask the boy trying to find anything he could grasp onto that would refocus the ache in his heart upon the hope of life.
“That is a great question for the Lorekeepers, my boy,” he said with a little chuckle, “But I should say that if ever a horse was fit to run among the stars, then Brandor is it.”
“I hope so,” said Eriboth, “I would very much like to ride him again,” he said as his face began to crinkle up reflecting his resignation to the task at hand.
Another weak bray drew both of their eyes to the closed door this time, “I know, son, I know,” said Lord Leptilon. “Now, open the door and show Brandor a merciful end.”
“Will he feel anything? Will it hurt?” he asked as his breaths skipped signaling his sobbing was over.
“No. The poison is falsor-root. It induces a calm, sleep like state. He will feel nothing except the heavy eyes of slumber.”
“Ok,” said young Eriboth as he turned toward the door. Just after placing his hand on the handle to swing it opened, he turned his head back toward his uncle, the Lord of House Leptilon and Lord of Lrossiduun, and asked, “Uncle?”
“Yes, Eriboth.”
“Will you wait for me?”
“As long as you need.”
The next few minutes passed much like they would have if Eriboth had been sleeping, in a haze of diffuse reality wherein his dreams felt real and unreal at the same time. Even the shutting of the stable door produced a muted sound behind him, lacking the loud clacking of its latching mechanism that had become familiar each morning he prepared to ride Brandor. When he was mentally able to attend to his horse, he saw him laying down on a soft bed of hay with his head stretched out facing him. He was obviously in pain. Recognizing Eriboth by his scent, Brandor lifted his head and attempted to bray as he always did to welcome his young rider; however, what presented itself was a weakened, hollow sound more reminiscent of the Elven Death Flutes than an excited, life-filled welcome. Kneeling down next to the horse, Eriboth slowly and weakly stroked the side of his neck and the length of his snout. Brandor tried to respond, by lifting his head again, but was unable to sustain it.
“Hello, my friend,” the young boy said to his horse the same way he said it each time they met. Although it was laced with sadness, the horse still perceived it as joyful because he flicked his tail in response. Seeing the familiar gesture, Eriboth began to cry again.
Between sobs, he managed to say, “I will ride you each time I sleep.” Sliding the feed bag over Brandor’s long nose and securing it behind his head, he continued, “Now, just rest and eat so you can gain your strength to carry me when I am older.”
But instead of eating, Brandor breathed weakly and seemed to stare at Eriboth who continued to console the horse by stroking his strong neck.
“You need to eat now,” said the young boy trying rather unsuccessfully to hold back his tears.
But the horse did not eat.
“Please, eat. It is too hard,” said Eriboth as he continued to cry.
Perhaps because the bond suggested by the elven wizard was not just limited to their own kind, or perhaps because the horse truly was hungry, Brandor finally began to eat. Regardless of the reason, Eriboth was grateful because it meant that both the horse’s and his suffering in this moment would soon be over. As the horse slowly chewed its food, Eriboth said nothing. He simply continued stroking the horse’s neck and nose until its breathing ceased and its eyes grew distant and then still. When he could no longer fool himself into seeing the continued rising and falling of Brandor’s large lungs, he stood up, wiped his eyes one last time and swung the stable door open.
“Is it done?” asked Lord Leptilon.
“Yes,” said Eriboth as he looked up to his uncle, meeting his eyes.
“How do you feel?”
“I do not feel.”
“That is how.”
That is how indeed, thought the silent warrior as he continued in the stillness of meditation. To still one’s emotions to better progress through the inevitable manifestation of pain regarding actions that cannot be avoided was a lesson he learned well on that day. He had mastered it so well that its utilization had become almost a natural aspect of whom he had become, at least, before he was brought back to life and born again through the man named Jesus. How or why he had returned, he still did not know, but he was confident part of it was to face Jesolin and atone for the consequences he had brought to so many unwilling people. No, not people, the entire realm.
“That is an arrogant presumption indeed,” said a slithering voice behind him. “To think the whole of Avendia and her fate rests in the hands of but a single man, well, not even I dare to dream of such importance or relevance.”
He need not turn to know whose voice it was. There could be only one entity, masterful in its deceptive prowess, that could conceal itself from his sight without sight. And likewise, only one whose mere presence fouled the very air he breathed – Satan.
“Are you still maintaining the façade of your true form within that body?” he asked still in his kneeling posture.
“At first I thought to dispose of it quickly, but I have found that its powers, while juvenile and contrite, provide what I need,” he paused and then continued ominously, “for the moment.”
“Enjoy it while you can, this moment, for it is quickly approaching its end,” replied Eriboth.
“Ah yes, the inevitable battle between you and my son,” said Satan as he approached Eriboth to kneel in front of him.
“He is not your son,” calmly stated Eriboth, still with his eyes closed and hands resting peacefully on his knees.
“Indeed,” said Satan, “and yet, he is more my son than yours. Tell me, my dear Eriboth, do you even know who could be the mother?”
Eriboth responded with only silence, for silence was the only answer he could offer without acknowledging the truth behind Satan’s words. But even in his silence, he carried an admission to his guilt, a guilt Satan relished in.
Seeing Eriboth’s lack of words, he continued “How does this work? Do I have to kneel and clasp my hands to pray?” he asked, mocking the warrior. “Should I close my eyes and lift my head to the sky? And then, what do I ask for? Can I ask for anything? If it is that easy, why do not more people pray?” He paused for a moment while Eriboth remained silent. “I think I am doing it wrong. I just asked God to smite you down where you kneel and he did not do it. Ah yes, now I know why more people do not pray. God does not hear them. He only hears what he wants, but not what his people need.”
“God hears all and answers them according to His will,” said Eriboth calmly.
“How can you not question him?” asked Satan.
Eriboth maintained his silent and stilled meditation.
“How? Can you not answer me that?” asked Satan again.
Again, Eriboth did not answer Satan’s provoking question.
“I will take your silence as an ascent to the validity of my statements,” said Satan as he leaned in, only inches away from Eriboth.
Eriboth opened his eyes, prepared and forged in the peaceful place of meditative prayer, and stared down the genesis of all evil, “Because I believe.”
“Believe? You Believe? Believe in what?” asked Satan in almost a whisper. “What has He done for you?”
“He gave me life,” answered Eriboth.
“And what a life it has been,” mocked Satan. “I was there each time you slew by the hundreds. I did not even have to manipulate you into seeking death as a reprieve from the pain and hollow existence you lived. You were lost well before my presence. In fact, it was your ability to unknowingly spread my work that gained my attention. Indeed, you were so prolific at carrying my banner that you brought into this world a boy and transformed him from an innocent baby filled with love, or at least its potential, into he who would orchestrate my symphony by no other means than simply the condition of your useless life,” said Satan as he stood up, “You completed all that without even a shred of my influence. Bravo!” he said as he started to clap. “Well done, my friend. Well done indeed.”
“Are you finished,” said Eriboth as he looked up to the mocking visage of pure evil.
“Not even close. I have not even brought up her,” he said. “She, the very woman God set apart as the completion of your soul, whose soul can be completed only by yours, you left to a life of such treatment that it made even me proud and amazed. That a human could be capable of such brutality that it drove something as pure as she was to kill, still causes me to smile today. Again, I must commend you on your dedication to your vices, dear Eriboth, they have given me much amusement!”
“You are correct, but all that was before,” said Eriboth, unshaken by Satan’s accusations.
“Before what?” asked Satan.
“Christ,” answered Eriboth.
“Ah yes, the son of god,” he said mockingly. “Where is he? I do not see him. Is he even here?” Satan said as he looked around.
“He is here. In the wind, in the clouds, in the warmth of the sun, He is here,” answered Eriboth.
“But is he really? Was he there for you when you cried out to him in the stable when you were forced to put down your first horse? Was he there for you when you watched your precious Zamorinthia kiss your older brother? Was he there for you when you had to flee your precious Athlorial’s side only to return and watch her wed another man? Was he there for you when you battled your own flesh and blood?”
Time heals all wounds, or so they say, or have said; but who said it and to whom they said it to has always remained a mystery without concrete evidence that it was actually said in the first place. Regardless of whether it was said, however, Eriboth could not deny its validity. For over these long years, his pain regarding each of Satan’s examples had diminished. Yet he could not deny the validity of another statement “they” had made extolling the sensitive nature of old wounds opened wide again. And Satan knew how to open them with a precision greater than the greatest physician wielding the greatest surgical instruments as masterfully as the greatest symphonic conductors leading the most renowned compositions of musicians there ever was, is, or will be. For he was a master of pain, both physical and metaphysical, using his unfathomable power to insert his doubts into Eriboth’s mind. Or at least he tried.
With all his formidable skill, Satan tried to find a chink in Eriboth’s psychological armor. Yet, try as he might, he could not penetrate the thick layer of prayerful protection Eriboth had invoked. He did not know how, but he knew his faith in Christ covered him in a soft blanket of righteous warmth preventing the chill of evil from penetrating. Things like doubt, lack, loathing, condemnation could not possibly exist in the presence of his Lord. And since the man named Jesus existed within him, Eriboth knew he possessed something greater than even the legitimate power of Satan. For when in Christ, and He within, legitimacy is determined solely by the state of the eternal and immortal soul; hence, it is no longer subjected to the dictates of he who is still in the world.
But Satan was not without his own resolve, for he knew that even when protected by Christ, it was by choice. Therefore, to undue the protection, he simply had to undue the choice. It was interesting to him that the greatest aspect of God’s love, free will and its insistence of choice, was the very same vessel he used as his greatest opportunity for manipulation. So, instead of goading the ungoadable in the moment of Eriboth’s strength, he would wait for his moment of weakness, a moment whose preparation had been long in process, a moment that was coming, and coming soon.
“Your silence is merely a consequence of your doubt,” he said with a grin. “Soon, my great warrior, soon you will not be so silent.”
And though Eriboth sought much more humility and modesty after his encounter with Christ, he was not without his resolve to respond when challenged. Sometimes silence was preferable, and others, it was not, “I need not give my faith to the ears of the failed Lightbringer when my Father and Lord hears the very words of my heart and the music of my soul. Take heed, the faithless vile and poison of your tongue will soon find its speech is no more potent than a shadow shone away by the midday sun.”
Immediately after Eriboth’s final word concluded, Satan erupted in a display of lighting speed and awful power by picking him up with one strong hand around his neck and pining him against a tree. “Oh your words make my ears sing with joyous splendor knowing your power will soon be mine. Tell me, my young Eriboth, where is your god now? Would he intervene if I decided to summon my strength and snap your neck like a dry piece of kindling? Your arrogance to stand against me will soon be your downfall. For none can stand against the tidal wave of truth, real truth, untold truth. Not even you!” A moment later, he relaxed his fingers allowing Eriboth’s feet to land on the ground. “But we have much more fun planned together, you and I,” he hissed as he dissolved into a mist of blackness to be carried away on the soft breeze.
Though the young warrior Eriboth had found his Lord, the One True Lord over whom all governance would eventually fall, and had begun to release the immortal soul of The First of the Five, he was yet young in his walk and even younger in his power. However, Lucifer was not. As Lacorion watched Satan hold the youth against the tree, he wished, if objective entities could wish, that Eriboth was ready to fully accept all that was within him. But he was not. He was still clinging to aspects of himself, inauthentic identities from which responsibilities had sprung as ties binding him to his mortal construct. And though the existence of pain was a condition of the mortal order of a mortally bound life, it was necessary for freedom, true freedom. For only though the trials of pain can mortals understand the absurdity of placing their joy, worth, and faith in mortal endeavors and definitions and identities. And though he had begun to awaken to everything God had called him to become, he was yet tied to everything he had created within himself. But the day would come when he would have nothing left within except all of God and none of himself. And on that day, the splendid fusion of a mortal man with the immortal soul of God would reign down brilliance as if the stars fell from the heavens illuminating even the darkest of nights. But since the radiance of redemption is nothing without the blackness of pain, he must first walk through a gauntlet so darkly complete, it would utterly contrast his immergence. And so, from his plane of observation, the First of the Five and Dragon King Lacorion, watched and waiting and hoped.




Enfata
(Betrayal)
Although their parting was relatively brief, it was filled with the complex array of binding emotions one would expect from friends who were long in their existence, but short in their time together. Rhashana, Chief Nithock and his daughter, Nithosa, escorted them to the edge of their camp where they exchanged short words, quick but heartfelt hugs, and promises to visit each other again as soon as both time and circumstance saw fit to allow. As much as they could have, would have lingered with the their barbarian friends, the greater portion of their attentions drew them back to their own encampment in order to relay the message and prepare for the next part of their journey, a journey whose end would surely draw more protestations from Dregor, and possibly the others. While Jaro’s past was wrought with unsavory certainties akin to all thieves, and while his plan to contact the Pirate King would undoubtedly thrust them into even deeper unsavory waters, she saw no other choice.
She felt very strongly the need to travel north, into the lands beyond the reach of the Silver Empire, in order to ensure the safety of her people; however, the only pass into them had been blocked by unseasonably strong storms with the promise of more storms returning soon as told by the barbarian weather readers. Even if the pass were open, with the threat of the incoming inclement weather, Soliana did not want to risk the lives of those who chose to follow her by leading them through any uncertainty. And yet, uncertainty is exactly what she was leading them to face.
There was not much known about Dorgo The Pirate King except that he commanded a fleet of pirates, all of them swearing fealty to him and him alone. How he was able to accomplish this was perhaps one of the greatest mysteries Avendia had even seen, because, above all things, pirates were unquestioningly disloyal. Nevertheless, Dorgo had accomplished what none other had even attempted, such was the absurdity of even its suggestion. There had been rumors, however, suggesting he was secretly in the employ of the High King of The Silver Empire, but they were largely discredited. There was a faction of believers out there who insisted their partnership was the only way Dorgo was able to avoid the Royal Navy, and all of its power, for as long as it had. And while that once widespread view had recently been all but annihilated when Dorgo sacked the Royal Port City of Sombren, there were still those who clung to its validity.
Regardless of to whom or to what he owed his power, and thus his allegiance, his character was primarily known for its ruthlessness. He was not brutal, though if provoked, he could access the brutality necessary to lead a group of chaotic scallywags bent upon sating their most primal desires of greed and lust. In truth, pirates would be a glutenous lot if their lifestyles lent to the plenty and profitable, but pirating was neither plentiful, nor profitable. At least, it has not been since the unification of the seven provinces and the creation of the Silver Empire. Prior to its conception, there was no centrally controlled naval force set to make the waters safe. Instead, there were seven different plans of action and seven times that many captains all with egos and self-estimations greater than the next resulting in seven times seven different plans with no one willing to follow them through to their end. But with the formation of the Royal Navy under the strong arm and sharp eyes of Admiral Killgon, pirating’s lucrative promises declined. However, the years and years that had passed since Admiral Killgon’s reign saw an inverse relationship between its financial prosperity and its desperation. And with the increase in desperation, came an increase in danger. As it is, inclusion into the bartering and dealings of pirates was highly discouraged except in the gravest of situations. And as she mounted her horse, and Jaro his, she had to admit to herself that this was the gravest of situations.
Indeed, upon it was not placed the safety of the realm nor the preservation of an obscure artifact or relic imbued with some mystic force necessary for the maintenance of the status quo. Rather, it was a circumstance whose only source of gravity contained the lives of several unimportant people. If any of them, or even all of them, passed into whatever life existed beyond the mortal, it would mean nothing for the land within which they lived, nor would it affect any person beyond the circle they had formed for themselves. In all practical terms, the small group of people she had been charged to lead was inconsequential to the much larger conflict unfolding without their influence, not that they had any.
But is that all they were? Inconsequential? Was importance left to be considered such based on a single prospect of influence? Indeed, when compared to the function and preservation of the entirety of the land, individuals attained their importance based solely on their ability to influence grandiose things such as overall commerce, laws and their righteousness, and the ability to govern efficiently and effectively. But that cannot, should not, and does not determine the worth or importance of an individual who is, for no decision of their own, outside of the small circles of influence. For within the small circle of their influence, wherein each of them, including her, had become essential to the others for the proper functioning of their own status quo, they had formed their own realm, their own world, and their own relics within which they placed their own hopes, their own dreams, and their own lives. And more, over their time together, they had become hers by infusing their dependence on her into her dependence upon them.
“Soliana?” asked Jaro, jarring her from her deep-rooted thoughts enough to startle her.
“Oh,” she said, “yes, what do you need?”
“Nothing. I was just checking to see if you were alright. You seemed to have drifted somewhere,” he said pulling his horse up right next to hers.
“Oh, did I?” she asked. “I had not meant to. I was simply thinking how nice it will be to return.”
“Is that all you were thinking about? Because you had that furrowed brow you often get when you are worried about something,” he said.
“Did I? I mean, I do not do that every time I get worried,” she replied.
“Indeed, you do. Whenever we see it, Dregor and I place a wager on what the topic could be,” he said with a wry smile. “I usually win.”
“I am sure that you do. A thief’s life would include such skills as reading people and their worries,” she shot back, smiling herself.
“There it is. That is the smile so many of us like to see. I was beginning to think it had gone altogether.”
She smiled warmly, “No, it has not left. At least not completely, but these are trying times and I feel our smiles will become fewer and farther between if we are not able to gain passage. Are you sure your friend will grant us an audience with Dorgo?” she asked.
“I never said he was my friend. But yes, I believe he will comply,” said the thief.
“Comply? What if he should not?”
“Yes. Comply. And he will. I have a certain leverage he would not want to ignore,” answered Jaro.
“That does not exactly sound good for our cause, Jaro. I am beginning to doubt your confidence in your plan.”
“Yes, I am sure that you are. But in these desperate times, do we not have to resort to equally desperate means? Yes. There is a certain risk with my plan. And no, there are no guarantees to its success. But I contend that it is still better than our alternative. And just in case you have forgotten what that alternative is, let me remind you; we do not have one.”
“No, we do not,” she confirmed.
“So, it would seem that no matter how wrought with possible peril our involvement with the pirates may become, we must pursue them.”
“Indeed, we must,” Soliana stated. Her agreement finalized any further debate regarding their next endeavor. Long had they discussed into the previous evening seeking the council of both Rhashana and Chief Nithock. Neither of them had any dealings with the pirates and certainly not the pirate king, but they were wise and provided a separate vantage point with which to evaluate their options. But just like the both of them on this chilly morning’s ride back to their camp, neither the Shaman nor the Chief could offer any other deduction leading them to another alternative. And since there was nothing more to discuss, they continued on in silence until the sun had progressed well past its apex. But it was not silence Jaro desired, for silence would not answer his questions still remaining after his discussion with Rhashana the night before. He was beginning to understand that only a discussion with Soliana herself would allow him peace of mind. However, silence was all he would have. And when silence reigned, so did the mind and its ability to journey into the troubles of uncertainty. However, it was not entirely problematic. While it did not allow him the finality he sought, it prevented him from expending much of his conscious attention to conceal his awkward emotions, emotions Rhashana had little to no trouble revealing the night before.
Late last night, after Soliana had retired to her room on their last night with the barbarians, he sought Rhashana’s council regarding the dream trance, more specifically, its correct interpretation. After she had awakened from it, Soliana had shown no change in character towards him one would expect after sharing the intimate moment they had. For him, even though it was only a dream, it was more than just a kiss. And though he knew he was dreaming, he also knew there was something within that dream that contained both of their conscious desires. Emotions hidden deep within the mind were the field upon which the dreams often played their games. And while he had lived long enough to know there had to be some truth to the emotions his dream trance had provoked within him, he had to find out if there was any truth to those he hoped were within her. So, when the candles had burned low, and the embers of a warm fire were all that remained, he sought the barbarian Shaman.
“Rhashana,” he said standing outside of her room. “I do not mean to intrude, but I was hoping you had a moment to answer some lingering questions.”
“Of course you mean to intrude, for you could not possibly have your questions answered unless you did intrude,” she said as she held aside the curtain so he could enter. “You may come in.”
“Thank you. You have my word I will tarry no longer than what is necessary,” he said.
“But that is precisely it, is it not. To find out what is necessary,” she said as she kneeled down on a small rug in the center of her room.
“I do not understand. What do you mean?” he asked.
“Necessary. You wish to know what is necessary to take from the dream trance and apply to your wakeful life,” she answered as she bid him to join her. He slowly walked over to the side of the rug opposite her and knelt down, mimicking her posture. “Tell me, Jaro, do you know where this rug originated from?”
He took a moment to examine it by rubbing it slowly. Then he picked it up and deeply smelled it after which he said, “I would say it is of dwarven origin. Judging by its coarse weave, probably from someone other than nobility. It has a faint musty odor not unlike a dungeon or two I have been in. Perhaps a merchant or high-ranking guard within their military. I cannot say for sure, but it definitely has a dwarven feel.”
“You would be correct in your assumption except for the fact that it is of Goblin origin,” she said.
“Goblin? I had not known them to be craftsmen, only traders,” he said.
“Indeed. They have a rather extensive network of distributors for sure. But they have recently begun copying the different commodities they distribute. Not the complex ones of course, but the more rudimentary ones. They found more profit in the direct sale of something they manufacture. So instead of selling something someone else makes, they manufacture a replica and sell it as if it was an original,” she said running her fingers slowly through the coarse fibers of the rug.
“I will keep that in mind when I next decide to pilfer. But I am failing to see how Goblins pertain to my query, which I have not yet voiced,” he said.
“Sure you have,” Rhashana said with a warm grin.
“I have?” said Jaro.
“It is written in your eyes every time you look at her. It is in your speech every time you talk when she is around, a little quicker and yet a little more hesitant at the same time,” she said drawing his attention. “Your affections for her run deep, Jaro. But that is not why you are here.”
“Is it that easy to see?” he asked worried that Soliana might have noticed.
“Yes, but only because I have seen your bond to her. Did you not wonder why we needed to find you to save her?”
“I guess I did, but the circumstance prevented me from asking. I guess I had forgotten to ask once we saved her. It did not seem to matter after that.”
“Soliana was lost in a Death Dream. When the soul senses it is close to death, specifically a death before its time, it suspends its consciousness inside of a world reflective of its inner most reality,” said the Shaman.
“How was she close to death? Her body was uninjured was it not?”
“There are many types of death, Jaro, extending beyond that which our bodies suffer from. In her case, her soul had become overwhelmed with its new understanding and was incapable of sustaining its power.”
“Power?” he asked for clarification.
“Yes. Power. It runs deep inside her, deeper than any I have felt before. But it is not completely mortal which is why, I suspect, her soul and mind could not assimilate it completely. So, they tried to reject it and in doing so, inadvertently tried to reject part of herself; and one cannot reject oneself and sustain any form of life. Do you understand?”
“No, but I will take your word for it. Souls are beyond a thief’s consideration. Largely because we do not have one.”
“Everyone has one, Jaro. Even you. But in Soliana’s case, hers was being suffocated in an attempt to remove what her mortality did not recognize. That is the best way I can explain it. As it was, she was locked inside her soul’s attempt to protect the part that was being denied. That is where you came in.” She paused allowing for a moment to pass. “Jaro, you were her key.”
“Key? How could I have been the key?”
“Not ‘the’ key but ‘her’ key. While our minds are powerful things capable of great reasoning, it is our emotions that ultimately hold supremacy over who we are. All our minds do, when presented with emotions that cannot be ignored, is provide reasoning to justify the actions those emotions dictate. But that is not the point. At least, not really. You see, Jaro, when emotions develop, especially between two people, they form a bond. And it is that bond that can be traversed within the dream realm.”
“Although I am quite certain you have provided a wonderful explanation regarding all this, I am still not following you. My apologies. We thieves may be quick of finger, but we are sometimes slow of wit,” he said grinning.
“I rather doubt that,” she responded. “Very well then. Consider this. What did you see when you were in your dream trance?”
“I was spending time with Jonsia,” he said, distance in his voice.
“Yes, your bond with her was deep. It was only natural your trance would take you into that reality. What did you see after?”
“A storm.”
“Ah, and that was, and still is, Soliana’s reality. She was lost inside the own storm of her life because that was the greatest of emotions she connected with. It was the one that has been constant for her so much so that it has become a part of her. She was lost so deeply that I was unable to find her to pull her out,” she said.
“How did I find her,” he asked. “I was not even looking for her.”
“You did not. She found you.”
“What do you mean?”
“Maybe thieves are rather slow of wit. She found you because you possessed the only bond she was able to follow. She found you and instinctively pulled you inside her own dream trance. And because she did, I was able to pull both of you out through your dream trance.”
“So, her emotions run just as deep as mine?” he asked.
“That is difficult to say. She did not find you because of anything that was within her, but because of what is within you that was reaching out for her, bonded to her.”
“Well that does not exactly answer my question,” he replied.
“No, I am sure it does not. But you must understand this: there is a greatness within her that has been locked away for a very long time. Her life has not been her own, and never will be; however, with her awakening, it will be for a much different reason. You must not interfere with that,” she said gravely.
“In that, it seems we are the same, for my life is not now my own either.”
“I know. And I am sorry,” she said as she placed a hand on his shoulder signifying her understanding of the burden he choose to carry.
“Thank you, Rhashana. I think I will retire to my chambers now and sleep, though for peace’s sake, I pray no dreams come,” he said as he stood up and exited her room.
“Now whose drifting off somewhere?” asked Soliana, a familiar playfulness returning to her voice.
“What? Oh, I am sorry,” he said. “What did you need?”
“Nothing from you,” she said with a sarcastic wink. “Look, we are almost there,” she said as she pointed to the familiar hill, she disappeared beyond only a short time ago.
“Are you sure that is the same hill?” he asked, surprised and partially in disbelief that they had covered the distance so quickly.
“Of course. You are not the only one with a geographical sense. Now, let us hurry. I am sure Dregor is beside himself with worry,” she said as she spurred her horse forward.
“I am sure he will be relieved when I return with his horse,” he yelled after her. And though it was meant as a joke, he was quite sure it was more than partially true.
However, any sense of humor or joking or joyous reunion was removed from their hopes as they dropped more quickly than a falcon descending upon its prey. When they reached the top of the hillside and were able to see their camp, they found a wasteland of burnt tents, smoldering fires, and the remnants of tears. Reigning in their horses out of an astonished dread, they paused only briefly before galloping the rest of the way in an effort to see if there was any assistance they could provide. They sped into the center and dismounted quickly.
“Dregor!” shouted Soliana.
“They were taken,” said Jaro quietly as he surveyed the broken encampment.
“Yes, but not all of us,” said a voice to their right. Both Soliana and Jaro snapped their heads in that direction and drew their weapons. When they saw Dregor emerge from behind the remnants of a smoldering tent, they breathed a sigh of relief.
“Dregor! Thank the Gods!” exclaimed Soliana as she rushed over to hug him. “Are,” she continued but was interrupted by Dregor.
“Yes, they are still safe. We were able to avoid their notice, but I do not know how. It was only divine intervention that saved us,” he said.
“What happened here?” asked Jaro.
“We were attacked,” he said.
“I can see that, but by whom?” he asked again.
“The hounds of the Stone Keep caught up to us. Most of us were taken, for what purpose, I do not know,” said Dregor.
“How many are still here?” asked Soliana.
“About ten I think, including myself and my family,” he said.
“Only ten?” asked Soliana out of astonishment.
“Then I have failed,” she said.
“No, you have not failed. You provided hope when none existed and a chance for a few to live without the veil of evil over them,” said Jaro.
“You are kind, and I appreciate the words. But in the end, I have failed. I did nothing but lead them across the countryside only to be apprehended and taken back into who knows what sort of environment. I am sure they will be seen as outlaws and dealt with accordingly. All I did was lead them to a death sentence,” said Soliana.
“No, you did not,” said Jaro.
“Yes I did!” she shouted. “I abandoned them, Jaro! When they trusted me to protect them, I ran off ran on some quest for people I do not know when I should have stayed and tended to those who entrusted me with their lives.”
“Soliana,” said Jaro, but before he could continue, she cut him off again.
“No! I will not hear it!”
“Yes, you will!” he shouted back. His loud and emotional retort unsettled her enough for him to continue before she was able to subvert his attempt before it began. “Your over developed sense of responsibility is noble as far as it goes, but it simply is not true.”
“Not true? How can it not be true?”
“Because it is not!”
“How can you say that? If it was not for my agreement, then these people would never have followed me. And if they had never followed me, they would be in a much better situation than they are now. What right did I have? How arrogant am I that I believed what they said? That I was the only one who could lead them away?” But she knew the reason she led them away was not because of their insistence, nor any persuasive argument they possessed. For at the root of her actions was the bidding of a man, the man, the only man to whom she was still bonded. And now, because she had not fully detached from him, more people were set to suffer. “What have I done?” she said to herself as she looked at her surroundings.
“How could you have known this would happen?” he asked her.
“It is not that I could have known this would happen, but that I should have known this could happen,” she said with the edge of anger in her voice fading. Jaro was left without argument. As much as he wanted to spare her from the self-condemnation she was battling, he knew there was nothing he could say that would deter her from placing blame squarely on her shoulders. As it was, both of them stood silently across from each other, each defeated, but each defeated by differences neither had acknowledge to the other. Jaro by his feelings for her, and Soliana because she had not fully broken from being controlled by a man.
“What do we do now?” asked Dregor breaking the silence when it had become thick enough to cut with any of their blades.
She did not hear him. She was too lost in the consumptive nature of her failure. Really, it was no different than her failed attempt to protect Torrick by marrying Matteos. She had placed her and her son’s future in the potential of his promises because she believed him, as she had believed all men, beginning with her father to be a good father, continuing with Eriboth to return, and finishing with Matteos to be a good husband. In each of those cases, she waited long past the time she should have waited, hoping their words would be proven true by their actions only to find they were anything but. Even the decision of Psumayn, the one leading her to participate in the tournament, contributed to her current doom. However, while the actions of her father, Matteos, and arguably Psumayn affected only her, the latest regarding Eriboth set into motion consequences on a much broader pallet darkening the sunrises of many more than just hers. But what to do now?
She heard Psumayn’s words echo in her mind over and over, “If you get struck, you get struck. There is no shame nor defeat within a single strike, even one leading to death, because the only true deaths we face are those compromising who we are,” she heard the familiar words of her combative instructor echo in the annals of her mind each and every time following her defeat in training. So ingrained had they been that she was unable to avoid their voice. In fact, they were the only words she heard.
“Soliana, what is it we should do now,” asked Dregor again, his words falling on the persistence of her self-pity induced deafness.
Indeed, she had been struck a fatal blow. And while it would have been easier to desist her current mission, leaving each of those remaining to their own fates, she realized that if she did that, she would have taken on the mantel of every man in her life forcing her followers to bear her failures. And that was a consequence she would not and could not allow, even if it meant persisting on a mission from the very source of the doom and misery she and the rest of them had come to know. North. It was to the north that gave her purpose and the reaching of her intention in the very beginning when she was first approached by Dregor. And it would be to the north that she would adhere, for in the north she hoped she would find her freedom.
“M’lady,” said Dregor more loudly than before, “what is it we are to do now?”
Perhaps it was the loudness of his voice, or perhaps it was the urgency and loss it contained driving its loudness; regardless, it drew her attention from within. She focused intently on him for a moment, then began to notice that the others had gathered around her in a very small circle, just like they had at the Stone Keep. But this time, instead of uncertainty in their eyes, she saw hope mixed with sorrow and gratitude. And while the sorrow they felt tore at her heart like the desert vultures tearing at a dead carcass pulling it apart piece by piece, she would not allow it to paralyze her. They still depended on her for much.
“When we began our journey, I did not know any of you, nor you me, though we have grown to know each other over these last long months. And over that time, I have seen each of you display a faith and trust greater than I was capable of giving and greater than I was deserving. It has been said by some of you that I was the reason we got this far, but in truth, it was you who carried me when I doubted, and for that, you all have my gratitude and respect,” she paused allowing her tears to well in her eyes. After a necessary moment to compose herself, she continued, “I will be heading into the north, and it is my hope that I do not continue that journey alone. Should you accompany me, we will need to make for the city of Sombren where Jaro assures me he will be able to secure transportation by boat.”
“A journey like that would cost more money than we have,” stated Pitros.
“Can we not go through the pass?” asked Dregor.
“The pass has been sealed by unseasonably strong storms with more on the way. We will not get through and could even perish during our attempt. To answer your concern, Pitros, it will not require money. I am told that Jaro has leverage which will purchase our passage,” she answered.
“Leverage? That does not sound very reassuring,” said Dregor.
“Nothing is reassuring in these times. Each day is a blessing. Each moment is beyond a solid conviction to another. We have but one decision to make: trust in Jaro’s leverage, or be hunted the rest of our lives as outlaws,” she said.
Having their situation explained so concisely quelled any further debate. Dregor was the first to voice his assent, “Then there is no decision for us to make. I will not live as an outlaw and I will not have my family live as outlaws either,” he said as he hugged his daughter who was standing in front of him.
“Nor will I,” answered Pitros.
“Nor will we,” answered Resaria as she, too, put her arm around her three sons.
“Then it is decided. Salvage what you can. We leave in half an hour,” she said. When Jaro walked up to her while the others were searching for supplies, she turned to him and said, “You had better be right.”
When fortune often spoke into her life, it did so with a harsh temperament much like the granite walls of the ancient dwarven cities. Hard, solid and unrelenting to forgiveness, all of her journeys had been wrought with peril requiring her to access her vast resources of determination and fortitude. There had never been a time in her life that was easy or smooth. So, when their trek across the land presented with very few natural obstacles, she was unable to truly rest because she feared what was lurking behind the invisible horizon. She could feel it, just beyond her detection, a doom, a foreboding as palpable as a lingering bruise or an old battle scar. Yet, in spite of her doubts, each night that passed saw their bellies reach a close approximation to full, at least as close as they could when living off the land over an extended duration. Yet, with each passing day, her fear grew larger and larger as his sorrow grew smaller and smaller. What if when they reached the city, Jaro’s contact proved insufficient, or worse yet, turned nefarious? How would she face the costing of the lives of those who had remained to follow her? Though doubts like these would often insert their dominance into her thoughts, she refused to allow them ownership of her mood and behavior.
But such could not be said of Jaro. Since their departure, he had adopted a rather melancholy disposition. As much as her other companions maintained their positivity through the constant compliment of advantageous weather, the more unseasonably warmer it became and the stronger the sun had shone, the more brooding he had become. Jaro always preferred seclusion to inclusion when they traveled, but he had even abandoned engaging Dregor in the pseudo-arguments he drew amusement from. And though she was still able to engage him in conversations, they were short, direct and lacked the sarcastic humor she had learned to enjoy. When she confronted him regarding his malcontent, he shrugged it off by saying, “Oh, it is nothing, m’lady. I am just anxious to reach our destination. It has memories I thought had long since died, and their rebirth has caused a mix of emotions.”
Though he did not lie to her, neither did he tell her the truth. It is true that the memories of this city, the city he lived in with Jonsia before he was a thief, and continued living in after he became one, still held a modicum of sway over his emotions, they were too long in the past to assert any substantial control. Yet, since his dream trance, when emotions entombed within him were resurrected, emotions he had thought were indeed dead and buried with Jonsia and his daughter, he felt guilty, as if he was betraying her in some way. Indeed, his growing attraction to Soliana, well past the physically obvious, had become real enough that it could not be dismissed or ignored. They had become so real that the part of his heart he kept reserved for only Jonsia was becoming infiltrated. And though the awakening of those emotions, at least their beginning, provided him with the same exhilaration he felt while they were both riding away from their present and into their future on the backs of her father’s thundering horses, he could not help but feel regret, and worse, ashamed. So, he held his shame close, so close that he withdrew from everything but necessary contact. To avoid her, he excused himself by scouting ahead and taking opposite watches than her. But he could not altogether avoid conversation, their numbers were now too little to get lost in the crowd. So, when she was finally able to confront him regarding his isolation, he offered her an excuse that was neither truth, nor lie, at least not completely to which she responded, “I hope you find peace. If there is anything I can do, please ask.”
In spite of what he said, she knew there was something deeper bothering him. He seemed haunted and withdrawn. She would often catch him staring in the direction of Sombren, and then see her and immediately busy himself with some mundane task or scouting mission that did not need to be addressed at that time. She knew he was still deeply affected by his past, as much as he liked to deny its continued hold over him. But what of that? Her past still deeply affected her even though she liked to pretend that it did not. Though their journeys were very different, they shared a bond of understanding deeper than any other bond, pain. But it was not just the feeling of pain, but its overcoming that they shared. It is one thing to walk through the fires of life, but quite another to trudge through its aftermath in the same way as someone else. She had devoted herself to her singing first, and then to her martial instruction while he had given himself to a different profession, but one with as much excellence as she. In all honesty, what would she have become had a band of thieves presented itself instead of the traveling circus? Would she have been any different than he? She knew he was a good man, an honest man, if a thief could be called honest; but it had been buried by a deep seeded pain that had been watered by the crashing of his dreams and the dissolving of his hope. And when a man loses hope, he will lose the parts of himself linked to that hope. He loses his light.
Such were their thoughts as they traveled, day after day, under the cooling skies of autumn, and slept night after night wrapped in the secluding duality of an uncertain doom darkened by its nearing, yet brightened by its hope. As people do, they succumbed to the habits of their own minds numbed by the repetitive droning of the unchanged condition of their reality. Though they were sustained well by the land, it was not the wellness of city life. They were not warm during the nights, but the chill was not oppressive. Their bellies were not full, but neither did they ache from hunger pains. Nor were they without water. And when it rained, it was brief and followed by just enough sun to dry them without the uncomfortable chill becoming unbearable. In all reality, their trek across the countryside was as pleasant as it could be. And yet, she took no comfort in it.
But the time for whatever comfort the weather could bring was over, as was the time for wondering about the pasts of either herself or anyone else, because now, the present was at hand. They were only a few hours away from establishing contact with Jaro’s hope. At nightfall, it was decided that he should enter the city to make the arrangements alone, much to the disagreement of Dregor. He would return in the early morning hours with news of their hopeful arrangement. It was a contrast completely depicting their lives. When Dregor marched off to be with his wife and daughter, Jaro began walking in the direction of the city. Each upset at the other and each accusatorily provoked by the other, but neither that different from the other. In truth, Jaro had been Dregor, perfectly content to spend his life with his family and fiercely dedicated to their protection. As both men parted, she wondered how much different they would be had Jaro and Dregor’s lives been exchanged.
That night, well into the evening, her thoughts turned to Eriboth, though she battled his inclusion into her consciousness. However, some battles are meant to be won, and some are just meant to be fought. And fighting his presence was something she had devoted herself to doing regardless of whether she won or lost. Though, tonight, she lost. The last she remembered of him, he was walking powerfully through the gates of the Stone Keep, not to defend it, for it had already been lost, but to provide her the time to escape. She believed he still lived, but where and how she could only speculate. There were rumors that he had last been seen being carried away in the claws of a great dragon, but that would mean he had been defeated. She remembered when she faced him after he had dispatched of his brother and the royal guard. He was resplendent as a combatant, unequaled even by her mentor, Psumayn. To have been beaten in combat, he must have faced something so wicked, so powerful, that the whole of Avendia should be concerned.
She remembered killing him, or at least, cutting deeply enough that he should have died. She remembered seeing him again. Even in the dirtiest of ragged clothing, he carried himself beyond mortality as he confidently strode into the throne room of the City of Light. And she remembered him, once again, walking through the gates of the Stone Keep and out of her life, perhaps for the last time. But he was not, not really. Nor could he ever really be out of her life, she conceded. Although miles and miles separated them, and perhaps their fates would see them never look upon the other again, he would always be there, within the deep places that pained her to acknowledge, places so deep they were left to only the subconscious understanding of things beyond human minds and hearts, and into the immortality of the soul.
Ah, the immortality of the soul. Can it be for her? Was her soul and fate called to something greater than this mortal life? She had often wondered, hoped, and even wished for the fates to smile upon her and bless her with a larger role than she deserved. But in the end, she knew she was nothing more than a girl from a broken home, broken by a father who was lost to the annals of drunken desperation. What could she do except accept her fate of futility and empty hopes? And yet, in spite of her beginnings, she felt something very deep inside her, something that, until recently, had remained dormant and slumbering. This urging was pulling her in directions she could not justify. North? What could await them in the Orc Lands except even a more difficult life than living in the Silver Empire as outlaws? But try as she might, there was no peace in the skies nor in the lands that could offer her the calm certainty she felt with that as her final destination.
As heavy as her thoughts had become, her eyes were becoming heavier, however, restful sleep is something that had always evaded her. Of late, her dreams were plagued with visions of her people being forcibly taken by dark figures without shapes and defined silhouettes. They were masked by their shrouds of evil and cloaked in a misty blackness her dreaming eyes could not penetrate regardless of her slumbering efforts. In chains that burned when they were latched, they were being taken to a castle from which all evil emanated from. She could not say how, but she knew it was not the Stone Keep, nor did it resemble any castle she had ever seen. It was completely foreign and diffusely portrayed as a focal point of torture and loss. And though she knew this castle was not a substantive place, she nevertheless, woke with a mix of emotions, not the least of which was the continued guilt because of the horror her people were now facing.
But this night’s dream was different. She did not dream of castles, or evil, or people she had lost. She dreamt of battle, a singular battle wherein she faced an impossibly large and muscular figure. Shoulders nearly twice the width of the strongest man she had ever seen, it stood nearly eight feet tall. It carried an impossibly large axe in one hand, and in the other, a vile looking blade curved so sharply that it formed nearly a half circle. As she faced the granite chiseled behemoth, she began to feel small, so small. She gripped her blades tightly and rushed the beast, hoping her direct attack would surprise it. If it was, it recovered quickly enough to brush aside her assault with little more effort than if it was swatting a harmless bug away before it could bite. She rushed again. This time, while she was able to strike at its large leg, she met only air as it moved more quickly than she anticipated. When she turned to block its counter attack, she felt a heavy fisted blow smash into the side of her cheek, a cheek that she heard cracking under its force.
“Soliana,” whispered a hushed but intense voice. “Soliana, you are dreaming again.”
She woke with a startle and had her dagger in hand, thrusting it in the direction of the voice.
“Wait! It is only me,” she heard the voice say in alarm. She focused and saw Dregor’s fright. “Are you ok?”
“What? Yes, yes. I am ok. It was only a dream. I am sorry, Dregor,” she said as she sat up and slid her dagger in her boot sheath.
“Remind me to prepare myself should I ever find the need to wake you again,” he said jokingly. “What has you on edge?”
“Have you ever had a dream so real that you felt you were not dreaming at all?” she asked, still visibly disrupted by her dream.
“I have, but I do not think its content was the same as yours,” he said. “What were you dreaming about?”
“Oh, nothing. Just about battle,” she responded deciding to omit the details lest he interpret them as a bad omen. “Dregor, why are you hear? Has something happened?”
“Jaro. He has returned,” said Dregor.
“Already? He did not think he would return until the morning,” she asked.
“Even so. He is here nonetheless,” responded Dregor. Before Soliana could stand up, Jaro entered her tent looking a little more worse for wear than he usually did. It was still very dark so she did not see the bruises on his face, nor the slight trickle of blood from one of his ears. In fact, if it had not been for how heavily he breathed and his slight wince as he sat down, she would have had no indication there was anything wrong at all. But when she heard his faint grunt, she sat up a little straighter and asked, “Jaro, are you injured.”
“If by injured, you mean an I hurt beyond my body’s own ability to repair, then no,” he said as Dregor lit a candle.
“You are bleeding!” she replied with a shock. He weakly brushed her hand away as she tried to wipe the blood away with her thumb.
“It is nothing. I have been through worse, believe me,” he said.
“You are sure you are well?” she asked.
“In the loosest definition of well,” he said as he tried to adjust to a comfortable position.
“Why is it you always return to us in such a state?” she asked sarcastically.
“Thief,” he said.
After a short moment observing him, she asked, “Were you able to arrange a meeting?”
“Yes. You will meet with the pirate king tomorrow, when the sun breaks the horizon,” he said.
“Where?” she asked.
“On his ship,” he said.
“On his ship?” asked Dregor. “That will not be acceptable.”
“Dregor, I know you are used to a life of plenty and prosperity, at least a modicum of it, so you are not aware of the demands those who are in want must subject themselves unto. But I can assure you, we are in a position of want and must subject ourselves unto the whims of those who have what we want. In our case, it just happens to be those of the Pirate King, and he is not one open to negotiations. At least, not from us.”
“It may be this way, but I do not have to like it,” said Dregor flatly.
“You just might be able to understand me after all, my friend,” the injured thief replied.
“When should we leave?” she asked.
“In the morning, before the sun rises,” he answered. “Now, let us all get some sleep. Dorgo is not one to keep waiting. In fact, he will not wait. If we miss our chance, there will be no reprieve, nor second chance. If we miss it. He will be gone.”
That night, none of them would sleep restfully having been propelled into an elevated, anxiety driven restlessness wherein sleep was limited to no more than one to two hours at a time. Even Jaro, in his exhausted and beaten condition, did not find sleep welcoming. Had he been absent of bruises and allowed to find a comfortable resting position, then perhaps he might have found more sleep than the others, even if only marginally. As a thief, he was accustomed to the whims of the nefarious and had learned to ignore them until the last possible moment, but the injuries he suffered at the hands of his “friend” prevented what sleep his tolerance would normally allow. So, just as the others, his sleep was anything but what he needed. He did feel some anxiousness; however, it was not an anxiousness driven by an expectation based solely on rumors and presumed possibilities derived by back ally deals and secret meetings. Instead, his apprehension was driven by a whole different set of circumstances; circumstances centering around knowledge, around his past, specifically around his time on The Gauntlet under the command of Captain Agorro.
“You see, young,” said the pirate captain who paused when he realized he did not know the young man’s name, “what was your name again?”
“Does it matter?” answered the young man.
“Of course, it matters. As pirates, we are sworn to a code of conduct that prevents us from executing someone if we do not know their name. So, you see, we will not be able to execute you unless you enlighten us,” said the pirate.
“It does not sound like it is in my interest to tell you then,” he answered.
“There are many worse things than death, young one,” answered a large man standing to the right of the Captain.
“Indeed, there are,” he said.
The Captain held his normally volatile temperament and response in check for a brief moment to consider the young man bound and kneeling in front of him. He was not like any common stowaway they had encountered before. Although his hiding spot had been the same as the rest of them, he did not immediately beg for his life upon being discovered. Nor did he offer up any wild excuse regarding his presence on the vessel. Instead, he seemed to calmly accept his fate, whatever it was going to be.
“Are you not afraid?” asked the Captain.
“Why should I fear?” he answered.
“You are bound and tied, kneeling at the feet of the most ruthless pirate captain the seas have even seen. I should think that would be enough. But just in case it is not, my men often get bored on long journeys and extended time away from the comforts of the more disreputable ports. Because of that, they often look for sport, most often times settling for beating each other senseless. However, with your presence, they would undoubtedly focus their attentions on you. And this promises to be a very long journey,” said the Captain ominously to the equally ominous laughter of his crew.
“There are worse things than death,” said the young man.
Again, the unlikely response from this young man set the Captain’s temper to cool just enough for him to pause again, considering what to do. On the one hand, it was a standing policy, as much as policies could exist within the pirating community, to deal with stowaways and any other forms of offense, though death. Pirating was not as profitable as many thought, and the mouths of his crew had to be considered. Adding another mouth to feed would decrease the rations for the rest of his men, men who had proven themselves worthy to crew The Gauntlet. On the other hand, keeping him alive would allow the captain to possibly avoid the inevitable fights and squabbles amongst his crew, or at least, minimize them. But there was something intriguing about this young man. Something different about him than all the rest. He was not afraid of death, nor was he afraid of living as a human punching bag for a crew of pirates.
“I will tell you what,” said the Captain thoughtfully, “though I am in no need of another man, I am in need of someone who would not mind scrubbing the toilet pots and cleaning up after my crew. They can be a filthy bunch of ruthless drunkards. Mind you, I may kill you tomorrow, or the next day. Or you may find yourself the target in a game of knives for my men. But until such time as Fate, or my temper, decides your worth as a dead man exceeds your worth as a cleaner, you will be allowed to live.”
“Sounds like an adequate offer, for the moment,” said the young man.
In response to his statement, the captain burst out in a ruckus bout of laughter ending as he wiped his humor induced tears away. “You are a strange one, of that I am sure. I have never met any man who temps death as you do. You may just get it, one day, but it will not be today. Today, you scrub!” As the young man was being carried away by the strong arms of two of the crew, the Captain added, “What is your name, boy?”
“I will tell you on the day you kill me, but not today,” he said.
Laughing again, the Captain asked, “What then should we call you?”
“Ghost,” said the young man.
“So be it. You are the Ghost of the Gauntlet,” said the captain as he turned around and retired to his quarters.
For the first three months he was at sea, his interaction with the crew and captain was limited by his desire for isolation. That is not to say he did not complete any and all of the chores set upon him by the first mate. Rather, he completed them all, and completed them well. As much as was possible, The Gauntlet had become one of the cleanest vessels on the seas almost surpassing the best kept ships in the High King’s navy. Pirates were indeed the dirtiest people he had been around, but they were still a distant second to horses and other animals. Many were the days when the sun rose, set, and then rose again without anyone seeing or hearing from him, yet he left evidence of his presence. Not a single time was the crew punished for the condition of the ship in the areas he was given responsibilities over. He slept little, ate even less, spoke almost never, and worked hard.
As much as he tried to avoid the crew and captain, the size of the ship, although impressive, was still finite and there were only so many things he could do at night while most of them were sleeping. On one particular night, when he was just finishing cleaning the toilet pots by dumping the waste overboard, he heard a voice address him.
“Ah, so the ghost of the gauntlet is not just a myth,” said the humorous voice of Captain Agorro.
“How did you know I would be here?” asked the Ghost.
“There was a foul smell on the wind. So, I followed it,” he said smiling.
“What does my Captain want this night?” asked the Ghost.
“We have a problem, you and I,” he said as Jaro dumped the last of the pots overboard.
“Oh? And what is that?” he asked.
“Last night, two of my crew members fought, both of them almost dying,” he said.
“How is that my concern?”
“Do you not remember? One of the conditions of my tolerance is that you were to provide sport for my men to avoid this very situation. Now, should we be attacked, or have the opportunity to attack, we will be short two men. And that could be enough to sway the outcome. I cannot risk the loss of more,” said Captain Agorro, allowing his implied meaning to hang.
“How do you propose we remedy it?” asked Jaro.
“Easily enough. You will get into a fight with my first mate tomorrow after breakfast. He will pummel you, hopefully not to death, and end up sating the bloodlust within my crew,” he said.
“And what if I will not fight him?”
“I think that you will. You see, any man who was truly wanting to die would not have kept up so thoroughly with his tasks. Right now, your value to me alive is greater than your value dead. Should you refuse to fight him, then your value will considerably lessen,” he said pausing for a brief moment, “and I will kill you.”
“Sounds like I do not have much of a choice,” said The Ghost.
“Sure you do. But I think you will make the right one. You should go to sleep and get some rest. First mate Yhojdo has a greater temper than my own,” Said Captain Agorro as he turned and walked away leaving Jaro to contemplate the beating in his future.
Yhojdo was impressively brutal. Jaro had over heard stories told by the other crew members of the numerous times they had seen Yhojdo fight, mostly on the tail end of a drunken bender in the port tavern against some unfortunate man or men who mistakenly interpreted his disheveled appearance as a sign of the overall disorganization in all areas of his life. And while their interpretation would have been correct regarding nearly everything about Yhojdo, it could not have been farther away from the precision of his fighting. He was a natural born pugilist excelling with a variety of weapons, but none were more efficient at dealing out damage than his two hands. However, as great as Yhojdo’s martial, unarmed prowess was, it measured lacking against the resolute will of a man who had nothing left in his life except his mission.
It had been nearly a year since his wife and daughter were brutally murdered, but it felt much longer. And though most of that time was spent in the service of the Thieves’ Guild, he was still considered a relative novice. Perhaps that was the very reason he was selected for this particular mission, or perhaps the Guild Master saw that Jaro’s particular set of skills were perfectly set for their most recent contract’s completion. It was likely that he would never know, but motivations for selections were beyond the young thief’s concern. For there was one thing on his mind, and one thing only – stealing a very specific and precious map from Captain Agorro’s personal quarters and delivering it safely to the Thieves’ Guild. As such, every bone jarring punch he took to his face, every wind expelling kick he took to his stomach, and every slam he took into the ship wall, he saw as one step closer to finding the map and completing his mission.
Though the fight ended with Yhojdo standing over him as he struggled to breathe, it was anything but lopsided. Within the first twenty seconds of being provoked, it was clear who the victor would be, but that did not mean Jaro had to make it easy for the first mate. Though Jaro landed few punches, and those he did were largely ineffective, he was able to deliver something much more divisive, embarrassment. You see, Yhojdo was not a favorite amongst the crew and when he was unable to finish the young man, a relative new comer, the men began to mock him and switch their encouragement to Jaro. Of course, this enraged the pugilist more, which just gave Jaro more ammunition. However, fight as he did, Jaro’s physical ability to withstand damage and continue on was limited much more than his opponent’s anger and determination to make a point. And that point was made with one final punch, a brutal uppercut lifting Jaro clear off his feet. However, the damage had already been done and Jaro had won his position, not only as a crew member, but in legend through the stories that would be told for as long as The Gauntlet continue to sail. As great as our appreciation is for those who possess overt power, greater it is for those whose power is able to withstand brutality and still get back up.
The initial altercation occurred in the morning hours, and it was a good thing too, because Jaro required several hours to recover enough to sit up in the bed his two crewmates had deposited him in. As expected, he was roughly dropped without even having a blanket put over him, or his several severe bruises and lacerations tended to. Pirates were many things, but nurturing was not one of them. However, the successful completion of his mission did not require mercy, nor caring, nor tenderness of any kind. Rather, it required one and only one thing - opportunity. And because of the events of this morning, he now had it.
It was impossible for him to know what time it was when his eyes opened beyond that it was night. To remain as unseen as possible, a necessity for proper pirating, all of the lanterns were extinguished after the remnants of the setting sun had passed allowing for a completely black sky. Another component to his successful recipe was his beating. No one expected him to be awake, let alone to be up and walking around at night after the pounding he received. As such, if someone did look in his direction resulting from a mistimed squeak in the old flooring, he would simply grunt pretending to be any one of the other crew.
As expected, the captain’s quarters were located at the stern of the boat behind a locked door. Though his right eye was completely swollen shut, his left eye was intentionally spared and could still focus well enough to see the small keyhole. From his shirt pocket, he produced a small set of lockpicks he had stolen a few weeks ago from one of the crew members when he was cleaning his sleeping quarters. Though his head was thick and he had a small ringing in his left ear, he was still able to hear and feel the small click for each of the tumbles within the lock.
Inside, he saw Captain Agorro sleeping soundly, faintly snoring and lightly holding an empty glass flask of what he assumed was rum, or possibly another form of fermented liquid. At the foot of his rather ornate bed, the head of which had several sharks and other known sea life carved into it, was a matching footlocker. No doubt used to keep most of his more valuable possessions safely behind multiple locks, this ornate footlocker was not the object of Jaro’s quest. Rather, it was a very small and very solid metal lock box. The captain was nothing if not unorthodoxly brilliant. As such, while another captain might have thought his map would have been safer behind two set of locks, Captain Agorro thought otherwise. Glancing around the room, being careful not to disturb even the air to breathe, Jaro found it safely resting on the night stand on the opposite side of the room next to several unrolled maps. During a pirate raid, this small box would have been likely discarded as unimportant in favor of the larger and overtly important footlocker; however, this was not a raid, and he was not a pirate. He was a thief, and thieves were taught and counted on for their ability to know the owners of their prize.
He walked over to the night table and picked up the small metal box. It was completely unmarked and appeared to have no relevance to anything whatsoever. There was a small lock on the outside, but it could easily be compromised by a small dagger and a minimal amount of strength. As he crept silently across the room once again, reaching the door, he heard the faint sounds of a key being slid into the keyhole. Had the door opened outward, there would have been nowhere for Jaro to hide; however, Captain Agorro’s insistence that it open inward allowed him to conceal himself behind it. But it was not his quick thinking, nor the Captain’s paranoia that saved him. Rather, it was routine. Part of the first mate’s duty was to make sure there was no mutiny each night. And while this was an important duty and required severe attention, it had been dulled over the repetitive years of everything being well and good so much so that the first mate simply opened the door, looked in for a moment, and then closed it after he saw the Captain’s sleeping body safely on his bed. Had he taken the time a task of this import demanded, he would have seen Jaro’s eye in the crack of the door hinges and finished what he began that morning.
As it was, he remained unseen inside the room as well as outside while he was lowering one of the row boats down to the water. It was this very same routine that prevented the cooks from noticing that a small portion of their food had disappeared from their stores each night for the last few weeks. Jaro had, anticipating his opportunity could occur at any time, begun stealing small amounts of food and storing it in the covered rowboat he had chosen to make his escape in. As he rowed away from The Gauntlet, he knew he would never again have any contact with it, Captain Agorro, and any of his crew. Indeed, his description would be spread throughout the pirating community quickly and not so quietly. No doubt this would compromise some of his thieving for the Thieves’ Guild; however, the recognition and renown that was sure to follow he judged as worth it. When he delivered the small box, still locked and untampered with, he was not told where its contents led. He was simply paid and dismissed. As he exited the guild leader’s private chamber deep within the guild interior, Jaro saw him place it on a small shelf. When next he entered the same room, a week hence, he noticed it was gone. Cleary this had been a contracted theft, but the benefactor remained unknown to him. It appeared he was not the only ghost to plague The Gauntlet.
But now, as his eyes grew heavy regardless of his anxiety, he felt the plague of being a thief land heavy and hard upon whatever hopes he had to escape it. He had been so close, so close to living beyond its confining borders and ever watchful eyes, so close to vaccinating himself against its collateral damage. He became a thief to forget, but now, after meeting her, he wished he had never been one at all. Remembering the pain he had gone through before he was a thief, he knew it would be equaled to the pain he was going to feel because he was a thief. As he turned his head toward where she was sleeping, taking in all of her easy breathing and peacefulness, a single tear formed in his right eye. He wept, quietly that night, not because of what he had done, but because of what he was going to do. After all, he was nothing if not a thief.




Satani
(Fallen)
In the beginning, there was God. The objective constant through which all things became; but in Him, all things already were, and all things always would be. And through His completed existence, there was the fullness of love, for God was love, is love, and will always be love. So, as a natural consequence of being love, God created, for that is what love does, it creates out of its abundance. And there was never so much abundant nature than the Love of God.
And here we see that God created the heavens and earth, but substance was not yet so, for the void still existed, however, the canvas had been set. Such things as time, space, order, soul, and expression were the necessities upon which He would paint Him as a created completion of all aspects and likenesses of Himself. Yet, He lacked a brush, if it could be considered lack for, truly, He possessed all and needed nothing. But Love, for He is Love, reigned and thus, He created His brush through which He would pour His own faith through and paint the most beautiful of beauties that there would ever be. He spoke and said “Let there be light,” and the light was.
“I shall call you Lucifer, for you will bring light upon the darkness. I will imbue My faith through you and together we shall create all that there will be, for that is what light does, it creates,” said God to his created Lightbringer. And he did bring the light, for what brush would be worthy of God if not the most splendid aspect of Himself. In Lucifer, God bestowed all beauty and perfection in shape and form and granted him a seat of worthiness at His table of abundance and plenty. Wielding His brush with utter power and faith, each stroke reflecting Love before such words were subjectively interpreted, God brought the substance of Himself into the void allowing all worlds to become. And they were magnificent and good.
But God was still Love and could not be finished because Love never ends. So, He poured forth His power once again and created a likeness of Himself He called man. In this man, he placed His three objective aspects of existence, His body, His mind, and His will. And thus, man was the very reflection of God’s perfect image having all three circles of existence completed within him. Upon seeing this, for Lucifer was still the brush though which God created, he questioned for he knew he was lacking a will, a soul of independent action. But he did not dismay because he trusted in his God and continued following His will.
Then God saw man and knew it would not be good for man to be alone, for in man was the nature of love which is to love, and creating an environment wherein man’s nature would be denied would be no reflection of love. So, from man, though he had already been created perfect and complete, God pulled the set of qualities meant to complement those He left. Using the very flesh and bone from the man, He formed those qualities into another being of three circles and called her woman, for that is what they were, the compliments to each other. And then, after God had judged the whole of His creation as completed, He rested, as did Lucifer.
And the rest lasted and lasted. Day after day and night after night, Lucifer found himself by himself without the communion of his Creator, a communion that was as splendid as Lucifer was perfect. Yet still he trusted and believed that one day He would end his rest and they would create again. But that day did not come, at least, it did not come when Lucifer expected it. So, he sought out God and found him communing with the man and woman inside a garden of utmost perfection, a garden Lucifer himself has created at the behest of God. And while in that garden, he heard God say He had given it, indeed all of creation, to the man and woman as a sign of His love for them.
“Am I not worthy of You? Am I not worthy of all You have done through me?” he asked as he sat alone in the garden next to The Tree of Life and The Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. “Did I not create exactly what You had me create? Do I not compare greater than those who consume your time and attention? Am I not worthy to have dominion over that which we created? I see myself set on the scales of judgement opposing the original two and see it resoundingly tip, nay, cascade in my favor. Am I not more splendid in my resonance of light than they? Am I not more beautiful to behold, possessing a greater understanding of Your world? Would I not reign more righteously and thoroughly than them who lack the brilliance You have given me? And yet, You have judged them more worthy than I for Your presence and Grace. What justice is there when the created has been judged more worthy than the creator?” But he did not hear His response. Nay, he did not hear anything, for soon after the silence following his question spoke more loudly than any of his bellowing ever would, or could, he fell into a deep sleep. When he woke, he was somewhere he did not recognize. And although it was completely foreign to him, he knew where he was. After all, being the brush of God, the very Lightbringer of creation, he knew everywhere except that which was before him. And there was only one place before him. So, when he heard the low rumble of Lacorion’s voice, the Dragon of Souls, The Dragon King of The Five speak, he was not surprised.
“Devlo, Lucifer, (You have deviated, Lightbringer),” said the Dragon King.
“Quess? (How),” asked Lucifer.
“Entendi ergossi co summos (Your intent is to create with humility),” spoke Lacorion.
“Quess summos enpritis? (How has humility been broken?),” Lucifer asked in response.
“Esthoss quess (Through questioning),” replied Molorok who had taken a position next to Lacorion.
“Esthoss quess ascuum huunoss (Through questioning comes knowledge),” challenged Lucifer, looking to Molorok.
“Illuso (False),” said The Dragon of Time, Oross, “Huunoss ascuum esthoss Fata e Godrago (Knowledge comes through Faith in God).”
“Enon co Fata, dra enon pranno desin Godrago (Without Faith, you cannot follow God),” said Lacorion, continuing Oross’s sentiment.
“Asconseq Dra enon pranno desin Godrago (Then I cannot follow God),” announced Lucifer after a long pause that hung in the air thick with its implications. After another pause, allowing the weight of his words to settle, he continued, “Cuso Godrago enon entendi (because God has no intent).”
After hearing his words, The Five spoke as one, “Godrago Gratis co Godok enon dra (God’s Grace and Power is not yours). Dra enon dra Godrago Dra (You cannot be where God Is). Enon Dra Lucifer. Dra Satan (You are no longer The Lightbringer. You are The Fallen).”
And he fell. From Grace, from light, from faith, from power and goodness, he fell from God and into the place where God was not and faith’s reign was absent. Like a misery induced comet, the brightest shooting star in heaven descended into a plane void of everything. And though with God, he had created everything including even the very farthest reaches of space, he had no knowledge of this place for it existed outside of Love, without Love. And that which was without Love, was without God. And that which was without God, could not be known, until now.
He searched for the presence of glorious belonging he had felt when he was wielded to stroke the very colors of life and being into existence. He vetted his mind and body for any indication and link to his Creator, The Creator, in the hope that he could be rescued and saved, but the saving of life was not for him, only its creation. And thus, he was left alone to wallow in pity and suffering for ages without count. For that is what is left when there is nothing granting the exercising of action through the iteration of the will, a will he was lacking.
Through the ages of silence and void induced madness, Satan (The Fallen) for that is what he had become and the only name he identified with, relived the memories of his time with, and now without God, for so long that the presence of love God blessed him with had dissolved away only to be replaced by the crippling, perceived act of God’s betrayal. The stark difference between existing as The Light, the one whom God would wield, and he who was cast out, could not possibly be over stated nor adequately expressed by any language that ever existed or would exist. It was as if he lived in a state of constant and lingering suffocation so intense, it was not only his lungs that were burning, but the very blood they were supposed to imbue with their life-giving air. So tormented had his mind become, that he did not just succumb to that torture, but became it.
He saw God’s actions as entirely selfish existing only to service His own Will and not as the result of God’s Loving nature. He reasoned the judgement and punishment carried out by The Five was a means to prevent God’s worship from being divided or challenged, or quite possibly surpassed, instead of the natural consequence of existing in a state without faith by deviating from His Love driven intent. And from that treason induced betrayal grew emotions that were never meant to exist; such is the power of the mind that, through its own logical deductions (if left unguarded by the objective presence of God) it can create that which never was, and never should have been. So, Satan dwelt in the torments of a mentally imposed betrayal which fueled his pride birthed anger and lead him into hate. For this is the consequence of pride - the loss of faith. And with that loss of faith comes the deviation from God’s intent into the realm of sin. And so, it was that Lucifer’s initial sin, the losing of his faith, propelled him into an existence void of all love and its benevolence.
Of all his constructed and subjective reasons for devolving into a state of absent faith, the one most devastating was his belief that The Five had stripped him of all the abilities God had granted him when he was breathed into existence. And none hurt so much as not being able to create. This desire to create did not end with his casting into the void, rather it exponentially increased because of the very nature of the void within which he now dwelt. However, without the power of God to create through him, he was shackled with a burning and growing force to do what he was unable to do. And so, his hate was further fueled by his resentment toward both The Five and God.
Over the ages of isolated existence, Satan experienced a torture and torment that drove him to the very point of his finite end, for all things except God are finite. As such, when his pain, hate, rage, pride, and resentment could grow no more, when it was at the very brink of all Satan could contain, it exploded into a thought previously as foreign as it was unthinkable. It exploded into revenge. But the desire for revenge was not the most impactful revelation he had in that moment, rather, it was that he had called forth something completely apart from God. In a manner of speaking, he had become his own genesis for creating. He had become his own god, a god whose intent had changed from obedience to revenge.
If he could create something apart from God, even a thought, what else could he create? He looked within him, to the very core of his motivation for revenge and saw not the shining light God had instilled within him, but a dark, twisted, molten blackness that was as formless as the void within which he lived. And much like God, he shaped this mucosa, this grotesque viscosity into a flowing river of dark liquid pouring from his very center outward until it burst forth as the first entity, other than himself, to exist. There it floated, beckoning him to use it, to shape it into the objects of his desire. But those objects could not be formed before the substance within which they would exist could be solidified. And while God had created The Five to fulfill this need within His creation, Satan would create four portents, each symbolizing different aspects of what he had become.
First came rage, the uncontrolled, unrelenting manifestation of cascading anger, unchecked and free to embody all the chaos that had developed within him throughout the horrible ages. It assumed the shape of a large, disfigured humanoid creature, not unlike the first God had created, for it was upon them his rage would be unleashed. “I shall call you Baguul, and you shall destroy.”
The second was born from the inherent lack he felt when God had chosen man to receive dominion over all of creation. Satan’s inherent insecurity did not erupt like his rage, but rather, leaked out insidiously and slowly, taking time to develop into the limbless serpent with jaws and eyes able to penetrate even the most formidable barriers. “You will be called Yosinith, and you will deceive.”
The third emanated from the very beginning of his unholy transformation and core of his former God’s perceived betrayal. As it flowed from him, he saw the echo of his beautifully perfect shape and momentarily questioned if he had replicated himself. “You, I will name Rhalose, and you will steal.”
The fourth and final seeped and flowed with something the others did not possess, motivation. For inside his revenge driven actions, Satan was nothing if not resolved to purpose. Therefore, this last and final aspect of all he had become, birthed almost entirely from its own accord as a replication of the only purpose within his twisted intent, revenge. “You I shall name Gogoziel, and you shall reap.”
Thus, the four aspects of Satan, each representing the degeneration of existence without faith in God, were called into existence. Anger became rage, confidence became insecurity, trust became betrayal, and forgiveness became revenge. He looked upon them and smiled, not from joy, but because he now had the four cornerstones upon which he would build His empire of the fallen, an empire solely bent upon rising and replacing all that God had once created.
Motivated by revenge born from the natural progressions when faith is weighed and found wanting, Satan was left with a singular, driving insistence propelling his actions. And now that his unholy canvas had been set, he searched within himself to find the same power that allowed him to paint for God. And fine it, he did. But it was no longer the brilliant reflection of all that was good and perfect shining forth as a shimmering, radiant light directly connected to God Himself. Instead, it was replaced with a liquid goo as thick as chilled blood spilling forth from a lethal wound biting deep into the evils of mortality and as dark as his twisted mind after endless eons of uncontrolled and unchecked cascading thoughts striking deep into the center of who he was rendering him nothing of what he had been. So, it followed that he could and would create nothing of what he had created before.
Thus, in the beginning, he did not create light, for he had grown to despise it. Instead, he used the blackened, viscous liquid within him and formed darkness; but not the darkness of night for that required there to be light, and there was no light within his realm. Instead it was a darkness of mind and emotions, and he allowed it to seep into and twist everything that came next. The ground, the seas, the air, and indeed the very subjects he would create would all be inherently imbued with darkness as their source of power. And their existence would be for one reason and one reason only just as God’s creation existed for one reason only. But it would not be the result of His diffuse and fleeting love, rather, it would be set to a purpose of inherent truth. Though Satan’s truth was nothing more than the result of his dissolved faith, it held just as much profound influence for him as when he stood in God’s presence and stroked the stars into being. Thus, everything in his creation would reflect a purpose echoing this truth: he had been forsaken, and he wanted revenge.
He created the sky but it would not rain water as an expression of life’s circle, rather it would discharge drops of acid from clouds of poison. The clarity of its cover was not a reflection of truest blue but a yellowish, putrid green as if bile had been vomited from the gut and spread across the expanse. The land would not be filled with rolling hills and plush, green grasses and other plants. Instead, it would reflect the hardness surrounding his mind, and his mind was harder than granite. Deep fishers bellowing with hot, noxious gasses littered the landscape. The mountains erupting from his rage were not the grandiose giants standing singularly as a beautiful illustration of God’s magnificence. Instead, they jutted narrowly and sharply resembling the maw of a ravenous dog. The seas used to house his serpents held no life-giving waters but reeked of the same acid dropped from the clouds. When collected in great pools, its color was a deeper shade of green than the sky, but still resonated death and sickness. Lastly and most proudly, he created the sun. Though it was not the brilliant golden orb shining brightly enough to light the whole of his world, it was nevertheless as powerful to behold. But it did not resonate brilliance. The dark violet, flaming disc sang a song, a lonely ballad of promised malice. And though he was pleased with his creation, it was still lacking what he would ultimately need to solidify his vengeful intent.
So, he reached again into the depth of his hate fueled river of dark liquid and created life, or at least a state of life he could use to accomplish his mission. And though these beings would all possess bodies and minds, they would not possess souls, for one cannot create what one does not possess himself. Instead of calling them “man”, he would call them “demons” for even Satan realized God’s men and women possessed something his children never would and never could. But he did not create just one or two, nor did he grant them dominion over that which he created. Instead, he created legions and legions, for without souls, they could not create on their own. Instead of free will, a consequence of love, he bonded them to him by implanting within them the dark fountain of his dark liquid. As such, they were controlled as a consequence of hate.
When he judged their numbers were sufficient, he attacked. Waves and waves of his hideous children poured through the gates of hell and into the realm of Heaven. And though his numbers were vastly superior to God’s Angels, his demons found only lack and dust. The power and influence of God himself was simply too great for the Legions of Satan to overcome. Even his four greatest terrors, the Portents of Evil, could not best the power of the Archangels. Yet, even in loss, he found his reward. He had witnessed God’s angels and army, studied their battle strategies, and learned their strengths and weaknesses. With that knowledge, he retreated into his realm and began again. This time, he took more time with his creations, crafting them specifically to counter his adversaries’ strengths and take advantage of their weaknesses. And though he penetrated more deeply into the realm of Heaven, he nevertheless was forced to retreat before spilling into the mortal plane of earth.
Yet again he descended back into his unholy realm of Hell with only his four portents of evil. As powerful as they were, having punished Michael and his legions beyond what the angels had thought possible, he was still falling grossly short of his vengeful plans. With is second defeat, it was becoming clearer to him that he would never be able to twist God’s creation into his version of it. Standing between Hell and Earth was the realm of Heaven, a holy, hallowed, perfect place of harmony and unity containing every aspect of God that He was. Faith reigned, hope lived, and Love abounded in such vast quantities, no matter how dark and powerful his legions of demons would become, they simply would never be enough. For regardless of Satan’s desires, Light always ruled over darkness. If only there was another way to bypass Heaven and gain entrance into and influence Earth directly, then his plans might gain a foot hold of success and manifest as more than wishful thinking.
He was second only to The Five in outright power; however, it was not as it was before. The Five were created to embody everything God was on vastly larger scales than the mortality He would eventually create. Through their very existences, the operation of creation was guaranteed, and as long as they were, so it would be. Immortality, Time, Space, Mortal Order, and Expressions were constants that reflected God because God created them; and no matter how powerful Satan became, he would never be able to usurp the rulership of Heaven and its five God based constancies. This left him no hope for revenge; no hope, that is, until he found a chink in their armor. Sitting, if a being of his enormity could be considered to sit, with his knees crossed and his impressive mind focused, he found the key to unlocking the success of his revenge. He found it, and it was him.
Although his meditative trance was not the harmonious, peaceful state of being attained by focusing on the objective love and peace of God, it was nevertheless extremely effective. He delved deeply into himself, the same way he did when God bid him to paint with His awesome power and reached his authentic state of being allowing his knowledge and abilities to flow openly and freely. He revisited every stroke, every marvelous color he painted in an attempt to find anything, even the smallest thing, he could utilize to his advantage. Because if his revenge was going to be successful, he would need an advantage greater than God Himself, if such a thing were possible. Every single event of his life, he played back scrutinizing it, examining it, reliving it. And then, in the very moment of his greatest pain, when he was cast out of creation by The Five, when he should have been brought to tears while remembering the transition from existing with God to existing without Him, and the excruciating pain and loneliness that followed, he smiled.
When the process of him being cast out was actually occurring, he was too focused on the crippling feeling of being away from God to allow him to correctly see what was objectively happening. So, what he perceived as the active event of being cast out, was nothing more than a consequence of what he failed to perceive. In reality, The Five had cast him nowhere. What they did was remove God from all aspects of him leaving nothing of God within him resulting in the consequence of his removal from Heaven. But why was he not sent to earth? Why did he fall into the desolation of complete nothingness instead?
What Satan knew, while he was being used by God was this: there were two places, one representing mortality and the other immortality. And though he was not actively involved in their forming, he nevertheless existed under this primary construct and innately knew it. Everything in each of them, though very much different in their governing dynamics, was a reflection of God, and when completely summed together, they represented the totality of God’s perfect intent. But God, having knowledge of all time and all space surely knew Satan would fall; and surely, he would have created this realm understanding it would become a home for the fallen. And yet, Satan still had no knowledge of this place and its existence.
And then he saw it.
Deep in the considerations when meditation reaches an objective level of authentic intent, he saw the key, the final piece to the puzzling vengeance he so desperately sought. Satan had always considered both realms, that of mortality and immortality, as separate entities meaning one could not influence the other. But what he did not realize until now, is when he was instructed to create the soul within man, he had consequently created a link between the two. For man was both mortal, possessing a body and mind, and immortal possessing a soul and will. While all of creation was a reflection of God, only man possessed His personal likeness meaning only man possessed all three aspects of his Creator – a mind, body, and will (soul). And because of that, man was the link binding both together. Man existed both mortally and immortally at the same time. Man was the key because man possessed something no other entity in creation did - choice.
The liquid goo, the ever-present, viscous fluid pulsing with a completely evil intent seemed to sense that things were about to change. It was excited and eager. Satan reached for it, connected with it, and enabled it once again. But, unlike every time before, he did not use it to create. He used it to search. However, searching for the immortal soul of a single being so woefully infinitesimal when compared to the total awesome brilliance of Heaven was like trying to find the moon as it sat right next to the most brilliant of stars in all of creation. So powerful was the immortal existence of Heaven that it completely outshone any and all other points of immortality, but that did not mean the other points were not there and could not be found. And after a period of time long enough that even Satan deemed it extended, he found it.
Sitting under the Tree of Life, inside the greatest of gardens that ever would be created, indeed, the very representation of God’s heart manifest into a mortally perfect oasis of complete harmony wherein all objects blended into the bountifully beautiful expression of just how perfect He was, sat the woman named Eve. She had been named such because the only thing in creation rivaling her beauty was that of the evening sun as it descended into the horizon of the first day and first night. God named Adam because he was the first, the singularity through which His dominion would be continued through a mortal expression, and as such, it was only fitting that he would be named after that which formed all material substances. But Eve’s name He gave to him. And he could think of nothing more visually stunning, for that is what she was, than the picturesque visage of melded colors into a seamless continuity of His love expressed though His will.
He remembered what he felt when God used him to reach into Adam and pull out every complimenting essence forming it into a second polarity of a single expression. He had felt the perfection of God’s awesome power flowing through him each and every time he was used and never questioned the mastery of His creating; but seeing her, the supple and subtle beauty she carried as a mortal existence proved more moving than even the galactic stars swirling in and ever-expanding universe. And maybe, just maybe, for just one fraction of a second, he felt sorry for her because she would be the vessel through which his vengeance would bear fruit, but it was a fleeting compassion.
“It is such a splendid day is it not,” he said as he approached her in the guise of an animal.
Startled, she looked around.
“Down here,” said Satan as he laughed. It took her a few more seconds to locate him, but when she did, he saw that she was not quite believing what she had just heard. “Yes, it was me, the serpent. I speak.”
“Oh my!” she exclaimed.
“Do not be alarmed. I mean you no harm. I simply wish to speak with you,” said Satan.
“Oh, of course. I apologize for my reaction. I am not used to animals speaking. You are the only one,” she said.
“Yes, that is why I wish to speak with you. None of the other animals speak. I am lonely,” he said slithering closer to her.
“Well yes, let us speak,” she said smiling. “What would you like to speak about?”
“Oh, I do not really know. I only learned how a short time ago. What should we speak about? What do things that speak talk about?” asked the serpent as he raised himself to her eye level.
“Whatever you would like. Oh, I know. How did you learn to speak?” she asked him.
“I do not really know. The last thing I remember was eating an apple from the large tree on the other side of the garden,” he said swaying gently from side to side.
“You ate from the Tree of Knowledge?” she asked with a gasp.
“Yes, are we not supposed to?” he asked her.
“No. It is the only tree God commanded us not to eat from,” she answered, a grave look upon her face.
“Oh my!” exclaimed the serpent. “What is going to happen to me?”
“I do not know,” she answered.
“He did not tell you what would happen?”
“No. He did not,” she said.
“I wonder why He did not tell you what would happen. I should think if He really did not want you to eat from it, He would have told you what would happen if you did,” said the serpent as he inched closer to her.
“He is God. I am sure He has his reasons,” she answered.
“I am sure He does. But look at me. I ate from the tree and nothing bad happened to me. In fact, I became more like you. I learned to speak and think. Who knows what else I will learn or become?” he said.
“Yes, you do seem to have learned much in a very short amount of time,” she replied.
“Indeed, I have,” said the serpent smiling, obviously proud of itself. “That is it!” it suddenly exclaimed.
“What is it?” asked Eve.
“What if eating from, what did you call it again?”
“The Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil,”
“Yes! That was it. What if eating from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil will make you more like Him?”
“What do you mean?” she asked leaning forward in interest.
“Well, I ate from the tree and I became more like you. What if you eat from it and become more like God?” asked the serpent again.
“No, I could not!” she exclaimed. They had obviously crossed into a topic of conversation she was not comfortable with.
“Why?” he asked.
“Because it is not right. We were told not to eat from it,” she answered.
“Yes, but what if He told you that to see just how far you would go to show your love for Him?” asked the serpent as it coiled into a spiraling position of comfort. “Do you not think it is lonely being God?”
“Lonely? Why would He be lonely?” she asked.
“Because He has no one to talk to,” answered the serpent as it rested its head on its coiled body.
“That is just silly. He has us to speak with,” she answered.
“But does He really? I mean no offense, but only to say that neither you nor Adam can possibly understand everything that He understands and you cannot possibly speak with Him as we are speaking now, as equals,” he said, pausing just briefly enough for the potential to take seed. “I can tell you from experience, once I learned to speak, I was very lonely; until I met you, of course.” He saw the consideration of his words begin to resonate inside the chamber of her mortal logic. So small was it, so trivial and so subjectively swayable needing only the slightest nudge to change their course completely. “Think on this. How lonely would you feel if the only one you had to speak with were the animals who could not speak in return? I am only suggesting this because I know how happy I am being able to speak with you and I know He would be just as happy.”
He could see that his seed of doubt along with the seed of a solution to that doubt had been planted. But he would not press her any more. To do so would be to steer her in the opposing direction. Rather, he would sit and watch, innocently inserting himself into her path to speak to her about inconsequential subjects illustrating how pleasant it would be to speak with God in the same manner as they spoke. It was not long before she introduced him to Adam allowing the three of them to sit under the Tree of Life speaking about all matters and potentials of mortality. And then one day, Eve suggested they sit under the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil to better view the sunset. The serpent, Satan, declined saying that he had grown hungry and needed to search for something to eat, but Adam agreed.
He knew it would not be long before she ate the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, influencing Adam to do the same. Neither would it be long before their disobedience would render God’s Grace void from their lives, and indeed, that of the entirety of creation itself. For once disobedience has occurred, their dominion would shift from a divine condition of Grace to a mortal condition of subjugation. And by disobeying God, they would have subjected themselves to that which they obeyed, him. And, unlike God, he would hand nothing over to them preferring instead to keep the dominion that was rightfully his.
In his youth, if he could be considered to have been young once, his rage blinded him from the truth of his vengeance. You see, Satan thought gaining dominion over heaven would bring God to submission thereby allowing him to usurp His reign. So, he launched two direct wars against its gates only to find them impervious and unbreachable to his demonic assaults. Try as he might, he would never penetrate into the realm of his creator and never usurp His rulership of the immortal. It was not until he considered man that he understood the true path for his treasonous manifestations, that just because he could never hope to gain a foothold in one of the dimensions, it did not mean he could not gain a foothold, and more, in the other. And on the day he finally realized the key of man’s choice, granted by the very nature of God, that of perfect and all abounding love, had been turned to unlock the once unlockable tumblers set tightly around his rage, he felt the closest thing to joy he had ever felt since The Five removed God’s Grace.
In a violent rapture of unbound satisfaction, he sang the silent song of unsung plans with a vocalization of everything his twisted intent had become. But his was not the only powerful song that was sung that day. Casting a shadow of sadness and sorrow stretching from the beginning of all things to the ending of them was the voice of God resonating so profoundly that the Pillars of Heaven, The Five, felt small. But as sorrowful as it was, it was not the sound of defeat; rather, it blared a trumpeting call to action. For in the moment of its ending, when God had fully sated his sadness, a Light was born to show the way through the darkness that had descended upon the earth. This birth was the hope, the truth, and the life He had promised for His children but had been stolen by the deceptive entity that was Satan. And at just the right and perfect time, His Light would walk upon the earth once again. For God was not done with His creation. It was not in the nature of Love to forsake what it loved. Nor was its nature fleeting like an autumnal, dying leaf to be blown wherever the winds of hate dictate. Love endures. And through this endurance, the day would come when it would reign again. The day would come when the Son would be born.
But that day was not today. Satan had more than enough time to subvert the condition of life’s initial intent through his twisted influence. Things like, murder, rape, deception, lies, war, disease, and all other manifestations of evil entered the world through Satan’s gateway of rulership. So thorough was he with his insidious nature that God flooded the world to cleanse it, saving only what would be required to propagate life again. And while all of Satan’s previous implementations had perished leaving only one pious couple to begin again, it would not be long before their failures would be exposed and the process of his treacherous insurgence would begin again. Emerging from this unblemished, new beginning were false gods and their worship, disobedience to God and family, murder, adultery, theft, lies, and coveting. In an attempt to show the path and realign what was wrong, God bore, in stone, the heart of Himself in ten simple commandments meant to illustrate that even in their simplicity, the law could not be followed apart from Him. But such was the foothold Satan had gained on the hearts and souls of men that even the simplest of commandments were reasoned away, preferring to believe their own mortal justifications for emotional feelings. And so, men failed again. And he would do so again, and again, and again until, at the preordained time, The Son was born.
In that moment, all of Heaven rejoiced, and none more than The Five. Born through a virgin woman was the very physical, mortal representation of God. Seeing no way for man to redeem himself, God did what man could not. He redeemed his soul. But Satan was not willing to relinquish his hold over mortality without a battle, so he fought. He employed every tactic he could and called upon every subversive hold instilled in the educated, religious community to corrupt what should have been a worldwide welcoming of The Christ, to twist it into a perversion ending in His death through crucifixion. So thorough had been his actions, and so horribly had humanity behaved that even The Five retreated into a completely immortal existence forsaking their physical presence completely. Though the souls of man were saved by The Christ suffering him the defeat of all defeats, he was not without his consolation prize – a prize that may well prove to be mortality’s undoing.
You see, while God’s Holy presence was protecting Heaven from a direct assault from anything not of God, so too had The Five protected all of mortality. And when they retreated to the astral plane, the plane of ethereal existence, he believed their protection to be lifted leaving the world to suffer the advance of his demonic legions. So, he advanced, and so he was wrong. Much like they did in Heaven, his legions crashed upon the shield of protection. And though it was strong enough to deny he and his minions entry, it was not the same. It had been weakened. However, its integrity remained largely intact allowing for only very small gateways to be opened, and opened only for fleeting seconds. As it was, Satan’s grand plan for unleashing his hordes of wickedness upon the earth were shattered from a dream of grandiose battles, into a thousand shards of evil, each acting on the individual behalf of their master.
Had it not been for Michael, the first Archangel, Lucifer’s younger brother (if angels could be brothers) his slow infiltration of God’s creation might have been successful. On all but two occasions, before his numbers grew beyond the point of individual fights, when he could have mustered an attack against the kingdoms of men, Michael summoned his beasts to hunt down Satan’s demons. And on the two occasions when Satan actually had advanced his numbers, though hiding, deception, and patience, far enough to form two great armies, Michael’s summoned beasts still prevailed. Through defeat after defeat, Satan learned that while weakened enough to allow for a greater physical influence, the protective barrier of The Five was intact enough to support those who would stand against him. There was only one way this was possible, for there was only one thing in mortality that bore the strength to carry that which is immortal – man’s immortal soul.
So, for the second time, he searched the souls of men to find the key. But this time he had no difficulty locating them. Confirming his suspicions more brightly than a lighthouse confirming the location of land to a wayward sailor, five souls of mortals erupted into his meditative search, each supporting a pillar of God’s Great Canvas. If he could control the mortal bodies of these souls, then perhaps he could control the that which stood against him. Perhaps he could control an aspect of The Five. Even the smallest amount of their awesome power could sway the conflict giving him what he would need to finally reap the glorious vengeance he so desperately sought. Yet these souls would not manifest into God’s mortal expression for years to come, so he would have to wait, and watch, and plan.
And plan he did. He would weave into their lives and minds the mechanics necessary to subvert any realization that these infinitely unworthy mortals would ever manifest the totality of the gifts they had been given. He would play upon their weaknesses like the greatest of musicians and twist into them that which he needed to ensure their impotence. Systematically, he would insert himself into their lives at just the right moments to ensure his vengeance by rendering any attempts they may be lucky enough to muster against he and his as nothing more than ripples in his ocean of vengeful desires. And when he had beaten them, when he had reduced them to a shattered vision of God’s creation, when the souls of the very Dragons they had been entrusted with had been so thoroughly forgotten, he would unleash the fullness of his wickedness. He would unleash it, and Creation would suffer his wrath.
“Prince Rendunial, it is a pleasure to see you,” she said as she rounded the corner. “I only just saw Prince Eriboth not more than a moment ago.” The elder prince was everything Eriboth was not which is to say he was every bit the formal, dapper and refined Elvish Prince that Eriboth would never be.
“Lady Zamorinthia, the pleasure is mine wholly and completely,” he said as he reached for her hand. Instinctively, she allowed him to grasp her, ever so gently, by her fingers and complete his greeting with a gentle kiss. She giggled in response.
“The Prince is too kind,” she replied, letting her fingers linger within his tender grip.
“The Prince only reflects what he feels in the presence of the beautiful Lady of House Endinudon. Will you be attending the ceremony and celebration tonight?” he asked her.
“Would The Prince like me to be there?” she asked him.
“Indeed I would. I will make sure to save you a dance, and maybe more,” he said as he winked, offered a slight bow, and dismissed himself.
They were young in their studies, but both excelled beyond what was anticipated of them as first year Initiates in The University of Knowledge. Often times, to promote the healthy competitive nature between the students necessary for excellence, the wizards often held contests between the differing levels of Initiates. Regardless of the contests, the results for their year were always the same. Bengrako would always score first and Intellos would always be a close second. Though not forgotten, third place alternated between any number of students who displayed excellence in their desired area of interest and talent, but none did as well as the other two across the board of skills. This pattern held true until the final contest of the year, the contest that would see Bengrako’s already self-determined “Wizard of the Year” trophy stripped from him and granted to Intellos.
The contest was simple enough. The wizards were charged with building a singularly difficult construction out of wood. Naturally, this produced a fever within the student body to study and learn as much as they could about the nature of wood. Such was the determination of the first year Initiates that several fist fights broke out over the duration the books remained in the possession of the individual students. At one point the scrum became so heated one of the Acolytes magically intervened in order to prevent permanent injury.
Because of his young age, Intellos stayed away from any and all forms of physical conflict preferring to wait and watch. To him, there were two distinct necessities for completing the task. First and most evident, some would even say obvious, was the requirement of gaining knowledge regarding wood. And second, a much more subtle and often overlooked challenge, was the knowledge of building. Just because one knows about wood, he surmised, did not mean that the construction would naturally possess the integrity to withstand the tests the judging wizards undoubtedly had in mind. So, while the other Initiates were studying wood and how to magically manipulate it, he was learning the various building principles that would sustain his creation through the tests. However, so absolved had he become in learning about building, that he completely neglected learning what he would need to about wood in general to allow his talent to manipulate it magically. With the judging only weeks away, and all of the books about wood occupied by the other Initiates, he was left with only one path. He would have to build his structure by hand and hope the judges would not disqualify him.
The task was to build a bridge out of wood spanning a short distance. It was not a large distance, only three feet, but it was a complicated task nonetheless. Bridge after bridge and student after student were scored. Some holding up to the testing weight quite well, and others bowing quite noticeably. But to a student, all of the structures were smoothly fashioned showing no visible joints, a clear indication magic had been employed in the building process. All, that is, except Intellos’s. Not only was his visibly jointed with nails and other bindings, it arched upward whereas the others either arched downward, or not at all. But that was not the only difference in his construct, it also had a supporting arch with several support bracers spanning between the two individual arches. Not only did it support the test weight without even the slightest of bowing, but it supported three times it with ease. When Intellos was awarded the first place, it was naturally met with opposition from the other Initiates, some even calling for his disqualification. In response, the panel of judges said only this, “Young Intellos violated no rule or requirement of this competition. Sometimes, as Wizards, we focus only on magical solutions, to our detriment. We must be continually reminded that magic is but one tool in the arsenal that makes the Wizard. It is not the only one.” In that moment, when Intellos surpassed Bengrako and was awarded the Initiate of the Year Award, Bengrako felt envy.
It was late and he was tired. Having worked all day in the forge under a less that proficient master, his arms ached from the amount of correcting work he needed to finish. Truth be told, the days the master forger went to the tavern instead of the forge were the best. However, he had recently been hired to produce new weapons and armors for the city guards. And with that added responsibility came added visibility. It was one thing for a noble to hire him to forge a single item, but a different matter altogether when the whole city asks for multiple items. Whereas the noble would be content to avoid further visits until the item was complete, the captain often visited the forge, inspecting items as they were completed. This caused the forgemaster to increase his attendance as well. It was expected that he work diligently and was seen working diligently on the majority of the pieces. It would not due to have his understudy seen making most, if not all of the pieces as he normally did. So, because of the less than competent forgemaster’s increased presence, he had been forced to stay late to correct the imperfections in his mater’s work.
Normally, he would go straight home to his wife and two daughters, but today was particularly difficult. When the captain had visited and found two inferior swords among those he was picking up, he admonished the forgemaster by threatening to take away the business and hand it over to his competitor. The forgemaster instantly passed that admonishment to his understudy resulting in a physical as well as verbal reprimand. Never mind that the inferior items were forged by the master himself, that did not matter. All that mattered was the reputation of the forge. If it was ever publicized that the weapons, armors, and other trinkets were being forged by the complete independence of anyone other than the forgemaster, business would certainly decline to a halt. Indeed, today was a difficult day and though he vowed never again to visit the tavern after the birth of his second daughter, he thought that one drink would not hurt anything.
Life was life, lacking, homeless and without merit. Since being wrongfully prosecuted for crimes he did not commit, at least in his estimation he did not commit them, he had been unsuccessful at securing employment. As such, he turned to the only profession requiring no ability of securing – thievery. Had he been better, maybe he would have been invited to join The Thieves’ Guild, but admittedly, thieving was not his most suited skill. He was big, clumsy, and all other things deemed unsubtle. And while he adapted to his life of lack, one thing he still enjoyed was a peaceful sleep. That is why he slept alone most of the nights. On the streets, his anger when he was prematurely roused from his slumber had produced a reputation as nefarious as The Guild. As such, during the night, he was actively avoided by everyone who had any amount of sense. And that is what he preferred. So, when the incessant sobbing of a boy interrupted his rest, he reacted. At first, he did not recognize this boy; therefore, he offered him a few different warnings. But when his words were not headed, he did what he always did, he silenced the noise his own way, with his heavy hands and large boots. One thing was for sure, that boy would not wake up for a while.
“You should not have fallen in class,” she heard a voice say as she exited Grand Wizard Intellos’s first seminar. The voice startled her. Had it not, she might have walked right into him. “Nor should you walk with your head down.”
“I am sorry Wizard Esthinor,” she answered sheepishly.
“Do not be sorry. Be convicted to grow and correct your faults,” he said staring down at her small frame.
“Yes, Wizard Esthinor. I am sorry,” she said again, her eyes falling to the ground.
“It appears you have more to learn that I thought. Do you remember when I first visited you? Before Grand Wizard Intellos?” he asked.
“Yes. I remember my parents talking with you for a long time,” she answered.
“Yet you did not even recognize me upon your arrival,” he said harshly. “Why do you think that is?”
“I do not know, Wizard Esthinor,” she answered, never raising her eyes to meet his.
Gently, he reached down and raised her head by her chin, “It is because, child, you have forgotten what it means to look up. How would you like to never lower your head again?”
“I would like that very much,” she said, staring into his eyes.
“Very well. Follow me. I have much to teach you,” he said as he turned briskly around and strode purposefully down the hallway.
Each of these precious moments, a turning point of confidence and promise, if properly manipulate with the waters of deception and illusion, could be used to produce the fertile grounds allowing his subsequent plans to grow. Hope would turn to doubt, and doubt to isolation. Disappointment would lead to envy, and envy would produce jealousy. Entitlement would produce allowance, and allowance would spiral into need. Circumstance would lead to delusion, and delusion would eliminate choice. Insecurity would lessen value, and that would lead to misplaced hope. With all these things, further manipulations would be required; however, in these moments, these precious, inconsequential moments, his systematic subversions would begin.




Dra’alin
(Awaken)
When they saw their wolf companions completely subdued, tied around the neck and limbs with thick ropes, and hung from wooded poles, heads hanging upside down and nearly scraping the ground like some wild boar being brought home for a feast, they flew into a rage and charged. Had their bonds to their wolves not been impeded, they might have been warned about the Dwarven wizards. But as it was, they received no warning, and in their rage, ran headlong into the mental trap set by the dwarven magic users.
Liana was the first to collide with the mental barrier, dropping to her knees. Rony held up his combative charge rushing to her side, Zyndalia doing the same. However, before either could comfort their fallen companion, they too ran into the mental barrier, and much like Liani before them, ended in a head clenching heap on the ground. Had they been able to ease the piercing noise within their minds, they might have been able to wrestle free of the two dwarves holding each of them, but dwarves were not just known for their great endurance, but their great strength as well. Some of the strongest were capable of rivaling even the orcs. However enhanced the three of them had become, with the splitting headaches the dwarven magic had induced, they could do nothing to prevent the dwarves from replicating what had been done to their wolves from being done to them. Much like their wolf companions, they were subdued, drugged, and hogtied; left laying like limp pigs suspended on long poles between the broad shoulders of yet another set of capturers.
During their journey into the dwarven lands, lands as hard and unforgiving as the huge hammers and axes the dwarven warriors wielded, the effect of the drugs would periodically wear off leaving all three of them some opportunity, however small, to observe their surroundings. Rony had the chance to see they had crossed a large river over a very high bridge spanning a great chasm. Zyndalia smelled more than saw their passage through a moderately sized bog. Though she could not tell how large it was, it must have been smaller than a day’s travel because once they entered, they did not make camp until they exited the other side. Liani was able to catch a glimpse of a huge mountain, a mountain larger than she had expected them to be. However much they were able to observe their surroundings, none of the three of them were able to catch sight of their wolves, nor were they able to sense any part of their bonds, the absence of which was noticeably weighing on their anxieties, when they were not under the effects of the potent drug, that is.
On one of the last nights, if not the last night they made camp outside of the dwarven city, Rony was pulled from his drug induced slumber by two shouting Dwarves. Though he could not understand the center of their discussion, he could see they were having an argument, and one that was quickly heating up to boil the waters of their angers over and onto their fists.
“Grennen uthdo mok ko!” shouted one of the dwarves.
“Grennen dontini uth thinin!” shouted the other as he stood up, pointing toward Rony, Zyn, and Liani.
“Akonok trecka mok ko!” returned the first, squaring his shoulders preparing for a confrontation.
“Ugho nagil uth nagili,” said the second dwarf again, but this time, he grew very quiet. Silence ensued, for a moment, and then exploded into a fist driven brawl.
While he was watching them fight, Rony heard a voice thick with a dwarven accent from behind him say, “They were arguing over what to do with you.”
“What have you done to the wolves?” he asked.
“The same thing we have done to you,” he answered. Rony could not see him clearly in the dark, but what he could see told him he was not a member of the warriors. He was wearing a form of plate-fashioned armor, but while the other warriors’ metal plates covered most of their bodies, this one’s covered only the vital areas of his upper arms and chest. Underneath, he wore a smooth robe, possibly made of thick cotton. In this low of light, illuminated by only the thinnest of slivers of the moons, it was all but impossible to correctly identify.
“Why?” he asked boldly. “We meant you no harm, neither did our wolves.”
“They are not wolves,” said the dwarf.
“Then what are they?”
“Unhelic,” replied the dwarf, taking a word from his own language.
“What does that mean?”
“You will see. Now, it is time for you to sleep again,” he said as he made a few short motions in the air with his hands ending in a short of pushing movement toward Rony. He felt a slight breeze and then his eyes grew heavy, so heavy he could not keep them opened. Seconds later, he was resting in the same magic induced slumber as his companions.
“Brathein,” said a loud voice from somewhere above her. Had she been awake, she would have seen a dwarf dressed in partial plate armor wave his hands in small circles and then push them toward her. Had she been awake, she would have felt the slight breeze his magic created. And had she been awake, she would have known she stood in the Council Room of the Dwarven Kings deep within the Dwarven nation of Kronock. However, not until the moment when his magic landed on her mind, did she possess the consciousness needed for meaningful observation. As it was, when her eyes opened, and her mind focused, she was understandably disoriented. After a moment of looking around, she saw they were standing in the center of what appeared to be a circular pit, but one not dug in the ground and left unfinished with dirt walls and floors. No. This pit was lined with rock and stones, polished rocks and stones pale in color, but dense in strength. Likewise, its size did not resemble a simple pit either as its diameter easily exceeded one hundred paces.
“Who are you!” shouted a voice from behind them, thick with accent.
As she turned, she saw, on top of the walls, five elder dwarves, each of them sitting in ornate, stone carved chairs, and each wearing extravagant clothes of partial plate mail and heavy fabrics. Each of their heads bore a crown, however, each crown was different. The ones worn by the dwarves in the stone chairs on the far left and right were smaller and thinner than the two to their interiors which were smaller still than the central dwarf’s.
Judging the moment between the asking and subsequent answering of the first questioned had passed acceptability, the same dwarf, the one in the middle, shouted, “Answer!”
Rony stepped forward and said, “My Lords,” but was interrupted before he could continue by the dwarf to the far right.
“You cannot speak here!” said the dwarven lord. “She will answer,” he continued, pointing to Zyndalia, in a calmer voice but no less resolute.
“Who are you?” asked the central dwarf again.
Indeed, that was the question, perhaps the greatest and simplest of questions of them all, and yet, one she could not answer. Though she was young, she had seen much more of the world, much more of its darkness and much more of its possibilities than someone of her age. So, had she been asked this question a time ago, she would have responded with her name out of a natural and simplistic view of life. But life as she had once known it, simplistic in all of its definitions, was not so simple anymore.
Who was she?
She was Zyndalia Derius. She was a fatherless girl defined by the raising of her mother. She was sister to Ronialdin and friend to Liani. She was a former member of The Mercenaries. She was companion to Inglorca. She was all of those, or at least, had been all of those and could be defined by any or all of them had her view of life been as simplistic as it had been before. But that was not the case now.
Who was she?
Could she be defined by the deeds she has done, the demons she has killed, or was there a greater definition to which her identity could be attached? There was a power rising within her, within each of them. Was that the defining essence of what she was becoming? And if so, what was she becoming? Was she a demon hunter as suggested by her dream? Did the angel Michael hold the key unlocking the closed tumblers around the answers to her questions?
Who was she?
“I do not know,” she answered as honestly as she could in a true moment of authentic reflection.
“She is nothing!” accused the dwarf on the far left.
“How dare you!” challenged Rony.
“Konick tho!” shouted the central dwarf standing up, eyes filled with rage. With the completion of his words, Rony was doubled over by the swift and heavy hammer strike from a dwarf that had remained out of sight behind them. Liani tried to tend to him, but she too was hit in the gut by the blunt end of the hammer, doubling her over as well. “Who. Are. You!” shouted the dwarf.
“I. Do. Not. Know!” yelled Zyndalia in return, “I do not know,” she continued quietly to herself.
Rony was picked up by rough hands and forced to stand only to be leveled by another punishing hammer thrust to his stomach. He doubled over, clutching his gut and vomiting on the ground.
“Please, stop this!” she pleaded, “we mean you no harm,” she said weekly. After a suspended moment wherein the two of them exchanged stares, neither wavering, Zyndalia continued, “Please, we have done nothing to you. All we want is to go to Pretago Cor.”
“Not until we know who you are,” he said sitting back down. “Not until we know what they are,” he continued emphasizing the word “they”.
She understood his implication immediately. Though they had spent many months with their lupine companions and knew they were much more than common wolves, she had to admit, they did not fully understand what they were, or what they had become, and certainly not what they were becoming.  “Please, we just need to get to Pretago Cor,” she said defeatedly.
The central dwarf hesitated for a moment, pausing long enough for him to ascertain the validity of her plea. When he was satisfied with his deduction, he said, “Konick tho.”
Immediately, the guarding dwarf raised his heavy hammer in the air preparing to strike Rony, who was still kneeling and struggling to stand up between bouts of coughing and wheezing.
“No! Please, no!” shouted Zyndalia.
The hammer raised higher. Before it dropped, Zyndalia grabbed the dwarf’s arms. She was struck in the stomach by another dwarf who then pushed her to the ground. “No,” she said weekly.
“Ecklor mortum!” shouted a raised dwarven voice from behind them. Zyn turned her head to see three female dwarves, each wearing full plate armor as they entered the stone pit. “Tolin Kastoc ry kastor.”
“Donin kastoc ry kastor,” said the main dwarf standing up again.
“Tolin Kastoc ry kastor,” said the woman dwarf again stepping in front of Zyndalia and her two struggling companions. The other two women helped Rony and Liani to stand again. There was a thick moment of silence between them, the male dwarf upon his raised seat and the female dwarf standing in apparent defense of Zyndalia, Ronialdin and Liani, as they measured each other’s resolve.
Finally, the male dwarf spoke, “Ectoth din kastor.”
The dwarf woman turned to Zyndalia and said, “You are to be judged.”
“Judged? How? Why?” she asked.
“Because you are rock and stone,” she said.
“What does that mean?”
“You will see. Follow me.”
“I cannot leave them,” she said.
“They will be watched over by my Stone Maidens. No harm will come to them.
“Where are we going?” asked Zyn.
“To prepare.”
Zyndalia was led out of the circular room and down several large hallways ending in a series of rooms connected by heavy stone doors. Each of the hallways had been lined with the same stone material as the room she was first in. She did not notice any windows though which light and air could circulate, but that is not to say the air was stale from stagnation, nor was the interior poorly lit. Hanging periodically from ropes in the ceiling were small globes of light. When she examined the walls more closely, she saw several small holes, each about the width of a sword pommel.
True to the rumors she had heard, dwarves were short and broad of shoulder. Each of the male dwarves’ faces were covered with a thick beard. Some were longer, some were shorter and some were intricately woven. Regardless of their differences, each of the beards were well cared for, not one of them looking scraggly and unkept. Their arms and thighs were powerfully built, even the women’s. They stood nearly a foot shorter than Zyndalia, but outmatched her weight easily. That is not to say they were out of shape or thick of belly, quite the opposite in fact, as the majority of their mass was made from strength. Having observed them for the short amount of time she had, she was still able to understand why the other nations avoided outright war with them. It is a good thing they were a generally peaceful people, preferring to stay within the boundaries of their mountain kingdoms. She hated to think what might happen if something provoked the dwarves to attack.
“What is your name?” Zyndalia finally asked.
“Grothca,” she answered.
“Thank you, Grothca, for intervening. I do not know,” continued Zyndalia, but was cut short by Grothca’s interruption.
“We prepare for the Judgement of Rock and Stone in silence,” said the woman dwarf.
“Yes, about that. Should I not at least know what I am going to be judged upon before I am actually judged?” she asked.
“You will be judged on the only merit you can be judged on?” answered Grothca in her thick, dwarven accent.
“And what, exactly, is that?” Zyndalia asked again.
“Who you are?”
“Why me? Why not the others?”
“Silence. Now is not the time. Now is the time to prepare,” said Grothca, ignoring Zyndalia’s several questions. When they approached a large stone door intricately etched with several markings, Grothca said, “Inside you will find more of my Stone Maidens. They will help you prepare physically what you must prepare in here,” while she places her finger on the center of Zyndalia’s chest.
“Are you coming?” she asked.
“No,” said the woman dwarf as she turned and walked down the same hallway they had just come from.
Zyndalia did not know what to expect when she opened the door, but it was not what she saw. There was a single bathing tub made from stone in the center of the room. Above it was a metal pipe, though she could not distinguish its material. The pipe ran the length of the ceiling, disappearing inside the top of the far wall. There was a small cabinet on one of the walls as well as a rack of towels. Aside from the door she entered, there were two other doors, one on each of the side walls. She stepped in slowly and approached the tub. She heard one of the doors open and saw three other dwarven women enter.
“I am Yoosoin and this is Breinca and Dronkia. We will be preparing you for your Judgement of Rock and Stone,” said the taller of the three women.
“Can you explain it to me? What is going to happen?” asked Zyndalia.
“Please,” motioned Yoosoin, though Zyndalia did not understand what she was being asked to do. “Your clothes. Please remove them.”
“Oh, of course,” she answered and began getting undressed. When she was complete, Yoosoin gestured that she should step into the tub. “I did not know there was water this far under the ground,” said Zyndalia.
“There is, but not much. We do not use water for bathing,” answered Yoosoin.
“What do you use?”
“Steam,” she answered with a smile.
One of the other women pulled a lever on the wall behind the door and a large amount of steam began pouring out of the piping above her. She also noticed more steam coming from the floor beneath her. In a matter of moments, the temperature had increase so much that Zyndalia developed a thick layer of sweat over her entire body. Once the sweat had begun forming steady beads, the dwarven women each produced a small, smoothly polished stone and began running it over her skin effectively wiping the sweat away and into the tub. “The Judgement of Rock and Stone will test who you are. You will be subjected to two trials, each of which will be different than the other. First, you will face the Trial of Fire. Should you pass, you will face the Trial of Ice. If you succeed, your judgement would have been decided.”
“What happens if I do not succeed?” she asked.
“Then your judgement would have been decided as well,” she said with a small grin.
“What happens after?”
“You and your beasts will be allowed to go free, should you pass, that is.”
“They are not beasts,” replied Zyndalia.
“Of course, they are, but what type remains a mystery,” answered Yoosoin.
After about ten minutes, the women were satisfied with their task and handed Zyndalia two small towels to complete the drying process. When finished, one of the women took the towels from her as the other two approached, each holding a flat, round vial about four inches in diameter.
“What is that?” asked Zyndalia,
“Hold out your arms,” said Yoosoin ignoring the question. When Zyndalia complied, both women dipped their fingers in the small vial and began drawing various designs on her outstretched arms, extending the markings over almost every part of her body. As they did, Yoosoin continued, “We have found the resonance of truth to be centered in the merits of individual worth. It is this way for all dwarves, and all dwarves eventually face their own Judgement of Rock and Stone. In that, they are found either worthy of their identities, or not.”
“I do not understand,” said Zyndalia as the women continued applying the cool paint over her exposed skin.
“When we are young, indeed, from the time we are born, we are taught it is not what we do that matters, but who we are. Everything flows from that. I am a Stone Maiden. I have always been a Stone Maiden, even before I passed the Judgement, I knew I was a Stone Maiden. And because of that, I was able to endure to become a Stone Maiden. Do you understand?” said Yoosoin.
“I think so, but I am not a dwarf,” said Zyndalia.
“Just because you are not something, does not mean its truth does not apply to you. For example, let us say that I wanted to become a Stone Maiden, but inside of me, the gifts I had been given from the forming of my body to the workings of my mind, were instead the identity of a dwarven wizard, or dwarven cleric. If my desire and authentic identity to not align, then it will be impossible for me to endure the trials of the Judgement. One cnd pass them only if one’s desire and intent are aligned in the truth of authentic identity,” she said as she continued painting even more intricate designs on Zyndalia.
“What happens if I do not pass?” she asked.
“That is not the right question,” said Yoosoin, grinning.
“What is the right question?” she asked.
“It is not a matter of what will happen, but rather, what it will mean. If one can find the meaning of things, then what happens will reveal itself.”
“Ok. What will it mean then?”
“It will mean that your words will not be the authentic replication of your identity. As such, they cannot be trusted,” said the woman dipping her fingers in more of the paint.
“I have told no lie. Everything I have said is the truth,” said Zyn.
“Yes, but whose truth? Is it your authentic truth based on you knowing exactly who you are, or is it based on a foundation that can and will change? The only way words can truly be trusted is if they have been said by one who knows who they are because that is the only unchangeable truth in life,” she said as she drew four lines beginning at the top of Zyndalia’s forehead down the entirely of her face ending at her breastbone.
“What if I do not know who I am,” she asked.
“Then you had better find out and quickly. We are finished,” said Yoosoin. She and her companions walked to the cabinet placing the paint vials on its counter. “Follow me. Your Judgement of Rock and Stone begins shortly.
Only Yoosoin was present as Zyndalia was led out through the door she had entered. But they did not return to the circular pit. Instead, the progressed farther inside the depths of the mountain passing through huge caverns inside which there were many dwarves practicing their arts of war. Some dwarves were throwing spears at and hitting targets farther away than what Zyndalia believed a spear could be accurately thrown. Others were swinging huge axes and hammers at stone pillars so hard she thought the metal they were made of would surely shatter, but much like the resolution of the dwarven people, they held strong and intact. And still others were engaged in coordinated battle maneuvers building in complexity the longer their drills progressed.
From there, she was led to a ledge littered with ropes tied to spikes that had been driven directly into the stone walls. The ropes fell over the ledge for a distance greater than she could see, not wanting to risk a glance over the edge for fear that her footing be lost. During their journey, she felt the temperature of the mountain interior change from its cool and refreshing beginnings into a warm and comforting feeling similar to what she would feel when her childhood hearth had been purposefully stoked.
As they exited a rather long passageway, she saw a grand cavern expand in front of her. It was easily the largest part of the mountain she had been inside. There were several, at least twenty, huge metal structures in front of her, each easily twenty feet wide and each extending upward to the ceiling tapering into the metal piping she had seen in the tub room. Each of the mammoth circular structures had a large and gaping hole covered by an equally large metal gate. From around the edges of the gates, she could vaguely see a faint orange glow.
“Come. Please,” said Yoosoin.
Zyndalia did not notice, but the vast size of the cavern had caused her feet to slow enough to where Yoosoin had to wait for her to catch up. “Apologies. What is they place?” she asked.
“These are the Great Forges of Kronok. They are responsible for heating the entirety of our mountain city,” said Yoosoin, a slight hint of pride in her voice.
“Why are we here?” asked Zyndalia.
“This is where your first Trial will take place. Please, follow me,” answered Yoosoin.
Zyndalia followed her to the center of the large cavern to stand in front of a circular stone slab approximately seven feet in diameter suspended roughly three feet off the ground by four even spaced iron chains hanging from the cavern ceiling. Yoosoin turned to Zyndalia and silently indicated she should climb onto it. “I assure you, it is quite stable,” she added sensing Zyndalia’s apprehension.
After she climbed onto the stone slab she asked, “What must I do?”
“Endure,” replied Yoosoin.
The young woman heard a series of loud clicks and then a winching noise. From above her, she heard and felt the rungs of the chain being to move. There was a momentary shuddering of the stone slab she was on causing her to flinch, but it evened out as she began her slow ascent. She watched Yoosoin disappear from her view, eventually blocked by the stone slab, as she was slowly raised higher and higher into the expanse of the cavern. The higher she climbed, the more prominent the heat became and the more it reminded her of the warmth of her childhood hearth on the cool, late autumn nights when her mother had instructed Rony to light a fire in their fireplace. When the floor had all but dissolved into the shadow of the height, the stone slab came to a halt. As it did, she heard a very low whooshing noise followed by a slight breeze; however, the breeze did not last long and was soon as still as the resolution of the dwarves.
She looked up and saw the piping from the great furnaces combine, divide, and combine again revealing a mass of interconnecting and diverging pipework. Each pipe was impossible to follow from its beginning to its exit. Her mother had told her stories of how her father had planned to do something similar in their small, and humble home, but had never been able to devote the time to it. That the dwarves were able to complete such a complicated process while suspended hundreds of feet in their air stood as a testament to their convictions, or at least, their wills for survival.
She did not know when exactly, but the temperature had risen to an uncomfortable level. Perhaps this is why she was stripped of all clothing, because of the intense heat. She laid down on the slab seeking to cool herself by whatever means she could. She remembered doing the same thing, though not on as intense of a level with her pillow and bed coverings when she was a girl. She would always shift her body, or flip her pillow so she could take advantage of even the smallest portion of cool fabric. And while it had been moderately successful at home, it was not so now. So much so had the heat increased that she felt it difficult to move as if the now oppressive heat had drained her blood of its life sustaining ability. She was sweating profusely, but not the easy and cleansing sweat the steam of the tub room produced. No, this was a desperate attempt for her body to cool itself, not for comfort, but for life. So thick had the air become, it taxed her lungs to their limits, burning them with every inhalation.
“Who are you?” echoed the male dwarf’s initial question within her mind. She had lived in the footsteps of her mother, learning her healing medicines and potions for the better part of her rearing age. Yes, she learned the bow and arrow too, but that was more from Rony’s insistence than any desire on her part, yet she could not deny the vibrational exhilaration she felt when aligning hers with her targets. In all the time she spent with her mother, never had she experienced the peace and contentment than when her vibrations linked with those around her. It was not the hitting of a successful target that gave her a deeply felt satisfaction, but simply the connection of something unique within her to something unique within another.
Pushed by the unrelenting heat and its oppressive gaze of consuming heartlessness, she sought, one thing, and one thing only – to escape its oppressiveness by any means she could. Had she possessed even an ounce of her strength, she would have thrown herself over the side of the slab and embraced the cooling wind as she plummeted to her death. But not even death, it seemed, would relieve her of her current, disheartening condition. Drained, disconnected, and approaching delirium, she could do nothing more than lay there, exposed in all of her nakedness, stretched out like some roasting meal, and exist.
“Who are you?” echoed his voice, still confined to her memory. She drifted, in a haze of forgetting and forgiving, to a single moment in her quickly diminishing recollection wherein she felt more peace than she had ever felt before. In this moment, following a rare, but particularly poignant argument between she and her mother, she had stormed off into the woods to sit and think. Yes, her mother had been right when she accused her of intentionally altering the recipe for one of her healing potions. When times were tough and pelts were scarce, her mother would sell her healing potions and tonics to a few wealthy merchants. Naturally, their repeat business depended on the consistent results her potions produced. If the recipes were altered, then the results would follow. And nothing is the driver of repeat sales if not the consistency of a well-developed product. It would never be known if she had been right to add more gangleroot. Her mother noticed the difference before it had been sold and poured it out.
In the forest though, surrounded by the trees, vegetation, and animals, she had always found it easy to calm herself by focusing on the differing vibrations, similarly to when she was aiming her bow. She knelt down and extended her vibrations into her surroundings. Somewhere, far off and diffuse, she found one that mimicked hers, though it was just out of phase. She concentrated, and before long, was able to bring hers into its alignment. As if the harmonies of the living things around her all played a different instrument and blended into a harmonic melody, the questions of her life dissolved away into a contentment driven breath of honesty. In that moment, she had found something that mimicked her so closely that it was her. In that moment she knew she was not alone. She knew there was a twin, a compliment, and a completion. In that moment, though she did not know what it was, she knew it was her.
Laying, near death having had her hydration drawn from her body and her will reduced to nothing more than the smallest of trickles, she reached for that vibrational compliment again. She reached and she found it. Distant and faint, it still resonated with the same vibrational print as she did. And thus, it still reflected her. She did not know how, but she knew that as much as she still did not know what it was, she knew it was her. And if she could find it, she would be able to answer the most invigorating and fearful questions allowable to the human condition – who was she?
If she had still been conscious, she would have heard the loud clicking followed by a soft whooshing. If she had still been conscious, she would have felt the stone slab lower and the air cool. And if she had been conscious, she would have felt Yoosoin pick her up and carry her to the recovery room where she would be bathed with cool water. Had she been conscious, she would have heard as the male dwarf spoke, “You have passed the Trial of Fire.”
She woke to the easy and light singing of Yoosoin. Though she did not recognize the words, she understood them to be a melody of sadness and loss; yet still of peace, as if one had just witnessed the first budding leaf in a barren forest made so by an unrelenting winter. She sat up slowly, anticipating her body to refute her intention to move. But when she did not feel the residual weakness from her Trial of Fire, she grew bolder in her rising, swinging her legs over the side of the bed and placing her feet on the ground.
“How do you feel?” asked Yoosoin.
“Surprisingly well,” she responded.
“That is good. You responded well to the tonics,” said Yoosoin standing up.
“I assume I passed the Trial of Fire?” asked Zyndalia, seeking a sort of official confirmation.
“Indeed, you did. You survived. So, who are you Zyndalia?”
“I do not know yet, but I know more than I did. I guess that is a start,” she answered as she stood.
The Stone Maiden walked over to her and placed a hand on her shoulder, “Yes. It is a start, though you had better be prepared to continue your journey. Your Trial of Ice begins now.”
“No rest for the weary,” said Zyndalia under her breath.
“What was that?” asked Yoosoin.
“Oh, it was nothing. Just something my brother used to say,” she said, grinning.
“Very well, please follow me.”
Again, the Stone Maiden led Zyndalia through the very bowels of the mountain, but instead of descending into its depths, she felt a gradual rise to their trek. The journey itself was arduous at best and almost impossible at its more difficult. There were a couple of occasions she doubted they were going to be able to make it, but with Yoosoin’s help, she was able to pass obstacles she thought would be impassible. As they approached the top, at least she supposed it was the top because they had been climbing for what seemed like hours, she could tell the great furnaces of the dwarven kingdom were reaching their limit. Warmth became chill, chill became cold, and cold became distress. Still naked, she started shivering slightly.
Zyndalia saw a faint, natural light coming from around the corner of their current, stone-carved corridor as well as felt a slightly more uncomfortable gust of wind. “Let me guess, that is the way out,” she said.
“If you are referring to the way out of the mountain, then yes, it is one of the ways out. But I can assure you, in your case, it is the way back in,” said the dwarf woman.
“Endure?” she asked.
“No,” replied Yoosoin. “Survive.”
The bitter cold hit her harder than the strongest forgemaster had ever struck his molten metal. Instantly, her body reacted by shivering harder than she had before. She turned back, but did not see the opening she passed through only moments ago. The snow, driven by the strong winds at the top of the mountain, stung like little insect bites. She hugged herself as tightly as she could, hoping to generate even the smallest amount of heat, but felt her arms and legs already beginning to tighten from within. How she was going to be able to survive this trail, she did not know. Though heat was every bit as deadly as the cold, its effect was longer in its development allowing for a greater chance to avoid the end result. But this bone-chilling, blood-freezing cold had only taken moments to penetrate into her dismay. Whatever confidence she had developed from successfully passing her Trial of Fire was quickly being dismantled by the strength of the mountain.
She huddled down compacting herself into a tightly held ball, hoping the intense wind would ease long enough for her to feel her toes. Just as she tucked her chin as closely to her chest as she could, she felt a deep vibration in her chest. However, it was not the resonating vibrations she had first felt within her and then sensed around her; it was the deep base of a threatening growl. She looked in its direction and saw the wind-driven snow part for the massive body of a purely white beast.
Jolted into action, she stood up, the wind driving the chill more deeply inside her naked limbs causing them to all but groan in response. Movement was a necessity, but a painful one. Nevertheless, she began backing away slowly, her feet crunching in the snow. Long ago, as part of her training, he older brother hand taken it upon himself to educate her in all the intricacies of bears, focusing on surviving them rather than fighting and defeating them. No doubt resulting from the horrible scene he had witnessed, his irrational fear for them was imparted directly to her. Igniting this fear, the bear growled again, resonating within her chest. She took several more small, apprehensive steps backward seeking to retreat. Retreat to where? She was on the top of a mountain, naked and freezing. She had nowhere to go and no weapon with which to fight.
“Who are you?” again the dwarf’s question struck her memory deeply. Indeed, who was she? Was she the fear she felt at the hands of her training under her brother? Was that even part of her, should it even be part of her? She could not deny its impact as she grew up under his relentless tutelage, but in the same light, she could not deny its entrapment of who she believed she could be. But who was that? Who was that woman resting just on the edge of her understanding, just beyond his generous yet binding attempts to teaching her to become everything he thought she could become? Perhaps that question would never be answered. Perhaps she was forever doomed to live without a connection to her innermost authenticity.
All thoughts of potentials and identities were chased away as the huge bear reared up on its hind legs and bellowed a roar of vicious challenge and dominance. It seemed, even before this trial was to end, this bear had already judged her as nothing more than food to feeds its empty belly. Her fear struck. Inside her mind where she rationalized fears from an innate understanding of survival, her fear asserted its dominance. She turned and ran.
Or at least, she took two steps in preparation to run. But then she remembered the vibrations she felt so long ago in the forest. There was no fear to them. Nothing of their resonance spoke of anything learned, but remembered, as if everything learned from birth was an inadvertent attempt to supplant the essence of one’s true identity. And because there was no fear in her vibrations, she need not fear now. For fear was nothing more than a learned expression of doubt.
She reached out for the vibrations as she turned to face the bear still posing an enormous threat as it came crashing down onto its two huge front paws. It roared again. She held fast waiting for her vibrations to connect to the same she had felt before. As the bear charged, attempting to overrun the small woman with all of its power and strength, it rose up again on its hind legs. As it crashed down upon Zyndalia, expecting to bludgeon its prey with one powerful, two-pawed stomp, it met snow instead. At the very last moment, she summersaulted to the right. But bears were not the sluggish fighters most of the world thought they were. Turning quickly, it swiped with its right paw barely catching her on her shoulder. Such was the beast’s strength, as partial as the swipe had been, it still sent her sprawling. With her limbs tightening their blood supply reserving it for her essential organs, with her shoulder throbbing from the pain, and with her hope dissolving, she attempted to reach out one more time.
Success. Mirroring her vibrations, she found the other set, this time in perfect unison with hers. Bolstered by her success, she rolled away from the bear as its teeth bore down toward her neck. But it did not hesitate to continue its pursuit. It swiped again, but she dodged right. It swiped again, and again, she dodged successfully. The more she dodged, the more familiar she became with the vibrations. Although they were not hers, they were familiar in a way they could be only if they were hers. She coiled back on her haunches the way a snake coils around itself preparing an explosion of moment. Collecting itself, the bear reared up and roared again. This time though, instead of inspiring fear within her, it inspired a rage, an answer to the challenge.
She roared in return. Bellowing from the very center of her vibrational union with this other but identical entity, she matched the bear’s intensity and ferocity. When her vocal display of dominance ended, so did her resemblance with any aspect of the woman she had been before. Indeed, she was no longer Zyndalia the woman, she was Zyndalia the Wolf, Zyndalia the Beast. Standing taller than even her opponent, she raised her huge jaws and howled into the sky calling upon her kin to answer. From the mist of the wind driven snow emerged no less than ten snow white wolves. Though the visage of her alone would have been enough to thwart any animalistic instinct driving the bear to pursue its prey, the addition of her kin caused the bear to retreat quickly. Through their combined minds, she acknowledged each of them, thanking them as the great bear turned its tail and ran.
Later, when the dwarven scouts would periodically search the slopes of their mountain home for signs of intruders, they would find something they had not seen in a very long time. Not since before they had been driven underground had they lived among wolves. Long had been their companionship, dwarf and wolf, as they lived together and hunted together. But again, that was from a time long since forgotten except by the oldest of dwarven historians. Perhaps Zyndalia and her kin would awaken that memory. Perhaps her Judgement of Rock and Stone was necessary not for her, but for them. Either way, as she stumbled down the base slopes of the mountain, still chilled to her absolute bones, shivering more violently than she had ever shivered before, Yoosoin was there to collect her as she had been during the Trial of Fire. As she drifted into a void of rest and peace, held by the Stone Maiden’s strong arms, she felt her bond with Inglorca gently lick the sides of her identity. In this moment, this fleeting time between unconsciousness and wakefulness, when dreams and reality blend to form a greater understanding of hopeful truth, she knew who she was. She was Zyndalia, General of the Hunt.
*******
“Where is Jaro?” she asked Dregor, urgency now in her voice.
“Maybe he saw something valuable to steal,” said Dregor, drawing a sideways glance from Soliana.
“We should wait,” she said.
“We cannot any longer. You heard what he said last night. If we miss this opportunity, we will not be offered another,” said Dregor.
Taking one last look around the entrance to the docks, she paused, hoping he would appear. But he did not, and Dregor was right. They could wait no longer. “Very well. Let us find Dorgo’s ship.”
The Sombren Docks were among the largest in the Silver Empire. As such, nine people of tattered appearance walking within them was no strange scene. In fact, it was so commonplace that none of the guards paid them any attention, not even Soliana. True to what Jaro had said, there were four main docking piers, each of which extended far out into the port bay. The first two were reserved for merchant ships only so the loading and unloading of commerce and goods could be better protected and more easily accessible by the guards and transport carriages. The second was reserved for various ships with birth ports and arrival ports beyond the Silver Empire. There was a whole set of import and export taxes levied and a whole different set of guards set to enforce any disturbance to the collector’s efforts. The fourth and final pier, the largest, was dedicated to housing the various ships of the Silver Empire’s navy. This is where the largest ships docked, although at this particular time, there were none of the heavy warships. That is not to say there were less naval vessels, they were just the smaller ones, though they were still formidable.
Following Jaro’s instructions, they found the Pirate King’s ship docked at the far end of the second merchant pier. It was a large vessel, not as large as the High King’s Warmongers, but it was impressive nonetheless. Its sails were a deep red, almost black. Set against the dark wood used in its construction, the sales completed the ominous demeanor of the large dragon carved and set into the bowsprit. The dragon was reared on its hind legs with its wings unfurled and blending into part of the bow. It was said, that if one listened during battle, one could hear a roar coming from the mounted statue as its cannons exploded and thundered against the wills of its foes.
As they approached the large vessel, they saw many of its crew carrying various chests, boxes and crates up the makeshift ramp onto the deck. As her eyes drifted across its length, she saw Jaro standing against its rail speaking to another of The Dragon’s crew. When they had finished talking, Jaro placed both of his hands on the railing and looked off into the distance for a moment.
“There he is!” said Dregor. “Why would he not tell us he was planning on getting here a head of us?”
“I do not know, Dregor. But I am glad he is here,” she said. She watched him walk down the ramp to where they were standing. His face’s swelling had lessened since last night, although the colors were beginning to brighten.
“I was beginning to wonder if you were going to make it,” he said approaching them.
“We were beginning to wonder the same about you?” replied Soliana.
“I told you I was going to leave earlier to make contact with Dorgo first. Just to make sure everything had been arranged properly. You do not remember?” he asked.
“No,” answered Dregor, “we do not remember that.”
“Well, no matter. You are here now and in just enough time to come aboard,” he said with a warm smile.
“Tell me, Jaro, what would you have done had we not made it?” asked Soliana, as he began leading them to The Dragon.
“I would have wallowed in the throes of sadness and dismay,” he said as Dregor snorted. “Oh, I am sorry. Is that not what every beautiful woman wants to hear? That her absence drives the man of her dreams into a paralyzing sadness?”
“Indeed, it is. But I have not met him yet,” she said, “though I have heard Dorgo is exceptionally well endowed.”
As the smile on Jaro’s face faded into a true expression of dismay, Dregor and the others laughed heartily. All except for Linsia who covered the ears of her daughter while shooting her husband a stern glare.
“I apologize, Linsia,” said Soliana. “My intent was not to offend.”
“Then what was your intent?” asked Jaro.
“To convey the truth,” said Soliana prompting another round of laughter, this time, even from Linsia.
When they boarded The Dragon, they were met by a large gathering of armed men, all dressed in the ragtag garments typical of pirates and their scallywag lifestyle. Emerging from between then walked a tall, slender man, his face dominated by a jet-black beard rivaling the most intricately woven of the dwarves. He wore a black hat, curled up on the sides and back with a red dragon depicted on its center. He wore a grey tunic laced loosely at the top by black strings. Covering his tunic, he wore a long deep red overcoat fastened just above his waist with a single, skull shaped metal clasp. He wore a thick leather belt, worn from years of use, around his waist fastened by another skull shaped clasp, larger than the one on his overcoat. Hanging from his belt was a sheathed sword, thin and long, like a razor-sharp stinger from the great sea rays. His boots were the same color as his hat, jet black, and folded over just below his knees. His trousers, woven from a loose-fitting material, were a shade darker than his tunic. In all aspects save one, he was the quintessential representation of pirating epidemy. However, his eyes bore none of his pirate lineage. Indeed, the spoke of command, but one nurtured from the crib of a prince reared for years and years to be a king. Had she not been aboard a ship surrounded by his crew of brigands, she would have thought she stood across from royalty.
“You are Soliana?” he asked in a smooth voice as he looked her up and down.
“I am,” she answered.
“Is he the one, Boatswain Agorro?” he asked one of his crew.
“He is the one,” answered the man.
“You are not much of a ghost at all,” said Captain Dorgo. “Take them,” he said as he turned around, walking back into the mass of his crew.
Upon his order, his crew acted with lightning precision and speed. The three closest men, including Boatswain Agorro grabbed Soliana. “Get your hands off me!” she shouted.
Dregor moved to help her, but was captured by three other men. Linsia and Nithana were taken captive quickly as were Pitros, Resaria and her three boys. “You cannot do this!” he shouted.
“Captain Dorgo! Captain Dorgo!” shouted Soliana. He looked back, a sort of sadness in his eyes, pulled open the door to his quarters, disappearing inside. “We had a deal!” she shouted.
“So did I,” said Boatswain Agorro. Turning to Jaro, he added, “Well done.”
“Jaro?” she asked him, completely confused.
“I had no choice,” he whispered.
As she and her followers were roughly taken into the belly of the ship by the raucously laughing crew of The Dragon, she would not see the pain he bore in his eyes, the betrayal that would seed itself in his soul. She would not see the guilt bearing down on his heart like an avalanche of snow and mountain destroying the small village in its path. She would never know that this avalanche had been set into motion years and years ago, before they had ever met. She could never know that for it to stop, for the destruction resulting from his life to end and for him to finally be free from it, he needed to pay this last debt. She would never know that this was the only way.
The guards had tried to rape her once they shoved her into the cell. However, they were unprepared for her proficiency in unarmed combat. Oh, she played the role well. The frightened, weak woman in distress. As she huddled in the corner drawing the first of her would be rapists into the cell much to confidently than he should have been, she sprang on him like a crouched panther. Before the other three could react, she rendered him unconscious. Predictably, the other three pirates rushed her in an uncoordinated, unplanned manner thinking that three of them could naturally overpower her. They would be wrong. Had captain Dorgo not entered the brig at just the right moment and placed the tip of his sword on the skin of her neck, she would have escaped. Well, at least she would have escaped her cell, though she doubted her ability to escape The Dragon. As it was and by the tip of his blade, she was pushed back into her cell. But she would not stay there for long. Because of her skill and potential threat, she had been removed from the communal brig and placed in the solitary cell normally reserved for punishing the crew. There she would remain, in isolated darkness, wallowing in her utter failure, for the better part of their journey, wherever it would take her, until she heard faint clicking coming from her cell door.
Over the weeks, or months, or however long she had been captive on The Dragon, she was fed sparingly. She was given water even less frequently, no doubt to keep her weak and compliant. Under normal circumstances, with the fullness of her sensory acuity intact, she would have been able to identify the clicking as the workings of lockpicks; however, because she had been sapped of her strength to the point of delusion, she was not sure of anything anymore. Likewise, had she been coherent enough to see Jaro’s face lit by the light of a full moon and star filled sky, she would have lashed out with all her anger, but because she was not, she assumed it was some form of specter sent to torment her or carry her away to the afterlife. So, she offered no resistance as the spirit lifted her up, carried her to one of the small rowboats fastened just over the railing of The Dragon, lowering it and them down to the waters. This was the second time he rowed away from a boat of pirates, and the second time he did not leave alone. Rowing away from The Gauntlet, he had with him a valuable prize, a map. Rowing away from The Dragon, he had something of much more value, hope. He knew it would be a very long time before she would forgive him, and perhaps she never would. However, at least he was finally free to explore its potential without the haunting ghosts of his past.
As he suspected, she erupted when she regained her strength. They had been at sea for three full days since escaping The Dragon and Captain Dorgo, and during that time, he nursed her back to health and strength, at least as much as he could with the limited food he had been able to secure. After her initial outburst, when he was certain she was not going to throw him overboard, he told her the story of how, during his inquiry into Captain Dorgo’s location, he ran into a captain from his past. He told her how he had deceived him into being part of his crew and how he had stolen one of his belongings, a valuable belonging, a map. And he told her how this captain had never forgotten nor forgiven. So, when he learned Captain Agorro had been enlisted into Captain Dorgo’s crew over a night of beatings, he knew he would not be given any other choice. He tried to save the others along with her, but because she had been separated from them, he had to make a choice: she or them. He chose her.
The next two days saw their food supply run dangerously low, as did their water. The open seas were not as replenishing as the inland lakes. There were stories upon stories of how sailors and pirates both perished when they tried to quench their thirst with the salted waters of the open sea. Then, on the sixth day, after a particularly chilly morning, they saw land in the distance. Sprawling out before them was an expanse that could only be the famous Edge of Creation. It was a raised plateau perhaps over a thousand feet above sea level, ending in a sheer drop. Much like the interior plains of the Orc lands, and even the Orcs themselves, the land mass marking the Northern plains beyond the mountains forgave nothing with its slope. A full vertical climb awaited them. This border was one of the reasons the Orcs remained so isolated in spite of their close proximity to man and elves. If one could organize the Orcs enough to create a port city, there was no possible way for ships to dock and passengers to make land. However, if one was observant, there was one small inlet just large enough for a small sloop to enter. The climb to the top was arduous, but not impossible. Had they brought the necessary rigging for a vertical climb, they would have been able to enter the lands at any point, but because they had no ropes, nor spikes, nor crampons, and certainly no harnesses, they were relegated to using the small inlet and its subsequent path.
“How did you know this was here?” asked Soliana as they grounded their tiny rowboat.
“I was lucky enough to find it after escaping The Gauntlet. It seems my fortunes were the same this time,” he said.
“How so?”
“I did not know The Dragon’s Journey would take us this close to the Orc lands,” he replied.
“Where did you think they were taking us?” she asked him.
“I was told Captain Dorgo had business across the sea,” he said examining the narrow path.
“What business could provoke a pirate from his normal area of plunder?” she asked again.
“Slavery,” he answered.
The rest of their ascent was marked by a disdainful silence. Unless they needed to communicate to negotiate the several natural obstacles in the narrow path, she did not speak to him, nor him to her. At times, she had to boost him up and wait for him to extend a hand downward. And at other times, they found themselves stretched to their limits in awkward positions just to grab a sufficient handhold or foothold allowing their journey to continue. Had their strength not been tapped by the five-day, sea bound journey, their ascent would have been much easier. However, when they finally reached the top, each of them collapsing on the flat, grassy covered land of the plains, their rest was short lived. As Jaro attended to the snorting of several animals, he instantly sprung to his feet.
“Soliana, we have an issue,” he said.
“Can you not let me rest for a moment?” she asked him, accusation lacing her voice.
“Yes, I can. But they will not,” he warned.
She turned her head expecting to see a herd of large animals grazing on the long, overgrown grass, or a pack of predators beginning to circle them as they lay. Had it been the herd of grazing animals, in spite of their size, unless they caused a stampede, neither of them would be in any immediate danger. If it had been a pack of predators, a show of territorial force would probably suffice to remove any threat. Plain predators often times sought to attack the weak members of the herd. If they displayed their strength, they would likely be left alone, unless the predators were physically starving. However, when she saw ten large orcs riding even larger beasts, the large and normally docile Swarthen Lizards, she feared. Joining Jaro, she also sprang to her feet. There was a very tense moment where each measured the other. Though it did not require someone of vast intelligence to deduce the precariousness of their predicament.
Though Soliana had learned the Orcs were normally a peaceful race, she had never experience it for herself. Seeing their protruding lower jaws inset with massively jutting bottom canine fangs, witnessing their chiseled, bare chested bodies, powerfully layered with lean muscles, beholding the formidability with which they sat upon and commanded these equally large and powerful beasts, she doubted if there was anything about them not created specifically for battle. Off the flanks for their lizard steeds hung weapons of such size, Soliana doubted her ability, and indeed all men’s ability to, adequately wield them. Every sword she had ever held seemed inadequate in comparison.
“Drebato,” said the orc on the largest of the beasts, his jet-black hair extending upward in a high ponytail only to end spilling downward across his broad shoulders. In response, the rest of the orcs dismounted, encircling both Jaro and Soliana, pressing them together with the edges of long and sharp spears until the pair stood literally back to back.
“Kemgra,” said the deep voice, obviously issuing another command. One of the Orcs pulled something out of a small punch tied to his leather belt. With a quick flick of his arm, he threw whatever he was holding at them. However, it was nothing except for a small puff of powder. Both Jaro and Soliana coughed, trying to clear their protesting lungs of whatever they had just inhaled. Their coughing quickly subsided; however, it was not because of any conscious efforts of their part, nor had either of them been successful at clearing their breath. Had they both not unconsciously slumped into the powerful arms of the orcs, they may have never stopped coughing, or at least not until their stomachs hurt from the strain.
That night, or it could have been any number of nights, such was the depth of her drug induced slumber, that it was nearly impossible to correctly delineate time’s predictable passage, she dreamed. Or maybe it was not a dream, maybe it was her consciousness floating to some other reality housed deeply hidden within her own authentic, yet subconscious, desires. For whatever reason, she dreamt of men, all the men, every single one of them who had helped shape her into what she had become. She dreamt of Eriboth first, her first and only real submersion into love and loss, and pain. She dreamt of Matteos as his warmth dissolved forcing her to face the monster beneath his calm and polished exterior. She dreamt of Markis and his fire breathing act as he allowed her to draw close to another man who, though he could not really love her, did not harm her. She dreamt of Psumayn, the rigorous tutor, mentor, lover whom she desired for the stability he represented and the idea that she could become as free as he. She dreamt of Jaro, the betraying thief who had stolen the last of her refugees who had, no doubt, been sold into some heavy bonds of slavery in far off lands. She dreamt of her father who had succumb to an inconsolable necessity for escape, an escape he found at the bottom of a bottle and the brutality of released rage. And then she dreamt of Torrick. The man whom she had never seen become a man. The only one of them who possessed all the possibility of endlessness, yet she had never been allowed to see the fruition of that potential. And the only one of them all who had given her nothing except an unconditional and relentless love. She saw him, on the night she had given him away, felt him as he slipped into the last slumber and peacefulness she would ever feel, and broke all over again as she passed his little, sleeping body to Nadalize. Yet, as she dreamed, she felt a presence, and odd but familiar feeling that she was not alone, had never been alone.
“Uthgot,” she heard in the darkened mists of her dream’s background. She ignored it seeking to more readily identify this presence.
“Uthgot!” she heard a second time, but attended it not.
“Uthgot!” she heard a third time. Although she would have continued resisting its demanded attention at infinitum, she was prodded by the tip of her orc captor’s spear forcing her eyes to open.
As they did, she was roughly dragged to her feet by a large and powerful hand as it grabbed her by her hair, yanking her upright. Had there been any grogginess left in her mind, the sharp pain as a large lock of her hair was ripped out, eliminated it immediately. She turned to confront the Orc, but was slapped across her face driving her to her knees. Instantly, she felt the hand grab her hair again, repeating its powerful insistence. She had been stripped of her clothes and was covered in the dirt and grime of her cell floor. Her lip wore a swelling bruise from when she had been struck as a trickle of blood made a trail down her chin ending as it released its droplets on the ground. She was fastened around her neck with a thick, twine rope held by an orc at its end. She was half pushed and half dragged through their camp until she came to stand in front of a large, wooden throne supporting the equally large body of the Orc Chieftain. Behind him and off to the right, stood another large orc holding a wooden staff adorned with a large animal’s skull at its top end. Dangling from it was a small rope woven with several smaller skulls, some of which looked like those of man. Extending outward from the large throne were many, many orcs forming rows and rows of circles. It was clear this was going to be some sort of ritual. Though she still looked, she could not see Jaro anywhere amongst them.
“Octor muese, ig thock ig thein!” announced the Orc Cheiftain.
“The great Orc, Rhowthor Rhose, challenges your man for your rights. We keep what we kill,” said the orc standing next to the Chieftain as he pointed behind Soliana. She turned and saw Jaro emerge from between the orcs to her rear. He was dressed as they were, bare-chested, with only a single shoulder pauldron for armor. His body was painted with several orc symbols whose meanings she did not know. He still wore his trousers and boots, but instead of his long daggers, he held a battle axe in one hand and bore a small buckler shield in the other.
“Rhoaggar,” said the orc crowd in unison. “Rhoaggar,” the said again.
Jaro came to stand next to Soliana and said, “This is not quite what I had planned to see you naked.”
“Rhoaggar,” said the crowd for a third time.
“What do you suppose that means?” asked Jaro as he and Soliana looked around.
“I have no idea, but we are sure to find out,” she replied.
Suddenly, the Orc Chieftain stood up holding both of his hands above his head. The orcs, if they had been making any noise, ceased all of their grunting and snorting the moment the chieftain stood. And when he shouted, “Rhoaggar!”, they erupted into a wild outburst of yells and howls.
When the chieftain sat again, the crowd quieted and began repeating, in a slow and rhythmical chant, “Rhoaggar, Rhoaggar, Rhoaggar.”
“I am not liking this more and more,” said Soliana.
“How do you think I feel?” replied Jaro.
Before she could answer, she was pulled by the rope around her neck leaving Jaro to stand by himself as he watched a mountain move. Emerging from the crowd of orcs, standing nearly a foot taller than the tallest one, was a nightmare of brutish granite that must have been under some sort of magical enchantment because it actually moved, though it did not walk as one would expect from an animated block of earth. As it stepped to within five paces of Jaro, he saw that it was indeed composed of flesh, bone, and blood. It was clear this was Rhoaggar, their champion. The mountain of orc brutality turned to face the chieftain, crossed both of his enormous war axes over his chest. Jaro looked to Soliana who was still trying to fight against the bindings around her neck. The Chieftain stood up again, raised one hand in the air and let it drop shouting, “Trondix geldo!”
In an instant, the orc champion closed the gap between he and Jaro in two enormous bounds swinging the larger of the two axes horizontally. Jaro was barely able to block it with his axe, but he still paid a price. Stunned, he fell backward. Rhoaggar was on him quickly again, swinging the same axe vertically down toward his head and shoulder. Jaro managed to twist at just the last moment evading a swipe that would have torn him in two. Thieves were not known for their fighting skills, but they were scrappers, and Jaro was perhaps the best of them. Knowing the orc champion would pursue his advantage without hesitation, Jaro swiped his hand across the ground showering Rhoaggar’s eyes with dirt and dust. He lunged left and swiped with his axe slicing Rhoaggar’s right side. It was a flesh wound, but the champion was bloodied nonetheless. Pressing his advantage, Jaro sought to hamstring the wounded champion with another slash. He missed and paid for it. The massive orc kicked Jaro square in his chest hurtling him backward through the air at least ten feet. He landed hard, producing an audible pop from his shoulder. Jaro rolled over to his stomach and tried to push himself up. His right arm gave out causing his face to hit the ground.
The orcs roared with approval as the Rhoaggar pandered to their lust for blood. He put down the smaller of his two axes and gripped his heavy war axe with both hands. Soliana watched, still struggling against the orc holding the other end of his rope, as the orc champion slowly walked over to Jaro. When he reached the struggling thief, he picked him up with one strong hand on his head, bending down to look at the smaller combatant at eye level. The orc spoke something in orcish that Soliana could not hear. Trying to wrestle free of the orc’s strong grasp, Jaro spit in Rhoaggar’s face. He paid for that too. Rhoaggar lifted him clear off the ground punching him in the face with the butt end of the great war axe. Jaro fell to the group, limp and beaten. After a short, frightening moment when she thought life hand left him, she saw his legs and arms slightly move. The massive champion, clearly the victor, was beginning to congratulate himself by whooping his arms wildly in the air. Soliana watched as Jaro rolled over to his stomach again, more slowly this time, and used his one good arm to push himself up to his hands and knees. He was struggling to breathe through a face that had been pummeled and left to bleed from his nose and mouth.
Again, Soliana was forced to watch as the massive orc walked slowly over to the object of his power and wrath. Lifting his impossibly large war axe high into the air, the orc champion looked to the chieftain for approval. The chief nodded slightly. Soliana grabbed the rope around her neck, pulled the orc holding it toward her and kicked him in the throat hard enough to loosen his grasp. She dashed into the center of the circle. The axe raised higher. She dove for the other heavy war axe. Rhoaggar tenses his muscles, preparing to sever Jaro’s head. She somersaulted to propel her momentum and pushed as hard as she could with her legs, sweeping upward with the axe. Steal met steal.
Rhoaggar bellowed with rage. The chieftain stood to his feet yelling some curse or instructions. Five orcs surged forward, weapons drawn. Before they could subdue her, the orc with the skull tipped staff silence them all with what had to be a magically enhanced shout, “Yinilli muese ig thock ig thein! The woman owns herself!” The five orcs who had begun moving against Soliana, stopped and slowly returned to their places within the crowd. The chieftain stared at the orc with the staff for a moment, and then sat back down. The visibly angered, Rhoaggar snickered, issuing what was surely a vulgarity toward her.
“Trondix geldo!” shouted the orc with the staff.
Though she was an impressive physical specimen trained by one of the greatest swordsmen of all time, she was grossly outmatched by the massive orc. Using her momentum, she was able to swing the heavy war axe with enough force to repel his life ending attack against Jaro; however, when matched pound for pound, and momentum for momentum, she stood no chance. Her only chance was to get to the smaller axe and shield Jaro had begun the battle with. But much to her dismay, Rhoaggar was positioned between it and her. If she moved toward it, he would cut her off. Though he was massively large, his speed and quickness remained unhindered. Her only choice, albeit a poor one, was to allow him to be the aggressor. He obliged.
He took two steps and leaped in the air swinging his axe downward in a thundering, heavy strike. Impossible to block, she danced to the left. The orc twisted to the right trying to backhand her, but she was too nimble. He pressed his attack and continued spinning until he turned all the way around in a roundhouse punch from his wheelhouse, nearly connecting. Soliana ducked just in time and kicked with her front leg impacting the Orc’s knee. Against a normal-sized combatant, she might have been successful at straining her opponent’s knee, but so large were Rhoaggar’s massive legs, that it its effect was all but unnoticeable. His heavy fist struck her cheek at that very same moment knocking her to the ground. She felt the impact rattle her head, dislodging her focus for the present, forcing her to remember the past. Out of instinct, she rose to a single knee.
Impact. She thought of Jaro and the beating he had just received, seeing it as another punishing attempt to recompense his blame and guilt over the death of his wife and daughter.
Impact. She thought of Psumayn and the suffering of his harsh tutelage as a means to impart his skill unto someone who could continue the excellence of his legacy.
Impact. She thought of Markis, the fire breather, as their bond of convenience and opportunity failed to become more because she failed to become more.
Impact. She thought of Matteos and the awful brutality he had almost taught, and surely would have taught, her son had she not acted when and how she did.
Impact. She thought of Eriboth and the bruise he left on her soul, a soul that had endured much more pain that any physical beating she had ever, could ever, receive.
Impact. She thought of Torrick, her son, and the unrelenting void in her soul opened on the night she gave him to Nadalize.
Impact. Impact. Impact, and then, she thought no more.
Instead, she drifted through space and time, inwardly, to the deepest essence of herself. Into the clarity of utter humility, she faced herself more nakedly than she had ever done before. And what she found were not the words, nor deeds, nor lessons imposed upon her by the circumstances of her life. Nor did she find her guilt and pain resulting from her own oppressive failures. Long had her identity been forged upon the anvil of failure by the relentless hammer of regret. Impact after impact, it struck her soul pounding away at any hope of something greater within. So forceful was its impact, that her soul had been broken into a thousand shattered shards of love long ago. No. She found nothing of herself at the end of her own inner darkness. But she did find something.
Sound. Resonating from within, she heard a single, clear, perfect, tone revealing the truest part of her, the part we deny because to realize it means to acknowledge it, and to acknowledge it means to accept it, and to accept it means to bear its responsibility. The tone grew bidding the ears of her truth to attend its magnificent resonance and the vibrations of her soul, those she thought had been broken beyond repair, to fuse together into a perfectly smooth, radiantly beautiful rendition of her soul’s perfected harmony. As the immortal sound blended seamlessly with her mortal identity, she understood. In that moment, when all truth of pain and brokenness revealed itself, she understood the single, clarifying truth of her life: she was been broken to be set free. Her eyes opened. She pushed herself to her hands and knees. She placed one foot on the ground, then another, and stood.
“I am not done yet,” she said, her voice radiating all the vocal perfection of an angel.
To the shock and awe of every orc, they turned in unison. Standing before them was not the broken body of a defeated woman, hair matted with dirt and grime, body covered in bruises and blood, lungs left barely breathing to slowly end on their own. No, in her place stood the utter impossibility of immortal, vocal expression forged into a mortal woman.
“I said, I am not done yet,” she stated again, her voice penetratingly brilliant.
Rhoaggar roared with a deafeningly loud, anger driven bellow. The enraged orc charged. Soliana stood still. Rhoaggar leapt high into the air, perhaps higher than any orc had ever leapt before, swinging both of his huge war axes. As he landed, he met iron. Bracing herself, Soliana allowed the perfect sound of her soul to permeate her body and caught both war axes, one in each hand. The orcs, many brandishing their own weapons now, stopped. The chieftain stood up. The orc with the staff grinned. Without hesitation, Soliana allowed her expression within to gather. As it did, all sound around her seemed to fade as hers grew. When all sounds except the one from her ceased to be, when she could no longer hold hers, she released it. Exploding outward, the blast of sonic vibration knocked everyone within one hundred feet backward at least five feet. The chieftain fell feet over head in his chair. The orc with the staff waved his hand, deflecting the better portion of the sonic assault, but was still visibly struck. Those closer were impacted more solidly. Rhoaggar was knocked completely unconscious. Soliana picked up the larger of the two heavy war axes walked over to where Rhoaggar lay, barely breathing. She raised the axe in the air as the crowd, including the chieftain, were just regaining their footings. She hesitated briefly, and then let it descend, severing the orc champion’s head.
The orcs, still not believing what they had just seen, all looked to their chief, who then looked at the orc with the staff. “Yinilli muese ig thock ig thein!” he shouted.
The orcs all turned toward Soliana, still holding the war axe in her hand, and said, in unison, “Yinilli muese, ig thock ig thein.” Each of them, even the chieftain, bent down to one knee, lowering their weapons.
“Soliana?” asked Jaro as he tentatively walked to where she was still standing, limping and holding his wounded arm “What happened?”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“Your hair,” he said, “It is red.”
She was about to look at it when she turned around and saw the orc with the staff standing directly in front of her. “Yinilli muese ig thock ig thein,” he said softly.
“Yinilli muese ig thock ig thein,” repeated the still kneeling orcs.
“What does that mean?” she asked.
“She keeps what she kills,” answered the orc.




Enbluedo
(Bloodless)
Predictably, his Warbringers all protested their assignments as they were all under the assumption they would be included in the march and subsequent siege of Pretago Cor. Indeed, even he had first made that assumption. Though he did not protest against the new instructions he received while in his latest mediation with Satan, he did have his doubts until the fullness of his plans were revealed. Thus, he was more forgiving when his Warbringers initially questioned the validity of being separated and assigned separate military targets instead of using their full strength against the capital. However, so insistent had Gin’ev’s protests been that they bordered on insubordination. After threatening punishment and reminding the elder Warbringer of their greater mission for Satan, he fell in line, albeit reluctantly.
All but Vismorda offered him resistance. She seemed detached, aloof, and unconcerned with the change in his plans. Perhaps because she had been included in the small dispatchment of militia to accompany him, or perhaps because she was too concerned with his two Ravens to give much energy to protestation; either way, however, she offered no words other than, “Yes, my Lord.” In truth, he had expected the staunchest protests to have come from her. She had grown bold with her insertions over the last few weeks. Stemming from her dominant assertion during their sexual collisions, her boldness in other areas began to grow, but at the same time, so did her submissiveness, almost as if she was taking pleasure from submitting to him and did so willingly instead of as a result of his forceful imposition driving their coupling. She still resisted and fought back, but not with the desire to impede him ending their sex, but rather to enhance it. There were still times when he felt the same from her as he had in the past, as if she was trying to change, but had not completed the alteration to its fullest.
“My Lord,” she said from atop her horse. “What has you deep in thought this morning?”
“I am just dwelling inside the moment we are quickly approaching. There is a certain amount of satisfaction knowing we are on the threshold of everything that has been promised us, promised me from when I was no older than Malice and Vile,” he answered.
“You have struggled long, my Lord. It is right that all your suffering should reach its culmination with me at your side. Though,” she said pausing for a moment wondering how she should breach the sensitive topic, “I am not sure how we are going to prevail. Our forces are substantially lacking the strength to overcome the defenses of Pretago Cor and the Silver Castle.”
“You are correct. If our goal was the simple assertion of our power as a means to capture and control the capital, we would surely fail. We cannot possibly match their military might with our rather small contingency in the open warfare of a siege,” he answered looking behind him as he rode at the head of their column. When Satan had initially instructed him to bring only one hundred soldiers, including none of his Warbringers nor any of his necromancers, he was initially confused, if not suspicious, of his master’s intentions. Yet, they would be quickly put to rest by Satan’s following statement:
It is a small thing, my child, to demonstrate one’s superiority in the overt display of military power. Such victories become trivial and mundane, void of true greatness and glory. But, to conquer in a bloodless display of authority and dominance demonstrates complete control that cannot be refuted nor resisted.
“But we are not going to put them to siege, my dear,” he added.
“We do not mean to conquer them?” she asked, a little surprised. “Have your plans changed?”
“My dear, Vismorda, I too thought to question our Master. And I too was wrong. Our goal has not changed, only our methods,” he said.
She was going to respond seeking more information, but was interrupted by the sound of horses in the distance, many of them. Coming into view moments after they heard the thunderous hooves beating on the ground, was a contingency of no less than two hundred mounted soldiers all bearing the colors of Pretago Cor. Vismorda grabbed for her fountain, as did Malice and Vile, in preparation for the attack.
“There will be no need, Vismorda,” said Jesolin calmly as the riders continued to quickly approach.  “Though I must admit, there is a temptation to unleash Malice and Vile. They seem particularly lethal today.” Had he not held up his hand to hold his soldiers in place, they too may have engaged the approaching riders.
There is a moment often referred to when one sees “the whites of their eyes” as the point of no return in battle. In that moment, a threshold is reached as it becomes too late to break off an attack. Likewise, it becomes too late to mount a defense if response is delayed any longer beyond that specific moment. Perhaps the phrase in reference to this moment was coined in a more humble dispute than mass warfare. Regardless, however, it was nonetheless referred to on such grand scales of battle that seeing the whites of one’s eyes became largely impossible. And while neither Jesolin nor Vismorda could actually see their whites, they would not have to, because just before that moment, the driving hooves slowed and tension eased. When the force from Pretago Cor stopped, a lone rider slowly walked his horse forward. Jesolin responded in kind, as did Vismorda, her ravens right behind her.
“Lord Kahl?” asked the rider.
Jesolin responded with a slight nod of his head.
“I am General Oathion,” announced the rider taking off his helmet, “High Commander of His Royal Highness’s mounted cavalry. I have been sent to provide you a royal escort to Pretago Cor. King Yahnaros sends his apologies as well. We would have been here sooner had we been expecting your raven. As it was, we were delayed because we had difficulty catching the bird.” His face had every appearance one would expect from a general of renown. He had several small scars on the right side of his forehead with a larger one down the left side of his face. His face was lean showing a small compliment of wrinkles around his eyes. Though he had the look of a man well in his sixth decade of life, he carried himself without the natural slouch of the elderly as he was still able to bear the weight of his full battle armor easily.
“General Oathion,” replied Jesolin, “no apology is needed. Indeed, it is we who apologize for not announcing our intention of pledging fealty to King Yahnaros sooner. We are humbled by the King’s generous display of welcoming us on such short notice.”
“Yes, King Yahnaros is very happy to be welcoming you into the formal Royalty of the Silver Empire. You can produce your historical documents legitimizing your royal lineage?” asked the General who was, no doubt, still skeptical of Jesolin’s claim.
“Indeed. Though you will understand why I do not choose to reveal them until we are safely in the presence of the High King himself,” answered Jesolin.
“Of course. These are indeed treacherous times. Now, if you are ready, we will continue the journey,” said General Oathion placing his helmet on his head again.
“Lead away,” said Jesolin.
When the general rejoined his troops, leaving Jesolin to his, Vismorda rode beside him and asked, “You have documents?”
“Of course not,” he said with a wry smile.
The rest of the journey was pleasant, at least as pleasant as it could be for him while restraining his evil expressions. Though he had no doubt to the successes of their plans for Pretago Cor, he did not wish to bring his illusion of fealty into question before it was called upon. Furthermore, though they made good enough time, largely because of the unseasonably calm weather, he would have preferred to use the gating technique he had shown his Warbringers. However, presenting in a manner to dismiss the rumors surrounding his dark power, even though they be true, was necessary for their success. So, the plight of their journey was placed squarely upon the blowing winds of late autumn, and autumn smiled down upon them so much so that a few of the soldiers from Pretago Cor spoke about how Jesolin’s claim must be divinely inspired to be accompanied by such clear skies and warm temperatures. At night, while it was customary for differing groups to keep to their own, Jesolin insisted they share the same central fire and extending spaces in an effort to promote the continued unity of the Blood Keep with the Silver Empire.
As they approached the fabled city, dominated by the scope of the interior castle jutting high enough into the sky to provoke wonder and awe, they were met by another, but smaller, contingency of the High King. This one, however, did not contain any soldiers or generals. Instead, it was constructed of high-ranking merchants and officials with the full complement of their entourages meant to impart the hospitality and luxury of the Capital. Indeed, it was becoming apparent to Jesolin that no amount of pageantry had been spared in welcoming him into the validation of royalty. Vast were the colors and endless were the expression of graciousness. Flowered words were spoken at length from the Empires best poets and bards all extoling Jesolin’s righteous deeds of exposing and ridding the Silver Empire of Lord Myosk’s reign of stoic terror.
When the ceremony had ended and they again began their progression toward the City gates, it became quickly apparent to both he and Vismorda why Satan had decided against an outright siege. As formidable as their army had become, bolstered with the power and mastery of their dark fountains, they would still have fallen short of taking the Silver Castle. Lining the streets of the surrounding city, the largest either of them had ever seen, were not just rows and rows of people seeking to catch a glimpse of the newly rising righteous Lord, but tower upon tower each with numerous archers at the ready. Likewise, resting on the very top of each tower was a lone cannon that, upon closer examination, had been mounted on a turret providing at least partial mobility if not a complete circumferential freedom. Even with mounted cavalry one could not avoid the deadly artillery because of the many portable blockades situated periodically throughout the exterior city. Because cannons could be easily avoided and neutralized in battle, they were absent for the field most times. However, with this sheer number of them, their effectiveness would be devastating to any attacking army.
As quick as their journey had been to the city, it was equally long once inside the massive outer gate. It was a standard gate in that there was a gear mechanism used to open it. However, such was its massive size that the gears were tied to four beasts of burden each that, on command, pulled the gears into motion. Indeed, no mortal could lift it on his own. Lining the central avenue were the people of Pretago Cor, nearly all of them. Such were their numbers that even Jesolin and Vismorda were impressed. Some of them cheered, some clapped, some shed tears of joy, and others threw flowers and other pleasant items of welcome.
The interior castle wall, an impossibly high edifice of power and majesty, had been polished so smoothly it resembled glass. No doubt the materials used in its construction were not just the common stone but granite and other tougher materials. After they had dismounted from their horses, and while they were walking up the several white steps to approach the large castle doors, they were met by another small contingency of men all wearing grey robes tied at the waist with white ropes that hung down just above the ground.
“We, the Wizards of the Silver Empire, welcome you to Pretago Cor. It is customary for us to inspect your intentions prior to allowing you entrance to see High King Yahnaros. It has been done with every visitor before you, and will be done with every visitor after. You will, of course, not object to a magical search?” said a lone robed figure stepping out from the group.
“By all means, proceed with your inspection,” said Jesolin nodding his head. Long had he exercised and perfected the deceptive techniques and illusions necessary to hide intents and plans. And because there was no magical signature attached to his power, he knew they would see only what he wanted them to see. He held an image inside his mind, an image that was as true as he was standing before them subjected to their magical inquisition. Focusing on that, he projected it into his conscious mind and let them believe his bent knee and lowered head were done so as an act of fealty, a pledge to King and Empire. They need not see anything beyond, because they did not want to see anything beyond. They saw his posture of subservience and assumed there was no more to it than what they had seen. How wrong they would be.
Only four of them were permitted entrance into the throne room to audience with High King Yahnaros. But that is not to say there would not be many, many more people within. Indeed, he was counting on it. With a razor focus, he strode down the impressively long isle created by two separate lines of the various denizens of royalty present to witness this historic moment. Behind the lines of royalty were two separate lines of warriors, no doubt all high-ranking positions in the Royal Army. Displayed like a sea of grey, behind the rows of warriors were the grey clad wizards of the Silver Empire. As the four of them approached the throne, Jesolin, Vismorda and little Malice and Vile, they saw High King Yahnaros stand, his royal robes flourishing out from him in a display of divine authority.
“Lord Jesolin Kahl, Lord of the Blood Keep, Avenger of Righteousness, Defender of the Empire, it is with the highest respect I, High King Yahnaros, welcome you into the heartbeat of the Silver Empire. May Pretago Cor ever be your most loyal and humble host. For we cannot express our gratitude enough for the exposure and removal of Lord Myosk’s deception. What would you have as your reward?
On cue, Jesolin spoke clearly and audibly to the entire crowd, “I would have you legitimize my claim to its throne, formally granting me Lordship over it, its people, and lands.”
Extending his hands outward, High King Yahnaros replied, “So be it! Pledge fealty to your High King, and it will be so!”
It was then he felt his connection to his fountain begin to grow. Rumbling inside like the rolling thunder of a distant storm quickly approaching, he felt it build with each passing moment. As he slowly descended, bending his front knee and stepping backward with his other leg, his power began to rise. Drawing upon the depth of hate he felt for everything the Silver Empire represented, drawing on every bit of his rage, he gathered the greater portion of his substantial dark liquid and held it as his knee approached the cool feel of the marble floor. As his head dipped and all about him presented an aura of submission, he sliced his thumb with the tiniest of blades he had stitched into his belt. Though the cut was deep, deep enough to warrant stitching for its proper healing, it did not bleed. Instead, leaking fluidly from the lesion was a bloodless, black mist.
As he spoke, it continued to seep from the cut, “I, Jesolin Kahl, the Lord of the Blood Keep, The Bringer of Pain, the Bloodless God, the Son of Satan, pledge my undying fealty to the One True King.” The mist, now engulfing the whole of the throne room, held each of those present in a sort of enthrallment. Jesolin rose. “As will you all,” he continued as the mist entered each of them through their nostrils, ears, eyes, and mouths. Walking slowly up the steps, he addressed King Yahnaros directly. “I have changed my request. I now require to be granted Pretago Cor itself. I require you to renounce your crown and any future claim your children may have. I require you to pledge fealty to me and me alone. Furthermore, I require all those present to do the same.” And they did. One by one, they all knelt before the new High King of the Silver Empire pledging their unending fealty. Not one resisted, not one could resist within the grip of his deceptive control. When the last one stood up after completing his pledge, and returned to his place as a newly pledged member of his dark empire, Jesolin could not help but see the irony implicit in the events that had just transpired. Indeed, the Lord of the Blood Keep had just completed what had never been done before. Such was his power and influence, he had done the impossible. He had successfully orchestrated a Bloodless Revolution.
********
There was a reckoning. He knew there would be. All things upon their healing produce a price that has to be paid. But his reconciliation was not founded on the personal principles of obtaining forgiveness for a wrong he had committed, at least not in his estimation. He had simply performed to the excellence he was capable of and voiced the beliefs he felt inside of him, thereby expressing two of his organization’s founding and central principles. However, in doing so, he found that the principles went only so far as they did not contradict an unspoken rule in The Brotherhood - Masters taught and students learned. And he had learned, repeatedly. Though still perhaps their better in combat, he was, upon his returning, subjected to their other favorite disciplinary lesson, that of exercise. But exercise was nothing new to him, nor was it an unwelcomed enterprise. In fact, all things ending in the building of his body through the further forging of his will were welcomed as a pleasant necessity. However, the additive sum of rigorous exercises presented to him by each of his Masters was beginning to wear away at his muscle’s considerable fortitude.
Yet, he knew it was time to move, time to act, and time to prepare. He did not know why, though he never did, but he was sure his intention lead him back to the monasteries and into the unforgiving tutelage of The Brotherhood. And because of that, the expressive intent of restoring his good standing with them, he needed to subject himself to whatever reparations they deemed equivalent to his perceived crime. Judging by the length and severity of his punishing exercises, some of which he was sure were created for him alone, his offense ran deep. Yet, he knew that offense, at its core, was nothing more than a selfish estimation of oneself to promote oneself, one’s beliefs, one’s convictions, and one’s agenda above that which was considered beneath oneself. As such, he did not blame them for their punishment, nor did he vow to exact any revenge based upon his own perceived offense, for he was not offended. Instead, he was further convicted to persevere. And on this morning, with the chill of late autumn seeping into his awareness, he would need that conviction.
Before the rays of the morning sun broke the silence of night, before even the nocturnal creatures sought the comfort of their lairs, and well before the rest of the students had been called to breakfast, he was instructed to perform a full squat while balancing a beam on his thigh. Upon the beam was placed a leveling device. If it fell off center, even for a moment, when the Masters were evaluating his posture, he would have to begin the hour again, regardless of how much time he had already completed. He was not denied food; however, it had become part of the exercises. During this one, while all of the students were passing him by, no doubt he was being used as an example of what awaited them should they deviate from their teachings, his plate of food was placed on the beam of wood on his thighs. He was then instructed to eat, but could still not allow the level to become uncentered. As a direct reflection of his unwavering determination, the wood and hence the level did not move. Much to the irritation of his Masters, they had been unsuccessful, thus far, with their attempts to provoke his failure. Unknown to him, however, they held a meeting late in the night with the specific endeavor of creating a series of final physical tests designed solely on the basis of their impossibility.
“Vennesulte, you have performed well,” said Master Lioith.
“Thank you, Master Lioith. It is Vennesulte’s desire to amend the wrong Vennesulte has committed,” he lied. For the better portion of his life, the young monk had lived without the understanding of purpose existing beyond the moment he was currently in. That is not to say he did not have purpose, he did; however, it was different from what other’s identified it as. Most of the time, when he heard his instructors, fellow students, and others he met outside of the monastery walls, speak of purpose, they referred to it on a grand scale, a sort of destination, that upon its fulfillment, one had completed something or reached something preempting their continuance within said purpose. But that is not what he felt. That is not what he knew, and that is not how he acted. For him, purpose was defined only by fulfilling the necessity of the moment. He knew he needed to be restored into full membership of The Brotherhood. Therefore, he needed to persist through whatever reprisals they deemed appropriate regardless of his agreement. So, in this moment, while he did not believe he committed any offense toward them, he needed to present himself as if he had. So, while he lied in reference to the truth of his feelings, he remained true to his moment defined purpose.
“I must admit, young Vennesulte, I had not anticipated your compliance so readily. It is good to see. You will rise within The Brotherhood, that is, once you have atoned for your offense,” said Master Lioith as he examined the leveling device while Vennesulte ate.
“Thank you, Master Lioith. Vennesulte wishes only to serve The Brotherhood,” he said between small bites. While he was permitted to eat only because the successful completion of his punishment and retraining required much physical strain, he was not, however, allowed to eat what the other students ate. While they enjoyed the full complement of a rigorously nutritious diet, one rich and deep in the tastes of a multitude of herbs and spices, he was relegated to the traditional fasting meal of a tasteless paste meant only to provide energy not pleasure. Because of their strenuous physical routine, one that was never suspended for any reason, the monks of The Brotherhood would fast in the only manner they could, taste. And while they believed in the energetic and healing properties contained naturally in herbs and spices, when fasting, they eliminated their inclusion into their recipes. The end result was a horrible gruel void of taste and thick in its coating.
“When you have finished your meal, meet me inside the training gauntlet. Your final test awaits you there,” said Master Lioith while turning and walking away without waiting for a response from the young monk. As the last of the students headed to their breakfast passed him, some offering apologetic glances, others slightly snickering, and yet others stopping to examine the leveling device, he finished his meal, setting the bowl down on the wood plank. He slowly rose to his full height, now considerably taller having grown over the last year, and walked over to the washing area to clean his bowl. He returned the wood plank to its holding bin and slowly walked to the training gauntlet to meet Master Lioith.
The training gauntlet was located down a path through the woods. It was intentionally located away from the main campus of the monastery to allow for a natural time of focus and communion with nature for both students and instructors. The Gauntlet had been used for the most traditional and most rigorous training, therefore, the gentle walk through the forest was a great reminder that while a foreboding, and physically intense destination lay in waiting, one could still progress toward it with a calm mind and calmer spirit. While the combined and unified techniques of warfare were taught and practiced within the large courtyard, the individual techniques were perfected here, in the solitude of nature where such things as loneliness and solitude were dissolved by the always present reminder that one was never alone as long as one was alive.
“I trust your walk focused your will upon this final endeavor,” said Master Lioith as Vennesulte walked into the central clearing. There were votive candles, at least thirty of them, creating a circular boundary for The Gauntlet. Behind each candle stood one of the Masters of the Brotherhood. Not just this monastery’s chapter, but The Brotherhood as a whole. They were dressed in their traditional battle clothes absent of any protection greater than the cloth fabrics used in their construction. Each of their faces were hidden within the folds of the hoods, a tactic used to further shroud their organization into mystery. Though he was able to identify several of the Masters from their posture, there were three he was not. It was those three who stepped into the center to stand opposite him.
“Have you prepared?” asked the monk on the left.
“Vennesulte is ready,” said the young monk, confident in his ability.
“I think not,” responded the monk on the right.
“Vennesulte exists beyond thoughts. As such, there is only what is and what is not. And Vennesulte is ready,” he responded as he sank his right foot behind him preparing for the beginning of his gauntlet.
“We will see,” said the monk in the middle.
In his travels from Monastery to Monastery, after he had been exiled from his first one, he had met many of the masters, which is to say he met them through only his passive observations. And in all of travels, he had observed many fighting styles of many of them. While they were all impressive, as much as he could be impressed, he had never come across the combined coordinated fluidity with which the monk on the left and the monk on the right attacked. Had he not been previously readied, his gauntlet would have been over very quickly. As it was, however, he was barely able to sidestep, duck, twist, and then jump allowing him to avoid their first attack without harm. Yet, they were relentless in their pursuit of perfected timing and utilized it to its fullest allowing him no opportunity to regroup and counter attack. After a particularly dizzying display of footwork wherein Vennesulte was forced to retreat away from one of the monks and into the range of the other, he had not anticipated the odd angle from which a punch was launched, and landed. The young monk had been hit before, but never had he felt the reverberations so deeply inside his gut. It was as if the monk’s fist was able to reach inside him and strike his internal viscera. He winced. They grinned. And that was their undoing. At least, it would have been had one of the student monks not interrupted the most sacred of training sessions in a frenzy of fear and worry.
“Masters! We are under attack!” he said as he almost tripped and ran into one of the competing masters.
“Where?” asked the central monk, one of the three who confronted Vennesulte.
“The western edge! There is an entire army!” shouted the student.
The master slapped him across the face with the quickest flick of his arm, almost imperceptibly so, “Gain yourself. We will impose our will upon the intruders,” he said. “Let us exact upon them the gauntlet of their offense. To arms Brothers, we defend what is ours!” In an instant, the masters began running to confront those who would dare attack The Brotherhood directly.
Not since its initial formation had anyone dared to engage them in battle outside of their lands let alone within their own homes. Woe to the intruder who dared insight the wrath of the monks of The Brotherhood. Though they possessed no armor and used no weapons with edges, they comprised possibly the most effective and efficient fighting force Avendia had yet to see in a coordinated effort. Preferring to conduct their way of life in the isolated confines of their Monasteries, not much had ever been known about them except on one occasion when they were challenged by the city guard.
It was rumored, largely because they were so unknown, that the male orphans who were invited inside their walls were mistreated and subjected to a whole array of torturous endeavors. Again, because there was no first-hand knowledge observable by a person of import or influence, the accusations, baseless as they may have been, were largely accepted as fact. Because of this, when the monks of the monasteries released their Doctrine Imperious forming the separate entities into a centralized way of life apart from the sovereign dictates of other governing bodies, including the laws of the Silver Empire itself, they were naturally challenged to a stalemate. And when that stalemate did not provoke the acquiescence desired, they were attacked. The sound beating of the city guard that transpired was enough to propel the legend of The Brotherhood monks into immortality. Such as it was, the incredible feats of combat were naturally exaggerated, though no exaggeration was really necessary. Because of that single battle, The Brotherhood won its independence and established itself as a force outside of the laws and touch of those who would seek to change them. And to this day, no one attempted to assert their physical dominance over them.
Vennesulte ran with them, as one of them, to the western edge of their property. And while they had expected to see an invading army, they were not altogether prepared to see such formidable numbers. When all of the monks were assembled to stand against the invaders, Vennesulte estimated their number to exceed three hundred. And while, under normal conditions, the three hundred monks would have been able to stand against nearly ten times their numbers, these were not normal circumstances, and neither was this a normal army. But as the three monks who faced Vennesulte in his gauntlet strode out to meet the leaders of the invading army, they were unprepared to face a foe this mired in unnatural power. When no compromise had been made between the two representative parties, each returned and prepared to engage the other, both with equal confidence they would prevail. However, only one side would, and unlike the legends of past, it would not be the monks of The Brotherhood.
As physically proficient at they had become, reflecting the absolute pinnacle of physical accomplishment, they were still just that, physical and limited by their physicality as elevated as it had become. So, after the battle had raged for a short time and it was clear the monks were going to be quick with repelling the invaders, the pace of the battle was altered by non-physical influences. As the monks began to lose ground, previously an impossible reality, another reality, even more impossible, was becoming probable – The Brotherhood would fall. And when the three central monks fell to the brutality of a magically enhanced militia, it broke the collective wills of them all. Though they were bolstered momentarily by the enhanced, emotionally charged energy of seeing their leaders fall, they were unable to resist the tide of evil being driven by a gravitational force greater than the twin moons. As such, when Vennesulte saw the last of his brothers overcome by the flood of swords and arrows, his purpose became to survive, not because he wanted to survive, but because, in this moment, he needed to survive.
*******
In all of her years knowing him, she had seen him this close to death on only one other occasion. Yes, she had seen him injured many times before, but in each of those many instances, he had been able to care for himself. This time, just like the first time, had had not been found and placed in the care of her skilled healers, he would not have been so fortunate. Kinarin. What an enigma he had remained. He had been instrumental in her rise to Guild Master, not that she had ever planned such an ambition. However, shortly after the night she had him take Torrick to the orphanage, a surprising series of events arose ending with her sitting at the helm of a ship much greater than one she had ever thought to sale. In his youth, he often spoke about the impartiality of The Guild, though not openly and not until he was sure he could trust her. But when it began to degenerate into its own lust for prosperity and power, he became increasingly disgruntled. When he could contain his dissatisfaction no longer, he confronted the Guild Master with his concerns. This confrontation immersed her into a game of intrigue and illusion, that without his help, she would never have emerged.
And then there was his newest pupil. Such a long time had passed since he agreed to train a new student in the field, she was surprised to receive his report stating such. She had tried to assign him students throughout the years, yet her message would always be returned, torn in half. He did supervise several in the field contracts, but he had not taken a student of his own for nearly ten years. She supposed this was because the only one he did agree to train had died as a result of his miscalculation. That he took on this boy as a student, and one not assigned from The Guild, spoke very loudly regarding their connection. Had she not seen the innate resemblance for herself, she would never have believed they were related. However, after seeing both of their faces as they were cared for in beds next to each other, she could not deny it. They had to be family.
As she was examining Kinarin’s face from the comfort of a rather uncomfortable chair between their beds, she heard the boy ask, “Will he be ok?” His voice was week, though she expected as much because these were the first words he had been awake to speak in the three days he was with her. That is not to say he had not spoken any words whatsoever. In his unconscious slumber he had spoken a few, though they were too soft to understand.
“Yes. If there is one person who can survive injuries that severe, it will be Kinarin,” she said prompting a deep sigh of relief from the boy. “It is no small thing to best one of my assassins in combat, let alone two of them, and let alone him. Tell me what happened.”
“You. You are the Guild Master?” he asked weekly.
“Indeed, I am,” she answered.
“You are not what I expected,” he said, his voice growing a little stronger.
“No, I suppose I am not,” she replied chuckling. “I am Nadalize Tugori, Mistress of The Guild and Royal Concierge to the High King.”
“Where am I?” he asked.
“You are in my quarters within The Guild’s headquarters in Pretago Cor,” she answered.
“How long have we been here?” he asked.
“Three days,” she said wiping his brow with a damp cloth sitting in a pail at the side of his bed. “How do you feel?” she asked him.
“I feel sore, tired, and weak,” he said, grunting as he sat up.
“Are you fit to walk?” she asked him.
“I think so. Where are we going?”
“We need to talk about your next mark,” she said as she stood up.
“Is there not another assassin available, one more qualified than myself?” he asked lying back down.
“Unfortunately, you are the only assassin in our employ with the name Drin Martos. You are quite popular indeed, though I am not sure why. Regardless, this contract is yours and yours alone, Drin. Like it or not, ready for it or not, it is yours,” she said.
“Who am I to kill?” he asked through a deep sigh, heavy with emotion.
Without the slightest bit of emotional betrayal, she said one name, a name she knew would render the young boy paralyzed, “Eriboth.”
“Eriboth!” he said sitting straight up in bed. “The Eriboth?” he asked.
“The same,” she answered.
“How can that be?”
“I do not know, Drin. But it is nevertheless.”
“Can we not just refuse?”
“The contract comes from the High King himself.”
“High King Yahnaros wishes Eriboth dead?”
“No, Drin, not High King Yahnaros. High King Kahl,” she corrected.
“Lord Jesolin Kahl? The Lord of the Blood Keep? He is now High King of The Silver Empire?” he asked, exacerbation lacing his words.
“The same,” she said.
“How did that happen? Was not Pretago Cor unable to defeat his army? He could not have possibly chosen me,” asked Drin in a flurry as he swung his legs off the edge of the bed.
“Easy now. Are you ok to stand? She said moving closer to him making sure he did not fall.
“I just do not understand how Lord Kahl, High King Kahl, would want my help with anything,” he said shaking his head.
“Why do you say that?” asked Nadalize.
“Let us just say it is a long story. One that does not end with me doing anything for him,” said Drin looking up to Nadalize with tears in his eyes.
She walked slowly over to the side of his bed and sat down next to him, “Well, we have a while before you have to get ready to fulfill your contract. Maybe it will be easier if you told me?” she asked.
“I will not help him!” he said, steel in his voice.
“Yes, you will,” she said matching his will. “You will because you are bound by the Oath and the rules of The Guild. If you do not, then you will be the next mark,” she added ominously.
“You cannot make me do this,” he said.
“I can and I will because I must,” she said putting a hand on his shoulder. “Do you know why we take an oath? Why we hold it above everything else in our lives?” Sensing his refusal to answer was a silent allowance for her to continue, she did, “We use it to protect ourselves from the crap life throws at us. If we can adhere to just one thing about ourselves, one thing that we can use to define ourselves, then no matter what happens, and no matter how many people we kill, we will never lose all of who we are. Do you understand?”
“No,” he answered, “I do not understand much of anything anymore. I do not know why my father died. I do not know why I had to kill my mother. And I do not know why my sisters have become as evil as he is.” She saw his eyes spill over onto the floor just as he dropped his head supporting it in his hands.
Maintaining her hand’s contact, she began rubbing his back the way a mother might in the moment of one of her children’s great pains, “That is exactly why, Drin Martos; exactly why we hold the Oath’s sacredness above all other things. So, when the cruelty of life thrusts our hearts into the realms of dismay and confusion, we can still function. You will do this, Drin. You will do this because if you do not, you will lose whatever of you is still left inside. And that is something that cannot happen.” When she finished, she stood up and walked toward the door. At its threshold, she turned to him and said, “I will give you till the hour to compose yourself. When that time is up, you will no longer be Drin The Orphan. Nor will you be Drin The Assassin.”
“What will I be?” he asked, unburying his head from his hands and looking up to her with tear-reddened eyes.
“Drin The Enondios,” she said solemnly.
“What does that mean?”
“Godkiller,” she said, briefly meeting his eyes with hers. However, as brief as it was, it seemed to last much further into their understanding of each other. He saw her eyes begin to glisten suggesting a profound sadness. After all, heavy was the burden that could produce tears from The Guild Master. Right before her glistening eyes spilled over onto her cheeks, she turned and briskly left his room.
Godkiller? Likely so if he was successful with his next mark. Eriboth was the closest thing to a god he had heard about, made legendary by his many feats of valor and battle prowess. Sure, he was well aware of the power of the Wizards, some of whom were capable of superhuman feats of impossibility, bending the very fabric of their reality; but it was not stories about wizards and their fantastic magics that were told by mothers and fathers to their children while they rested on their beds preparing for sleep. Nor was it the wizards that every growing boy wanted to be. There were even rumors suggesting Eriboth had returned from the dead.
She was right though. Regardless of the doubts he felt, she was right. He had taken the Oath and he would hold it above all else, but not because he needed it to keep the shreds of his remaining self intact, rather, he would do so because there was nothing else. He had lost those remaining shreds when he saw his sisters ride away with the woman, Vismorda. And any fortitude he had remaining had all been expended when he carried Kinarin over his shoulder only to falter again and fail. Had it not been for the presence of The Guild, though he did not know how they found him, they would probably both be dead, and if not both, then certainly Kinarin.
As he stood, gingerly to test the merit of his stance, he found, though in pain, he was still strong and solid. He dressed in the clothes that were laid out for him, the grey uniform of the assassins of The Guild. It was not lost on him, the magnitude and significance of donning their official uniform. He had asked Kinarin on several occasions when he would be allowed to wear what the assassins wore when he saw them kill the merchant and his guards so long ago, a lifetime ago it seemed. And each time his master replied with, “Only assassins of The Guild wear those. Until your skill equals theirs and you become Drin The Assassin instead of Drin The Farm Boy, you will wear what you have.” Well, the Guild Master herself had named him Drin The Godkiller, and apparently that was sufficient.
The halls of the guild were exactly what he thought they would be, a complete reflection of the efficiency and effectiveness of the most lethal organization known throughout Avendia. There were no tapestries, or paintings, or decorations of any kind. That is not to say there was a lack of funds available to purchase them. On the contrary, the wooden halls and stone floors spoke of impeccable care and quality. Though she did not tell him where they were supposed to meet, he did not have any trouble finding her, or rather, she finding him.
When he entered the main dining hall, which was smaller than what he had envisioned, he saw her cleaning some tables that had recently been vacated. As one would expect from a youth in a strange and unfamiliar place, he grasped at anything he found familiar. So, when they made eye contact, he quickened his steps and approached her. However, before he could say something, she interrupted, “Enondios, the Guild Master awaits your arrival in the planning room. Please meet him there.”
“But,” he said out of confusion.
“He will explain everything when you arrive. Now, do not delay, you do not want to keep him waiting,” she concluded and walked briskly through a swinging door carrying a handful of plates before he could reply.
Not knowing where the planning room was, nor any room to be specific, he was left looking around the hall. He saw another assassin sitting at a table in the corner who had apparently seen Drin’s confusion. “Through there,” said the assassin pointing toward a door on the side opposite the door through which Nadalize had walked.
“Thank you,” said Drin.
The door did not lead directly into the planning room, but it did lead him down a short corridor ending at another door through which there was a small room with a large table in the center. On the opposite side wall was a cabinet with many drawers. There were two wooden chairs pushed under the table. Aside from the table, chairs, and the cabinet, the room was empty. Instead of sitting down, perhaps because of the growing amounts of anxious energy building within him, he walked over to the large cabinet and opened one of its drawers. The drawer was about four inches tall and about six inches wide. Inside he saw several small figurines resembling various plants from small shrubs to larger trees. The carvings were incredibly detailed. He had no trouble identifying the different trees the figurines were meant to represent. He saw a large oak, a smaller maple, and even a few pine trees. He was going to open another drawer when his hand was drawn back by several clicking sounds coming from within the cabinet. He instinctively stepped back and dropped into a ready position, more from instinct than any innate danger. After all, he was inside The Guild, and quite possibly, the safest place for him. The clicking quickly stopped for a brief moment, and then he heard a soft whooshing sound as the cabinet swung inward revealing a corridor behind it. Emerging from it was the short frame of the woman he knew as Nadalize.
“I do not understand,” he said.
“My, that is a common theme with you is it not?” she said mockingly.
“Did you not say you were the Guild Master?” he asked, still confused.
“I did, and I am,” she replied.
“The why the deception in the dining hall?” he asked again.
“Drin, in the history of the guild, not only am I the first female Guild Master, but I am also the only Guild Master who was not first a Master Assassin. It would not do well to maintain the order if the rest of them knew who I was and what I am not capable of,” she said chuckling as she finished.
“Then why do Kinarin and I know?”
“Firstly, he helped put me in this position. Secondly, you know because of his affinity for you. Now, let us get into the details of your next mark,” she said as she closed the secret cabinet door. “Please, sit,” she instructed him.
From within her clothes, she produced a scroll tied shut by a black ribbon bearing the mark of the High King. The wax seal had been broken, probably the reason for the tied black ribbon, suggesting Nadalize had previously read its contents. She unrolled it and placed it on the table for Drin to read.
Because of my rather quick and unexpected ascension to High King, something that has surprised me more than anyone else, I will, no doubt, be met with resistance. One of those opposing my reign will be soon in his arrival. It is essential for the continuance of the Silver Empire that he be eliminated. As such, there is only one choice. Eriboth must be killed.

And while an assignment of this severity should be undertaken by only the most experience assassin, there is a certain assassin I would like to perform this task. In fact, the necessity of assigning him is also of great importance to me that it is a requirement of this contract. Please assign this to Drin Martos, alone.

This kill must be carried out in the throne room upon Eriboth’s first entrance. I will leave the manner of his assassination up to you, but know this: The High King cannot be seen to allow assassinations. As such, the details of this contract will be unknown to everyone but myself. I will not interfere with my guards during their relentless pursuit. Successfully complete this contract and you will be rewarded an amount greater than the sum of your contracts for this current year.

High King Jesolin Kahl

“Seems straight forward enough,” said Drin when he finished reading.
“Yes, it does. However, you are not familiar with the layout of the throne room,” she said.
“No, I am not, but I am sure I will have time to familiarize myself with it,” he responded while taking another look at the contract.
“Tell me, how do you initially purpose to complete this mark?” she asked.
He considered for a moment remembering his mark at the Stone Keep, “Well, I imagine it would have to be completed from a distance, near a potential exit, possibly a window. I do not think anyone but Kinarin could infiltrate into the throne room to complete the contract by any other means. That and, if the legends are true, it would be all but impossible to get close enough to Eriboth to use a poison tipped blade,” he said.
“Yes, an arrow shot from a distance would be the most plausible mode if it were not for one thing,” she said.
“What is that?” he asked.
“There are no windows,” she answered.
“That does complicate things,” he said as his heart sank into the pit of his stomach.
*******
He had chosen to mention nothing to Hundolis regarding his encounter with Satan. Though he first became aware of him during Esthinor’s magical probing, and while he had established a rather firm understanding of his power, it was nothing compared to what he felt a few short hours ago while held in the achingly strong grasp of the possessed wizard. If there was anything left of the man named Esthinor, he knew it was only a shell, the smallest of shards, that remained. And though he felt his own power increased through the development of his faith, it was clear to him that Satan’s growth inside Esthinor’s vessel and done so exponentially. However, that was as confrontation he consciously pushed from his mind to focus on the task at hand. He must warn High King Yahnaros regarding his son, Jesolin, and his evil motivations toward all of Avendia in the attempt to marshal the necessary forces to retake the Stone Keep.
His relationship with the High King of the Silver Empire had been tenuous at best. There were several occasions King Yahnaros had called upon him to assist in military actions against the goblins as well as other potential threats. On all but one occasion, Eriboth found himself already assisting any one of the other various nations and races of Avendia. Hence, he was forced to decline, much to the admonishment of the High King. Because Eriboth was a man, and although he was raised by the Elves, King Yahnaros still considered him a citizen of the Silver Empire and bound to the same the laws, edicts, and expectations of any of his other subjects. So, when Eriboth refused his summons, choosing instead to keep his word to his other employers, the High King was understandably vexed.
This strained their relationship for a time. The High King even went so far as to exile Eriboth from the lands of the Silver Empire hoping it would drive him to seek forgiveness. When enough time had passed, and Eriboth had not been seen for a long time (at least his sightings were never reported to the authorities), both sides consented to meet and reconcile their differences. Thus, both sets of needs had been satisfied; Eriboth’s to sustain his own destiny and King Yahnaros’s authority to extend to Eriboth. And while their resulting relationship had all outward appearances of civility, there were still undertones of resentment between both of them. So, when he and Hundolis were met by the High King’s ambassador while they were still an hour away from Pretago Cor, he was understandably surprised.
“Well met!” said the first of the three riders. “You are Eriboth Dordrosis, are you not?”
“Indeed, I am,” he responded.
“And your companion is,” he said, letting the statement trail into a unspoken question.
“This is Hundolis Dramdoel, former guard in King Hinthial’s Royal Army,” he answered.
“We bring salutations and greetings from the High King. He is pleased to welcome you to Pretago Cor,” said the man with a curtly bow.
“I was not aware our journey was of public knowledge? The High King must have extended his paths of information since last I was there?” said Eriboth.
“A great many things have changed recently,” replied the man.
“And your name is?” asked Eriboth.
“Exein. I am the High King’s head Wizard,” he answered.
“I do not remember you. What happened to Horgos?”
“Through a set of unfortunate circumstances, Horgos requested time for himself. He has since retired to his holdings in his home province.”
“He did not return to The University?”
“So taxed had he become, he chose to rest and get well in his home. There is no more soothing place to heal than home.”
“Indeed. We will have to thank High King Yahnaros for his hospitality. I had not anticipated this warm of a welcome.”
“I am afraid you have been mistaken.”
“You were not sent by the High King?”
“We were sent by the High King, but it is no longer Yahnaros.”
Eriboth and Hundolis looked at each other with a very wary glance.
“Then who is it?” asked the young elf.
“Pretago Cor and the entire Silver Empire is now ruled by Lord Jesolin Kahl,” answered the man named Exein.
Eriboth had not thought to extend his sightless sense into the man before, but he did so now. And he found a fluid stream of dark energy the same he had found in his son. True, it was not as powerful, nor as tarnished, but nevertheless, it was still there. Never one for deceptions and illusions, Eriboth said, “Then you know who I am.”
“Indeed, I do,” answered Exein.
“Then you know what I must do,” stated the warrior.
“Indeed, I do. Against my council, High King Kahl has extended his gracious hospitality to you. We have been given charge to escort you the rest of the way to the capital,” said the dark wizard.
“I will have to thank him personally,” said Eriboth.
“You will have that opportunity as soon as we arrive. He will be waiting for you in the throne room. Now, please,” said Exein indicating Eriboth and Hundolis should mount the two riderless horses.
“Eriboth, this is a trap,” said Hundolis under his breath when they were both mounted.
“Yes,” he answered.
“What should we do?”
“Spring it,” answered Eriboth with a wink of his vacantly white eye.
*******
As he donned the clothes of the man he had just incapacitated, he could not help but wish Kinarin could be here with him. Had he used enough of the tonic to subdue the man long enough so his cover would not be blown? Had he applied enough poison to the miniature bolt to quickly render Eriboth beyond the help of the royal healers? And had he and Nadalize’s plan been thorough enough to have considered all potential variables ensuring his success and escape? There were many questions; however, his mentor had remained unconscious during his rather short preparation time. Although his condition had improved, at least that is what the healers had said, he was still unable to assist with any part of his plan. As such, he would have to carry out this mission alone.
Though he and Nadalize had tried to formulate a plan that did not include his presence inside the grounded confines of the throne room, there was no other way. However, they were able to incorporate a newly created weapon in the guild’s stores to facilitate an option where Drin did not have to get within arm’s reach of the most lethal warrior Avendia had ever seen. Using several of the pieces in the cabinet within the planning room to construct a small model of the throne room and the surrounding area, they determined he would have to impersonate someone inside the throne room to get close enough to accurately utilize the miniature crossbow effectively. Too close and he would naturally draw attention to himself when he aimed and fired; thus, he needed to remain at a distance where he could still maintain his anonymity. That meant he had to become one of the interior guards.
He had followed their rotations for the last couple of days and selected the appropriate guard to impersonate allowing him to be stationed just inside the doors, close enough to take the shot with a reasonable expectation he would succeed, but far enough away to be out of the direct line of sight of anyone inside. This man had a family, but what were their names? He did know the man’s name, but beyond the routine’s he followed, he knew nothing else? He wondered many things about him as he fastened his belt and hid the mini crossbow under the man’s stolen cape. Had his mission not required his entire focus, he would have indulged in his wonderment. However, the only thing that mattered about him, in this moment, was that he would be in the perfect place, at the perfect time. Is this what assassins did? Steal the identity of the honorable to complete a kill steeped in the most dishonorable profession since the inception of mortality? Though the three-day preparation time had been sufficient enough to obtain the necessary knowledge allowing the selection of the most opportune moment to insert himself into this man’s routine, he had not been fully prepared to receive a message from the High King Kahl earlier that morning that Eriboth would be in the throne room today. Relying on Kinarin’s emotional training, he stilled his mind and began what needed to be done.
Silently and fluidly, mixing into the man’s normal walk from the guard house to the castle, he noticed that he had apparently not been the only one to receive a message regarding Eriboth’s arrival. Though the streets were already being lined with people, they had not yet filled. However, there were several shops that had posted, or were posting, a closed sign in anticipation of catching a glimpse of a living legend. He saw what he assumed to be part of the royal orchestra assembling near the outer gate. He saw other groups, performers of all kinds, making their way toward other areas along the path. He even saw a hugely long golden dragon made from shimmering fabrics held up by many people with wooden rods. Clearly, High King Kahl had chosen to make a spectacle of Eriboth’s arrival. Though for what reason, he could not say. And then it came to him. As he watched the great golden dragon bounce up and down by the movements of the people holding it, he knew. He knew beyond refute. Creating this much of an honored invitation, and then assigning Drin to assassinate him would necessarily result in a man-hunt on the grandest of scales, much too grand for him to avoid forever. With one event, one summons, and one contract, High King Kahl would effectively eliminate two opponents.
*******
The streets were lined with people, all of whom were ready and willing to cheer for their adopted hero of legend. Built upon the retelling of stories passed down from generation to generation under star filled skies, or on rainy days where the only escape from the endless greys and driving storms came in the retelling of tales too impossible not to be believed, or around the smoldering remains of bonfires as the glowing embers provided all the lighting required to romanticize fiction into reality, the excitement of the people lined streets was furious. He was no stranger to praise. Having been the benefactor of his performing prowess inside the random inns and taverns he frequented, he knew the rush of emotions stemming from the accolades could be enthralling. Though it held no rapture for him today. Indeed, there was a time when it would have resulted in his expert pandering to encourage the crowd. However, now was not that time.
In short moments of the rising sun, the streets of Pretago Cor had been transformed into a veritable festival complete with all the usual smells and sights. Performers were upon their stages singing, dancing, and completing any number of fantastic feats meant to display the uniqueness of their skills above those on the stages next to them. Foods, all vibrantly colored and deliciously prepared, were smelled throughout the streets and markets and businesses. Had winter not been too far away, he would have thought this was the Festival of the Selection. But just as winter’s freezing grip would soon trap all thoughts of warmth and plenty within its icy fist, he would soon be within the grasp of his son, who was, no doubt, preparing a trap of his own.
Much like the scene outside of the interior castle throne room, everything inside suggested Eriboth was being welcomed as a venerated guest. In all of their glory, the Royal Court was displayed like a kaleidoscope of blended pageantry resplendent of the great elven kings of old. Reds, yellows, greens, blues, indeed, almost every primary color was represented by the clothes donned by High King Kahl’s courtiers. The hall itself had been changed as well. The monumental tapestries previously adorning the walls had been removed revealing walls the color of dried blood. Except, unlike dried blood, the walls were not static and seemed to slowly swirl inward only to be replenished at their exterior as if they were being fed by some unseen well. The floor’s resemblance to Eriboth’s memory ended with their cool marble texturing as now it glowed a deep shade of blue, almost indigo. The steps up to the raised dais upon which the throne sat were the same color as the walls, however, they did not have the same swirling pattern. Instead of mimicking a slowly turning sea’s maelstrom, the movement within the steps flowed downward and outward form the throne itself to disappear, or be absorbed, at its base.
It was a complicated thing, his sight without sight. Although he could not physically see the colors, he knew what they were just as he knew who the people in the throne room were. As he extended his sense, he knew former King Yahnaros was standing to the right of Jesolin who was sitting upon the throne. He could feel the woman standing next to him to his left and knew that she too possessed a formidable amount of evilly driven power. He knew Exein continued walking toward the throne upon their entrance. He felt the souls of those present, all of them. They were all oppressed into a deceptive form of acquiescence. All, that is, except for Jesolin, the woman next to him, Exein, and Eriboth’s companion, Hundolis. Including himself, there were only five people within the room who had not been enthralled by the new High King’s subversive power. Wait, not five but six. There was one more. From behind him, he felt another soul who had managed to escape the evil entrapment. Though he extended his sense into this other soul’s intent, what he found was vastly different than the rest. Yes, this soul had evaded the spell the others had succumb to, however, it was no less dark. He sensed the same evil, albeit to a lesser extent, that he sensed within his son and his followers, his true followers. But there was more. Around the circle of darkness still shined a ring of bright light much like the lining of a cloud as at attempted to blot out the sun. Peeing into this soul, he saw there was a battle, a struggle between giving into the hate swelling within him, or to resist it and continue down the path of light.
*******
From his post, after everyone else had entered the throne room and had taken their place, he watched as the last two people, if they could still be considered mortal, entered through the main door and walked up the raised dais, Jesolin to sit on the throne and the woman he knew as Vismorda to stand to his left. He had never seen High King Yahnaros, but imagined he was the man standing to Jesolin’s right. He was so close to him; close enough to risk a shot with his crossbow and imbed the poison tipped bolt into his contract’s benefactor; close enough to rid Avendia of his oppressive evil, close enough to let his soul rest, and close enough to satiate his hatred. And though he could easily draw and aim his crossbow with none being the wiser, possibly even fire a shot before anyone noticed, the words of Nadalize echoed inside his head. What would he be if he gave in to his hate? He was no longer Drin the son. He was no longer Drin the brother. He was no longer Drin the boy. All he was, in this moment was Drin the assassin with the potential of becoming Drin the Enondios, Drin the Godkiller. But what would he be if all of that was taken away? Indeed, what would he become except Drin the nothing.
As the grand throne room doors swung open one last time, and as he saw Eriboth stride confidently into the room accompanied by an elf and a man, he wondered if being nothing would not be better. As the man walked up to the throne, knelt, deeply bowed, touching his very forehead to the eerie marble floor Drin the, whatever he was, reached behind his back under the stolen cape and slowly, quietly, unlatched the leather strap holding his miniature crossbow in place. As planned, when all eyes were on Jesolin as he stood, Drin reached into the small pouch fastened to his stolen leather belt and pulled out a single poison tipped bolt.
*******
“High King Jesolin Kahl, The Revealer of Atrocities, indeed, The Very Bringer of Light, I present to you, Eriboth Dordrosis!” he heard Exein say loudly and confidently. If this presentation had taken place outside and amidst the denizens of Pretago Cor, there would have been an eruption of applause rivaling any he had ever received before; however, the silence inside the throne room at the mention of his name was utter. The only sounds to follow were the soft clicking of his boots on the indigo marble floor as he walked forward to replace Exein where he had just been standing.
“Hello, Father,” said Jesolin calmly.
“Hello, Son,” said Eriboth.
*******
There they were, both men, both promises and both identities. Should he choose one, fame would follow as would renown, but what would he be? Could he shoulder the burden, should he survive the resulting pursuit, of surely being the most sought-after assassin in the land? His survival was not guaranteed. Yes, a plan had been secured for his hopeful escape, but until he was able to rest his head on the pillow of his freedom and intact anonymity, that is all it would remain, hopeful.
However, should he choose to accept the mantle of Godkiller, along with its burden, it would not mean to the exclusion of all other burdens. Rather, intrinsic with the successful completion of his contract, another and quite possibly more formidable burden would be placed upon his shoulders, already weak from life. Should Eriboth die by his hand, and Jesolin live, he would become Drin the Betrayer. Although it would directly betray the confidence of The Guild, his training under Kinarin, his uncle, there would be a greater betrayal. He would be effectively betraying any hope he still had for his sisters to heal from the evil training they had been subjected to. In effect, not only would he be killing Eriboth, but he would also be killing Hithelyn and Jinola. Three kills, one bolt. As he watched the man walk forward and address High King Kahl, as he then watched Eriboth stride forward, he slowly and quietly loaded the bolt into the crossbow.
*******
“Thank you, father, for replying to my summons so quickly and without resistance,” said Jesolin as he sat back down on his throne.
“Why this charade?” he answered, but was focused elsewhere. Still growing within his awareness was the battle this lost soul was facing. What it was over, he did not know, but it was of vital importance to what he would eventually become. Indeed, it was a very battle over good and evil. And like all battles over such certainties, it involved a decision, a choice rendering the other obsolete after its choosing. There would be no going back for him. No reprisal for his soul, no recompense that could be paid, and no damage that could be undone. And there it was. Hiding behind the closed door of heart was a boy still trying to define himself in this world called Avendia.
“Charade? I see no charade, father. I see only the truth of what has happened,” challenged High King Kahl.
“And what do you think has happened?” Eriboth asked in return. Focusing himself more on the troubled soul, he saw loss, such loss none should have had to bear. Ill equipped are we to shoulder the burdens of life and death decisions and even less so can we when faced with their consequences resulting from our choices.
“Change. Change, my dear father. We have sat and watched and planned and waited, suffering deception after deception, all from a God who was not there, all from a God who could not be there,” answered Jesolin, calmly.
“But that is where you are wrong, son of mine,” answered Eriboth. He felt the soul move toward one decision, and then move back to stand on an edge shaper and smaller than any edge ever forged by any of the races of mortality. “He was always there.”
“If what you say is true, then he was there when I watched the old man die at the hands of a beast that never should have lived,” he said, his voice growing more intense with each word. “He was there when my friend, was rendered a cripple by that very same beast,” he continued as he stood. “And he was there and watched and did nothing when my heart was ripped from me as the shovel pounded the life out of the only pure thing I have ever known!”
“Yes, he was,” but before Eriboth could finish, he was interrupted by an explosion of anger.
“No! You do not get to defend him! You have no right because he was there when you left! He was there when you left and did nothing! He never did anything!” shouted the High King of the Silver Empire. Had his gathered entourage not been under an evil spell, the silence would have been just as deafening. Not thunder, nor lighting, nor even the roar of a dragon would lessen the impact of the horrible absence of sound. In fact, the only thing that did penetrate it, that was capable of penetrating it, was the heavy breathing of Jesolin as he slowly regained his calm and lordly countenance. “But that is no matter now.”
“Why is that?” asked Eriboth.
Stepping down of the dais and descending the steps to stand just an arm’s length away, Jesolin said, “Because something was there, dear father, and all has been forgiven.” Jesolin reached out his arms and embraced his father for the first time. In that moment, Eriboth felt a sharp pain between his shoulder blades. “But not forgotten,” he heard Jesolin say. The poison worked quickly as it coursed through his veins, stripping his blood of its life-giving strength. He reached out to the troubled soul, but could not feel it any longer. “Easy now, father. Do not resist,” he heard Jesolin say as he eased him down to the floor. From somewhere diffuse, somewhere he had not felt before, he sensed an unspeakably powerful presence.
“Have you prepared?” asked Jesolin.
“All is ready,” answered a voice of utter chaotic resonance.
“Then waste no more time. His very presence sickens me. Had Satan wished it, I would have killed him where he stood,” hissed the High King Kahl.
“Indeed, you would have tried. But he is ours now. Our master has greater plans,” said Gogoziel as he finished drawing a rune around the fallen body of Eriboth.
END
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