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ACT I: THE IMPRISONED AND THE LOST
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Blades clashed, the hand-and-a-half bastard sword ringing loudly against the black metal blade of the longsword.  Usable as one-handed or two-handed blade, the small woman carried it tightly in both hands, performing a twirling motion and swinging low.  Sir Osric, clad in ebon plate armor, jumped over the blade, narrowly missing his feet.  Ceresi gritted her teeth, and aggressively performed another swing, which Sir Osric rolled out of the way off, and parried it with his sword yet again.  They eyed each other up close, their blades barred against each other.  Sir Osric’s helmeted, black-beaked visage was in stark contrast to Ceresi’s youngish face, though the ferocity in her eyes eclipsed her innocent appearance.
“Now you try.”  Sir Osric stated flatly.  Ceresi nodded.
They unlocked swords, and Sir Osric began brandishing his blade.  Ceresi did a series of rolls, dodges, and parries to escape her liege’s relentless assault.  Onlookers had gathered, some native to the city, others from their current army, a mix of Highwall and Southampton troops.  Bezenarch, commander of the Southampton branch of the army’s forces, was watching them practice intently.  She folded her large, muscular arms, her dark eyes peering at Ceresi’s movements.  She wished to learn, but she was too big to move so agilely.  She realized this, especially when Ceresi began performing a series of dodges followed by backward flips!
Sir Osric stopped short, removing his helmet.  His graying, silver-flecked hair was greasy and shiny with sweat.  Panting, he looked at his subordinate seriously, and with curiosity.  “When the hell’d you start learnin’ that?”
Ceresi, standing several paces away due to her backwards somersaults, held her blade erect from near her belly, in a guarding position.  Her shoulders, covered by gray, padded cloth, shrugged.  “Sel and I had been practicing a while.  Have to be quick to dodge a diving eagle.”
The black knight nodded in approval.  Seeing an entourage of Northampton elite warriors, the Hammerheads, approaching on the street, accompanied by some nerdy, officious-looking gentleman with glasses, he realized that the practice match was over.  He sheathed his blade.
“That training will come in handy if we encounter any giant-class creatures.”  Sir Osric stated.
Ceresi sheathed her blade in the scabbard attached to her back.  She was small enough so that the sword would easily hit the ground if she had it belted to her waist.  “Such as Constalon?”
Sir Osric was walking passed Ceresi towards the officials that were making their way toward him.  His mustache curled slightly in a tired smile.  “Was thinking probly the Judge, but yeah it’d work against Constalon too.  In practice.”
The young knight-scout nodded in agreement.  She was the third best warrior in the party, but by a large margin.  She generally lost the majority of sparring matches against Constalon, but with her intense agility training as of late, she might be able to give the big, barbarian of a man a better run for his money next time they practiced.  Sir Osric, on the other hand, was nigh impossible for her to defeat, despite her best efforts.  Last time she had beaten him, she had lucked out, over a year ago.  She remembered it well enough.  He had lost his footing on a small stone that he had happened to land his foot on after dodging a blow.  Not one to pass up an opportunity, she remembered leaping in, and tackling her liege, then placing her blade against his shoulder, to mock placing the blade upon his throat.  Such memories were glorious, since they were so far and few between.
She watched as Sir Osric greeted the official entourage.  Her liege was no doubt being called off somewhere to sign legal documents and file a release order.  They had been stuck here in a loose house-arrest for over a week now.  Northampton had quite the suspicion of mages, and had imprisoned the High Wizardess, Alaine, somewhere in the towers of the castle.  She was sure that she was being decently treated, though she wondered for how long. 
They all knew that something was amiss in this city, the city of Blinterburg, capitol of Northampton.  The trail of the Abomination of Eyes had ended here, and they knew that the Star Elf, Cucatlitrix Ra, had somehow gained control over it.  That the ranking body here in Blinterburg had suddenly shifted with the mysterious and convenient disappearance of the King and his family, and been replaced by the High Judge Martel, was no mere coincidence.  Judge Martel was a die-hard advocate of Gracian Law, and had conveniently signed a treaty with that nation just in time to allow the courts to imprison mages.  This move left she and her comrades stranded here in the quarantined district of the city until further notice.  Not to mention that somehow, Sir Osric and Oltavien both seemed to realize that some of the nobility here were vampire-kin.  She feared the worst.  And was ready for it.
Sir Osric signed a parchment, standing in front of the company.  They nodded and beckoned for him to follow.  Waving for Ceresi to stay put, he attended the officials and Hammerhead escort guards as they took him through town.  This time, it wouldn’t be to the courthouse to go through any more proceedings, thankfully.  Nay, this time he had been allowed a visit to the quarters in which Alaine was being kept.  It had taken some time and diplomacy, but Sir Osric had been demanding to see her, just as visual proof that she was being treated fairly.  Realizing his concern, they had finally caved in and allowed him to go meet with her.  Hopefully he would be able to start visiting on a daily basis, but he doubted it.  It was likely going to only be a weekly thing, if that.  Hopefully too, they wouldn’t be held as “guests” for that long though.  They needed to find a way out of this, court proceedings or no.
Ceresi turned to the smell of fresh bread down the street.  She had grown fond of a small bakery in the area, and particularly enjoyed their toast.  She decided to go alone, and not go gather her top lieutenant, Froen, or even Oltavien.  Not that Oltavien would ever take his helmet off to eat anything in front of anybody, anyway.  The young fighter wasn’t sure if that was a gimmick, or if his face had been scarred during one of his battles with all the lycanthropes he had hunted in his day.
As she walked along the wide dirt road, littered with small brown rocks, wandering passersby, and occasional fellow soldier, a weight began hanging down on her heart.  She looked up to the sky.  Just gray.  Nothing.  Barely any sun in these lands, and the frosts were getting terribly worse.  It wasn’t the cold, nor the sky, though.  She missed Sel.
The druid had escaped confinement by simply reading the Hammerheads’ thoughts and flying out of the area before he was captured.  While Ceresi was grateful that his friend, and sometimes she wished it was more than that, had escaped, she wanted him back.  She missed him when he was shape-shifted into an eagle, always perched on her shoulder.  She missed those wimpy little piping noises the bird made, which seemed so contrasting, given that the eagle was a predatory animal, and a dangerous form indeed.  They would have hot cocoa sometimes, and often ate together, and went on walks.  Sometimes, she got the feeling that Sel had second thoughts about her, as he kept turning away when he got too close.  She wasn’t quite sure why though, but she reasoned that it was probably because she was a hardened soldier, a Knight of the Order of the Iron Circle, and probably too disciplined for a vagabond druid and ex-stablehand.  Still, a part of her cried a bit on the inside whilst she ate her toast and butter alone, scowling at the townsfolk as they gawked at her.  She decided that she’d sit outside at a table in front of the bakery and just contemplate things before going back to her daily training exercises. 
When she returned about an hour later, her nerves went up.  Constalon was out in the section of the street where the men typically had been training, gaining the attention of the townsfolk and guards.  This time, however, they had gained the attention of someone a bit more important.  It was the High Judge Martel himself, now stationed as the acting King of the entire nation.  The scout-knight was worried that Constalon might do something foolish.
“Ah.  So the big judge is here to show us up?  Huh?”  Constalon taunted, smiling at the Judge broadly.
Ceresi shook her head as she approached, but stopped short about ten paces away, so as not to attract too much attention, nor display a desire for involvement.  The two men were enormous, both about seven and a half feet tall, extremely broad shouldered, and had muscles that bordered on being impossible to naturally attain.  The judge was actually slightly taller than Constalon, but at those height ranges, a few inches didn’t amount to much.  They were both herculeans, to boot.  The young knight didn’t know much about their kind, but although they were still considered human by common knowledge and present-day sciences, it was Ceresi’s understanding that they were more like half-giants.  Or in Constalon’s case, a half-ogre. 
The Judge seemed confused, his countenance stern and his forehead wrinkled.  “What?  Ah… it is Constalon.  I have heard much about you.”
Constalon was waving around a large practice sword, made of wood.  Sir Osric had pleaded with the courts to get their weapons back, as disarming their military forces would have repercussions with the Highwallan nobility, since they weren’t on a mission of war with Northampton, but rather on a mission to save the world.  While the courts agreed that taking away the weapons of their leaders was emasculating and shameful, they still would only allow the common soldiers and knights the use of practice weapons for their daily drills.  The Knights of the Order of the Iron Circle were allowed to have their weapons back, though the rest of the troops would have to do without.  That was only the three High Knights, Ceresi, Osric, and Oltavien.  While Alaine had been considered to be on the leadership team as well, she carried no weapons but had been barred from magic use while in captivity.
Constalon gave a challenging look.  “I can’t say the same for you.  I’ve heard little.  And what I have heard is all bad.  That you sold us out!”
People were noticing Constalon’s taunts, and a crowd was forming.  The Judge had an entourage of his Hammerhead elites behind him, and they started moving in closer.  Ceresi began thumbing a throwing knife at her belt, until the Judge held up a steel-gloved hand, shining in the sunlight that was just breaking through the clouds, to motion his men to calm down.
“I assure you.”  The Judge Martel said.  “I have not sold out my kingdom.  Nor have I sold you out.  I am merely following legal mandates.  Mandates that I happen to agree with as well.  I am not subordinate to the Gracian clergy.”
Constalon smirked, crossing his arms around his chest, and gazing at the Judge skeptically.  “Your mom was subordinate to me last night.”
The Judge’s brow furrowed even more.  “Are you?  Are you attempting to provoke me?”  He then looked around, and noticed Ceresi off in the distance a bit, giving Constalon a facepalm and shaking her head.  “You train all your people to act this way?”
Ceresi looked up, still shaking her head a bit.  She simply shrugged back and displayed her hands helplessly, but didn’t say anything.
“I… see.  Funny, I thought that a fellow strong-man such as myself would have brains that equaled his muscle.  First other Sampsonite I have ever met.  I am… disappointed, Constalon.”
The Judge Martel looked at Constalon to see if he’d retort.  In a way, he was subtly countering Constalon’s antics, without being too obvious in getting pulled into a pointless pissing contest.  Still, he was up for a few verbal jabs or two.  The Gracian Church, his nations allies, called those with his condition “Sampsonites”.  Although the Judge had studied a bit of Gracian lore while he was in school, he had long forgotten the name’s origin and history.  He had always been more interested in politics, law, and military service than anything else.  He considered himself to simply be a strongman, possibly blessed by DeKeis, one of several names attributed to the God of the Gracians.  Anything further was speculation, lavish mythology, or mere poppycock.
Constalon didn’t know how to respond, as his wit wasn’t quite there, and he didn’t really know where he was going with it.  His intention was to insult the Judge and provoke him into either pointless bickering or a fistfight.  His adversary’s cool-headedness had given him reproach that he couldn’t account for.  “You are a… a disappointed!”
The Judge gazed at Constalon as if scorning a child.  “Right.  Idiot.  How sad for you.”  He then turned to Ceresi.  “High Knight Ceresi, I believe we have met.”
Ceresi suppressed a chuckle as Constalon’s face turned beet red.  She couldn’t tell if it was from anger or embarrassment, or both.  She gave the Judge a quick salute to her bosom, her gloves of black leather rapping softly against a disc of steel that was strapped to her chest, via brown-leather holdings.  Indeed, they had met, about a week ago back at the palace, when they were informed that they were to be detained.
“That is correct.  What brings you here today, Your Honour?  There’s nothing to see here.”
The Judge looked around a bit, scanning the people crowded about with gray, serious eyes.  There was a thoughtfulness, almost a studiousness to his approach, that reminded Ceresi of her liege, Sir Osric.  Although he had been known to be a man of honor, Ceresi doubted him.  Despite the shine of his armor and his respectful etiquette, there was something sleazy about him.  Something she couldn’t quite place.  It was that same feeling that Delacourt had given her back when she was first introduced to the Blinterburg welcoming committee.  Granted, Delacourt actually was a sleaze-bag by any definition of the term, but the rogue also had the obvious appearance of being a licentious criminal.  Judge Martel, on the other hand, seemed chaste and noble, but there was a vibe about him, something that shouted as being unscrupulous to her.
“Ah… but there is.  You have a practitioner of magic, here in your ranks.  I am here to collect.”  He stated plainly, his eyes spotting Oltavien in the crowd, quiet as always, but conspicuous in his shiny armor, elaborate design, and winged helm.
Oltavien pointed a finger at his chest as if to say “Me?”.
“No.  Not you.”  The Judge intoned.  “There is a man here that is possessed of demonic energy.  My clerics have been detecting evil.”
Ceresi cleared her throat.  Onus.  The poor guard had had his eye ripped out by the Abomination of Eyes, and in an attempt to avoid becoming one of the demon’s mindless minions, called the Eyeless, he had ripped his other eye out in a fit of panic and desperation.  Now he was partially connected to that demon god, and was suffering from psychosis.  On top of that, Cucatlitrix had temporarily brainwashed him somehow, causing him to give him aid by cutting the portcullis down in Fort Burgundy, sealing them in.  This no doubt caused him a great deal of grief and shame, if there was any sanity left in the old man.
“There’s nothing to see here.”  Ceresi stated again, loudly.
There was silence for a moment, then the Judge let out a single chuckle.  “You’re a terrible liar, repeating yourself like that.  Now, why don’t we make this easy.  Fetch me this wretched man or I’ll have you all thrown in prison for obstructing justice.”
Now Ceresi realized why she didn’t like him.  She made brief eye contact with Oltavien, or at least she thought she was making eye contact with him underneath that helmet of his.  After a moment, she straightened her back a bit and replied.  “The man’s name is Onus.  Constalon, go get him and bring him back here for me.”
Constalon looked at Ceresi in disbelief.  He couldn’t believe that not only did she provide Martel with the name of their comrade, but also ordered him to go turn Onus in for her!  “You’re not my boss.  I won’t do it!”
The young, girlish night scowled, clenching her fists at her waists.  “That’s an order!  Now go grab Onus or I’ll throw you in jail myself!”
His eyes widened and he bellowed.  “You sold us out!  Besides, you’re not the commanding officer.”  Then Constalon looked over to Oltavien, standing amidst some simple peasant folks in worn clothing of browns and grays.  Sir Oltavien was technically the third in command, right after Sir Osric, then Alaine.  Ceresi was fourth in charge, and although a better fighter than Oltavien, she had not the years of experience and prestige that Oltavien had.
Still, Oltavien, though higher in acting rank, was generally too meek to be an effective executive.  He simply shrugged.  What did Constalon want from him, anyway?  Ceresi, while her decision was a bit utilitarian, was by no means unheard of.  Besides, Onus was technically evil anyway, one in his condition simply could not be classified as on the side of good.  Did Constalon expect him to step in and have the leadership here thrown in prison, out of a sense of camaraderie?  While he did see the honor in it, and even though they probably could stall long enough to ad-hoc an escape plan for Onus, what then?  Open revolt on their captors?  Unarmed?  It was too early to resort to anything that might erupt in violence, and although he did appreciate Constalon’s protectiveness of his friends, he saw no reason to interfere with Ceresi’s decision, even if he didn’t like how quickly she had turned Onus over to the authorities, either.  She didn’t even bother to discuss terms or jail conditions with the Judge.  She just signed him right over to save their skins, or heaven forbid, just her skins.
Constalon looked let down, and he looked at the Judge.  Then he shook his head as he walked off to fetch Onus.  “I can’t believe you’d let Onus down.  You’re a coward.”  The big man said to himself, aiming the jab at Oltavien.  While insulted, Oltavien kept it to himself.  In a way, he knew that Constalon was right, but he was brash and naive, and would get over it just as quickly as he had gotten riled up.
About half an hour later, Constalon came back with Onus.  The Judge had sent some of his Hammerheads with Constalon, just in case he decided to make a break for it.  He was chatting up Oltavien and Ceresi while they approached.  Constalon didn’t join the parlay, however, instead he disappeared into the crowd, likely to have some drinks with his friends.  He didn’t want to look at his superior officers at the moment, he just wanted to wet his appetite and drown his disappointments in ale.
Onus had his helmet off by the time he arrived, surrounded by the elite Hammerhead guards.  “Ah.”  The Judge said.  “A man with no Eyes.  Yet he isn’t a ravening beast.  What do you call these people?  The… the Eyeless?”
“Yeah.”  Oltavien replied.  “This one’s different though.”
The Judge tilted his head, grabbing the eyeless man gently by the jaw, examining his face.  “It is as agreed.  This man, Onus.  If he is still a man.  Will come to no harm.  He is merely being detained until we receive the bail order from your King Acturan.”
Onus just stood there, letting the huge warrior study his face and eyes.  He had a small, distant smile on his face, his hollow eye sockets seemingly focused on nothing.  Ceresi accepted the proposal, but didn’t apologize for trying to hide him from them.  When they had entered town, they had placed a helmet on his head to try to protect him, but they hadn’t anticipated how thorough the Northampton clergy had become, when it came to detecting mages and magical apparitions.  They hadn’t been like this before the pacts with the religious nation of Gracia had been signed, and the High Judge seemed to be a zealous supporter of Gracian culture, and a big proponent of enforcing their newly passed laws.  Laws that were passed by him, coincidentally.
Martel and his group left quietly with Onus, whom walked almost like a child next to the large warrior in steel, looking about innocently as they disappeared from view down the street.  The peasants slowly began to disburse, even as a few soldiers took up some wooden swords to continue their daily combat practice. 
“He’s lying.”  Oltavien commented, breaking the silence crudely.
Ceresi frowned.  “What do you mean?  I picked up something sketchy from him, too.”
“He has no harmless intent for Onus.  Not sure what though.”
The girlish knight was curious.  “Even though the Judge can be a jerk, he’s never been known to be a charlatan.  His word has always been his bond.”
Oltavien wasn’t so sure.  “Nevertheless.  He is now.  Probably the Eye.  I sensed it.”
“You… sensed it?”  Ceresi inquired.  Never before had she heard anyone use that phrase, unless it was either Sel telling her that he had sensed an emotion coming from her, or from a magic user sensing magic.  Or a Paladin sensing evil…
Ceresi then realized.  All along, Oltavien had been one of them.  A Paladin.  She generally distrusted those that possessed the divine gift, since she associated that school of magic with the Gracians, whom typically had always been rivals of their home nation of Highwall.  Still, she realized why Oltavien had kept it secret, and probably why Oltavien was always so quiet.  While it wasn’t illegal to be a Paladin in Highwall, unrecognized schools of magic weren’t allowed in positions of office, especially not in the Order of the Iron Circle, the most elite military group in the whole country.
Still, and to Oltavien’s surprise, she didn’t seem to react, nor care.  He was afraid that his little slip might have made her non-amiable, but then he remembered that Ceresi was all about efficiency.  If his ability to sense things was efficient and effective, she’d let it slide.  Then again, his spilling the beans about his true vocation wasn’t entirely accidental.  He had to inform someone about the deceit, and this time he definitely sensed evil emanating from the Judge.  He could have waited for Sir Osric to return, since he’d definitely understand, as he was a Paladin himself, though just a neophyte without much talent in that particular field.  That is, if it wasn’t some trick, and Sir Osric was walking into a trap on his first visit to Alaine’s detention quarters.  No, it was the right choice to inform Ceresi, if a bit risky.  However, Oltavien didn’t really enjoy taking risks.
Searching for the right words, Oltavien explained.  “Yeah.  I can sense evil.  I can also sense truth.”  There was a moment of pause, as the two listened to a young woman nearby, turning a cotton wheel, enjoying the sun as it was breaking through the cloud cover.
Curious, Ceresi asked.  “Did you sense that Martel was lying, or that he’s evil?”
Oltavien looked back from the woman at the cotton wheel, admiring her skills at her simpler, albeit more peaceful vocation, and the calm focus she possessed at her work.  “Both.”
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The key hit the lock with a solid, metallic click.  It was a heavy key, brownish black in color, probably iron.  Sir Osric was staring at the key, impatient but doing a good job of not showing it.  The Hammerheads had led him to the castle, and up the balcony at the main entrance room.  The Judge had not been present at the time.  Passing by his entourage, including his chief adviser, Delacourt, was a daunting task, as he sensed evil from many of them through his Paladin senses.  Nay, not just simple, human evil.  Many of the nobles and people in positions of power at the castle weren’t even human.  They were vampire-kin, Basiators.  Much like the old tales told of vampires, which were now believed to be extinct, the Basiators were similar in that they multiplied by feeding on humans.  However, the Basiators, also known as Lifekissers, took souls by a kiss, had no trouble with sunlight, and seemed to have the nobility under their thumb.  They were rumored to not be nearly as powerful as the mythic vampires of lore, however, they were much more charming and insidious.
All of this was whirling in his mind, but most of all, and what shown through, was his yearning to see Alaine again.  With all the court proceedings and red tape, and managing his small army, he hadn’t realized how worried he was for her.  He had to focus to calm himself down, or he’d break into a nervous sweat from the stress.  He was worried that he was being lied to about Alaine’s safety, and wanted to ensure that she was safe.  The door creaked open and Sir Osric hurriedly walked in, leaving the two Hammerhead escorts behind him in the hall to guard the entrance.
The room was lavish, with blue and red pillows strewn about a carpeted floor.  The carpet didn’t cover the whole room, but lay bare the polished, dark gray stone around the borders of the room, roughly two feet.  The carpet itself was yellow and dark green, with an elaborate design of yellow, forming an interlocking pattern of rectangles and frills against the green background.  To the far right corner, a large, king-sized bed of white, fluffy pillows and bedsheets, with a magenta blanket, and to the near right, a large, stand up mirror in the shape of an oval, with designs at the top etched in bronze and gold.  To the near left were some bookshelves, and an icebox that was permanently cold, powered by magic, as tall as a man.  There was also a door there, slightly ajar, leading to a brightly lit lavatory.  To the far left, a large, six-foot long aquarium, powered by a magical light, with fish of brilliant red swimming within.  Across from that, was a rectangular, polished wooden table of about the same dimensions, with four chairs of the same material.  Upon the table were a few books littered about, empty plates of silver, and silver candle-holders, each containing three white candles, all lit.  There was a simple wooden bowl with fresh fruits therein, and a bottle of half-drank wine. 
Alaine was sitting at the chair nearest the fruit and wine, a fine rose, wearing a black robe with white, woolen lining.  Her sandaled feet were resting upon a square footstool, with a light-green cushion built into the top of it.  She was angled toward the far left corner of the room, reading a book and sipping from her wine goblet, the sun pouring in through the large windows of the room, two windows shaped like rectangles with half-circles above.
Turning to meet her guest, Sir Osric was relieved when he saw her beautiful, smiling face looking back.  “Sir Osric!”
Alaine stood quickly, meeting the embrace of the fine gentleman.  “So good to see you!”  She almost shouted.
Sir Osric, still holding her hips from the hug, was happy, but seemed concerned.  “Alaine!  Looks like you’re being treated well?”
She grinned pleasantly, her blond hair formed perfectly under the white linings of her hood.  “Well.  Well yes.  Though I’ve barely seen anyone in almost a week!  Well, except those Hammerhead guards.  And Delacourt.”
Sir Osric was glad that she was safe, but still had questions.  “Delacourt?  What did he want?”
Alaine chuckled, stepping back from his embrace gently.  “Oh, Oz.  You’re so silly.  We certainly did not need a chaperon.”  She stepped toward the window, looking outside the tower and upon the city below, holding a hand near her bosom and fiddling with the trim of her robe.
“Man’s a bandit.  Well, he ain’t no man.”  Sir Osric replied simply.
“No, but it isn’t me you should be concerned for.”  She stated, turning back to Osric with a worried look.  “He spoke much of Ceresi.  I fear she may be his target.”
Ceresi and the Lifekisser had been spending a lot of time together during their captivity.  He would often come to speak with her, and take her for short walks, often outside the quarantine district that they had been confined to.  The Lifekissers were undead vampire-kin, that fed by kissing their victims.  Still, Ceresi seemed to like the man, and although he hadn’t informed her about his true nature, she didn’t seem to mind, but had been staying cautious, trying to use their conversations to gain insights and information from the roguish nobleman.
They explained their situations, as they had been apart for a week or so.  Sel had escaped, but nobody knew where he was.  Osric had been negotiating the law with the courts, and served as a pretty good lawyer and representative.  He had recently signed a deal to release conscripts and volunteers from his team.  Conscripts were not technically allowed to be held, nor allowed, and so Sir Osric had released them of their service.  The proceedings would be finalized by noon today, and he planned to inform his team.  The law furthermore was still in flux between what to do with detained witches.  Gracian law ordered them burned at the stake, though Northampton law allowed them to be citizens, provided they didn’t professionally practice their trade.  However, the current alliance had changed that, and it was quickly morphing into strict Gracian law.  The current position that High Justice Martel was taking, was that they had to be imprisoned, pending exile, but Sir Osric feared that the Judge was trying to push the courts into the pure, brutal version of Gracian law.  This would not bode well for Alaine, nor Onus for that matter.
The Judge Martel, in association with the Archbishop Malgorzata, had chosen this stance presently.  The Archbishop, while he and Sir Osric had not met, was technically Gracian, and from the Gracian Church, although he was an emissary to the Northampton Church and a lifelong friend of Judge Martel.  They had, according to historical logs and adventurer’s guilds, actually been on many quests and expeditions together.  Although they had both seemed to want strict, fire and brimstone Gracian law imposed upon Northampton in the past, Archbishop Malgorzata’s position on this had changed recently.  It was likely that the Archbishop feared a revolt, and a further split between the Northampton and Gracian churches, if they tried to push such violent law upon the people too quickly.  It was better, the Archbishop had been preaching, to edge the new laws in slowly, forming a smooth alliance, while giving the mages a chance to seek refuge in other nations.
“What of Esuliana?”  Alaine inquired, totally forgetting about her own safety.
Osric appreciated her empathy and how she put others first.  “No sign of her, as of yet.”
The black knight explained, even as Alaine poured him a glass of wine.  Esuliana had escaped captivity also, being tipped off telepathically by Sel before he fled to the skies, and to the west somewhere.  Nobody was quite sure as to what became of Esuliana after that.  She wasn’t imprisoned, that was for sure, or she’d be right next to Alaine, possibly even sharing the same room.  The High Wizardess seemed relieved about this news.
“Probably hiding in a sewer somewhere, just like old times.”  Alaine commented, giggling.
Osric sat down next to the chair that Alaine was sitting at.  She too, took a seat where she had been. 
“Might be right about that.”  He stated, sipping his goblet.
They were quiet for a moment.  Alaine could tell on Sir Osric’s face, that he had something important to ask. 
“And this Cucatlitrix?  Any sign of him?”
Alaine leaned back, goblet in her thin, princess-like fingers, and her other hand grasping a plum out of the wooden bowl on the table. 
“No sign of him, yet.  Though I can tell when I’m being watched.  Sometimes those fish seem way too interested in what I’m doing.  Like when I was planning to escape the other day, and when I’m.  Ahem.  Undressing.”
Sir Osric didn’t like hearing that.  “Didn’t you mention that this Cuca contacted your mind?  Said some mumbo-jumbo about you bein’ his wife?  At the Battle of Burgundy?”
Alaine looked about nervously, blushing very slightly.  “Yes.  I… I don’t remember everything he said.  Something about being a Child of the Sun, and that I was to be his.  Maybe.”  She shook her head.  “I dunno, I was under a lot of stress.”
Sir Osric started to reach into his satchel for his pipe, but thought better of it, since the room had no sign of ashtrays, and Alaine probably preferred that he didn’t smoke. 
“I can imagine.  Saved the whole damn crew, far as I can tell.”
The young sorceress grinned, flattered.  She knew he was just saying that to keep her spirits up.  While she had saved most of them from certain doom, many of the men and women in that battle had perished, succumbing to the yellow-hot plasma of Cucatlitrix’s cosmos magic.  Well, it had more or less been his comrades falling from the sky, which Alaine had killed, along with Flavian’s noble sacrifice.  She waved at her bottle of wine, and it refilled magically.  They both refilled their glasses and gave a toast.
“To the men and women of Fort Burgundy.”  Sir Osric stated. 
“To Sir Flavian.”  Alaine agreed.  They drank to that.
Alaine continued.  “So those fish are spying on me.  A few days ago during that storm, there was enough water coming down out of the gutters for me to morph into, with my Rest in the Water spell.  The minute I started opening the window, the Hammerheads came in, wondering if I needed anything.  I told them “no”, but they stayed put, and one of them locked the windows.”
The knight didn’t seem surprised.  “Must be watching you throw the fish.  With the Eye.”
She didn’t like the sound of that, but she knew it was true.  This Cuca Ra was watching her, and in invasive ways.  Not only was he incredibly dangerous, but he seemed to be possessive of her, a voyeur.  Plus, he was in command of the Abomination of Eyes somehow.  She wasn’t sure what she was afraid of most, being the subject of the cosmos mage’s cruelty, or not knowing whether or not his plans for her were fair, if he actually had any plans.  So far, as far as she could tell, they were just being stalled, probably while Cuca gained increased influence over the city and surrounding areas.
“The guards seem brainwashed.”  She said.  “Some of them are acting strange, like they’re zoned out, not paying attention to what they’re doing.”  It was a sign that the Abomination, guided by Cuca’s intelligence, were somehow taking them over.
They talked about this for a bit.  The Basiators, the Lifekissers, were likely immune to any form of mind control, since they were undead.  They still possessed minds, but they were submerged in the Shadowframe, the place most people passed through upon death.  Yet, in past encounters, the Abomination couldn’t simply brainwash people from afar.  It could drive people crazy or turn them into the Eyeless, but it required taking their Eyes, or at least within spell range.  Still, maybe Cucatlitrix had found a way to mass brainwash from afar, channeling his new pet.  Alaine seemed to doubt this, however.
“He’s powerful.  More so than I.  But not that powerful.  The power contained in the Eye might be enough to do that, but Cucatlitrix would have to channel too much energy and sustain it for too long for that kind of thing.  No, Cuca is implanting them somehow.”  Alaine explained.
Sir Osric listened, agreeing.  That meant that the people that were being placed under the elf’s spell, were coming close to him.  Likely somewhere where he had a base of power.  That meant that the masses were going to him, not the other way around.  Also, since nobody seemed to even know anything about Cuca nor the Eye, that meant he was keeping his presence a secret, or whitewashing the people by getting them thinking he was someone else.
“We’ll find ‘im.”  Osric said, trying to sound as confident as possible.  “And when we find ‘im, we’ll arrest ‘im.  We’ve got some assassins.  I can have them break quarantine and scout.  Or maybe Benny or some of the knight-scouts.”
Alaine smiled.  “Or Ceresi.  How’s she holding up?”
Contemplating, Osric explained that morale was incredibly low.  Constalon was an absolute pain to deal with, not wanting to stay in one place, and causing trouble at all the local taverns with his buddies.  The general consensus was that they were trapped in flypaper, waiting for an execution, which might not be far from the truth.  Still, Ceresi, just like Oltavien, were their usual selves.  They weren’t common soldiers, they were Knights of the Order of the Iron Circle, and their morale and determination was unshakable.
“Whatcha readin’?”  Sir Osric asked, curious as she seemed to drift away, holding the book in a single hand and taking a bite out of a plum with the other.
“It’s called “The Properties of Holy Water Under the Guise of Silver”, by Rumien Taft.  It’s about a clergyman of Northampton/Gracian heritage.  A few centuries ago, he apparently took to alchemy.  He was forced to flee Gracia, and practiced his transformations of Holy Water, mixing it with silver.  He was… he was onto something.  Trying to create a poison, or an all-out preventative cure for both lycanthropy and vampirism.  According to this, he had almost discovered it.  But then something happened to him.  He went missing, and nobody could follow his work.  It was too complicated.  Later, the Baron of the district he was in, sold all his paperwork to Gracia.  And they burned it.”
Osric nodded as she spoke, listening intently.  “Sounds downright fascinating.”
Alaine smirked.  “More fascinating than barbarian clans and battle tactics.”
The Sir chuckled, remembering last time they had spoken about what he had been reading, back at Highwall Keep.  He started to respond coyly to defend himself, but then one of the guards, looking angrily at his wristwatch, rapped loudly on the door.  He had been standing guard the whole time, his ear pressed to the door, and wanted to get their attention.
“Visiting hours are over in five.”  The big, steel-plated warrior said flatly, his helmet drooping a bit, as if bored almost to sleep.
Sir Osric looked back at Alaine, and she placed her hand over his, and her hand was wresting on his knee.  “Don’t worry, Oz.  I’ll be fine.”
He nodded.  “Looks like we should wrap things up.”
They chatted for a few more moments, and then stood, kissing each on the cheek before they left.  As Osric left, Alaine thought of something.  One guard left, but the other was staring at the bowl of fruit on the table.
“Lady Alaine.”  The guard asked without much inflection.  “Can I have that grapevine.  Those green ones look so delicious.”
“Of course.”  She said, handing him a small batch of grapes.
“Thanks.  Man, been waitin’ for lunch all morning.  Skipped breakfast.”  The big guard turned to leave. 
Before he closed the door, Alaine stopped him gently.  “Excuse me, but could you bring me a privacy curtain?  I don’t like it when you guys barge in, even if the food is really nice.”
The guard shrugged, his armor making a steely noise as he did so.  “Don’t see why not.  They have a good room divider downstairs I think.  I’ll bring it up to ya on my next shift.  Some guy living in there, nobleman I think.  One of them weird gigolos under Delacourt.  He probly won’t care.”
Alaine smiled, leaning against the doorway as the guard walked out.  “Send my condolences to the cook.  What’ll we be having tonight?”
“Fresh water salmon.”  The guard said, as she slowly closed the door behind him.  “And asparagus I think.”
“Oh.”  Alaine smiled, nodding as the guard resumed his post outside the door.  The door closed with a soft click. 
All was silent in the room.  She hadn’t realized how much she had missed company, especially the company of her lifelong friend, Sir Osric.  She turned, looking about the lavish room she had been confined to.  Then her eyes drifted over to the aquarium, particularly the fish.  Her hand wandered to the trimmings at her bosom, as she sank deep into a relaxed contemplation.
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Sir Osric was in front of his team as they ate lunch.  Ceresi and Oltavien were nearby each other, next to some other knights, including Ceresi’s top lieutenant, Froen.  Froen had his arms crossed about his steeled chest, waiting for Sir Osric to begin his briefing, as others gathered around.  Constalon was walking up with some of the other squires, including the voluptuous Texey, whom walked beside him swaying, and carrying a large, two-handed axe in her hand.  Mouse, Constalon’s adopted daughter, was tagging along, and was allowing Texey to hold her hand.  Texey shuddered occasionally, as the girl’s hand was always cold and she had an odd vibe about her.  Bezenarch was there as well, with a contingent of her best Southampton troops and some assassins, sitting on a stool she had borrowed from a local blacksmith.  She sat upon it, leaning her elbows on her knees, and drawing tactical maps on the dirt floor of the street, showing her men the layout of the land here.
“Looks like we’re all gathered here, today.”  Osric intoned, mostly to himself, as the statement was rhetorical.
The leader of the the Order of the Iron Circle began his briefing out in the street.  He explained that he had spoken with Alaine, though he was careful not to divulge any sensitive information that the Hammerheads, standing guard nearby, might eavesdrop on.  Furthermore, he explained that he had received word that most of Highwall was now fully aware of what the threat truly was.  Earlier, they had attempted to muffle the bad news, fearing a mass panic.  As such, they had slowly leaked the information to the public, and by now, most of the country knew that the true threat was a demonic demi-god called the Abomination of Eyes.  Though the slowly-leaked information was supposed to suppress panic in the nation, it was only partially effective.  He had received word of this through Alaine as they had chatted earlier, since Alaine was still in contact with her school of water mages back home, via the use of her reflective water orbs, which were communication spells. 
“…called the Water Comm. Spell by most.”  Sir Osric continued.  Constalon let out a sigh of boredom, and Mouse looked up at him, and then mimicked the gesture.
“And so,”  Sir Osric continued.  “The need for conscription is essentially done.  Has been for a long time.” 
He further explained that the High Judge, Martel, was obligated by law to release any of his detainees, provided they were no longer a part of Sir Osric’s army, through conscription, volunteering, or military service.  As such, Sir Osric was releasing any form of formal conscription or requirement.  He had mentioned this earlier on, only this time it was because it could get the conscripts and volunteers out of confinement.
“Fuck this.”  Benegal said, juggling a dagger next to his lady-friend, Kressa, as they stood behind Constalon.  “I’m outta he’.”
Marius and Berin were nearby, too, and watched as Benegal turned to leave.  Kressa was wearing her guardswoman’s helm, and so her expression was unknown, yet she simply spun on her heel, too.  She was not even a conscript, just a volunteer, and in fact, she had been complaining to Benegal that she should probably try to go back to report to a guard outpost back in Southampton, if just to catch up on goings-on.
“Benegal!  What the hell are you doing?”  Constalon voiced emphatically, in amazement.  “You can’t just bail.  We gotta save Onus!”
Benegal waved Constalon off.  “I ain’t gettin’ my eyes ripped out over dis shit.  Fuck it.  I’m out.”
“C’mon Bagel!  I thought we were in this together!”
Benegal had walked off a bit, but turned. 
“Ya don’t get it, do ya?  This ain’t about me n’ you.  This is about you.  You’re gonna get us all killed, so you can play hero.  Well, I ain’t doin’ it.”  Kressa simply nodded, as Benegal looked over to Berin.  “Beer Run, grab yer shit and let’s get outta he’!”
Constalon’s mouth had dropped in disappointed bewilderment.  “Berin?  Not you, too?”
Berin, Marius, and Benegal had been talking about leaving the group for some time now.  A lot of people had died.  Hardened, trained warriors.  Elite knights.  They weren’t these people.  They had all been having nightmares, scarred by the horrors that they had witnessed.  Sir Osric would have let them leave a long time ago, but they had chosen to stick it out.  Times had changed now, however, as morale was low and they were facing imprisonment.  Besides Berin himself, the others were just townsfolk, not die-hard legionnaires.  Berin was a member of the crossbowmen unit, part of the army.  He wasn’t technically even assigned to this quest, and Sir Osric showed no indication of mandating him as such.  He didn’t have to stay, if he didn’t want to.
Benegal had been pressuring him to go back to Highwall with him, and Berin looked to Constalon, then to Benegal, and then back.  He clenched his chainmailed fists, as if gathering his courage.  He had to face one of them down, but was crossed with indecision.  He had to let one of his friends down in favor of the other, and he simply wasn’t used to such circumstances. 
All eyes were on him, and he thought he was about to have an anxiety attack.   Indecision had him in the grip of its cruel, iron fist.
“Ahem.  I… uh.”  His shoulders then visibly relaxed, his chain epaulets shining in the sunlight.  He looked helplessly at Benegal, his face looking apologetic under his chainmail mesh of a helm.  “I’m sorry, Ben.  I gotta stay with this.”
Benegal’s eyes darkened, piercing his friend.  Then he caught his knife in mid-juggle, sheathing it at his belt.  “Pfeh.  Your funeral.”
Kressa chuckled as they walked off, the rest of her small guard-force in tow. 
“Bezenarch?”  Constalon asked, almost afraid, which was unlike him.  This was breaking his heart.
Bez stood, and one of her men handed her, her Greyblade Battleaxe.  She wasn’t required to be on this mission either, and all her men and women were volunteers.  Although the Queen of Southampton had ordered her to be under Sir Osric’s rulership, it was really her call as to whether or not she was there on a volunteer basis or not.  Berin gazed at the short sleeves of the gray shirt she was wearing, as she wasn’t dressed completely in her armor.  Her wonderful muscles surged as she twirled the blade, and he hoped that she wouldn’t just up and quit like Benegal did.
Her dark eyes fierce, she twirled the blade.  “I am sworn to hunt down this Abomination!  I will allow my people to leave if they wish, but I’m staying with you.”
Constalon smiled.  Bezenarch turned around to face her unit. 
“If any of you wish to leave!”  Bezenarch yelled.  “Then go now!  But know that you’ll be turning your backs not only on these Highwallans, but on the friends and family that have died as a curse from this demon!”
Her soldiers muttered amongst themselves.  She was sure that most wouldn’t leave, but a lot of them did start to walk away, even as Northampton guards began escorting them to the gate.  Others went back to the encampment somewhere in the quarantined district, to talk to each other and decide.
Constalon gave Berin a big handshake, and as Berin turned to try and talk to Bezenarch, he was surprised that there was a man standing before him, waiting patiently behind to engage him.  A tall man, thin, with skin the color of bronze and chocolate, of an archer build like himself, wearing half-chain and half leather.  He was one of Bezenarch’s unit, actually one of only a few Highwallan troops that had been guarding the Southampton-Highwallan border.  He was technically part of the Highwallan military, a guard, but was mostly under Bezenarch, as Sir Osric had detached the gate troop to her leadership some time ago.
“You made the right choice.”  The guardsman said.
Constalon grunted, half-chuckling to himself.  “I see you didn’t get killed.”
The guard frowned.  “No.  Actually, none of Bezenarch’s gate troop has yet to be slain.  We stick close by her, for the most part.”
Berin nodded.  Sticking close to Bezenarch was a good way to stay alive, as he had noticed from experience.
“What was your name, again?”
“Tarshil.  Born and raised in Terento.”
Constalon replied.  “Well, private, get ye ass to the encampment and Beer Run’ll give you some of my shit.”
Berin frowned, as did Tarshil.  Still, Tarshil was thankful, since Constalon was willing to part with some of his gear.  He realized that Constalon was probably referring to his hand-axe, which was quite banged up and chipped, and showed visible signs of fracture.  Constalon probably had a better hand axe stored away in his tent somewhere.  Tarshil was proficient in hand axes and the gladius.  Still, although he had heard of Constalon’s bluntness, he had never actually experienced it for himself.  He and Berin walked off together to go choose some better gear and get to know one another.
Constalon spent some time chatting with Mouse and Texey, mostly which involved using Mouse as an advertisement to flirt with Texey, he realized that Marius wasn’t around.
“’Xcuse me.”  Constalon said, drifting off from their conversation.  It was mostly about how much he loved Mouse, and how he wanted a beautiful young woman, such as Texey, to help him raise her.  Which wasn’t exactly untrue, but Constalon was no doubt embellishing. 
“We can talk again sometime.”  Constalon added, touching her ass as he walked passed.
“Anytime, handsome.”  Texey replied, flicking her long, poignant red hair back with a ringmailed fist, as Constalon excused himself.  Mouse decided to stay with Texey for a while, as she wanted to go into town a bit to find something to eat.
Constalon walked across the district, and emerged into the encampment area.  He hadn’t wanted Mouse to accompany, but she was always attached to him at the hip.  Marius’s tent was nearby his own, and he entered its shadowed interior, spying Marius packing away pieces of equipment into a large, dirty knapsack. 
“Marius!”  Constalon said, at first happy to see him, but then his lips curled downward as he realized what Marius was doing. 
“It can’t be…”
Marius’s large, muscular shoulders sighed in sadness and apology.  “I… I’m sorry Connie.”
“Is he leaving too?”  Mouse asked innocently, her face looking sad. 
She rather liked Marius.  He was fatherly, and she could tell that he was a good man.  Unlike Benegal, although she still liked Benegal because he was fun, and she liked how he swore a lot.
“No.”  Constalon lied, aiming a cynical remark at Marius.  “He would never leave us behind.  Would he, Marius?”
Marius stopped packing his bag momentarily, turning to look at Mouse and Constalon. 
“Listen, I’m just a blacksmith.  My place is home.  I’m gonna have nightmares for the rest of my life over this.  Look, maybe I should take Mouse with me.  This ain’t no place for a little girl, neither.  I could give her good clothes and food.  Treat her like one of my own.”
That actually made sense to Constalon.  He often felt that he couldn’t part with her, but Marius may have had it right.  Mouse normally couldn’t leave his side, but she had grown attached to his friends as well. 
Constalon asked her gently.  “Would you like to go with Marius?”
Mouse looked at Marius happily, but then frowned as she looked back at Constalon, and held his hand. 
“But I wanna stay with you, Connie.”
“I realize that.”  Constalon replied gently, kneeling down.  “But this place is dangerous.  All that I’m doing here, is getting you killed.  Benny.”  He sighed despite himself.  “Benny was right.”
Mouse considered this for a moment, then kissed Constalon on the cheek. 
“I guess this is goodbye.”
“Until next time.”  Constalon smiled through his own sadness.  “You don’t think I’m gonna go out and get killed, now, do you?”
Mouse forced a smile, then walked slowly out of the tent to wait for Marius, whom had returned to stuffing his belongings into his knapsack.  Among them was a picture of his family, and he stuffed it in forcefully.
“Besides.”  Marius complained.  “My family’s a wreck.  Caught my… caught my wife cheatin’ sometime before all this started.  I gotta big mess to clean up back there, Connie.”
Constalon just nodded, looking about the room for a time.  He savored this time in the tent, because he knew that he’d be waiting to see Mouse and Marius off for good, probably to rejoin Benegal and his new Southampton guard friends.  As heartbreaking as it was for him, he kept his best poker face, bracing for the tears that Mouse would no doubt have for him, as he saw her off at the gates. 
He would miss her more than anything, but it was the right thing to do.  Not for him, it wasn’t all about him.  It was for her…
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The chandelier above, made of silver and crystal, reflected the light in the ballroom perfectly.  Ceresi gazed about, her hazel eyes also reflecting beautifully the colors as she danced.  She was an excellent dancer, thanks much to her agility training, and though her date was a rogue, he was indeed dashing.  Delacourt, dressed in a wonderful tuxedo, his black hair slicked back, held her gently by the hip, and also her extended hand.  He looked at her bare arms, exposed from her white dress, admiring her small, compact musculature.  While he did tend to look at her lustfully a bit much, she forgave his wandering eye.  There was a side to him that was deeper than most could see on the surface, and she had spent enough time with him, to know that.
She knew what he really was.  A Basiator, an undead that could drain her life out of her body with a single kiss on the tongue and lips.  He had attempted to a few times, but she had always coyly evaded.  She knew that Delacourt realized that she knew, but it didn’t matter to him.  It was their unspoken secret, and of course, the Judge would never believe her if she blabbed anyway, since there was no way that his clerics wouldn’t be able to sense their evil presence.  Nay, there wouldn’t normally be, save that Cucatlitrix had expertly masked them with the power of the Eye.
In fact, Delacourt thought, whilst staring into her pretty eyes, the only evil that the clerics sensed when the two were together, was from her.  He wasn’t sure exactly why, but they had informed him that she was not giving off good, or even neutral, radiation.  He knew her to be cold with others, but he didn’t realize just how cold her heart really was.  Still, nobody really noticed, as many guests and visitors danced in the great dancehall of Blinterburg city.  Delacourt knew that Ceresi could tell that he knew, that her heart had long died away.  He could tell that in her motions, though trying to feel romance, were an imitation of a kind.  It would be their secret, and Delacourt would keep it, for inside, he was dead too.
As they danced, Ceresi looked over his shoulder, holding him close.  She had been trying to pump him for information the whole time, but could get nothing out of him. 
“The Judge is here.  Does he dance?”
Delacourt smiled, spinning Ceresi gracefully, and making eye contact with Martel.  His armor was laced with enchanted gold, full plate, and he stood around chatting with some nobles, quite far outside the dance circle.  He was there mostly to make sure that his guests from Highwall didn’t try to escape, nor do anything foolish.  He eyed Ceresi suspiciously, not liking how close she had gotten to his most relied-upon noble, and then he looked across the way to Constalon, whom was laughing across the way at an incredibly long table, drinking with Texey and telling tall tales.
The roguish Lifekisser couldn’t, for the life of him, think of anything witty to say back, so he said nothing.  Entranced by her beauty, her light brown hair was let down to her shoulders, and wonderfully styled.  Perhaps his feelings for her kept him from thinking quickly.  Still, he knew that this was all part of his nature.  They would fall in love, he would be devoted, as well as she.  Then he would kiss her, as he had time and time again, and she would perish.  And he would be heartbroken, until his thirst returned so that he might hunt again.  Hopefully, she would love him enough, or he would do a good job of getting her to love him enough, so that she would become one of his kind upon the kiss of death.
Constalon was waving his hands, whilst Texey was dressed in a blue dress, laughing at Constalon’s antics.  He was telling the ball patrons about how he had slain fifty Hammerheads by himself, and how the Hammerheads, the elite guard of the Northampton military, were just a bunch of “pussies”, and how he could probably take them all on with his hands tied behind his back.  He was in the midst of saying that Judge Martel was only the High Judge because his parents were rich, and he was born with a silver spoon in his mouth, and how his penis was smaller than his army, and about how he liked little boys.  Even some of the Hammerheads at the table were laughing.
Then Martel walked over, staring down Constalon through his thick, gray eyes.  Berin was nearby, mostly trashed, wishing that Esuliana was around to talk to, and his eyes widened as the Judge came up behind Constalon where he sat, as he was spouting vitriol.  The Hammerheads stopped laughing and straightened up, whether in their chairs or standing.  Const realized it must be the Judge, and turned half-way in his seat.
“Dawwwww…. Look!”  Constalon spouted, seriously drunk and reeking of booze.  “If it isn’t Mr. -”
Suddenly the crowd oohed in aghast shock, as the Judge slammed his armored fist into Constalon’s face!  Constalon fell out of the chair to the sucker punch, crashing through a portion of the table!  Texey leapt to her feet, though she had no weapons.  Weapons weren’t allowed in the ballroom, even for the Judge himself.
Constalon was out cold.  The Judge cast a cold gaze over to Ceresi, shaking off his fist.  Oddly, Ceresi didn’t even bat an eyelash, and was still dancing with Delacourt, pleasantly.  She secretly enjoyed that.
“You asshole!  That could’ve killed him!”  Texey shouted. 
The crowd began to resume their chats and party-going, whilst Constalon lay on the floor, knocked out cold.  Berin walked up to him cautiously, not wishing to upset the Judge, and began gathering his friend to his feet with the help of Tarshil. 
“Get him out of here!”  Martel intoned, his voice reverberating.  “I’ll not have this fop insult me in my own ballroom!”
Constalon could barely walk, but not really because of the bruise on the side of his head.  It was mostly because he was just too drunk to stand.  As they helped him, with his arms over his friends’ shoulders, he looked back at Martel, still somewhat dazed and his eyes glassy in his drunken stupor.
“And yes, it is small.”  The Judge retorted, replying to a flying insult he had heard Constalon mutter.  “But that’s just it.  The only reason my legions wouldn’t defeat yours, is because our armies are much smaller.  Otherwise we would have trounced you fools ages ago.” 
His friends continued escorting Constalon out.
The Judge looked about, seeing Sir Osric standing next to him by now.  He was no doubt coming to check up on things, his serious expression going well with his tunic of black silk and purple trimmings.
“No offense.”  The Judge cooled down.
Sir Osric’s mustache curled upward.  “None taken.”
Although Constalon had actually been referring to the size of the Judge’s loins, the Judge had expertly spun it around to make it look like a comparison in army size.  Osric actually believed the Judge to be right.  Highwall was a much larger nation, and had an army that was many times the size of Northampton’s.  The Hammerheads, though weaker but in greater number, were still probably more than a match for the Order of the Iron Circle.  If their armies were the same size, it was unlikely that Highwall would stand much of a chance in the event of war.  This wasn’t figuring in the fact that Highwall had the Four Elemental Schools of Magicka, of course, while Northampton only had a healer’s guild and some clergymen.
“Ugh.”  The Judge groaned.  “Perhaps I should not have thrown this party.  It was meant to be a time of parlay.  Instead your squire has caused me to put on this rude display in front of my guests.”
Osric wished to change the subject.  “Would be a time for parlay.  If Alaine was around.  Might be a good gesture.”
The Judge almost smiled, but didn’t.  “You know I cannot allow her out of her room.  I have let you see her three times thus far.  Is this not enough to earn your trust?”
Indeed he had been letting him visit, and indeed she was being treated well.  He had even let in some nobles to chat with her on occasion, since she had been complaining about being lonely.  It had been another week since Osric had released the volunteers, and Constalon hadn’t been the same since.  Without Mouse around as his moral compass, and without anything to fight, he had been hitting the bottle pretty hard.  Perhaps it was a good thing that the Judge had hit him.  Maybe it’d snap him out of it.
“I got some wine from Alaine’s room.”  Sir Osric mentioned.  “Maybe we can parlay the right way.”
The Judge nodded in approval.  Alaine could summon a wine that was by far better than any he had ever tasted.  Osric likely had some at his table, a small, wooden table in the far back of the crowds.  That was just the place where the Judge wished to be as well.  They would no doubt have some seriously dry conversation about politics, and he would have to listen to Sir Osric’s none-too-subtle pleas for release, but at least he’d be somewhere a bit more relaxing.  The Judge felt about as comfortable on the dance floor as Sir Osric did, and in that they had found some common ground.
Ceresi was still dancing with Delacourt, as the band down the way started playing something more vibrant.  She had been mentioning that a lot of people around seemed to lack personality, like they were brainwashed or something, trying to peel information about Cucatlitrix’s manipulations.  Delacourt realized what she was doing, and managed to avoid her prying, even if wasn’t entirely subtle.
“With the pact with Gracia, they’re all starting to worship DeKeis.  They’re a dull lot.”  Delacourt muttered. 
Ceresi laughed.
Delacourt’s brow furrowed.  “What do you believe in, Ceresi?”
“I believe…”  Ceresi’s eyes seemed hollow a moment, as her memories, none too pleasant, drifted passed. 
“I believe this song is too lively for our dance.  Pick up the pace, soldier!”
Delacourt smiled broadly, almost like a shark.  Almost as if on cue, he made a twirl, spinning Ceresi as they danced, and began moving much faster.  They would dance away much of the night, though the night was burning down quickly.  After a few more hours of dance and a few drinks, Delacourt walked Ceresi home.  They kissed, just on the lips, and Ceresi retired to her tent for the night.
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Dressed in her pajamas of gray silk, just a leg and shirt piece, she lay on the bed of her ample tent.  Her regular furnishings were not this grandiose, in fact they were normally atrocious in comparison.  Delacourt could pull a lot of strings, however, and her tent was nearly a small hut.  A single room, lit brightly by candlelight and a cluster of torches that were upon a support pillar in the center, her room was the admiration of the other ladies in the group.  She had a large bed, purposefully a queen-size to fulfill Delacourt’s hopes, a large, stand up mirror in the corner, oval in shape, a table to eat at, a large chest to place her things in, and a dresser.
She lay atop her blankets, staring at the ceiling and pondering, feeling the mild swirl of alcohol in her veins.  Delacourt was a gentleman, though a scumbag at the same time.  She felt bad for Sel, for some reason, though she pushed the thoughts away.  She actually would have given in to Delacourt, though still wouldn’t kiss him.  They had tried to make love a few nights ago, but Delacourt wasn’t capable of sex.  He had pleasured her in other ways, though.  The sly nobleman claimed that he must have had too much to drink, but Ceresi realized the truth.  Vampires couldn’t make love, and Delacourt, even though a cousin of that kindred, was still a vampire.  What a terrible curse to have in life unending?
Delacourt, a vampire-kin, a Lifekisser, would be immune to the effects of almost any mental manipulation.  He definitely knew about Cucatlitrix.  She had gained that much.  That meant that the other Lifekissers knew about the Eye as well.  Either the Judge was lying about his involvement with Cuca, or the evil wizard had simply pulled the wool over his eyes as well.  It wasn’t religion that was giving his servants those far-off stares, and complete ignorance of the star elf’s manipulations.  Many naysayers of the Gracian Church claimed that their religion made them ignorant and stupid, but though it may make them more narrow-minded in terms of personality, the discipline they received from their beliefs actually seemed to make them smarter.  No, it wasn’t due to their religious conversion, and it wasn’t because they were lying about Cuca Ra’s existence, it was because they couldn’t remember him.
Her eyes were growing heavy.  She, Oltavien, and Sir Osric had been mulling through conversations of this type for weeks, and though they could add little pieces to it, they couldn’t figure out where Cucatlitrix Ra actually was, nor a way to get out of this.  Sir Osric had made some headway into getting them all released, but they’d end up having to go back home, or at least expelled from the borders.  That wouldn’t leave them with anything, as they knew that Cucatlitrix was somewhere in this city.  Leaving here would be a step backward, not forward.  They could potentially get out of Northampton, and see if Cuca had garnered support from other lands, and attempt to combat it, but Alaine was already on top of that, and the Highwallan military was likely forming at the Thampton borders, and King Acturan’s spies were no doubt active throughout the entire region.
She was falling asleep, the light of the candles lulling her, and the sound of the torches hypnotic.  Her thoughts drifted to Sel again, and she missed him.  She seldom missed anyone.  Then, she half-dreamed of Sel flying in the skies, giving a warning signal.  Then her eyes, half-closed, suddenly sprung open!
Something had moved.  Her eyes darted over to the mirror across the room, and she could have sworn that it was rippling, tiny ripples, like if a pebble landed in still waters.  Maybe it was just a nightmare, she thought.  Lazily, she began to sit up, as she was a bit dehydrated from the wine she had drank, and wanted some water from her icebox.
Then, something landed on her chest!  Straddling her, as if an invisible man!  Struggling, she pawed at the air, as she felt something slam into her face!  It felt like a fist, and she was dazed.  Trying to grapple, she could make out the outlines, or neigh, a kind of blur, before her, sitting on her waist.  Another violent movement, and a terrible pain shot through her nose!  She heard a crunch as the bone within was broken!
“Aaaah!  Help!”  She screamed.  The sound of her scream seemed muffled, however, as if she was yelling through a pillow. 
Unable to see as her eyes teared up terribly, in vicious pain, and panicking, she began kicking as hard as she could!
Whatever it was, was thrown off the bed, careening into the table near the foot of it.  Normally, the noise of the table breaking at one of its legs, would have been deafening, but it seemed like the air itself was suppressing the noise, making everything seem softer.  Rage suddenly consumed her, and she let out a battlecry, yet it too was softened.
She jumped off the bed, and felt herself come into contact with something.  It felt human, naked, but much smoother in features than a human being.  It was slippery, not physical, but agile.  It struggled and squirmed to break free, as Ceresi seized it tightly, trying to find its throat.  She could barely see, as her eyes were tearing up, but she gave the creature a few quick jabs, hopefully to its ribs or throat.  Her punches didn’t seem to hit anything vital, she couldn’t feel bone nor any actual texture underneath its skin.  The creature did seize up slightly when she punched it, though, meaning it was feeling it.
Then, the creature must have punched her in the throat, an expert strike that was obviously meant to kill.  Luckily, her shoulders were in motion, and the kill-strike glanced off her voice box.  Choking, she fell back, grasping her throat with one hand, and still trying to seize the creature with the other.  The creature seemed to have lost its nerve, and was trying to escape.
“Oh no!  You little shit!”  She yelled, releasing her throat and leaping forward as the creature tried to crawl off! 
She now had it by what she believed to be both its feet!  It was trying to crawl toward the mirror, and though she could barely see through her tearing eyes, she knew that she would barely be able to see it anyway.  It was nearly kicking its way out of her grip!
Yelling, she tried to reach up to grab a hold of something, but her hand slipped off its shoulder.  It was almost at the mirror, and she knew that it must be its means of transport.  Having only one more chance, she kicked off the ground, sending herself flying into the mirror itself!  The mirror crashed to the ground, shattering everywhere! 
She had landed partially on top of the humanoid, and it struggled to break free!  It did so quite fast, but with its mechanism of escape gone, it began to resume combat.  She vaguely saw its legs twirl, kicking her in the face with what must have been a roundhouse kick.  Grunting and falling back, she hit the pole in the center of the room, and felt the torches sizzling against her skin!
Screaming in pain, she nearly fell over, even as a torch was knocked to the ground, out of its holder.  The creature leapt in, punching her in the solar plexus, and knocking the wind out of her.  The creature was an expert hand-to-hand combatant, and seemed to know where to hit where it hurt.  Bending over, she noticed that the torch had landed near where the blankets of her bed drooped over the mattress.  The mattress was now on fire!
The creature thought it saw a moment of opportunity, and tried coming in for the kill with a chop downward and to the nape of her neck.  Ceresi straightened up quickly, however.  She made a wide, uncertain parry with her fist, and felt the creatures chop being deflected.  She grabbed it by the throat, a creature a bit shorter than she.  Gritting her teeth in anger, she grabbed a torch from its holder on the post, even as half the wall was searing in flames!  She pushed the torch to the creature’s face and pressed in forcefully.
There were no screams, but she could tell the being was in pain as it writhed and tried to break free.  It pushed her back, and bolted out of the tent!  Running to follow, she could see embers by now, presumably stuck to the invisible creature’s head.  The creature was fast, but heavily wounded, and it must have lost some of its agility.  Still, it seemed to be trying to hide, over by some kegs next to Constalon’s tent. 
They were outside in the night, and the embers glowing on its face made it a prime target.  All was quiet for a few moments, until Ceresi pitched her torch at it, knocking it down and setting Constalon’s tent on fire.  Roaring, she ran over and leapt on the creature, knocking over the barrels and quite possibly breaking one of her knees!  Fueled by adrenaline, and in a fit of murderous rage, she straddled the creature and began screaming, wailing on it with her fists!
It struggled, but it was running out of steam.  She kept punching it in the head, over and over, long after it stopped moving, screaming.  Her screams suddenly became audible, presumably as her adversary lay unconscious or dead.  Light shown everywhere, as the whole side of Const’s tent was ablaze!
“Ceres!”  A voice shot out at her, seizing her arm. 
It was Oltavien.
Hysterical, she turned her assault on Oltavien, but her fists were met with the hard steel of his armor! 
“Stop this!”  He ordered.
She started to come to, panting and in extreme pain all over.  Oltavien was holding her by both biceps, trying to make eye contact through his winged helmet to get her to snap out of it.  She had stopped, and suddenly, she snapped out of it.  The battle was over.  Panting, she could see better, and looked down, seeing a blurry, almost invisible body laying before her in the firelight from Constalon’s burning accommodations.  She breathed quickly once, looking behind her.  Her tent was a burning mass, and people were beginning to gather, hearing her screams and all the commotion.
“Constalon.”  Ceresi tried to say, but all that came out was an exhausted whisper.  Oltavien squeezed her biceps, helping her to her feet, and left her standing near the tent.
Constalon was passed out in his bed, the side of his tent a pillar of flame as Oltavien walked in, much more slowly than the urgency of the situation warranted. 
“Constalon.”
The big man grunted, waking up at the sound of Oltavien’s voice. 
“Wha- what do you want?  You ditchin’ us too?”  Then he whispered under his breath.  “The bastard.”
Oltavien’s head cocked to the side, as if critical of the massive warrior.  “Your tent’s on fire.”
He pointed at the wall, which was definitely on fire.
Constalon looked over at the wall of his tent, and his eyebrows went up.  “Yeah.  You have a good point.”
He sat up slowly, not seeming to be very alarmed, and even took the time to reach into his icebox for an ice bag.  Half-drunk, he placed it to the side of his face where the Judge had punched him, walking lazily out into the street-plaza where their encampment was located.  He looked around, seeing Ceresi’s tent up in flames, and she herself in the streets, all bloodied up.  Froen was wrapping her up in a blanket, as she was shaking and bleeding from multiple lacerations to her face from the mirror.  He then looked behind him, even as the support beams on the ceiling of his tent collapsed, sending the interior of his dwelling into a sweltering cave-in.
Constalon looked about the scene lazily, spying the semi-invisible corpse laying next to his tent amid the barrels.  The large warrior sighed helplessly.  He wished he had grabbed a nice, ice-cold beer on his way out…
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Waking up in the morning in the royal castle, Sir Osric stretched lazily, looking out the window and into the morning sun.  He wore a pajama gown of a white color, slightly offset by a bit of gray.  He wore a nightcap, a cloth, soft conical hat with a pompom of the same color on the end, hanging lazily over his shoulder.  It was not his usual sleeping attire, but it was provided by his host, Lord Martel, and it was exceedingly comfortable, the finery of the royal castle where he had spent the night.  Plus, sleeping at the castle after the ball, placed him within close range of Alaine, and he aimed to sneak in a visit before he left to get back to work.
“Dinner, Monsieur?”  A lady voice greeted him at the door.  She was pretty, holding a plate of eggs and bacon, on a tray containing a plate, along with a good deal of coffee.
“Sure.”  Sir Osric replied. 
She came in and set the plate down gracefully, and brushed Osric’s shoulder with a gentle palm before she left.  The master knight and neophyte paladin felt a cold shiver where her hand had graced his presence.  The sensation of evil, the paladin sense.  Her serving lady was a Basiator!  He had sensed the same presence from Judge Martel earlier, and it had been growing stronger since their stay, though the mighty warrior had already left his quarters earlier to attend his daily business.
After she left quietly, Sir Osric opened the door slightly, poking his head out into the hallway.  His eyes were met with a Hammerhead elite guard, looking at him questioningly.
“My… uh… bathroom don’t work.”  Sir Osric said. 
The guard bought it because of the Sir’s surprised, confused look, mistaking his exposure for embarrassment.
“Uuuugh…”  The guard sighed.  “Third time this week.  You’d think they’d at least keep everything in the royal palace working, for Keis sake.”
Sir Osric nodded, playing along.  “No kiddin’.”
The guard continued complaining.  “I’ll call a plumber in.  Dammit, just last night someone’s sink broke!  Noble lady, I had to friggin’ put up with her yappin’ all mornin’!  And the damn plumber, that Mr.  Leence, he friggin’… was half wasted and took an hour to get his jammies on!”
“Sir.”  Osric pleaded, feigning distress, grabbing his crotch a moment.  “I really gotta take a leak.”
The guard motioned his steely, gold-plated helmet down the hall. 
“Public restroom’s down the hall and up the floor.”
“Thanks.”  Sir Osric sneaked off, remembering where Alaine’s room in the castle was. 
Odd thing was, that other noblemen and guards didn’t seem to notice, nor care about him.  They walked by with blank faces.  At least one of them should have recognized him, or maybe they just didn’t see anything out of the ordinary about a guest wandering the halls, which might have been commonplace in the royal hall.  Still, some of them had distant looks, thousand-yard stares, indicating that they might be under some kind of mind control.
The two guards at Alaine’s door did stop him, however. 
“Oh, Sir Osric.  Nobody told us you had an appointment.”
“Mhm.”  Osric hummed.  “Just a regular visit.  Had a great time at the ball last night.”
The Hammerhead chuckled lightly.  “I was there, listening to that squire of yours shit all over my boss.  Hilarious!  That guy’s a riot!”
They let Sir Osric into Alaine’s quarters. 
“You got one hour.”  The guard said seriously, closing the door behind him.
Alaine was sitting up in her bed, relaxing against the pillows, and gazing into a water orb in her hands.  She smiled as Sir Osric entered, but motioned her other hand down in a rabid flurry of downward motions, indicating that she was presently busy.  Sir Osric heard a familiar voice emanating from the orb, playful and naive as always.
“Esuliana.”  Osric mumbled, walking over in his pajamas to the table to pour himself a mug of coffee.
“Yes, yes.  I already know that.”  Alaine replied to something Essie said. 
From Osric’s distance, he couldn’t eavesdrop, nor did he have any intention to.  The voice in the orb seemed mixed with the noise of a beach, with the waves lapping at the shore.  Closer, that effect would be dimmed, but across the room it washed out a great deal of Esuliana’s banter.
“Mhm.  Okay.”  Alaine replied.  “Then get yourself cleaned up and help out.  See if you can get a detachment of troops here just in case.  Is that Prince Neve in the background?” 
She kept replying.  “Yes.  That’d be nice.  We’ll get you a defense force.  Mhm.  No the other schools are in lock down.  Technically mine is too, but I can do with my school as I please.  Well, because I’m saving the world.  Yeah, I’ll send you some of those too.  Alright thanks Prince Neve, sorry for your loss.  And Essie, make sure not to cross the border until this mess is over.  What do crumpets have to do with any of this?!  And… take a bath!” 
Osric heard Esuliana giggling as the orb shrunk in Alaine’s hand, thus unsummoning her Water Orb spell.
“It was Esuliana!”  Alaine smiled broadly, jumping out of bed and darting over to hug Sir Osric by surprise. 
“You… you’re still wearing your pajamas?”
Sir Osric nearly spilled his coffee as she hugged him.  He hugged her back with a single arm, careful not to spill his drink on her robes.  Then, he thought twice, and set the coffee mug down on the table to give her a proper, warm hug. 
“I gathered that.”
Alaine grinned, ecstatic to hear from her apprentice.  She opened the door to the hall and looked out at the guards. 
“Oh, room service!”
The guards looked at each other, and then one of them left, talking about bacon and eggs. 
“And some toast!  And some of that garlic butter with that pinch of, whatever you said it was, in it.”
The guard that stayed at the door, the same one that Osric had spoken to, commented.  “Dythergin Powdaris.”  He stated studiously. 
She smiled and closed the door.
Sir Osric’s eyebrows furrowed, even as he removed his silly-looking nightcap, tossing it on Alaine’s bed. 
“You… seem to be enjoying your captivity.”
Alaine waved a hand, dismissing any concern.  “Oh, they’re nothing to be afraid of.  I could probably take out this entire castle by myself if I wanted to.”
The Sir agreed silently, sipping his coffee.  Indeed, she was a wizard of the highest order.  Granted, she wouldn’t be able to win against all the Hammerheads, Basiators, nor likely the Judge in a direct battle, but Alaine was hardly anything direct.  He took her dismissal of his concern to mean that she had already come up with a battle plan, as well as a means of escape.
“You plannin’ a jail break?”  He asked, adding a small white plate underneath his coffee mug as he spoke.  It had been sitting at an end table near the High Wizardess’s bed.
She giggled. 
“Its in the plumbing system.  Move… move aside Oz.”  She said playfully, motioning for Sir Osric to step aside as she lightly tapped his arm with the back of her flapping wrist. 
“Oh.”  He replied apologetically, as the energetic young woman began making her bed, folding the sheets.
“I’ve been traveling all over the castle.”  She explained.  “The fish can’t see me in there.”
She had been pretending to go to the bathroom, yet morphing her form into the water of the toilets, utilizing her Rest in the Water spell, and traveling through the entire castle complex.  While not the most grandiose means of tactical information gathering, Sir Osric knew that it was the most effective, and he hadn’t actually thought of that.  Actually, Alaine herself had mentioned it in one of his visits, but apparently they had purposefully placed a mana drain formula in the water system, in order to suppress her abilities.  Alaine explained that they must have ran out of formula, or whomever was in charge of planting it in the plumbing system must have fouled it up.
“Yup, one of the guards here mentioned they were havin’ problems with their plumbing.”
“I can escape the whole city through the sewer system.”  She stated.  “Or I could summon a water dome at the bottom of the castle reservoir.”
Setting his coffee down, he seemed relieved.  “Could knock down the entire buildin’.”
“Exactly.  And also Esuliana is in Ea-.”  She gave pause as a maid entered, offering her a plate of bacon, eggs, and toast. 
She sat down and started eating quickly.  She tended to do that when she was excited.
“Easthampton?”  Sir Osric guessed as the maid left.
“Yes.  She escaped in a… in a beer keg.”  Alaine laughed. 
After Sel had tipped her off telepathically to her attempted arrest, she had ran across the streets to find a wagon containing a large assortment of kegs containing alcohol.  Without having time to think, she jumped in one of them and morphed herself into the water, casting Rest in Water.  The wagon happened to be a merchant’s wagon, headed for Southampton, to a town near its eastern border.  She had gotten wrapped up in going’s on there, as the Easthampton guard had at first thought that the Eyeless invasion was a ploy orchestrated by Southampton.  A good deal of Easthampton’s army was occupying the eastern fringes of Southampton territory.  Esuliana had gained an audience with the Prince of Easthampton, Prince Neve, and they had sorted things out with Queen Nytewethen of Southampton.  Easthampton hadn’t been hit as hard as Southampton in terms of the Eyeless scourge, and was willing to detach a contingent of troops to the Northampton border, provided that Alaine detached her own contingent of water mages and soldiers to help out.
Sir Osric was nodding up until he heard that. 
“Alaine.  You’re not really allowed to detach Highwallan troops.  That’s up to the King.”
Alaine shrugged, poking some bacon with a fork, and wiping her lips with her sleeve. 
“Well, he can stop the order then, if he wants.” She shrugged, biting down on the tasty morsel at the end of the tongs of her utensil.
The Sir’s lips curled in slight mocking, hidden underneath his mustache.  After forging an alliance like that, the King wouldn’t simply renege on it.  Alaine knew that, and was just applying political pressure on the King.  That could end up getting her into trouble.  Still, she had it right, for now, but he was worried that Alaine’s political tactics might start becoming a bit too aggressive.
“We need all the help we can get.  Just let’s not have the whole of Prince Neve’s army comin’ to crash this here party.”
The water mage agreed.  Easthamtpon had the largest standing army of all the Thamptons and surrounding areas, save Highwall and Gracia.  Having them all arrive at once might trigger the very world war that they were trying to avoid.  Prince Neve was ordering his troops to hold at the border.  This might apply pressure on Judge Martel, and increase his chances of releasing them without the necessity for conflict.  Or it could backfire, and cause further unrest.  Still, at least they had backup.  Even though Easthampton’s soldiers were mostly a motley crew, and nowhere near as powerful as Northampton troops, nor Hammerheads for that matter, their numbers would add up.
“How many?”  Sir Osric asked.
“Five thousand.”  Alaine replied nonchalantly, then her eyes darted to Sir Osric as she bit into some buttery, delicious toast.
“Five… five thousand!?”  Sir Osric repeated, stunned!
“Five thousand.  Prince Neve is taking this seriously.  His nation wasn’t hit very hard, and he’d like to keep it that way.  He believes Esuliana’s story about the Eye, and about Cucatlitrix.”
Prince Neve, Osric recollected, was just a boy.  His parents were killed during the Eyeless attack, apparently, but the Abomination hadn’t hit them very hard, preferring to prey on nations further to the west and north, it would seem.  Young, though good-natured, he probably would have believed it if Esuliana was lying.  In this case, she was not, however, and the Prince’s aid would be enormous.  He wondered about how many troops King Acturan would be willing to spare, but dismissed the thought.  Likely he’d want to keep most of his men within his borders, as he was very protective of his people, but five-thousand?  That carried a lot of weight at the negotiation table.
Nodding in approval, Sir Osric muttered.  “Sounds like Esuliana did a damn good job with the Prince.  Knew there was a reason why we was bringin’ her along.”
Alaine chuckled, but her cheeks blushed.  “You’d be… surprised at how persuasive Esuliana can be.”
“Whaddya mean by that?”
“Let’s just say,” Esuliana replied, her teeth clanging on a fork full of eggs over easy.  “Crumpets slathered in chocolate and cream cheese are the Prince’s favorite breakfast food.”
Sir Osric raised his eyebrows, but decided not to pursue the conversation any further.  Instead, they talked about goings-on and idle subjects for the better part of the next hour, before the guard barged in and told him that he had to go.  Alaine gave him a peck on the cheek before he left, and took a bath thereafter, dressing back into her favorite apparel that was provided by her “host”.  It was a black robe with white lining.  She sat down at the table, summoning some wine into a goblet.  The book she was reading was about Easthampton and Northampton’s relations over the years, but mostly about Prince Neve himself, and contained a lot of happy pictures and illustrations.  It was mostly a soft read.
Then, she heard something.  A soft knock on the door.  Probably maid service, or one of the noblewomen that she had made friends with since she had been here.  For a people that were imprisoning her with the possibility of burning her alive at the stake for witchcraft, they certainly were an amiable folk.  Sighing, she placed the book down, and wandered over to the door, the black hood of her robe comfortable around her face.  She opened the door softly, leaning a bit to peek at her guest.
She gasped!  It was not a maid, nor a noblewoman! 
The figure that greeted her was very tall, about seven feet in height!  Very slender for a man so tall, wearing a flowing, beautiful robe that seemed to be covered in a sheen of some kind of oil, catching the light in numerous patterns of mostly purple, swirled in with oranges and blues.  His fingers were long, unnaturally so, but not hideous, rather elegant, and Alaine knew that they were fingers that had practiced the graceful art of magicka throughout the years. 
His skin was a light golden color, and his face was narrow, with high cheekbones, and underneath his hood, she could spy long, pointy ears.  The man was not human.  Though beautiful, his eyes met hers with a relaxed, deep stare.  His eyes were intense, slanted, and the color of honey.  They were thoughtful eyes, though seemed distant, superior, uncaring.  Something evil, methodical, conniving, lurked within them.
She stammered and started walking backwards, shaking her head in fear, as if the motion would somehow dismiss the whole encounter.  She always thought that this being was hiding, waiting to be found.  Waiting to be rooted out by her stratagems and theories about the dining table with Sir Osric.  A cold chill ran down her spine, and she could tell that she was entering a cold sweat.  Her stomach dropped, and she had trouble thinking straight from the shock of his entrance. 
So many plans had been laid down to find this one man.  Instead, none of this mattered now.  It was Cucatlitrix Ra himself.
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Oltavien hovered over Ceresi as she lay in bed, battered and bruised.  He had one gauntleted fist placed over her knee, and the other over her nose.  Ceresi had rudely dismissed everyone else in the room just moments ago.
“This is legit gonna hurt.”  Oltavien stated flatly.  “For real.”
“Just hurry it up already!”  She yelled, trying to conjure up some fire, but too tired and beaten to a pulp to do so.  She coughed up a bit of blood.
Quickly, Oltavien set the bone, and she could feel Ceresi writhing in pain, and she grunted and winced.  Then he cast his Lay on Hands spell upon her, and his hands began shining a brilliant white and yellow!  A red steam began rising off her wounds, as if it was evaporating blood, and the light cast by his hands colored the steam a brilliant pink.
Then, it was over.  Oltavien sighed.  He had set her broken nose properly before casting his healing spell.  He would not want to be the one to have to break it again in order to set it again.  Looking over his shoulder, he saw no one at the large aperture of the tent, which encompassed almost the entire far wall.  Nobody saw him cast his divine magic, so his secret of Paladinhood was not revealed.
It was necessary.  They had tried to call for some of the Northampton clerics for help, but nobody showed up.  Plus they were all out of healing potions, with no water wizards to make them.  So they could have either tried regular first aid, or taken a shortcut.  Given the seriousness of Ceresi’s wounds, and that they needed her on her feet, it was worth risking detection.
Ceresi rose from her bed, her pajamas bloodied, torn, and ragged.  “Thanks.”
Oltavien was looking around outside, spying some of the men that Ceresi had kicked out.  They seemed upset, and one kept pointing back at the tent, as if complaining.
“What?  Oh.  Yeah.  Anytime.”  Oltavien said distractedly, but in a friendly tone.
Ceresi was on her feet again. 
“Did we collect that thing I killed last night?  Or did it vanish somehow?”
Oltavien replied.  “It didn’t vanish.  Constalon’s got it over by the campfire.”
Ceresi smiled.  “I hope he isn’t trying to cook it.”
“I hope not.”
The two left the tent, just in time to see Sir Osric walking passed, puffing on his pipe and eying the men that were complaining down the way.  He had already been told of Ceresi’s wounds, and that something had attacked her, and was going to go meet Constalon first, since he wanted to examine the creature.  He also knew that Ceresi was in stable condition, though just barely.  When he saw Ceresi walk out, without a scratch on her with Oltavien, his eyes became curious.
“Oh, Sir Osric.”  She stated.  They both stood at attention and gave chest salutes.
“At ease.”  He replied.  “Weren’t you just a few steps from death’s door this morn?”
Ceresi was still in a bit of a daze.  The healing spell had cured her wounds, but she was still exhausted and suffering from some emotional shock.  She paced off hurriedly. 
“They must have had healing potions.”  She lied poorly.
Osric watched her walk off, and not toward the campfire where the body of the creature was, which was her original intention.  Nay, she wished to avoid Sir Osric, lest she accidentally spill the beans on Sir Oltavien.  Oltavien looked at Ceresi and motioned a hand helplessly at her as she walked off, then looked back to Sir Osric, shaking his head.  Then Oltavien began to follow her, avoiding him as well.
Osric’s eyes were squinting a bit.  Ceresi must have been addled.  He started walking, but stopped.  They had no healing potions left.  Not for quite some time.  Unless Oltavien or Ceresi had been stashing them behind everybody else’s backs.  That didn’t make sense though.  He walked over to the tent to go look for empty potion bottles.  Satisfied that there weren’t any, he just smiled knowingly and walked on.
As he approached the fire, he spied Constalon, with several other soldiers, including Bezenarch and Berin, and also Mouse!  Mouse was sitting on Constalon’s lap, whilst he was poking the blurry, near invisible body with a stick as it lay in the campfire. 
“Mouse?”  Sir Osric questioned.  Mouse just smiled and waved back.
“Yeah!”  Constalon replied, happy despite the large bruise on the side of his head.  “She got lost and ended up back here!”
Sir Osric was critical.  “That sounds… unlikely Connie.”
“It’s true!”  Mouse yelled, half at Constalon and half at Sir Osric.
Osric was the only person here that knew about Mouse.  That she was actually a ghost of some kind.  Well, Oltavien probably knew too, he figured.  The little girl was attached to Constalon since she thought he saved her life, but she had really died, quite tragically, back in Scholar’s Keep during the Eyeless attack.  He decided to do some investigating.
“How did you get separated from the team?”  Osric asked, tapping the ashes in his pipe to pack them down.
“I… I don’t know!”  She replied, beginning to get upset. 
She hugged Constalon, and he hugged her back.
“She’s had a rough time.”  Constalon covered.  “Poor thing out in the woods all week.  She was just trying to find her way home.”
Little did he know, that statement had subliminal meaning, if Constalon had realized her true nature, Osric thought.  In a sense, most ghosts were trying to find their way “home” somehow, but on an emotional plane.  Her home was essentially Constalon at the moment, she was basically haunting him, and he didn’t even realize it.  Not that, that made his big squire stupid or anything, as not only was Constalon emotionally attached, but he may have suffered some kind of trauma with the girl, or it was very possible that Mouse was extending some kind of influence over him.  They had let it slide, for now, as they didn’t want the whole group to become suspicious at having a ghost in their midst, especially not in Northampton, where they might react brutally to having an undead around.  Plus, revealing her true form might cause both of them to have a traumatic episode, and they needed Constalon in top fighting shape.
“Okay.”  Osric replied, smiling.  “So what is this thing?”
Mouse walked up to the creature, pulling a ladle from a pot at the fire.  It contained a breakfast-style stew of ham, egg swirl, potatoes and onion, and Dythergin Powdaris, a Northampton spice.  She held it to what was presumably the creature’s mouth, naively.  The stew poured upon upon the creature’s lips, and spilled to the dusty earthen floor in futility.
Constalon explained simply.  “I don’t know.  Nobody knows.  Mouse says she can see it.”
The black knight, dressed in simple clothes, and carrying his finer clothes with him from last night under an arm, knelt to Mouse. 
“What does it look like, Miss Mouse?”
The little girl, dressed in simple peasants clothes, gray and somewhat frayed, pointed at the form of the blurry corpse.  “It’s… it’s white.  Like a… like one of those things you see in the tailor’s shop.  A statue person.”
Constalon replied.  “You mean a mannequin?”
“Yeah!  A man-kin.”
Osric nodded.  That too, could have been interpreted subliminally, as it was technically a humanoid. 
“Anything else?”
She kept speaking.  “Its naked.  But it doesn’t have any… well… it doesn’t have any ribs or hands, or nose or eyes.  Well, it kind of has a nose, but not really.  Not toes either.  Just like its wearing mittens, but it isn’t.”
Constalon had already talked to her about this, and added.  “She also says its like a sponge.  And its starting to turn into liquid.”
“Hmmm.”  Osric hummed, putting his pipe away with his brow furrowed and nodding.  He stood, smelling the breakfast cooking.  He had skipped lunch to sneak out of his room and visit Alaine this morning, and his stomach growled.
“Do you know what it is?”  Constalon asked.  “I’ve never heard of this before.”
“Me neither.  It ain’t no invisible man.”  Sir Osric said.  “Only thing I heard that could go invisible like that is an Air Mage.  Or an expert alchemist with a potion.  This don’t make sense.”
Mouse noticed that Sir Osric was hungry, and ran over to the campfire to start plating him some scrambled eggs and cheese that was sitting in a saucepan near the embers. 
“There’s more of them out there.”  She stated innocently.  “A lot more.”
Osric looked about, trying to suppress nervousness. 
“How many?”
“A lot.”  She just repeated, handing him the plate.
“Why thank you, fine lady.”  He replied. 
Mouse barely ever spoke to anyone but Constalon, yet she seemed to be opening up to him also a bit, for now at least.  Sometimes she’d have phases where she was daring enough to speak to others, though usually only out of necessity.
He sat down next to Constalon, shoveling some scrambled eggs into his mouth with a fork. 
“Do you see any of ‘em?”
Mouse nodded, and Osric’s eyes suddenly became keen, as she pointed across the way. 
“There’s one spying on us near that trash can across the plaza.”
Sir Osric started to jump to his feet to draw his blade, but Constalon held his arm. 
“They aren’t attacking, and it’ll just bolt.  They’ve done that before.  Berin’s been tryin’ to sight them in.”  Constalon explained.
Berin, almost on cue, aimed his crossbow near the trash can. 
“To the left or right?”
“Left.”  Mouse said. 
Berin fired a crossbow bolt, and it passed by the trash can harmlessly, landing in an alleyway.  Mouse watched as the creature bolted, jumping up on the side of a brick building, scaling it, and entering through somebody’s open window.  Their skill at climbing was at master level, if not higher.  How they grappled sheer faces without actually possessing fingers, was unknown.
“I mean right.”  Mouse said.  She often got left and right confused. 
“Sorry.”
Berin sighed.
About fifteen minutes later, as they were finishing up breakfast, the High Judge Martel and a small contingent of clerics came walking their way.  Osric could tell that they were clerics, since they carried the traditional mace, and some of them had bibles in their hands instead of shields.  Some bared the symbol of the Gracian Cross, whilst other bared the mountain lion symbol, set in the cross and inverted triangle, of the Northampton Church.  The Judge greeted them, then stopped, looking down at the ground.
“I see you’ve been having the same troubles as I.”  He stated, his heroic voice carrying and deep, reverberating with authority.
Constalon grinned.  “Yeah but we have great news.  Mouse is back!”
The Judge scowled, annoyed with Constalon and his games.  “Wasn’t she written off in the group that grew a brain and just went home?  This is no place for Highwallans.  It certainly is not the place for a little girl.”
Sir Osric had a fear.  If one of the clerics cast a detect evil spell, Mouse would be glowing like a lighthouse to them.  “Constalon.  You and Mouse go back to yer quarters.  She’s had quite the journey and needs some rest.”
Constalon didn’t put up any argument, and wanted to spend time with his adopted daughter anyway.  They left hastily, and didn’t really want to be around the Judge to begin with.
All they could hear as they walked off was Mouse saying.  “Who’s that guy?  He looks like you.”  This was followed by Constalon explaining.  “He’s not like me, that guy’s an asswhore.”  Mouse could be heard giggling, but then they drifted out of hearing range. 
Martel shook off the comments, not wishing to cause a pointless fight.  Sighing, he motioned for Sir Osric to follow him, even as Ceresi and Oltavien approached from around some tents nearby, conversing. 
Sir Osric suppressed a grin, as he could tell that Martel was disgruntled by the obscene comment. 
Osric asked.  “You said you had your own problem with these creatures?”
The Judge nodded.  “More so than you might think.  Come, this concerns you as well.”
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Sunlight shone brilliantly on the Judge’s golden-hued armor, made of Northampton goldsteel, and Bezenarch squinted as they followed him, almost wincing as a blade of sunlight hit her in the eyes.  They were walking through the city, on the way to Onus’s prison chambers at the palace.  He didn’t receive the same level of accommodations that Alaine did, of course he was just an enlistee of the Southampton guard, while Alaine was virtually royalty.  Still, she had actually grown fond of the crazy old man since she had been ordered by Sir Osric to check up on him whenever she could score visiting hours from the courthouse.  As a guard herself, she was more than familiar with court proceedings, and they made it easy for her to go visit him, unlike how much red tape that they protected Alaine with.  In any case, the Judge had mentioned that he, too, was having problems with these strange, creepy invisible men that had accosted Ceresi the night before, and wanted to take them to notice. 
“I trust he has been kept well.”  Bezenarch said, her voice proud and strong, with an airy note that seemed to carry in the wind. 
She had visited him just three days ago, and he seemed to be being decently treated, even though he often refused to eat, simply because he forgot to.  Plus, the clerics had been casting all sorts of detection spells on him, and studying him invasively, which although Bezenarch didn’t like, Onus didn’t seem to care.  Still, they hadn’t tried to put him under the scalpel or hurt him in any way.  Not yet, anyway, but Bezenarch didn’t trust them.
The Judge looked behind him at Bez as he walked. 
“Of course.  I am not one to go back on my deals.”
That was true.  Even though Sir Osric was still detecting evil coming from him, evil had many colors.  His intentions were not friendly, he was up to something, but that didn’t mean that he didn’t obey the rules.  Though corrupt, he still carried himself as a proud example of an ideal military officer.  He hadn’t always been so, perhaps the Thing of Eyes had corrupted him, or perhaps time had simply taken its toll.  Now he was bending the law in order to favor his own ends, under the influence of evil forces or no.  This made him dangerous, Osric surmised, since it looked like he would soon be the one that actually would be writing all the rules, thus becoming a kind of background despot.  Not to mention that he was in control of the most powerful military force between Highwall and Gracia.  Save Easthampton, whose numbers were just plain overwhelming.
“I’m sure he’s fine.”  Constalon stated, and everyone turned their heads, hoping he wouldn’t cause a scene. 
He had rejoined the group, much to Judge Martel’s dismay, running up behind them a few minutes ago.  Bezenarch nodded seriously.  He too, had actually grown fond of Onus, despite his horrid deformation and obvious demonic kinship.  They both felt that he was a victim, and wanted to help him, even though they both knew that he was far, far beyond help.
Bezenarch sized Constalon up a bit.  He was muscular to the point of maxing out his frame, which Bez admired.  She was very powerfully muscled herself, but would never truly reach her physical peak.  Was it jealousy?  Though she was very strong too, probably second in strength on the team to the big, oafish squire, she was still human.  She was not a herculean, and was limited to actual laws and physics of nature in what she could do.  For a man with such low wisdom, she wondered why he was so blessed by the Gods. 
She was not so sure about this hasty trip to Onus’s room.  The Judge was taking them to see him for a reason.  Still, she realized that Const was just trying to be optimistic.  She realized that he felt that she was too serious all the time, and barely ever drank or did anything fun, but they were on a mission, and had no time for games.  Plus, she had been managing the main detachment of troops in this unit for the last month or so.  She had been receiving a lot of help and training in how to lead from Sir Osric during that time, but she still didn’t feel like she was very naturally talented as a leader.  Yet now here she was, from a simple guardswoman to leading a platoon of one-hundred and seven men and women, last time she counted heads.
“You said these invisible folks’ve been terrorizin’ you too?”  Osric asked, his cold eyes scanning the sides of buildings to see if he could make out any blurs. 
Mouse wasn’t around, since Constalon didn’t want her near the Judge, and had left her to play with Texey while he was away.  They seemed to like each other.
“Perhaps I spoke too soon.  But yes.”  The Judge answered, slowing down a bit and positioning himself to walk almost shoulder-to-shoulder with the black knight.  Their difference in size was very contrasting, so elbow-to-shoulder would have been a more accurate description. 
“We were hit hard last night.  Looks like you were as well.”  The Judge commented.
Ceresi spoke up.  “Damn little creature tried killing me in my sleep!”
Sir Osric added.  “Yeah, we’re lucky she’s even still alive.”
“That the only target?”  The Judge asked. 
Sir Osric simply nodded.
“We… half of our nobility is dead.  See the town?”  The Judge replied, waving a hand at the people in the streets. 
They were simply going about their daily chores, though many of them had a strange, zoned-out look in their eyes.  A peasant woman wearing a white, simple linen coif and an old red dress walked by, carrying an oversized basket of apples.  Plain yet attractive, she smiled at Sir Osric as she walked by, clearly interested in him.  He simply nodded and gave a passerby greeting.
“Don’t see much special about it… well.”  Sir Osric replied, thinking twice about his comment after seeing the nice, hardworking lady pass by.
“Exactly right.”  The Judge said.  “It looks like there’s nothing special about it.  Like nothing changed.  But search one layer deep, and the town is a mess.  Shambles.”  His voice became slightly angry.
Sir Osric realized what kind of strife the city must be going through with the loss of so many nobles.  Management of the population must have been teetering on the edge of disaster, and they were likely doing all they could to suppress this information from the public.  He’d had a similar occurrence with the murder of Mothimar back in Highwall during the start of this mess.  They were lucky that their homeland wasn’t in a state of rioting, but their plan to slowly matriculate the bad news seemed to have dulled the blow.
Curious, Sir Osric asked.  “Were any of the Basiators effected?”
The Judge chuckled.  “Still think that half my court are undead, despite that I have an army of clerics at my stead?  Methinks this Eye of yours may be effecting you more than you think.”  He jested. 
Sir Osric had tried to warn him about the Basiators a few times, even though they had decided not to at first, thinking that the Judge might have been in cahoots with them.  Still, he had decided to give it a shot, just in the hopes that the Judge would realize the truth.  Oltavien had sworn up and down that he was telling the truth, or at least what he perceived to be the truth, and Sir Osric secretly knew that if Oltavien said someone was telling the truth, that was the same as official evidence from the mouth of a master paladin.  Still, this bothered him, since that meant that the Thing of Eyes was influencing not only Martel, but his entire troop of clerics to boot.
“Then again.”  The Judge added.  “Delacourt’s factions in the nobility were not effected.  Methinks he’s hired these invisible men as assassins, to take his share of the pie.”
Constalon added.  “To take it by force.  Looks like Delacourt is trying to overthrow you.  I hope he wins.” 
Then he laughed.
Sir Osric didn’t like that comment, but he knew that the Judge was already thinking it anyway.  If Cucatlitrix had somehow summoned these beings, probably using the Eye, then it would be a great way to create a conflict, a confusion to take advantage of.  They knew that it was unlikely that Basiators, being undead, could be effected by mental manipulation, so Cucatlitrix Ra may be doing this in order to try to get rid of them.  Or perhaps favor them, if he believed that the Basiators couldn’t be defeated, so leveraging them would help them rule the city instead of the weaker force of the Judge and his Hammerheads.  Or, it was also possible that the Basiators themselves were summoning these creatures in order to usurp, which Constalon and Martel both seemed to be concluding.  This would result in only one thing.  War.
They entered the palace, a small entourage including the Judge and some Hammerhead elites and clerics, along with Sir Osric, Ceresi, Oltavien, Bezenarch, Constalon, and Berin, whom was in tow.  Berin seemed paranoid, thrumming the tip of his crossbow, belted at his back and pointing downward, his eyes trying to scan the areas much like Osric, seeing if he could spy any of these invisible men to take pot shots at.
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Inside, they were led to a small room on the ground floor, simple quarters meant normally for only temporary guests.  Inside they spied Onus, sitting on a red, square carpet of a solid, yet thin composition, in a dark-gray room of large stone bricks, lined with some polished, deep brown oak dressers and bookshelves, with a simple bed of white pillows and a green blanket in the far right corner.  The room only had one window, a rectangular opening with a semicircle at the top, and full of simple, square panes against a brown-black border.
They fanned out a bit, crowding the room.  Onus was sitting on his knees in the middle of the room on that red carpet, his hands clasped relaxedly, vacantly staring ahead with hollow eyes.  He was usually unaware, but this time, something seemed even more wrong than usual.  He wasn’t moving at all.  He would usually be looking around at least a little bit, as if looking at things that probably only existed in his head.  He looked sickly and famished, as if he hadn’t eaten.
For the first time they’d seen, Bezenarch looked sad, worried, rushing toward him as if to take care of her own child, if she’d had one.  She hugged him lightly, but he didn’t move an inch.  He usually gave some indication, albeit a strange, disconnected acknowledgment, or would say some gibberish or something in the demon tongue.  Bezenarch stood, worried.
“You feeding him?”  Bezenarch asked, almost frantic, with a color of accusation.  “He prefers soft-boiled eggs.  And pickles.  And pickled eggs.”
Bezenarch knew that those were some of his favorite foods when he was human, and she had always enjoyed the fact that, that part of his humanity hadn’t fled along with his eyes.  Still, he didn’t make any sign that he knew that he was in Bezenarch’s presence.  He usually seemed to like her enough to at least try to communicate with her in a eligible manner.
The Judge shook his head.  “He hasn’t eaten since the attack.  The invisible men.  They took his eye.”
“What?!”  Bezenarch shot back angrily.  “Without his eye, he can’t see normally!  Just his demonic vision.”
“I know.”  The Judge replied seriously, not wishing to anger her.  “We had been studying him.  Only gently, nothing cruel nor invasive.” 
He held a palm up, as if deflecting an invisible accusation, as Bezenarch knew that some of their tests had been more than a little bit invasive.  Performing genitalia tests, rectal and oral exams, force-feeding him blessed rosemary, taking blood samples, performing failed exorcisms, and stripping him naked to spray him with holy water and shoot at him with holy light, were by no means non-invasive.  Still, Bezenarch let it slide though, as there was no cause for debate here, and holy water and blessed rosemary had not harmed him.  His human side was deflecting the damaging effects of the divine, for he was a good man, but half evil and half good, a split personality, the priests had diagnosed.
“The creature picked his pocket, according to the guards.  It killed one of my Hammerheads during its escape.”  He looked down, scraping his foot upon the gray, stone brick floor, wiping off a bit of dried blood thereupon.
“Damn creatures fight like expert monks.”  Ceresi commented, her face stern.
“Where did it escape to?  We must find him and get his eye back!”  Bezenarch commanded forcefully.
The Judge looked at her apologetically.  “It left back whence it came.  Through a mirror in the room adjacent.  Lady Azibeth’s room.  It killed her in her sleep.”
Lady Azibeth.  Bezenarch knew her.  She had bumped into her several times during her visits.  She had been visiting Alaine frequently, also.  She was the third in charge of the city, and sat with Martel and Delacourt at the three thrones in the main entrance room.  She enjoyed eating imported grapes from southern Highwall and Summercount, and was a connoisseur of hand-held fans, some of which were bladed and used as weapons.  Her heart sank, but she kept her composure.  She seemed a nice enough woman.  Though around here, they could be all smiles while still planning to burn you at the stake.
Constalon was staring at Onus, seemingly zoned out.  He began to hallucinate.  Images of… something… began appearing in his mind, flashing, rapid images, and he felt that same fear as when he saw an eye that looked similar to his, laying on the ground back at the gate between his homeland and Southampton.  He couldn’t remember it, but it was like a dream, just for an instant.  Or a few instants.  There was Mouse, smiling and playing.  And then he thought that Onus had eyes for a moment, Constalon’s own eyes, looking back at him!  He shivered for a moment in fear and some strange revulsion, but snapped out of it.  Nobody seemed to notice.
“Is he dead?”  Constalon asked.
The Judge frowned.  “No.  He’s still breathing.  Just barely.  We have means of force-feeding him if need be.  His appetite responds well when force-fed Roris Marini.  But I’m not authorizing that.  It grows tiresome, and I’m not some bully to be picking on him like a child.”
Sir Osric was looking ahead, thinking.  Roris Marini, known as blessed rosemary, was a creation of the Gracian church, used mainly in order to draw out evil spirits to make them more susceptible to exorcism.  Obviously, their attempts to save his soul, had no effect.  He wasn’t possessed, technically.  In essence, the eye of Onus that had been devoured by the Abomination, was technically possessing the demon.  The Abomination of Eyes, incorporating Onus’s eye, had an influence upon the man, but it wasn’t so much possession as it was mental suggestion, verging upon domination.  This state had been taken advantage of by Cucatlitrix Ra, when he had manipulated the poor old guard into cutting the portcullis at Fort Burgundy, and sealing them all in to be trapped with the Eyeless hordes within.
“He’s catatonic.”  Sir Osric stated.
Oltavien commented.  “I’ve seen this in werewolf victims.  Actually, in people turning into werewolves themselves.  They’ll just sit there, goners, and then they cross over.”
Scanning the room, Ceresi nodded to herself.  “We should put him down.” 
Oltavien agreed.  “That’s what I did.”
“We may have to.”  Sir Osric replied, sadly. 
Bezenarch and Constalon didn’t like the idea, but what was the alternative?  To let him starve to death?  They couldn’t simply just force-feed him forever, either.  Bezenarch turned to them, acting like she was tidying her long, curly black hair.  She was actually wiping away some tears that had escaped quietly, moving to expose her to her peers, as they traveled on their quest to her cheeks.
Berin had an idea.  “Lord Judge.  May I see the mirror?”
“Why?”  The Judge asked.
“Because I wanna see if that creature is still in the mirror.”
The Judge nodded seriously.  “A fine consideration, little warrior.  One that we had, ourselves.  The creature is gone.  It looks like they use mirrors as transport.  I’ve already ordered all mirrors to be confiscated and destroyed.  I suggest you do the same.”
Sir Osric motioned to Berin.  “I’ll do the same.  Berin, head back and spread the word.  We don’t wanna be susceptible to no surprise attack.”
Berin saluted his liege, then nodded to Martel respectfully.  The Judge had his arms crossed, and simply nodded back as the young crossbowman left the room.
Constalon seemed worried.  “I thought that breaking mirrors was bad luck for us.  Like in the old wives’ tales.”
Martel’s lips curled at his rival.  “Bad luck for the invisible ones.  Not for us.”
“Well.”  Constalon replied, obviously taunting.  “I think the real reason you ordered everyone to break their mirrors, is so that you can hide the fact that though we’re both herculeans.  Yet you might be more smart, you’re hiding that I’m the handsome one.  You’re just an ugly old fart.”
There was silence, as they nervously awaited Judge Martel to become angry.  Instead, he laughed heartily, and not in a belittling way as usual.  Constalon smiled too, realizing that Martel had actually considered his jest to be legitimately humorous, and took no offense.  It was actually true, so far as Martel being smarter, and Constalon being more charming, was concerned.  For a moment, just a brief instance, they both felt a sense of camaraderie, a sense of kinship, toward one another, as they were both of the same race.  Constalon and the Judge both knew, however, that it was not meant to be. 
The Judge replied, his chuckle fading.  “Perhaps you have some wit after all, boy.  Perhaps after this is over, we can train in the courtyard, and I will show you the true ways of battle.”
Judge Martel’s eyes glowered over to Sir Osric, obviously challenging.  It was a subtle implication that the Judge could have trained Constalon better than he, but Sir Osric wasn’t biting.
Sir Osric, still serious, replied.  “We’ll decide what ta do with our own folks.  Thank ye very much.  Ain’t gonna be you whether or not we put ‘im to th’ blade.”
The Judge nodded slowly, his eyes looking upon Sir Osric meditatively, appreciating his lack of desire in wishing to engage in pointless jabs.
“I release him to you, so you may do with him what thou wilt.”  The Judge intoned, waving his hand as he walked out of the room proudly.
“Mighty fine of ya.”  Osric replied, ordering Bezenarch and Constalon to gather the comatose, poor old man. 
After they left, Sir Osric took a look at some of the books in the room, interestedly scanning their pages, before he left.  They were mostly children’s books, and also books about Summercount and the subject of fans.  It looked like Lady Azibeth was probably reading to him during his captivity.  To try to bring him back…
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Steam arose from Alaine’s slender hands, and they were beet-red from the heat.  She had only partially regained composure, even as the tall, golden skinned elf slowly entered the room, menacing in his billowing cloak of oily, alien origin.  Her hands were held palm up, and the steam was beginning to form moisture on the ceiling.
“Do you seek to harm me!?”  She asked, partly in a fighting response, and partly in fear.  “I… I am not defenseless!”
The towering elf cocked his head slightly, studying her curiously. 
A voice boomed in her mind.  “I am not here to hurt you.  As you’ve probably guessed, I’ve been rather busy indoctrinating the town guard.”
The voice in her head, though elegant and beautiful, reverberating, was so loud that it was painful, and her skull throbbed in pain.  Her Steaming Spray spell fizzled, and she winced.  Cucatlitrix didn’t seem to notice.
“I wanted to know how you summoned the Curuli, and what you did with Onus’s eye.  I have need of it.  Well, I do now, anyway.”
“Aaah!”  Alaine screamed in pain.  Oddly, the guards at the door didn’t flinch at the sound, as if totally oblivious.  She could see their armored shoulders and a bit of their elbows through the door.  It was unlikely that the guards even knew that Cuca was present.
“It hurts!  Please stop!”  The wizardess fell to the floor on her knees, clutching the sides of her head.
“Oh.  My apologies, beautiful one.”  The voice stated, then stopped. 
All was quiet, as Alaine regained from her headache.  The elven wizard was just standing there, looking at her curiously.
“O-okay.”  She said, panting a bit from the trauma.  She rose to her feet.  “Your telepathy, it’s too strong.”
Cucatlitrix nodded, and then he spoke.  “Y-yes… I didn’t reali-”.  His voice was scratchy, and he burst out coughing.
Alaine frowned, confused. 
“Are you?  Are you alright?”
Cuca motioned to the table. 
“W-water!”  He coughed, waving his fingers at his throat, parched.
The high wizard speedily grabbed an empty pitcher from the table that she had using to blend imported bananas and milk with.  She hadn’t washed it yet, but summoned some ice-cold water into it anyway.  Thinking to clobber him with it at first, she decided it might be best to just give him the pitcher.  He took it quickly, chugging the water straight out of the pitcher.  He sighed in relief.
“S-sorry.”  He half-choked.  “I haven’t spoken in… a few centuries.”  His voice was scratchy.
“I can make you a rehydration potion if you’d like.  It might help a little bit.”  She stated helpfully. 
Why she was trying to help him, she didn’t really know, she just had a helpful spirit, and he didn’t seem hostile at the moment.
“What’s that?”  He asked, cringing from the scratching pain in his voice box.
Alaine explained the potion.  “It’s hard to explain.  It’s essentially super-condensed water.  Sort of.  It won’t expand in your stomach and make you cough it up.  No pun intended.  It’s basically… super water.  It might help lubricate your throat.”
Cucatlitrix’s long, curvy black eyebrows went up, as he considered whether or not this was some sort of trick.  Then he nodded.  Alaine took a clear, glass goblet off the table, and moved her finger up alongside the rim, summoning what appeared to be crystal-clear water, though it seemed to move more sluggishly along the interior of the glass as she moved it to him.
He nodded in thanks, taking a sip.  He seemed to like it.  After a few sips, he said, this time more coherently.  “Sorry.  I didn’t realize that my inner voice was so overpowering.”
Alaine felt more comfortable now.  He was obviously here to talk, not interrogate, or he wouldn’t be acting so timid, and would’ve tried to mentally assault her.  Was this how Cucatlitrix Ra, this Archmage that had killed half of her team, really was?  She became scolding, and pointed between him and the ceiling in agitation. 
“Okay, you’ve killed a lot of my friends.  And you’re not here for a duel.  What do you want, mister?!”
Cuca made sure to talk slow, so as not to damage his voice box.  “I, as I said.  The Curuli.  How are you summoning them?”
Alaine placed a hand on her hip.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about?  What’s a Curuli?”
“The invisible men.  The ones that stole the Eye of Onus.”  He replied.  His real voice was much different than his inner voice.  Rather than beautiful, ominous, and reverberating, his regular, plain-old voice almost seemed shy.  “You don’t know, do you?”
Cucatlitrix explained that he had been using the Abomination of Eyes to brainwash the people of Northampton, as Alaine already knew, and also do the same in surrounding areas in order to manipulate the region’s politics.  That, she also knew.  What she didn’t know, was that someone, someone besides Cuca, had summoned invisible beings that the golden elf called “Curuli”, which had murdered half the nobility, apparently tried to molest Ceresi in her sleep, and stole Onus’s eye, leaving him catatonic and good for dead.
She was somewhat shocked at this news, but shrugged.  The only other person in town with the magical power to actually summon the Curuli besides Cuca, was Alaine.  Thus, the strange, perhaps perverse wizard had broken from his voyeuristic spying, and hiding in the background, and had a definite need for conversation.  Perverse, yet polite, and extremely exquisite and beautiful, to boot, Alaine considered.
“I’m a water wizard, not a demon summoner.”  She stated plainly, her brow furrowed in scorn toward the evil mage.
“Not demons.  They’re from the elemental plane of perception.  The Perceiver’s home plane.”
Alaine then realized.  While the Abomination of Eyes had become the 3rd Denizen of Hell at some point in ancient history, the creature was probably summoned there by one of the other residing denizens, thus evolving to become more demonic itself over time.  Or, given the Abomination’s distasteful nature, it was also possible that the Curuli had exiled it, and may now be wishing to kill it, as it had once again reared its ugly head.  The Abomination thus had ties to both the Frozen Hells, and this Elemental Plane of Perception that Cuca was talking about.
Yet, she had no idea that all this had happened, locked in her room.  Cucatlitrix thought it might have been her somehow, even though he had been watching her rather invasively.  It was still possible that she had been summoning them somehow, whilst behind her undressing curtain, or when in the bathroom.  Still, Cucatlitrix could tell that he wasn’t being lied to.  That meant only one other thing.
Alaine realized it at the same time, and muttered.  “The Abomination.  The… Perceiver, summoned these things while under your control?”
“Yes.”  Cuca replied.  “And that presents a serious problem.”
“No kidding.”  She stated flatly, her anger at him settling down. 
This wasn’t the man, or elf, that she had envisioned him to be.  Cucatlitrix was having trouble containing the demon, and it was summoning its own forces, or at least assisting in their arrival, presumably to help it break free of Cucatlitrix’s control.  While he could control it enough so that it wouldn’t attack him, it could attack others around him.  The Abomination of Eyes, being an animal, probably wouldn’t care whether or not the Curuli were trying to help, or harm it.  It would only see the basic results of bringing them here, and that meant hurting its captors forces!
Likely it targeted the nobility instead of the Basiators, because Cucatlitrix was in league with them.  He had been pulling both the strings of the Judge’s nobility, and the Basiators, though.  If these creatures were from this Plane of Perception, she gathered that it was possible that since undead were often hidden in nature, that the Curuli might simply not be able to see them.  Vampires, after all, could not be seen in mirrors.  While Basiators were much more infiltrative than true vampires, to the point in which they could be seen in mirrors, that didn’t necessarily imply that the Curuli could see them.  That also explained why it would attack Ceresi, since she had been in close contact, and nearly lovers with their leader, Delacourt.  What better way to disrupt Cuca’s plans than by starting a war, and murdering their leader’s girlfriend?  There wasn’t any.
“We… I… need help.”  He said. 
He seemed to wince in pain a bit, and a soft, green glow emanated from his chest, in the shape of an eye.  He was wearing the demon on a thick-chained talisman, right under his robes!
She felt that same invasion.  The same one whenever Cucatlitrix attempted telepathic contact.  Only this time, it was different.  Horrible.  She felt like yelling, but didn’t know why.  A strange, sick desire boiled within her, even as she began to sweat!  Energized, the sweat immediately simmered off in magical steam.  A strange compulsion, to touch her eyes.  Memories of pleasant sex, yet distant, boyfriends of old, sickeningly coincided with it, memories of the hidden, private times when she was a girl, and first began to masturbate.  She knew that if she didn’t fight it, that the demon would suggest for her to sink her fingers deep within her own eyes, and to rip them out!  She felt like hissing at the creature, and felt a surge of wild, chaotic emotion, even as strange glitches appeared in her vision!
Fighting the hallucination, she started hearing voices, even as Cucatlitrix wrestled with the creature.  She saw a flash, that looked like Sir Osric, just for a split second.  The apparition looked at her scornfully, but also Osric’s eyes looked let down, like he was about to cry.  It was similar to the way that Osric used to look at her, when she did something wrong as a little girl, and the Sir had to scorn her.  Except their was something wrong with the image, evil, that made her feel sick to her stomach.  Something in Osric’s eyes, was hateful, hungry, jealous, a true perversion of the real man that’d had her in his tutelage in those ages passed.  The vision of this deranged version of such a good man, made her want to cry.
A voice entered her mind, that of Sir Osric.  “I knew you’d let me down.  I didn’t want to bring you along, not to protect you.  But cuz I knew you’d let me down.”
She started fighting it, trying to push it aside, to push it down somehow with her will.  She heard a swirl of other voices, in league with the loud piping of the eagle.  Was it really Sel?  Was Sel trying to help her from afar?  Or to warn her?  Sir Osric’s visage was gone, but she saw something else.  Another eye, across the room, yet glowing like an afterglow, blinking without eyelids, which made no sense, but not even looking at her, large as fist, scanning the food on the table, the color of a gray blue, yet changing to a green iris and wreathed in red.  The room seemed to flicker and shimmy.  It was a mental hell, and she could barely see Cucatlitrix, as he focused his will upon the arising demon about his neck.
“…know you let me down.”  The voice said, but then shifted into Constalon’s voice. 
The voice of Constalon stated, in the same tone he spoke to Mouse when explaining something.  “Cuz he’s a douchebag and doesn’t understand.  Cuz I drew an image of him, and carved it into my chest.”
Alaine cried back though the language of the mind.  “No!”
Images flashed, of Constalon, tormented.  Images of her, imprinted, carving into Constalon’s bare chest, as he wailed in agony.  Of Sel, carving the image, cutting into his enormous, muscular chest with his beak, carving images of her portrait into him, as he screamed in agony.
“I saw you die that day.  I’m sorry I couldn’t help.  I don’t remember any of it.”  The voice of Constalon said in her mind, but the voice, over the noise of his screams, wasn’t in pain, it was merely explaining.
Suddenly, Cucatlitrix pushed his arms to his sides, in a stance of extreme focus and meditation.  His eyes were clenched shut, but then relaxed, as he regained control.  The glow at his chest, vanished slowly, but tried to relight, along with all the visions flooding her thoughts.  Everything was back to normal now, save the guards outside the open door, oblivious to them via Cucatlitrix’s magic, were both vomiting, removing their helms.  Complaining of a stomach bug, they ran off to go to the bathroom.
Alaine stepped back, fearful and keeping her distance.  She felt fine again, yet horrified.  Then, emotions within her bubbled up against Cucatlitrix, as he stood there with his eyes still shut, making sure the demon was truly encaged, for now.
She chuckled sarcastically.  “You?!  I’m not helping you.  You killed my friends, you jerk.  You’re allied with that thing!  You sick fuck!  You… you’re ripping out innocent peoples’ eyes, for your gain.  Even innocent children!” 
Angered at her own words, and at her swearing, and that she had lost control of her temper, she slammed a fist on the oaken table beside her, and steam began rising from her shoulders and arms!  Yet, she was also in tears, and put her hands to her face, holding back the trauma of her visions.
Cuca replied defensively.  “So narrow minded!  I am doing this to help your people, your world.  Look at the people around you.” 
He waved an arm toward the window, and started pacing slowly, yet nervous, caught in anxiety.  “Your people, mankind, humankind, are leaderless.  Each nation at each other’s throats.  Gods at war.  Crime and poverty.  I bring utopia.  Once I conquer the throne of this earth, I shall lead humans into an era of peace, discipline.  I shall uplift them.  And under my guidance, I have not once sicced the Perceiver to tear out the eyes of others!  How dare you accuse me?”
The high wizardess frowned, emotional and distrustful.  So this was the real Cucatlitrix Ra.  A pompous, overpowered mage with an inferiority complex, that had rationalized his own schemes. 
“And whom shall they call God when you’ve taken control over everything!?  You!?  Or more likely, the Abomination of Eyes, whilst you lose control over it.  And it rips all humanity’s eyes asunder!  Including yours!”
There was a moment of silence, while they both tried to calm down, so they could speak more rationally.
“This.”  Cuca stated, squaring off on her. 
“This is why I-.”  He seized up again, the eye glowing softly. 
Alaine could swear that she saw the image of the eye, shining through his robes, blink at her once.  Chidingly.  A shiver of fear went through her, but she was relieved, as this time, Cucatlitrix seemed to stay the beast.
He panted.  “They’ve taken Onus’s eye.  It’s a… its another Perceiver.  Just a baby, harmless for centuries.  But the Curuli are using it to fire some kind of shocks on me.  I’ll lose control without Sel’s talisman.”
Alaine scowled, something that even Cucatlitrix didn’t think she was capable of. 
“As if I know where he is.  You chased us all off when you brainwashed the Judge into thinking that we’re the bad guys!”
Cuca had recovered from his pain, but even Alaine realized the truth.  Though totally misguided and morally confused, Cuca was actually helping in a way.  Since he was controlling the Eye, it didn’t just have free reign to devour everyone.  Still, now that the Perceiver had slipped passed Cuca’s manipulations, and summoned these invisible men, now they had found a weapon with which to break the Perceiver free of Cucatlitrix’s grasp.  The weapon was Onus, himself, his perceptions locked into his own eye and the eye of the Abomination.  The demon was using this link to disrupt Cuca’s hold over it.  With aid, accidental or purposeful, from these strange beings known as the Curuli, it may yet escape.  Once it did that, all hell would break loose, and the world would end. 
The Abomination of Eyes must have instinctually realized that the Curuli would try to set it free, for whatever reason.  Perhaps it was to kill it, or perhaps it was to control it, or perhaps it was to rescue it, or merely just set it free.  Whatever the Curuli’s true goal was, the animalistic intelligence of the Abomination of Eyes probably knew that the Curuli would seek to free it, and so it was that these invisible men were casting some kind of spell in order to disrupt Cuca’s hold over it.  The Abomination had some power to leak out from Cuca’s control, but by getting just enough of an edge to bring the Curuli into the mix, it now had much greater chances of escape. 
Alaine’s brow furrowed, as she regained control over her emotions.  The idea made her wonder if the Abomination of Eyes knew this instinctually, and for a scary reason.  Perhaps in times long forgotten, the Abomination had learned this before.  Perhaps as it devoured another world.
Perhaps Cuca was right, this time around, but that talisman would give him even more power.  There might not be another choice, however.  If she helped him find Sel, perhaps Cuca could contain the demon, just to stall him whilst she and her comrades prepared the kill strike.  Also, if Cuca found Sel without her help, no doubt the golden elf would try to kill him and simply take the talisman.  This way, Alaine could keep her friend safe.  Perhaps she could convince Sel that Cuca could contain the Eye, with the aid of his icon.
She stopped scowling.  Cucatlitrix visibly relaxed as well.  Truth be told, he was afraid of her wrath.  They were both archmages, and in such close quarters, they’d probably both blow themselves to kingdom come in the event of a battle.  That also meant that the Perceiver would run free, yet he was more concerned with his own personal safety, than anything else.
Alaine sighed, as their was no use arguing.  “The talisman has perceptive power, and is Sel’s focusing icon.  I can help you, despite myself.  But Sel must go unharmed.”
The tall elf nodded, but retorted.  “You don’t know what that talisman really is, do you?”
“Yes I do.  It’s a druidic icon, same as a spellbook is for us.  Except it is from a very rare school of magic, EagleCasting.  Nature magic of a very specific school.”
He listening intently, placing an elegant hand to his chin.  “You’re partially right.  But it isn’t just an icon.  There is an actual being inside of it.  Well, the mold of a being.”
She had thought of this previously, but never bothered mentioning it, except to Osric a few times, just in speculation.  It was an artifact, she affirmed to herself.  There was no way that a peasant, even with some budding talent as a druid, could possibly have gained so much power, so soon, through a simple icon.
“It houses a Phoenix?”
Cucatlitrix nodded.  “Sort of.  An actual Phoenix is a demi-god entity, sort of like your Pegasus that went kamikaze on my best lieutenant.”  Then he paused.  “Sorry.”
She didn’t reply or give a response.
“In either case.”  He continued.  “The Phoenix is a being of equal strength to the Perceiver.  Well, in terms of Perception and Will, except the Firebird is freedom, whilst the Perceiver is enslavement.  The Phoenix cannot be contained within a cage.  Rather, there is a mold of the Phoenix’s spirit, inside the bronze.  Gradually, after Trials of Fire for Life, Lightning for Flight, and Shadow for its Ashes, the Apprentice will rise to take on the Form that the Mold Bestowed.”
“Are you saying that you can use the amulet to also become a Phoenix?”  She asked.
“No, no.  I am… like you.  Well, in a way.”  He seemed critical of this realization, almost disgusted.  “I am limited to my home school of magic, and my natural abilities as a star elf.”
That meant telepathy, Alaine surmised, and his School was Cosmos, the ability to use the sun as a weapon.  The Abomination boosted his telepathic gifts, while the wizard boosted the Abominations intelligence.  However, that creature, without the amulet in Cuca’s hands, may very well break free.  The talisman wouldn’t help him transform into a Firebird, but it was in the same sphere as Cuca’s inherent powers of telepathy and perception.  With the added perceptual abilities of the talisman, he’d be able to regain control of the demon.
“Well.”  Alaine wondered, totally unsure of this.  “I guess I have no choice.”
“No.”  Cucatlitrix said matter-of-factly, whimsical.  “You really kind of don’t.”
She smirked slightly, despite herself.  Cuca was a cunning one.  She walked over to the window, staring into the sky. 
“I don’t know where Sel is, exactly, but I can contact my water mages to search for him.  He’s somewhere in the forests to the west, I believe.  I’m sure he’s just fine.”
Cucatlitrix nodded.  “Excellent.  I am sure he has a plan to destroy me and thus free the Eye, in hopes to slay it.  Together as I had dreamed.  We shall arrest his misguided plans, and foil his plots against me.”




ACT II: SKIES ABOVE
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Sel had no idea where he was.  He sat atop a white pine tree in eagle form, and while it looked like he was preening, he was actually pulling thorns out of his skin and feathers with his beak.  He was still somewhere in the territory of the People of the Tree, and their shamans had a pretty nasty ability to spray thorns from their palms over long distances.  It was an attack that was difficult to dodge, provided he wasn’t flying high enough.  He had swooped down to try to grab a rabbit for a tasty morsel, but drew too close to a small brigade of the barbarians.  As far as he could tell, the entire tribe had succumbed to the Abomination’s power, and weren’t really fighting amongst themselves anymore.  Instead, they were busy summoning tree giants and dryads, and amassing an army.  To what end, he could only guess.
He had been out in the woods, lost for over two weeks in the endless wilderness.  He had been scavenging for food, or in search of allies, when a strange vertigo came over him.  He knew it was the Abomination of Eyes, and it likely made him unable to find his way back.  Instead, he had foraged for berries and hunted small animals to stay alive, and occasionally launched attacks of his own on Tree Folk when he knew he had them either surprised or he knew that he could take them on.  This time, though, they had nearly gotten the better of him, but the thorns weren’t that bad, plus he had some neophyte-level healing ability that he could cast on himself to seal those little wounds right up.
His eyes looked to the horizon.  Endless forests of pine, in a nice, bright yellow sun.  It was cold though, and he spied a bit of snow on some trees far to the north, just a light dusting of flakes by the look of it.  Still, a shiver went up his spine, but it wasn’t the cold.  Something was after him.  He had a connection to the Abomination of Eyes by now, especially since it was placing a dweomer over him, making him lost.  That had been Cuca’s doing, as the dark wizard didn’t want him finding help to combat his plans.  Just last night, however, he had sensed a surge in the demon’s power levels, and had a very strange dream accompanying it, something to do with Cucatlitrix and visions of baby eagles, just hatching out of their nests. 
In any case, he already had realized that the Abomination was breaking free of its shackles, somehow.  It was operating independently, or at least somewhat, and he could feel it trying to hunt him.  To challenge him yet again.  Then he saw it, moving in slowly, gracefully, through the beautiful, light blue void of the noonday skies.
At first he couldn’t tell what it was, but it was big, maybe a dragon!  It moved gracefully, seemingly slowly, plodding along.  What he thought was a tail, soon became a thick mass of tendrils to his bird’s eye as it drew closer to him in a hodgepodge fashion, swaying in direction in a kind of crawling, slithering pattern through the blue skies.  Then what he thought was a head and body, he realized was something else, and his eyes widened in horror!
The being was no dragon, but a giant eye!  The eye was roughly ten feet in diameter, encased mostly in a reddish-purple skin, wet but not glistening, with a slimy eyelid that was about a quarter of the way closed, giving the creature a tired, meditative appearance as it looked around on the ground and in the trees.  The tendrils were essentially a mass of nerves, with a large, longer eye stalk comprising the tail, and stretching roughly fifty feet behind the bizarre creature.  It didn’t see him yet, and Sel was frozen in place, fearful, for several moments.  Though it couldn’t see him, it could sense him, and was gradually drawing closer.
Graceful, macabre, and yet corny in a way, the creature must have been summoned from the elemental plane of perception.  That meant that the Abomination was calling in for help, not Cucatlitrix Ra.  The only thing that Cuca had used the Abomination to call in for, so far at least, were Red Caps, and they were from the Frozen Hells.  If Cuca had actually summoned them.  Likely, the Abomination’s demonic presence had inadvertently opened gateways to hell, and the Red Caps had been attracted to nearby ruins, the aftermath of battle.  There had thus far been no proven connection between the goblinoid demons and Cucatlitrix himself, it was just speculation.  Finally, the elemental plane of perception was probably just as new to Sel, as it was to Cuca, and would take a lifetime of study to figure out its magicks.
He knew the creature was going to spot him soon, similar to nightmares he frequently had, aftereffects of his lifetime of slavery.  The monster would find him, to punish him while he hid underneath his blanket, just like his masters had in times past.  This was no different, except that it was real, and there was no blanket to hide under in futility.  Sel gathered his courage, ignorant of the abilities of this giant eye, this eye-dragon.  He made a break for it!
As he flew off, the giant eye widened, it’s large black pupil enlarged to encompass a portion of its only slightly-lighter, ash-colored retina.  It’s speed suddenly increased, even as Sel let out a piping noise in fright.  The great tail of the beast curved as the giant monster, levitating in the air, turned to chase him!
Sel was at full speed, the trees going by fast behind him as he soared high above, but he couldn’t believe it!  The giant eye was as fast, if not slightly faster, than he himself, as a bald eagle!  The disturbing creature’s great pupil seemed to enlarge even more, as if gazing upon him wildly.  Within its large darkness, with a sheen of glassy water over its retina, something churned within.  A writhing, growing mass of electricity!
The eagle was preparing himself to dodge, if he could dodge such a thing.  He considered his only option, diving down in hopes that he could find cover, and that its spell would hit a tree instead of himself.  He had no such time to, however, as a blast of lightning erupted violently from the creature’s enormous, single eye, a kind of lightning bolt that was entangled together, much like the creature’s tendrils.  The bolt of entwined lighting hit Sel square in the tail feathers, and he blacked out!
Careening and twirling, he regained consciousness before hitting the ground, feeling half dead and searing pain all over his body!  He pulled up just in time to skim the ground, bouncing and rolling in the dirt, and smacking into a maple tree!  He lay there, motionless and stunned, with dust and smoke rising off his fragile, broken frame.
His nictitating membrane closed and opened a few times, and his eye moved skyward in fear.  The being was up passed the pine trees, levitating above in the clear blue sky.  It had slowed down, appearing almost balloon-like, and moving in for the kill.  It pulled its main tail, or stalk, coiled closer to itself, letting its nerve endings fan out a bit around the creature.  Another charge of lightning was beginning to form in its eye, and Sel knew that he wouldn’t survive another assault from the creature.
Then, he heard a roar!  A human roar, and he saw an object fly up and hit the creature in the side, breaking through it’s wet, membrane-like skin.  The creature made no noise that he could hear, but quickly strafed to its right, a tomahawk sticking out of its sensitive frame.  Looking down, it spied a man, huge in frame and powerfully muscled, looking back up at it fearlessly, preparing yet another tomahawk to launch at it.  At first, Sel imagined it to be Constalon, but there was no way.
The being fired another lightning bolt at him, and he rolled out of the way, just after throwing his weapon at it.  The lightning bolt hit the ground where he had been, exploding and sending debris flying up through the air.  The huge, athletic man grunted in pain, as he rose to his feet from the roll.  Tendrils of the lightning absorbed into his moccasin boots.  His hands were clenched to either side, against his black bear pelt, and he hurled another tomahawk at the creature.
Sel watched the fight, half-dazed.  After a time, he had managed to heal himself just enough to hop up and fly atop the maple tree he had crashed into.  He sat, leaning bedraggled in the crotch of a high oak branch, trying to regain his mana for another healing spell, while the barbarian kept up his assault on the creature.  Several hatchets sticking out of the creature, it eventually fled, blood and retinal fluid dripping out all over the place as it limped off into the horizon.  The ground had several shallow impact craters in it by now, sizzling and zapping with the blue glow of lightning magic.
The big man, face shrouded in a deep, black beard, gazed around him fiercely.  He knew he had seen that creature, whatever it was, chasing somebody.  Or something.  Sel didn’t like the look of him, and even though he had just saved his life, he was a barbarian, and most barbarians were far from friendly.  Even for a barbarian, he looked fierce, and had two axes crossed behind his back, stained in blood.  There were also human scalps attached to his belt, along with a pink blade of unknown design.  He had been out fighting more than just giant eyes, it would seem.  Still, Sel believed himself to be hidden, peaking around the trunk of the tree on a limb, to spy the powerful warrior.
The barbarian, looking around, suddenly made eye-contact with him!  Sel’s eyes widened, even as the barbarian roared, his massive, uncovered muscles surging!  He had a physical strength that rivaled that of Constalon!  The barbarian charged the tree, letting out a battlecry, but not reaching for his tomahawks, nor his axes.  Sel had not the energy to fly away, nor to fight back, but positioned himself defensively if the warrior brave tried to climb up to him.
Instead of climbing, the barbarian hunched down, as if to tackle the tree.  His shoulder slammed into the trunk, as he bear-hugged the tree.  He grunted as he pushed with his feet, and to Sel’s amazement and shock, the tree trunk began to crack!  Splinters and bark popped off, as long fissures and cracks began forming, all the while the barbarian grunting in strain.  Several seconds later, the whole tree came crashing down.  Sel jumped off the tree, flapping his wings to pad the blow.  No wonder he at first reminded him of Constalon!  This was a fellow of his kind, a herculean!
Standing on his talons, he made a decent landing, though his wing was only partially mended from his healing spells.  It was probably still sprained, but at least not entirely broken.  Dirt, debris, and twigs flew up everywhere, a cloud of light-tan dust billowing out from around the great plant.  The large barbarian spied him, drawing his axes!  Surprised, Sel wondered if the man hunted eagles, or was just a lunatic killing everything he sees.  Whom would so savagely try to kill an eagle, of all things? 
The large man’s feet were set in a battle stance, his axes held out from his body in some kind of fighting position!  He yelled something in a foreign language, tribal, that Sel didn’t understand.  Then the barbarian gave pause, his black eyes darting as they thought quickly. 
“Be you friend or foe!?”
It was then that Sel realized.  The barbarian knew that he wasn’t really an eagle.  Either that, or the Abomination had driven him completely coocoo.  Begrudgingly, Sel shifted back into the form of a man, bending the darkness around him.  When he reformed, the barbarian saw him to be a man in a dark green robe, clutching his arm as if broken, and hunched over in pain.
“Friend.”  Sel replied, wincing in pain.  “Name’s Sel.  EagleCaster.”
“You Highwallan?”  He asked, his voice loud and deep, as if speaking within a great barrel.  His voice had a thick accent, but was easy to understand.
Sel responded. “Yes.  Well, not originally.  Name’s Sel.”
“Oh.”  The huge man responded, sheathing his axes behind his back.  “Name’s Grimprey.  People of the Bear.” 
“How’d you do?”  Sel grunted, then fell to his knees in pain.  Grimprey walked over quickly, offering a hand.  Sel took it thankfully.
“You’re out of mana.”  The big barbarian stated matter-of-factly.  “Come, I’ll show you our camp.  The shamans there can heal you.”
Sel nodded, as the big man helped him to his feet.  Limping, he and his newfound friend, Grimprey, walked off slowly, disappearing into the piny forests of the noonday sun.  
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Bear Folk, if Sel recalled from one of Sir Osric’s lectures during their travels, were a very strong tribe in the Barbarian Forests.  This made sense, of course, since their shamans had bear spirits, and their hunters and braves were adept at hunting the massive animals.  A tribe’s shamanistic element, or aspects, as the barbarians called them, generally signified their strength.  Bears, for example, were some of the top predators in the forests, rivaled only by mountain lions. 
Grimprey was explaining some of this to him as they stumbled toward camp, their feet careful not to step in any cold puddles, nor to get caught in between the rocks and the crevices of the thick woods.  Every man or woman that wished to be a brave, or warrior, of the clan, had to face the Trial of the Bear.  That is, they had to hunt and slay a bear by themselves.  Sometimes, if there was a famine, a bear shaman would actually summon one in a combat ring for the initiate to face.  Killing a bear was no small task, though Grimprey performed this feat, barehanded, when he was twelve.
The EagleCaster was impressed, though not entirely surprised.  Constalon had been demonstrating such achievements when he hit puberty as well, although sometimes Sel wondered if Const had even actually made it out of that stage in life.  In any case, it was apparent that Grimprey, too, was a Herculean.  When asked about the subject, Grimprey waved a hand, as if to dismiss such nonsense.  It was no foreign god, none of this Zeus that some Oracles in Agrecka claimed, it was simple, real and true bear magic.  His people were blessed by the spirit of the Great Bear, and so too, sometimes men would emerge within their tribe with great strength, and capable of miraculous feats.  Tackling a tree was one of them.
Great Bear spirits, Zeus, Herculeans, Sampsonites, all these were names associated with these men of miraculous strength.  Sel realized that they were all one and the same, but wondered what their true origin was.  The Highwallans believed them to be products of the elemental plane of strength, though even the mages had very little knowledge of that plane, if it even existed.  Perhaps they were simply freaks of nature, Sel, thought, positive mutations during the evolutionary course of nature in a magical realm.  Or perhaps they were actually produced by the blessings of multiple gods, depending on which god had rulership over them. 
In any case, they were supposed to be exceedingly rare, oftentimes only one was known to exist in the world at a time.  Then again, there were sure to be herculeans that were to be left by the wayside of fame, similar to how genius often can go undetected or undiscovered.  Grimprey probably wasn’t known to the world, just because he was a barbarian living out in the middle of nowhere.  He guessed that, that meant that other tribes probably knew of him, but this brought to mind another question.  Due to their rarity, how was it that this was the third herculean he had encountered?  That seemed rather odd, or perhaps Sel’s natural instincts were guiding him toward Grimprey somehow.  Or, more morbidly, perhaps the Abomination of Eyes was guiding him to this hulking warrior.
“Yes.”  Grimprey continued their conversation as they walked.  Though a man of few words, Sel could tell that Grimprey understood the concepts, which was a relief compared to his other herculean friend, Const.  Grimprey had just been letting Sel think out loud, studying his druid comrade.
“We have had trouble with this animal of eyes as well.  But the great unclean spirit did not lead you here.”  He stated simply.
Sel’s mind was wandering, and he brought it back to the present.  “How did you find me?  Or was this just coincidence?”
Grimprey, towering over Sel, grinned through his thick beard, but also seemed critical, as if Sel had asked him something that he wasn’t supposed to.  “I was actually sent by the Chief Shamaness to find you.”
“Oh?”  Sel replied, “How did this come to pass?”
“Our people have been at war with the People of the Salt.  Once, they were peaceful, on our southern territories.  We hunted together.  Some were my friends.  But something changed in them.  About a waning moon ago.”  He explained simply and authoritatively.
“The Abomination of Eyes?”  Sel wondered out loud.
Grimprey nodded, as if recognizing what Sel meant.  “Perhaps.  They fell to the enemy within.”
Grimprey explained that they started to act weird, and started becoming hostile with their clan.  They had been fighting them for the last month or so, and winning.  Sel was listening intently, and realized that this timing probably coincided easily with when Cucatlitrix Ra had probably ensnared the creature.  This didn’t bode well for their quest, riling up the barbarians into violence against each other.  Last he knew, the Tree Folk were already attacking Westhampton, but why the elf wizard would bother with these further-distant clans, he knew not.
The big warrior explained that strange things had been happening of late.  Bear spirits had been disturbed, so the shamans would say.  Strange goblins had been roaming about, ones with pink or red skin, stained in blood.  The Red Caps, Sel realized.  And now these giant eyes, the eye dragons, were floating about overhead, terrorizing the land and gradually moving south.  Another neighboring tribe had reportedly been attacked by an armada of the creatures, laying their tribe to waste.  The Folk of GroundHearth, nearly totally wiped out.  The Shamaness Chief of his own clan, Helki, had refused to aid them, fearing that they had been cursed by the eye of god.
“The… Eye… as you say, was with them.  Helki my Chief, claims they were damned by the Eye of God.  Cursed.  She divined it so, in a pool of bear blood.  She believed that you would bring with you, the Eye.  The Great Unclean Spirit.”  Grimprey explained, a bit cryptically either on purpose, or due to his lax grasp on the common tongue of Highwall.
A stick snapped underneath Sel’s feet as they walked.  “Well, I kind of did bring the Eye.  We call it the Abomination of Eyes.  It sent that thing after me.  The Eye Dragon, or whatever it was.  And you said that its been summoning armies of those things?”
Grimprey nodded, looking to the sky.  “It isn’t the first that I have slain.  Nor shall it be the last.  The dragons didn’t attack the People of the Salt, in fact, they were protecting them.  They chose that tribe to gain power, for the People of the Salt are strong.”
Curious, Sel asked.  “Salt?  What good is salt magic against that of a bear?”
Grimprey’s eyes grew ominous, but he grinned slyly.  “You’d be surprised.  And we thought that the Eye of God was bringing His curse to us, through you, though Helki my Chieftess was wrong.”
“Wait.  If your Chieftess thought I was allied with it?”
Grimprey gazed around the woods, hearing something.  It was naught but a deer, spying them, until it lifted its head up and bolted. 
“I was sent to kill you.”
Sel nodded in understanding.  He obviously wasn’t a slave to the Abomination, and Grimprey could probably tell just by speaking with him.  Plus, Grimprey knew that the Abomination wasn’t clever enough to stage something like that to gain the Bear Folk’s trust.  Trying to make it look like Sel and the eye dragon were fighting, when they were really in cahoots, just to get Sel into the Bear Clan’s good graces, required an intelligence too exceptional for the animalistic demon.  The herculean that had saved him, had witnessed him being chased down and nearly killed by one of the Abomination’s minions.  Still, the young druid was concerned that Grimprey’s friends wouldn’t be so insightful, and try to arrest or kill him when they entered his camp.
“Fear not.”  Grimprey assured him, though his voice didn’t really give way to the inflection of such sympathetic emotions.  “I will protect you.  You will be a noble friend of our people, and plus we could use a person like you.  Eagle-Shifter.”
As they continued walking, Sel inquired.  “Why would the People of the Bear fear so, the Eye of God?  Do not your people have a belief?”
Grimprey gazed off into space a moment, his black eyes meditating as he considered his beliefs, and that of his people.  “Our God is the Great Bear Spirit, and she watches over us as a mother watches over her cubs.  This… this isn’t her eye, however.  You yourself have seen these creatures.  The Mother would never summon such… abominations… as you call them… to this world.  To this forest.”
“What God would, then?”
“Helki believes it is the Eye of the Keisiri, the God of the Gracians.”  Grimprey spat upon the earth.  “Long have they tried to waylay our people and take our lands.  Their silly coin of gold carries the symbol of the eye upon it.  Helki believes that Keis has grown angry with his evil people, and is punishing us for the misdeeds of his own people.”
Sel didn’t believe that, but frowned in disgust at the concept.  “That sounds pretty hypocritical.”
Grimprey frowned also.  “The Gracians are the double tongues, so their God must also be.  That is the word of the Great Bear Spirit, and so it is also the mouth of Helki.”  He paused, obviously becoming agitated by the subject.  “Come, let us meet with Helki this sunset.  But first we must stop, and dine on good meat and bond in the eating of flesh.”
Sel looked at Grimprey’s attire and belongings.  He had naught but weapons and furs, there was nothing to dine on and bond over. 
“I don’t have any food.”  Sel explained.
Grimprey withdrew a throwing hatchet from his hide belt, juggled it once, and then sent it flying into the bushes.  There was some kind of grunt or gurgle, the rustling of brush, and then a dull thud.  A doe had been slain, and its head flopped out of the underbrush, even as fawns scattered in the dense trees in the background, hopping into the shadows.
The EagleCaster was quite in awe at Grimprey’s prowess, and the big warrior just grunted matter-of-factly, withdrawing a stone skinning knife.  Sel was looking forward to this, as he hadn’t had any venison of late, mostly raw rabbit, raccoon, and fish.  Then again, he hadn’t actually been a man in the last few weeks.  As he became more and more accustomed to his magic, and given the environment he was questing in, he had come to actually prefer the form of the eagle over that of man.  He contemplated this as the large hunter began to get to work.
Grimprey told him to go collect some kindling wood and stones for a small fire, but then stopped, sighing to himself in disappointment and blushing.  “I… forgot my flint back home.”
Sel grinned, his eyes flashing into the eyes of an eagle for a moment, as he held out a hand, facing upward.  A small pool of fire began emanating therein, cackling gently in the wind.  “No worries.”
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Dusk that day was a deeper red, cast over the pines and oaks of the small, makeshift trail leading to the barbarian encampment.  The trail itself was covered in grass, wet from a frost that had melted away that morning.  A large anthill was nearby, with an axe sticking out of it that some other warrior brave had left there, likely there to signify that the camp wasn’t much further off. 
It was then that he heard the low pitched whuff, accompanied by a man, apparently shrieking in fear!  Grimprey didn’t seem the least bit surprised, so Sel just went with it, as they went around a thickly wooded corner, passable only via the grassy trail they were on.  Around the bend, there were several men and women about, tied to the limbs of a few birch trees!  A few of them were already dead, maimed and clawed, and one was missing a foot, blood dripping dismally to the cold ground, covered by leaves.  A black bear was tormenting them, and the man whom shrieked had been clawed several times, half-dead, blood streaming down his naked chest.  His friends, some of whom had yet to be maimed, looked on in despair as they passed.
Sel cast Grimprey a critical glance.  The big warrior said somberly.  “Salt Clan.  Braves.  They’ll know not to come around these parts again.”
The druid decided to keep his judgments to himself.  These were not his lands, nor his customs, and the People of the Bear and Salt Clan had been at war for over a month already.  If this was how war was conducted, and how prisoners were treated in these lands, whom was he to take the moral high ground?  He had been in many lands in his life, mostly as a slave, and had been oft tormented by his wicked masters in Hyestria.  He had both witnessed the brutal treatment of others, and had also been treated as such.  Though he was fairly desensitized to torture, he still felt sympathy for those men.
They walked into the camp, consisting of a simple circle of tepees and a few makeshift huts.  Warriors warmed their hands by a bonfire in the center of the encampment, most all of them dressed in bear furs.  They were all physically powerful men and women, indeed, they would have to be in order to pass their trials of brave-hood and single-handedly slay a black bear.  Sel also realized that their tribe must partake of selective breeding, or else there was no way they could field an army of such powerfully muscled clan-warriors.  There was only one of the clan, a woman, that didn’t seem to have the same rugged build, and her headdress of a cub’s head was much cleaner, and she wore many bone adornments, and a bear-claw necklace about her neck.  She must be Helki, the shaman chieftain that Grimprey had been speaking of.
Shaking him out of his inner thoughts, Sel suddenly heard the moaning and grumbling of bears at both his left and right!  They sounded angry, and turning to look, he realized he was being surrounded!  They let out low, ursine growls, and Sel could feel the bass of their disgruntled ravings as they circled him, over five in number!  Grimprey looked about, crouching slightly and thumbing one of his axes that was strapped to his back.  He believed they might attack his new friend, but he was unsure that fighting his tribe’s own pets was such a good idea.
Tribesmen looked over to the two, and some pointed at Sel, murmuring to each other in their foreign tongue.  The shaman woman looked at them, gritting her teeth in a vicious smile, watching to see what Sel’s next move would be.  The young druid was startled at first, but recovered quickly, summoning his power to tame animals.  He held out a gentle hand to the ravening bears, some of which had the blood of the captives on their teeth.  He channeled his Tame Animal spell at them, hoping he would have the mana to calm down all of them.  He’d had a lot of practice with the spell over the years, and the bears suddenly became more docile, and boredom came over their eyes. 
A few of them shook their heads side to side, as if shaking off water that didn’t exist, and they wandered off.  One of them curled up near the bonfire and fell asleep.  A skinny man, hiding in the bushes and wearing a cub skull, wandered over to the sleeping bear.  A shaman, and the summoner of that particular bear, seemed annoyed and confused.  He spat some mean words, obviously attempting to command his pet, but the bear wouldn’t even listen to his orders, as Sel’s Tame Animal spell was much more powerful than the bonds of the shaman’s Summon Black Bear spell.  Frustrated, he gave up, kicking the bear in the rump and giving Sel the evil eye before plodding off, muttering to himself.
Helki, the shamaness, smiled and chuckled a bit, and waved them in with a bare arm, coated in white paint, probably made from bone powders.  Grimprey smiled, giving Sel a heavy pat on the back, which made his arm hurt, as it was still heavily damaged.  They walked over to the fireplace.  Helki said something in their foreign tongue, and Grimprey replied back in the same language.
“What does she say?”  Sel asked.
“She’s wondering why I didn’t slay you.  I told her not to worry.  You are a friend.”  Grimprey replied.
Sel nodded, trying to hide the fact that these people scared him shitless.  As he was listening to Helki speak, he recalled a nature spell he had picked up from his readings at the tower of his old master, Mothimar.  Some druids had the natural ability to speak any language they chose, although he hadn’t ever had a chance to practice the spell.  It was technically called “Detect Language”, easily learned by even a rookie nature wizard.  He wasn’t sure if he had the natural ability to cast it as a druid, though he did remember the nature wizard’s scribing in that old book he’d perused.  He began casting it, and could begin to make out a few words.
Helki handed Sel a stone bowl, filled with a red liquid that looked a lot like the healing potions of the water school back home, but it was thick, as if reinforced with blood.  “Drink.”
Sel took the bowl, but was hesitant.  Grimprey chuckled.  “It’s bear blood.  We are not savages.”
Sel took a sip.  In eagle form, it would have been delicious, but it seemed rather cakey and bitter.  Red steam rose off his arm and off his knee, and he instantly felt better.  He nodded in thanks to the shaman woman, and she nodded back, then waved her hand slowly at the encampment and said some things to Grimprey, making out his own name a few times, and the words “talk” and “Bear Potion” a few times as well.
The Bear Potion worked its way into his veins, and although not as potent at healing as the water school’s healing potions, it had other effects.  His muscles felt stronger, and he liked the feeling.  Also, he felt slightly inebriated, and started having feelings of anger, and more animal urges, as he caught himself staring at a young shaman’s legs across the campfire.  She stuck her tongue out at him in a crude, lustful manner, then licked her palm from the wrist to the middle finger, her gaze shifting between his eyes and his groin. 
Grimprey looked at Sel, smirking.  “Helki wishes to speak to me and her council in private.  You are welcome to stay as long as you wish, though we beg you not to leave very far.  We’re to need your help against the People of the Salt.”
Sel nodded.  He wasn’t sure he trusted these people, but he did trust Grimprey.  Plus, he needed friends out here, wherever “here” was.  After being lost for two weeks, he could be anywhere in the barbarian forests, and the area was larger than the nation of Highwall, itself.  Though he could barely read, he did know from hearsay, somewhere during his time living in Highwall, of the People of the Salt.  Not so much the people, but the sea of salt where they dwelt.  The People of the Salt, known as the Ashi-Hi to the tribes, had a large tribal city around that lake, called the Doo Hinaagoo.  If they were near that sea, which was likely, since the Bear Clan was combating them, then that meant that they were somewhere to the north and slightly east of central Highwall, just passed the Great Swamps that separated the Barbarian Forests from the Kingdom of Highwall.
The young druid, thinking this, felt a drop in his stomach, and nearly gasped as he looked around at the braves and shamans, eying him around the camp.  If his inner calculus was holding true, that meant that it was about a two-and-a-half month-long journey on foot back to Blinterburg.  He was far, far from his friends, and lost in the woods with a people that didn’t seem entirely stable.  Still, they seemed to appreciate him, or at least see his value.  He decided that the smart thing to do, was to stay on their good side.  The shaman woman he had been “flirting” with, was still staring at him, making him nervous.
Grimprey, Helki, and some other hulking warriors retreated back to the largest hut in the encampment, even as the sun had almost gone down.  The hut was square, with curved corners, and blanketed in a taut, brown leather.  There was one simple doorway with a rug at the top, to close and open the door.  Within, all Sel could spy was torchlight, and the silhouettes of the small entourage as they meandered within. 
Other warriors were curious about Sel, and were gathering around him, eying him.  Some seemed purely curious, while others seemed suspicious, and some seemed angry in a xenophobic paranoia.  Anxiety began kicking in, and he started feeling dizzy.  This happened to him quite often when in crowds, especially around people he didn’t know.  He decided it would be best if he shapeshifted into an eagle and slept atop the trees for the night.  As he flew off, the barbarians pointed at him in awe, and a surprised murmuring followed from below as Sel flew upward toward the apex of a white pine tree.  Sel let out a small piping noise as he sped away, just to put on a little show for them. 
They hadn’t seen such magic before.  Shaman’s, Grimprey had explained, could not shapeshift like Druids could.  The woman that was interested in him grinned broadly, her mouth agape in awe as well.  She then pushed another woman aside and she fell to the dirt.  The other woman scrambled to her feet, but decided not to fight.  Instead, she took her eyes off the eagle, and went back to the bonfire to cook a large slab of bear steak, rolling it around in the embers.
Finding his way to a nice tree limb, nestled away where it met the trunk, he picked at some pine branches and made himself a soft bed to sleep in for the night.  Not that his feathers didn’t make a comfortable blanket all their own, but the pine smelled nice, and added some cushioning to the wood beneath his wings as he curled up for the night.  A cold, gentle wind blew passed, as he stared out over the distant horizon.  The night sky was beautiful and clear, illuminated by thousands of stars.  He smiled, though his beak couldn’t really show it, and his eyes curled upward, if just slightly.  He had the instinct to collect more branches and straw, and make a full nest up here, but fought the urge.
It was these moments that he enjoyed the most.  He had lived a tormented life, and this was the ultimate escape.  Not only was he away from the cares and pains of this world, high atop his tree, he also wasn’t even human anymore.  The natural instincts of the eagle soothed him, and he had found a home in this form, and preferred it over that of his former self.  If he could, he thought as he fell into a deep slumber, he’d just fly away, leave it all behind, and live the rest of his days as an eagle.  A carefree life. 
Then images of Ceresi, smiling back at him at camp, way back, enjoying some hot cocoa with her, and images of Sir Osric speaking seriously of tactics to be used against the Abomination of Eyes, began swirling in his mind.  No.  Although the smart thing for him to do, the safest thing, would be to just let go and live his new life, he couldn’t forget his friends back in Northampton.  He had to help them.  The People of the Bear, while their customs were seemingly crude and brutal, might be just what they needed, and it was just their way, alien to his own, but he was also always an outcast among men.
His breath became quiet, as he lay there in eagle form, and his chest began rising up and down in a rhythmical pattern, even as all thoughts were laid to rest.  Another cold, gentle wind rustled through the pine canopy he was nestled in, though it did not disturb his quiet mind.  He’d had a tiring day today, and was fast asleep. 




14

Sel’s black boots crunched in frosted grasses as he approached the barbarian camp.  The bonfire was all but a ruin of blackened sticks and lingering smoke.  The warriors were around, mostly at smaller fireplaces in front of their tents and tepees, warming their hands and tending to their meals.  Grimprey was leaning against the larger hut of the chieftess, his bare, massive arms crossed and partially covered by his billowing robe of black fur.  He nodded as Sel approached, then resumed his scanning of the camp.  The woman shaman that seemed to have liked him earlier, saw him again as she was hunched over near a fireplace with some braves, warming her hands.  Her eyes met his, and she gradually approached, seemingly cautious.
The young druid was going to go talk to Grimprey, but stopped and waited for her to approach.  Her skin was dirty, mostly laid bare, except for a cloth of some kind of skin, tanned and strapped around one shoulder.  Her dress was made of the same material, though long and down to her shins.  She wore sandals, woven likely from the fabrics of plants found in these woods, and a necklace of a simple black string, holding several small cub’s teeth.  In the center, was a small skull from an animal that Sel didn’t recognize.  Her eyes were a deep, deep blue, and her hair was long, wavy, and black, disheveled as if she had just gotten out of bed.  The dirt on her skin seemed to have been purposeful smeared on, probably by herself, and she had tattoos of white paint on her biceps.  Despite her unkempt appearance, she was still quite attractive, serious looking, and didn’t seem to be in such a lustful mood this morning.
“How are you?”  Sel asked as she drew close. 
She simply stared at him, and her head tilted, as if curious.  She then grabbed his groin with a hand, only gently, then let go, greatly invading Sel’s privacy.  She let go, and held her other hand out, grasping something that she obviously wanted to give him.  Sel, nervous and unsure about this, held his palm out.  Half-expecting the crazy young shamaness to try to slice his palm with a bear claw or something, he was pleasantly surprised when she dropped a smooth, oblong gemstone of shiny black in his palm.  She gently closed his hand with the other, smiling and nodding.
“Umm…”  He said, at first scared.  Then he smiled when she saw a gentleness appear in her eyes.  “Thanks!”
Grimprey laughed as the young shaman gave Sel a kiss on the side of his neck, then sauntered off to go foraging outside camp.  Sel looked at the gemstone.  It was hematite.  He then looked over at Grimprey, obviously wishing to speak.  Sel smiled back at the hulking man, realizing that his newfound friend was quite amused.
“That’s Suletu.”  Grimprey stated, watching her as she walked off into the bushes.  “She likes you.”
“Ya think?”
Sel stopped, tossing the hematite in his hands, mostly to admire the stone and also to get a feel for its weight.  It was cut as a cabochon, and was quite beautiful.  He began to wonder just how it had been cut, since it had the appearance of sophisticated craftsmanship.
“Why was her skin covered in dirt?”  Sel asked.  “It looked like she did it on purpose.”
Grimprey looked somewhat concerned.  “She’s mourning.”
Sel’s brow furrowed.  “Mourning what?”
“The end of the earth.”  Grimprey said seriously.  “Come.”
Grimprey held the opening curtain of fur with an arm as they entered the hut.  Within was a dim orange glow from a small fire in the center of the room.  Around the room, shadows seemed to dance, more so than the usual flicker.  A bear was standing guard, and let out a small moan as they walked in.  Helki the Chieftess was crouched low, near the fire, murmuring some mystical words in her native language, whilst one of her apprentices, a scrawny man wearing some furs, was lightly cutting his palm.  He started murmuring the same words she was, and squeezed his palm.  A few droplets landed on a small, stone dish, pattering.
“No no.”  Helki said, slapping his hand lightly but firmly.  “Like this.”
She began murmuring again, holding her palm over the plate.  Suddenly, the fingernail of her index finger popped forward, morphing into a bear claw!  She grinned wickedly, even though Sel could tell that the transformation had hurt.  Indeed, it was almost as if it was a retractable claw, and had punctured her skin as it replaced her fingernail.  A few droplets of blood from the tip of her finger landed on the plate, and began to magically steam.
“What are they doin’?”  Sel asked curiously.
Grimprey crossed his arms, smiling.  “I have no idea.” 
“We make the potion of the bear.”  Her assistant explained.  “We try to make it stronger.”
“Ah.”  Grimprey nodded in understanding.  “That’d explain why I haven’t seen it done like this before.”
Sel stepped forward, crouching a bit near Helki, and eying the plate as it steamed.  “Are you… trying to transform into the shape of the bear?”
Helki smiled, eying Sel with pale blue eyes that expressed delight.  “Why yes.  Though we are not shapeshifters.”
“I was going to ask that.  I thought that shamans could shapeshift.  That’s what they say.”  Sel explained. 
Back home, there were many that believed that the shamanic tribes of the barbarian forest had shapeshifting capability.  The young druid had always doubted this, and now he was realizing that his doubts were well-founded.  Highwallans probably thought that shamans could shift form, only because shamans were usually accompanied by summoned animals.  Plus, Highwallans were often fairly ignorant about the differences between shamans, nature wizards, and druids.
“Some day.  Perhaps.”  Helki wondered, looking at her claw.  Trickles of blood ran down her finger.  She then retracted the claw, and a red steam enveloped her fingertip, sealing the small wound.  “We don’t have the form.  But we have the spirits!”
She make a claw-like gesture with her hand, and it flared up suddenly, encased in a transparent, glowing-blue sheathe.  The sheathe had the same appearance as a bear claw, and her hand seemed to become part of that energy, becoming partially transparent itself.  Sel’s eyes widened, suddenly shifting into the form of an eagle for but a moment.  Helki smiled as she unsummoned her Spirit Claw spell.
“That’s… impressive!”  Sel complimented. 
Indeed, it was also very dangerous.  Shamans, if Sel had it right, could contact and commune with spirits of their respective “element”, in this case, the animal that was respective of their tribe.  The spirit form that she had just displayed, was a weapon that Highwall really had no defense against.  It was believed that they had power over spirit animals, and that they could summon the regular, plain old ones, though the spirit varieties were likely much, much harder to sustain and control.  Still, a spirit claw, or whole animal, wouldn’t do much physical harm, but could damage and drain the mana of a person, potentially rendering an opponent permanently comatose by severing their spirit-body connection.
“It is the magic of these lands.”  Helki explained.  “The shapeshifting is left to you.”  She smiled.
“Fascinating.”  He said, peering at the shamaness.  He cast his Read Mind spell on her, to see if he could pick up any secrets from her, or gain any insight into her true motives.  It was a very inconspicuous spell, so it wouldn’t tip them off that he was a telepath.  Oddly, he didn’t pick up much, just murmurings.  She had a very centered, quiet mind, but full of primal, almost angry emotion, barely held in check. 
His eyes scanned her face.  She was older than he, probably fifteen years his senior, in her mid-forties.  She had some wrinkles, but she was still quite beautiful, and had an intense, chiseled look.  White had taken her long, curly black hair, but in a magical way.  The white of age didn’t come to her as flecks, nor a solid brush, but in streaks that made her hair look like alternating rivers of black and white. 
Realizing that he was really looking at him, she smiled and motioned to her apprentice.  He nodded and brought to her, her bear cloak with the cub’s head.  She adorned it, showing her firm, medium breasts to him a bit, as they pressed upon her bear-leather shirt.  She then stood, slowly and proudly.  Some of the other shamans looked at her in fear and respect.
“The bear spirits have shown me.  Suletu.  My cub.  Wishes for you to be hers.”  She stated matter-of-factly.
Sel stood also, his face turning red for but a moment.  He was wondering if she had noticed that he was attracted to her as well. 
“Yeah.”  Sel stated, looking at the gemstone in his hand.  “Not so sure about that.  She’s a bit aggressive.”
Helki gave a small nasal chuckle, looking out of the doorway.  “You may carouse with her.  But do not mate with her.”
Grimprey joked.  “She probably has diseases.”
The shamaness shook her head, not realizing that the great warrior was only kidding.  “It is forbidden.  Only a true brave may have a woman of the Clan of the Bear.  Unless…”  She turned her gaze to Sel.  “You wish to become one of us?”
Sel didn’t really have any intention of joining them, but definitely found their friendship valuable. 
“How would I do that?”
Grimprey petted the bear that sat next to him on the top of its head, the one that had been standing guard at the door.  “You have to fight a bear in single combat.  And win.”
Helki looked at Grimprey scornfully.  “Well of course he’d have to win!”
Grimprey just shrugged.
“Yeah.  I think I’ll pass on that.”  Sel stated.  “I noticed that this stone is quite well crafted.  Is it Highwallan design?”
“Crafted not by your fell machines.”  She explained.  “But by the people of magic.  The People of Iron.  As a gift to our tribe.  Long ago.”
Sel nodded.  Hematite wasn’t a popular gemstone in Highwall anyway, but it certainly did appear to be of technologically advanced craftsmanship.  Sel had never heard of the People of Iron, though he hadn’t heard of many of the tribes that lived in this endless sea of trees and rivers and streams.  The People of Iron, he surmised, must have some similar magicks to the Earth School back home, maybe some really fascinating magicks, since that tribe’s magic would be specific to only iron and iron ore.  Since shamans channeled spirits as their source of mana, that made him wonder just what the spirits of iron would be like.
He was broken out of his reverie, as Grimprey motioned Sel over to the wall nearby.  “Come.”
The big barbarian led him to a bearskin, the fur part facing the tent wall.  Upon the rough skin was etched a map of the whole area.  Sel was immediately interested, quickly glancing at the map.  Grimprey pointed to their current location, surrounded by little etches of trees and two crossed logs with a fire and smoke over it.
“We are here.  Deep in Ashih-Hi territory.”  He stated.
Sel was happy to be able to get his bearings.  He was about where he thought he was.  The People of the Tree were also marked on the map, and were actually bordering the People of the Salt.  A bunch of axe-on-spear markings were visible, which appeared to be previous battles.  Little red hats were drawn next to some of them, probably revealing that the Red Caps had migrated there to loot treasure from those battlesites.  South of the camp, were some pieces of pink saltstone, somehow pushed into the skin, with tepee etchings beside them.  Those were the Salt People’s villages, the Ashih-Hi, Sel presumed, and they were right on top of one.  Further south, was that large sea that he had been thinking about earlier. 
Sel pointed at the sea.  “The Briny Sea.  Your people call it… what is it?  The Doom Hinay-go?”
Grimprey smiled.  “That is the Doo Hinaagoo.  It is a sea of death.  It is the seat of the Salt People Nation.  Ultimately, it is there we must go, to strike at it’s heart!”
Sel frowned.  “But I see no crystal markings on the sea, this Doo Hinaagoo, to indicate where their capitol city… er… village is.”
Helki walked up behind him, placing her hand around Sel’s hip for a moment.  A chill went up Sel’s spine, maybe some form of magic, or maybe that the way the woman touched him seemed creepy.  He turned his head to meet her smiling back.  Perhaps she was just showing him affection.
“That is because there is none.  It is all around the sea.  The Salt Folk dwell all around the coast, summoning salt into the great water.”
Sel nodded.  He saw no rivers from the ocean, located some thirteen-hundred miles away, leading to this body of water.  It was likely some sort of artificially created body of salt water.  He had heard of this sea in Highwall, but couldn’t quite remember what they called it.  Historians often passed through the courtyard where he worked, many of which were scholars and book traders at the behest of Sir Osric, whom had an interest in barbarian lore.
“They use it to power their spells, don’t they?”  Sel asked.
Helki replied.  “Yes.  As you can see here, our forces are flanking the sea, through the woods.  Our forces will converge into these four villages to the north of the Doo Hinaagoo Sea, to then converge onto its beach.  The sands of salt shall be bathed in the blood of our enemies!”
Sel asked.  “Those villages aren’t yet claimed by the Bear Clan.”
Grimprey crossed his mighty arms, the light of the fire shining against his tawny skin and darkened in his cloak of bear fur.  “No.  We shall fight them.  And flank them.  Each team has about thirty to sixty people in it, and the teams will surround the villages and take them.”
Sel tried to speak authoritatively, though it was obvious that he was nervous.  “Then once we have the towns, we’ll converge on this location.”  He pointed at some etched, dotted lines that were made in white bone powder, drawn from the four villages and that all converged on the northern tip of the lake.
Helki chuckled, casting her pale eyes upon Sel.  “We?”
Sel looked at Helki seriously.  “That is why you brought me here, is it not?”
Helki stroked Sel’s shoulder once again, and he felt that same chill, as her hand glowed a light blue, turning slightly into that of a bear claw.  “Well, we thought that it would take a bit more persuasion.”
Sel shrugged, thinking out loud.  “Well, I’m in need of alliances too.  And I need all the help I can get.”
Sel explained his situation to them, and how it was likely that Cucatlitrix Ra was after him.  He didn’t quite know how the Eye Dragons had come to be, since it was unlikely that Cuca himself could summon such creatures, and that only the Abomination of Eyes could do so.  It was very likely, however, that his friends back in Blinterburg would need his help to defeat the evil wizard, and put an end to the Abomination of Eyes once and for all.
“Yes, as we have spoken.  Chieftess Helki too, is aware of the Eye of God.”  Grimprey stated, somewhat annoyed that Sel still felt it necessary to try to enlist their aid.
Helki flew into hysterics.  “Yes, it is the Gracians!  The Gracians wrought lies and evil and rape upon our lands!  And now their God has come to punish them by soaking us in their blood!”
Grimprey looked down, sighing heavily.  “Not this again…”
Helki went on a full-on rant, shocking the young druid immensely.  She obviously believed that the Gracians were responsible for all of this, since their crusades of centuries’ past had gained the attention of their bigoted God.  In order to punish the barbarian peoples, the Eye was sewing seeds of chaos to scapegoat the native folk, to curse the Gracians by putting yet more blood on their hands, and thus damning the Gracians to the Frozen Hells forever.
Grimprey was giving her a facepalm, shaking his head slowly.  Sel was in shock, afraid of her anger and her loss of rational focus.  She stomped back and forth, raving, and her apprentice backed up to the wall, nearly tripping on some empty clay jars.  Here face and her hands shown blue, morphing into a translucent, bear-like form, like a see-through mask, and her voice turned into a growl.
“…and they their God damned them like this, using us as their sacrifice!  No!”  She yelled, slamming her glowing, clawed paw into a totem in the corner, breaking it apart!  “No!”
Sel, eyes wide, slipped into eagle-form, and he thought that Helki was going to attack him!  She spun and walked toward him, her glowing face of the spirit bear looking at him in rage.  It was if she wore a bear-mask, glowing and partially see-through, and its lips moved in sync with her own.
“No!  We shall not submit.”  She said even more intently, the glow in her face receding.  The wooden totem behind her was broken into pieces, and her knuckles were bleeding profusely.  “Once we destroy our attackers, the puppets of the Eye of God… the People of the Salt.  Then we shall turn our gaze to the Eye itself!  And put an end to this travesty!  Forever!”
Her spirit form receded gradually, as she visibly forced herself to regain her composure.  Breathing through her nose, her chest expanded and contracted, and she closed her eyes for a moment.
Sel looked at Grimprey.  His eyes were wide and helpless, wondering what the hell was wrong with their chieftess.  Grimprey just shrugged in confusion, shaking his head.  Sel heard his thoughts say.  “I don’t know.”
The young druid read some of Helki’s thoughts as well.  She felt no guilt about her tantrum, though she was hoping that Sel wouldn’t think of her as a lunatic, and possibly run away on her.  There was something else, through that loss of control and anger she felt.  Something alien, from the outside, that same feeling he had when he was nearby the Abomination of Eyes.  He almost thought, out of the corner of his eye, that he saw something, like a large eyelid blinking, made of afterglow, but only for a moment.
She opened her eyes and looked back at Sel, back to normal.  Or so it would seem.  She was indeed frightening, yet darkly beautiful.
Sel pondered her words for a moment, then replied simply.  “I’m in.”
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Speckles of white landed on the black fur of her cub headdress, as Helki scanned the village encampment below.  She had included some eagle feathers in it, fanning out and around a band she wore from ear to ear over her head.  They were a gift from Sel, whom pulled them out with his talons, and they signified a bond between them.  Her pale eyes were wide, focused, maniacal yet seemingly cunning.  The other tribesmen and women were doing as she was, hiding in the brush.  The foliage was wilted, brown, and a thick layer of frost covered the earth, making stiff the grasses of brown and yellow.  Down below, through the slight speckles of snowflakes that were drifting lazily down from a bright gray sky, she spied the people below.  They were mostly just tribesmen, hunters and gatherers, but a large contingent of warriors and braves were with them.  She watched a young woman carrying a jug of water from one of the tepees below, dressed in a tan-gray, armless dress.
“First snowfall.”  She muttered.  “That’s a sign of great doom.”
Grimprey, crouched beside her, whispered.  “For them?  Or for us?”
Helki said nothing, but simply waited.
Sel was perched high atop a tree, looking down at them from the other side of the village.  He had cast a Piercing Mind spell on them, and was presently reading their thoughts, listening in on their conversation.  It was essentially the Read Mind spell, which as a lighter, less obtrusive variant of the Pierce Mind spell.  He smiled internally, though his beak didn’t show it, as he was in eagle form.  Helki didn’t really know the answer to Grimprey’s question, and neither did Sel.  They were seriously outnumbered, though most of the village was comprised of simple village-folk.  Apparently a lot of the warriors had already been slain over the month-long war, and were trying to guard the villages surrounding their home, the Doo Hinaagoo.  Still, tribesmen of the barbarian clans were all about as skilled as common Highwallan guardsmen when it came to battle.  Even though they had elites on their own team, their numbers were a lot smaller, probably one to five against the Ashih-Hi.  It was going to be a tough fight.
It had been a three-day journey to the Salt Folk’s town, called Tkoh Village.  The village was alongside a lake, called simply Tkoh Pond.  Though the shamans of the People of the Salt could consume salt water, or magically filter out the salt for non-shamans, this fresh water village was of the most value to the Salt Folk than the other three villages that were to be attacked this day.  Fresh water was valuable to other tribes, such as the People of the Tree, though they were apparently all in a state of concerted madness since Cucatlitrix had been brainwashing them with the Eye.  Or perhaps the Eye had somehow leaked through Cuca’s control, which was a possibility. 
In any case, fresh water still tasted better to the majority of the Salt Folk.  Furthermore, they had a really good fishing industry going on at the pond, and even Westhampton traders used to come to buy fish and fish jerkies from them, in exchange for goods and sometimes even coin.  Although the wars going on really rendered these trade routes moot, it was still the largest and most heavily defended of the four villages that were being used in this prong attack on the northern cape of the Doo Hinaagoo.  Thus, Helki had brought her strongest warriors with her to decimate its forces, including Sel himself.
Some of the people in the village below had seem him, perched atop a tree, but they didn’t realize that he was actually an enemy spellcaster.  Instead, they oohed and aahed at him, and some pointed.  There were children down there, which made Sel’s heart sink.  He doubted that tribal violence included the usage of mercy against them, but he would see.  He really had little choice in this alliance.  Even though he suspected that the Abomination of Eyes might be somehow influencing this war, at least Helki was in this to destroy the Abomination.  In this case, the enemy of his enemy, was his friend.  Plus, the Bear Clan was probably the strongest clan in the Barbarian Forests, called the Tsintah in their tongue, and it was really the smart thing to do.  Ceresi back home, would be proud of him for his utilitarian choice, no doubt, but this really gave him no comfort.
Then he noticed that some of the people were shrinking in fear, looking at something behind him!  Sel felt a presence then, something approaching from far off.  The presence of the Abomination!
“Oh no.”  Sel murmured to himself, letting out only a piping noise.  He turned the side of his white eagle head, his yellow eye looking behind him as he perched upon the tree.
Eye Dragons.  Five of them.
Grimprey down below had spotted them too.  “This.  Is not good.”
They were all honing in on Sel, and he knew it.  This confirmed his suspicion.  The Abomination of Eyes either wasn’t under control anymore, or was rebelling against the Star Wizard’s authority.  He had no choice but to blow his cover.  If this ruined the battle and got everyone killed, well, he wasn’t really sure if the Bear Clan, nor the Salt Clan, were really the good guys anyway.  Plus, he was vital to the war against the Eye, and possibly the only person that could actually kill it.  It wasn’t pride, but just fact.  His life was more important.
Jumping out of the tree, he narrowly avoided five streams of lightning as they blasted the top off it, a large white pine!  The top of the tree was on fire from the shock damage, as it streaked downward like a slow-falling comet, crashing through the branches!  The whole side of the tree caught fire as well.  The villagers down below shrieked, as the top of the tree landed on top of a hut, no doubt crushing whomever was inside! 
Sel started to transform, and could feel the static electricity in the air.  The wounds from his lightning strike during his first encounter with these beasts, hadn’t quite healed yet, and seemed to ache when he was close to lightning and storm.  He then realized something as he was transforming into the form of his Fire Eagle.  Another pathway of the eagle medallion around his neck had opened to him.  The Lightning Eagle.
The onlookers were in awe and shock, as the strange afterglow surrounded Sel, and it was as if shadows, like inverted rays of darkness, shot inward toward the bald eagle, blurring their vision in a way which was nigh indescribable.  When the effect was cleared, there was a being, half-eagle and half-man, flying high above them.  Its wings were not the streaking orange of the fire eagle, but were streaked in a polished blue that was illuminated purple in some places, as if still touched by pangs of embers and fire at a deep sunset. 
Sel hovered in the air, high above, squaring off on the five Eye Dragons.  When they saw Sel’s transformation, the giant creatures’ eyes widened, seemingly in surprise.  Unlike those zombie-like Eyeless back at Fort Burgundy, these creatures had a lot of sensitive nerves, and could feel pain.  He liked that fact.
He gritted his beak down, and he felt a strangle, vibrating pain.  Normally, it would have probably hurt, as it felt similar to when he had been hit by a lightning bolt last time.  This time though, in his new form, it actually felt strangely pleasant, like it was on the verge of pain, but had a massaging rub against his “teeth”.  Electricity, blue and hot, cackled along the sides of his beak, and he could feel a surge of power emanating from the center of his brain.  It felt pleasant, and drifted down through his shoulders and into his hands.  A current of shifting, cackling energy flowed through his arms, surging with power!
“Yes!”  Sel cried out internally.  The power was so immense.  It was not the same as the focused, intense rage of the inferno.  This was a heightening feeling, not instinctual but vehement, yet enlightened.
He aimed his hand out at the creatures, floating and flying in gracefully, their tails flowing behind them.  His taloned wrists formed a shine of electrical power, cackling in a rough ball shape, firing outward!  A double-helix pattern of lightning surged forth, channeling from his mind through his arm.  The air thundered with the blast, as the lightning bolt arced upward, then downward.  It was easy to aim, and hit one of the creatures right in the center of its pupil!
The people, both Bear Clan and Salt Clan alike, looked up in awe.  The lightning bolt hit the creature, zapping it for several seconds.  The dragon seemed disgruntled, flicking its fifty-foot long tail, and lightning shimmered all through the creature.  It floated to the side a bit, as if shrugging off the attack.  There was no effect, or very limited effect.  Sel fired another bolt, trying to overload the creature’s native resistance.  While possible, he could not create enough current to cause its nerves to overload.  Naturally, these beings had high conductive ability and weren’t really effected by their native form of attack.
Sel sighed in disappointment, but then braced himself.  The five dragons all narrowed their sickening, purplish eyelids, scrutinizing him.  Balls of electricity formed in their pupils, and a channel ran from the back of their large, fibrous tail of nerves, through to their eyes.
Sel was unsure if he’d survive this, but he was in the heat of battle and he wasn’t scared.  He had survived a blast from one of them, but he had lucked out last time.  His natural coat of bluish feathers might protect him, now that he was in eagle form.  But he didn’t know how strong his new feathers were, as he hadn’t had time to test them.  Nor could he really dodge either.  In wereagle form, he was simply too big and ungainly.  He had no choice.  He extended his talons, clenching them.  He braced for impact! 
Five streams of lightning, intertwining like a batch of ropy nerves, slammed into him.  All aimed for the chest, probably to try to overload his heart.  Sel screamed, but all that came out was a loud, birdlike screech!  It was more out of surprise, though he was expecting pain.  Instead, he could feel a very intense, vibrating feeling through his whole body.  He had to steady himself, flapping his wings so as not to be blasted back like a piece of parchment upon the wind.
“Standing” fast, he screeched, narrowing his eyes upon them.  Lightning swirled through his body, and the side of his bird’s head.  Lightning pooled into his eyes, and they shown a brilliant, white-blue, with frills of electrical energy zapping outward.  He gazed at them intently, and pushed back.  The lightning seemed to try to move back along its own current, as he pushed it into a ball and tried to send it back at them!  The creatures, shocked at first, recovered, narrowing their gazes in intensity.  The battle of the wills left a current, flowing back and forth between the wereagle and the five dragons, with an enormous ball of amorphous electricity welling up somewhere between them!
“What the fuck?”  Grimprey wondered aloud, drawing his tomahawks down below.
Helki was staring upward, and for once in a long time, Grimprey saw her in a state of awe and terror.  Then she recovered, looking down the slope into the Tkoh Village.
“Strike!”  She roared.  Seizing the opportunity, she knew the people in the village were distracted by the aerial battle.
Grimprey snapped out of his awe, and roared, throwing his tomahawks and running in.  The tomahawks killed two warriors, and he started throwing more!  A mass of Bear Clan warriors, totaling three-hundred or more, had gathered about from the surrounding woods, and began emerging from the bushes, yelling and pitching throwing axes.  Alongside them, were black bears, summoned by the shamans, groaning and grunting menacingly as their four claws pounded into cold, frosty dirt.
Suletu was screaming, out in the open.  She wanted to charge, but felt worried for Sel above.  She stopped, clenching her teeth, and held a hand clutched, pointing upward.  There was nothing she could do to help him at this range.  She then felt the ground shake slightly.
“Dire bear.”  She murmured. 
Looking over, she saw a great cloud of mist and a strange afterimage effect, similar to when Sel shapeshifted.  This was massive, however, at least thirty feet in diameter, right over where Helki had been hiding.  The sound of something bumping into a tree could be heard.  Indeed, a tree nearby cracked and fell shortly thereafter, landing just feet from where Suletu stood.  She grinned broadly and wickedly, showing her beautiful white teeth.
A dire bear, or giant bear, about twenty feet long, stood beside Helki atop the wooded slope.  Trees fell outward in a circular pattern, crashing everywhere.  One accidentally toppled on a fellow bear shaman, squishing her to death.  Helki just grinned evilly, then looked back down at the village.  The dire bear let out a massive, massive roar, so loud that many in the village, including her own warriors, started clutching the sides of their heads in pain.  Helki, surrounded by a rising dust cloud from the powerful summonings, stood up from her crouching position.  She held her hand out, clenched.  A strange noise of energy could be heard through the dust and debris, as one-foot long, translucent curved blades, shaped in the form of large bear claws, glowing blue with spirit energy, appeared in her hands.  A wind blew through the air and over the whole town, as if from nowhere, sending her streaking, white and black hair blowing wildly as she stood in a relaxed battle stance, gazing at the battle below.
“Devour.”  She whispered.  The giant bear charged!
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Smoke and dust were everywhere.  The endless huts and tepees, stringing off down the way across the shores of Tkoh Pond, were clouded by acrid air.  Many of them were disheveled, damaged, or on fire.  Sparkles of lightning emanated from the foundations of several of the buildings, misplaced shots from the Eye Dragons above.  Intended for the EagleCaster, Sel, they had passed, albeit not harmlessly, to the village floor.
Grimprey stood over a village person, holding his hands up, pleading for mercy.  He had carried a knife made of Salt Crystal, a potent though brittle weapon.  His brown eyes were pleading with him, as he looked up, his long, black hair unusually well-kempt, despite the battle’s aftermath.  The large warrior stood over him, at first with a look of mercy, but then one of condescension.  The herculean’s momentary compassion for his enemies turned to disgust and hatred, as he despised those that surrendered, rather than dying for their cause.  At first, the young huntsman thought that Grimprey was showing him mercy, as he sheathed his axes behind his back, but his look of relief turned to horror.  Grimprey withdrew a hatchet from his belt, seizing the man by the top of his hair, and proceeded to scalp him alive!  The man screamed in pain, as Grimprey kicked him in the chest.  The man began rolling around in the padded dirt, caking his terrible wound with soil, screaming for mercy!  Onlookers whom had also surrendered were aghast!
His huge muscles seething, he spat on the tortured captive and tossed the scalp aside to the ground like a piece of trash.  Further in the foreground, still near the rim of the village, Helki stood, holding her sickle-like spirit claws in her hands, gazing around.  Near her, her dire bear, almost twenty feet long and probably about two-and-a-half tons, lay submerged a pile of rubble that had once been a few log cabins.  Dust and salt blew everywhere, and the bear was motionless.
Grimprey looked over at her and grimaced.  “Heh.”
He remembered during the combat.  The dire bear had charged in, trampling most of the front line braves, when a bunch of salt shamans had fired puffs of salt in the great beast’s eyes.  Blind, it tripped on its own feet, slamming into the ground and rolling over a dozen huts and tepees, finally crashing into the cabins.  The salt shamans had quickly been mopped up by Helki, spinning wildly with her claw weapons, along with a small contingent of braves.  A young woman held a dead child out in front of one of the huts, the baby half-crushed.  She held the baby in her lap, crying profusely.  Soon after, two barbarian men and one woman accosted her, tearing at her clothes and causing her to drop the dead infant as she wailed.
“No!”  Grimprey’s voice thundered at them.  They stopped, looking back at him in fear!  They had torn some of the clothes of her shoulder off, revealing half of her chest.  “She’s mine.  I shall lay claim to her.”
The three other barbarians nodded, stammering.  They tied her hands behind her back with a rope, making sure to do so gently, so as not to upset Grimprey, and escorted her away from the camp.  They dared not harm Grimprey’s quarry.  Helki smirked, shaking the disappointment off that her dire bear had gotten slain so early in the fight.  She walked off confidently, towards one of the chieftain’s huts.  Grimprey followed her with a few braves in tow, looking around at the rape and pillage going on in the war-torn village, the smell of salt and smoke hot on his nostrils.
The hulking warrior turned up the flap on the entrance to a large hut, seeing Helki standing with her back turned in front of a small bonfire within.  The hut was mostly circular, and though the outside looked like normal mud-brick and straw, the inside had many ornaments of pink salt crystals, formed into idols of strange, geometric symbols.  Large, torso-sized cabochons of the pink salt, perfectly polished and smooth, lay against the walls, fastened by unknown means.  Around the beautiful, mirror-like decorations were strange designs inlaid with hematite, silver, and gold.
She turned her head, eying Grimprey.  The spirit-claws in her hands receded, and she opened her palms slightly as if to give them room to slide back into her hands.  She simply gazed at him thoughtfully, the silhouette of her darkly beautiful form contrasted by the serpent-like streaks of old age in her hair, and the pale, cold eye of her countenance.
There was a moment of silence over the cackling of the bonfire, before Grimprey spoke.  “Where’s Sel?  Whatever happened to the EagleCaster?”
Helki looked up to the ceiling, pausing a moment as if meditating.  “He sent one of the dragons to crash into the earth near here.”
“I shall go retrieve it.  It could prove of use for your shamans to study.”
She shook her head.  “Nay, leave it.  It is not knowledge we seek.  It is of the Gracian God, and shall be left out for the worms.”
Helki looked over at a wooden stand, atop it a deep plate, made of the pink, crystalline salt.  Therein was a small pile of salt, pure and simple, except it seemed to sparkle a very unusual amount, as if it contained white diamonds or polished glass within.
“Sel had to retreat.  I saw him fly away, being chased down.  He fled to the south.”  She finished.
Grimprey nodded, but looked concerned.  “That’s not good.  That’s right into the territory of the Ashih-hi.  He’ll be slain.”
The shamaness was quiet and thoughtful, taking a handful of the salt from the plate.  She opened her middle-finger and index finger open slightly, allowing a small stream of the dry, sandy substance to trickle through. 
“Perhaps.  Perhaps it was the will of the Great Bear Spirit for it to end this way.  Perhaps he was meant to sacrifice his life for us to win the battle.”
“We need him, Helki.  He might be the only one that can slay the Eye of God.”  Grimprey replied.
Helki raised her brow a moment.  “Indeed?  We shall see.  We are heading that way anyway, after a fortnight.  Then we shall see if Sel is still there to greet us.”
It was true.  If Sel was being shacked by the Eye Dragons to the Doo Hinaagoo Sea, as Helki seemed to think, then that’s where they’d find him.  Unless, of course, the dragons managed to slay him.  Though Grimprey could tell that Sel was detached from he and his tribe, he still considered him a friend, and felt that they had bonded over the short time they had known one another.  He’d hate to see one of his comrades fall to battle.  The People of the Salt, called the “Ashih-hi” by his people, lived there in mass number.  The Eye of God, or whatever his chieftess was calling it, seemed to be in league with the People of the Salt.  They may have been trying to shack Sel deep into their territory, where most of the Ashih-hi dwelt.  ‘Twas possible that they sought to capture the EagleCaster!  Their chieftess had been calling most of her forces back to the Doo Hinaagoo Sea, likely for a final stand.  
Grimprey nodded, even as Helki pushed her palm to her face, holding a handful of the salt.  She opened her mouth, sticking her tongue out, and breathed it in with her mouth and her nose, making a snorting noise!  She then breathed heavily a few moments, and her veins bulged slightly.  It was shaman salt, a concoction made by the Ashih-hi.  The salt was a potent narcotic that opened one’s mind to the spirit-world, where mages could meditate and enhance their shamanistic powers.  It was highly sought after by non-shamans as well, even in northern Highwall and the Thampton provinces, as it provided hallucinogenic effects.  Some considered the experience to be mind-boggling and expansive to the consciousness, while others just considered it a dangerous vice.  Finally, many black markets just used it for entertainment purposes, such as in shadier nations like Asynthia or Summercount.
Helki’s eyes took on a bloodshot look, as she gazed at Grimprey wildly, as if seeing things very differently.  Her irises glittered, as if the magic salt had somehow embedded itself in those pale, dead orbs.  She sniffed a few times, her nose running, and huffing in the substance seemed to cause a great deal of physical discomfort.  She offered the bowl of shaman salts to Grimprey, whom waved a hand of refusal.
“No.  It won’t do me any good.  I will sacrifice some of our bears for warrior potions.  You see if you can find the Great Bear Spirit.  Maybe she’ll tell you where Sel is.”
Helki nodded, agreeing to Grimprey’s decision.  The big warrior left, but the braves that he had entered the camp with chose to stay and partake of the shaman salts.  Though they were not shamans, they still enjoyed the effects, and some of them wished for a chance to woo their great chieftess.  Now, during the celebration after their victory, was no doubt the best chance for her suitors to do so.  So long as they were careful not to offend her, and get themselves killed.
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Whips cracked, but not against his skin.  Feathers of an eagle fell like leaves in the blackness, a blackness that even his piercing yellow eyes couldn’t fathom.  A woman, one he had been bred to for his excellence as a camel trainer, a prisoner from a warring house.  She had refused to mate with him, and the whip had been for her.  A hot iron, placed near her face, to blind one of her eyes, as sweat covered her naked body.  Not the sweat of heat nor exertion, but that of fear.  It was the punishment that his masters thought suitable for her pride, to punish the chaste, even after taking it from her.
His eyes opened, as he thought he had heard something.  He was sitting on his feet, in a praying position similar to those that worshiped the Hyestrian pantheon of gods back in his long, but not unforgotten homeland.  His body was covered in lash marks, but not those of the whip.  Thankfully, that past as a tormented, downtrodden slave was far, far behind him, but only the memories remained.  The lash marks upon his body were from the Eye Dragons.  Realizing that their lightning blasts weren’t harming him, they had come in closer to slash at him with their tendrils of nervous fibers.  Knowing full well that he could not survive long against four dragon-class monsters, he had fled.  Speed had been his ally, as he had shifted into the form of the bald eagle and flew away.  Though they were faster, the battle had tired them.  He was sure that those strange, macabre beasts were still floating in the skies, searching for him.
The druid, Sel, had made camp at an apple grove, and had been there all week.  The apples had long gone bad, just disgusting orbs of brown rot, frozen and hard as stone.  There was a small, marshy little pond before him, covered by a thin layer of ice.  It had snowed a bit, just flurries over the last several days, leaving behind the cold, powdery substance hanging in patches over the trees and upon the yellowed grasses.  Fewer and fewer blades of grass were still green, but were still fighting on in the face of the coming winter.  Behind him, as he meditated in the Hyestrian prayer position, facing east towards the Sun God Ra, were some maple trees rising over the spruce, though the deciduous plants had all but lost all their leaves.  Only the web-like reachings of the deceptively dead trees against the gray skies remained.
The young druid stood, putting a hand on the cold, frosted ground as he rose.  He winced, aching.  The dragons had whipped him good, and though he had some healing magic, he was barely even neophyte level at that particular school, and had yet to make a full recovery.  He wished he had some time to pack more healing potions before he had left his friends at Blinterburg, but at least his magic had prevented him from downright bleeding to death.
His eyes turned yellow, changing into those of the eagle, as he gazed around.  He spied a rabbit, brown but starting to fade to a whiter fur, hopping around happily.  There were a lot of rabbits around lately, probably because the People of the Bear had been doing a lot of wolf hunting to feed themselves.  And their bears.  In any case, this particular war was a good thing for the rabbit population.  Sel had been eating them raw over the week in his bird form and his were-eagle form, as they were delicious in those physical states.
It wasn’t the rabbit though.  Something else must have made that sound.  It had almost sounded like a twig snapping, as if something larger had stepped on it.  It was probably nothing, maybe a deer, yet if it was from an Ashih-hi scout, looking to put a sling bullet in his skull, he’d be ready on his feet.
Then, he felt a strong push from behind him.  Someone was tackling him!  He let out a grunt, struggling underneath the weight of his assailant!  His attacker wasn’t very heavy, and he slid and rolled a bit on his back, wincing from the aching of his slash wounds.  He felt wet hair upon his face, and smelled the scent of a woman’s shampoo, probably made of blackberry.  Her hair was a black mass, and he recognized the face, a deep olive-brown, looking right back at him.  Her deep, deep blue eyes peered at him through some ritualistic paint on her pretty, smiling face.  It was Suletu!
She smiled at him crazily, laying atop him.  Sel was surprised at first, and one of his hands had already become a talon. 
“S… Suletu?”  Sel inquired in a confused tone.  “What’re you doing here?”
She didn’t break her gaze from his face.  “I like you.”
She gave him a kiss on the lips, which Sel didn’t really give rapport to.  Grunting, he gently pushed her aside and then stood to his feet.  He patted his green robes with a hand to brush some frost and dirt off.  Looking at his other hand, he realized that it was still in talon form, so he extended his fingers and twirled his wrist elegantly.  The talon returned to the form of his regular, plain-old hand.
“You shouldn’t have snuck up on me like that.  I could’ve killed you.”
Suletu was sitting on the ground still, her legs relaxed and spread apart, with the flat of her moccasins in the grass.  Her palms were grasping some yellowed grass.  She shrugged.
“I too, could have killed you.”
Sel thought on it for a moment, then chuckled.  She did have a point.  “No, but I mean, how did you even get here?  That’s a two-week walk to get here.  Probably more with all the trees.”
“Magic.”
“Magic?”  Sel was curious.
Suletu agilely leapt to her feet, and Sel backed up a bit, raising his hand.  He was afraid she’d go in for another tackle, which really wasn’t his flirting style.  She smiled quickly, then let out a shrill whistle.  A large black bear came up into the grove at a lumbering pace.  It was brown in color and seemed friendly enough, and was very clean and fresh smelling.  Sel pat the beast on the head a bit, and scratched behind its ears.
“You can ride these things?”  He wondered aloud.
Suletu nodded, quickly grabbing the bear by the fur on the back of its neck.  She jumped, agilely landing her rump on the back of the powerful animal with a small thud.  She leaned over to stare at Sel again.
“They’d kick shit out of your horses.”  She said bluntly.
Sel nodded.  Her verbiage was blunt, but it was true.  A bear would be able to dispatch a horse pretty easily in a fight.  That she considered such things, didn’t surprise him.  He had seen the Bear Clan in action, and their morality he was finding quite dubious.  Still, they had honor and a system of conduct for the most part, and he was their friend.  He checked out the bear’s mouth, just out of curiosity, noticing that there were bloodstains thereupon.
“You have him feeding on hunted animals.  Or people?”  He asked inquisitively.
“People.”  She stated, pointing back the way she came.  “Ashih-hi.”
Sel nodded, but looked concerned.  The People of the Salt.  They’d had their bears feeding and tormenting their Ashih-hi prisoners some time back.  Although he understood the ease of access for feeding the bears that prisoners would provide, the idea was horrific.  That they also made it that the prisoners dangled from trees so the bears would eat their limbs first, was just pointless cruelty.  Then, Sel was sure that surrounding tribes knew of this kind of brutality, and fear was always a potent weapon.  Still, even though his past culture of Hyestria would use such means, he had been acclimated to Highwallan ethics a long time ago, and they would never resort to such barbarism.
“How’s Helki?  How’s Grimprey?”  He asked, wondering about his friends back at Tkoh Village.  Or what remained of it.  He didn’t really know for sure if his allies had actually won the battle or not yet.
“Good.”  She said.  “You distracted them in the sky.  Then we surprised them too.  It was a slaughter.  I slayed five man.  And two woman.  My bear also killed many.  And some babies.”
She patted her bear on the head in praise.  Sel nodded, and even though he questioned their ethics, he was glad that his new friends had won the day. 
“How did you find me?  Did the Great Bear Spirit show you the way?”
“No.”  She replied, shaking her head.  She began doing her hair up in a ponytail atop her stead, showing off her small, yet firm breasts in the process. 
“The Great Spirit doesn’t listen.”
She continued.  “It was the stone.  It is blessed of the People of Ground Hearth.  It led me to you.”
Curious, Sel procured the hematite gem from his pocket.  A simple, though extremely well-designed cabochon.  Probably worth about two silver pieces back home.  His eyes flashed a glowing yellow for a moment as he cast See Magic.  Indeed, the gem did have an aura around it, and seemed to be giving off a red steam.  The red steam usually indicated healing magic, but there was something else.  The aura it was giving off, very thin, an indigo or even purple glow.
“Ah.”  He stated.  “It has some divination magic in it.”
Suletu dismounted her steed, and murmured something in its ear.  The bear meandered over to the pond, pawing at the ice atop it.  The ice shattered, and the bear began looking around, pawing a bit more to make some space for himself.  Then the big animal stopped, just gazing at the water, submerged up to its knees in the icy waters.
The strange woman placed a palm over the stone in his hand, and the other underneath it, almost in an affectionate tone.  She then looked over Sel’s body.  For once, her gaze was not lustful, yet concerned, as she studied all the lashing wounds on his body.
“It possesseth healing magic too.  Can you channel from the stone?”
Sel shook his head.  “No.”
Sadly, only shamans could benefit from the magical properties of such enchanted stones, as their powers came from either animal or elemental spirits.  While druids and nature wizards were similar in some regards to the shamans of the Barbarian Forests, there were differences.  Nature Wizards pulled off of nature as if it was an element, a state of rudimentary existence, identical to the way that the Four Schools of Highwall plied their trade.  Nature Wizards required years upon years of book study, in order to gain an intellectual understanding of their magic, and so they could form visualizations and chants in their minds, etched into their memories from their books and scrolls.  Shamans, on the other hand, pulled off of animal or elemental spirits instead.  That was also why their magic was much more particularly focused and distinct, since the spirits of Bears and Salt were very dissimilar.  Thus, a Shaman could technically be considered a Spirit Wizard, though the name had never really been uttered or officially categorized, and had much broader implications than the reality of shamanism itself.  Spirits of animals and raw elements were configured so differently, that they were practically elements in and of themselves, similar to the difference between basic chemical elements and molecules.  Ironically, this meant that shamanism was actually a much more sophisticated form of magic than regular elemental wizardry.
Sel continued his internal monologues.  Shamans, like Druids, had a more instinctive and intuitive understanding of magic, and didn’t gain much through the use of books.  Granted, Sel himself could read tomes of nature magic, but most pure Druids couldn’t.  He was partially a nature mage, but definitely more of a druid.  Druids relied primarily upon icons, magical items blessed of an animal spirit, or some other enchanted symbol, that essentially showed them how to cast new spells intuitively once they were ready for it.  Not all druids had icons, yet progress for a Druid was much faster when in possession of one, such as Sel’s mysterious talisman.  Without it, he couldn’t transform into wereagle forms, and turning into an eagle would be extremely draining for him, rather than a simple exercise as it was with that bronze talisman about his neck.  Furthermore, though it was rumored that some Nature Wizards could transform into giant spiders, that may be due to Druid/Nature Wizard hybrids such as himself, or perhaps some very high-level and twisted magicks.  All druids, on the other hand, could transform into the animal spirit that called to them. 
Without a talisman, however, their icon essentially became nature itself, possibly embracing the nature wizard line of spells, much like a “nature shaman” would be, if such a thing existed.  However, a druid was primarily a shapeshifter, and only would have a hedge wizard’s understanding of true nature spells, such as his rudimentary healing spells, yet also well-developed animal control powers due to years and years of use.  
In Sel’s case, his was the connection to the eagle, although Sel realized that there was a lot more to it, than that.  Regular eagles didn’t have fire and lightning powers.  He was attune to something greater, probably a creature of myth.  The talisman about his neck, while currently empty of a spirit, did have residual traces of its presence, beckoning him ever onward in his transformations.  What the eagle of power was, he knew not.  He thought he had heard rumor once of…
“What are you thinking about?”  Suletu asked, puzzled.
Sel came back down from his cloud.  “Nothing.  Any more of those dragons around?”
She shook her head.  “No.  They headed for the Doo Hinaagoo.  Methinks to go talk to the Ashih-hi.  Helki says they are friends.”
“Helki says a lot of things.”  Sel blurted out, then was worried that the comment might make the chieftess’s apprentice mad.  Instead, Suletu just chuckled, holding a hand over her mouth as if embarrassed.  Her cheeks blushed slightly.
The druid looked around a moment, worried.  “We should get back to Tkoh Village and join the others.  They’re headed out for the Doo Hinaagoo Sea by the end of this week.  And… it’ll probably take you that long to get back there.  On… bearback?”
Suletu chuckled sarcastically, checking Sel out.  “I’d like you to bareback me sometime.”
Sel frowned, yet chuckled despite himself.  It was a good play on words, he admitted.  Though Suletu’s mind seemed constantly stuck in the gutter.
“I… get that.  But maybe we should worry about that stuff later.  We probly should get back to Helki n’ Grimprey.” 
The young native woman smiled pleasantly, seemingly happy about something.  She thought that Sel was opposed to mating with her, since he was always pushing her away or giving her dismissive cues.  That he mentioned that they should worry about the subject of sex later, meant that he might not be adverse to hooking up with her later on.
“No point.”  She stated.  “I… uh… might be in trouble for coming here.”
“Why?”
“They… I… left without asking the Chieftess first.”
“What?!”  Sel burst out in disbelief.  “You abandoned your post?  I bet the punishment is pretty harsh for that.”
Suletu shrugged.  “Not really.  She’ll be happy I found you.  But unhappy I left without asking.  She didn’t ask me not to leave.”
Sel agreed.  Going back was probably a moot plan at this point anyway.  It would take Suletu a week to get back to Tkoh on her bear mount, and by then, Helki would be launching her march on the Doo Hinaagoo anyway.  That would mean double the traveling for Suletu’s bear.  Plus, the village along the sea that Helki wished to attack, was about two weeks from here.  They’d likely converge on each other’s paths as they marched on the target.
“Wait one moment.”  Suletu ordered. 
She shut her eyes for a few moments, her hands still holding his.  The gemstone in Sel’s hand seemed to vibrate a moment, and he could feel some outside presence passing through him.  It felt strange at first, but then he noticed a reddish steam rising off of his wounds!  Suletu was using the power of the gemstone to heal him!  He had planned to heal himself up, using his own novice magicks, and then regroup with the Bear Clan afterward.  The arrival of his pushy new friend had been a blessing in disguise for him.
“You feel better?”  She asked, bringing her face close to his.  Sel’s look of relief and thanks was his only response.
The bear stomped down in the water, breaking the quiet.  Sel, not knowing why, looked over at the splashing noise.  The bear dipped his nozzle into the pond, clutching a medium-sized fish in its mouth!  Suletu giggled at Sel’s affright.
She kissed his lips for a quick second, then mounted her bear.  Thankful, they began conversing pleasantly.  Though often crude and invasive, he was beginning to feel a bond with her.  After a time, he shifted into his eagle form, and perched upon her shoulder.  She was delighted.  The druid and the shaman, fast friends and perhaps more, walked off as she rode her bear out of the grove.
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Twelve versus two wasn’t really the odds that was to Sel’s liking.  They had been traveling for a few days, with Sel flying high overhead to scout the lands.  This had kept them out of trouble a few times already, as an Eye Dragon had been spotted on a patrol, which they managed to hide from.  A few small villages of the Ashih-hi had also been spotted, and they chosen to go around.  This encounter was different, however, since they had obviously been recognized.
Sel lay against an anthill, now mostly a frozen lump on the ground.  His arm was nearly broken, and blood oozed from a bunch of holes from a large scrape on his elbow.  Suletu was bent over him, working her healing magic on Sel through the hematite stone.  Red steam clouded Sel’s visage, and soon he was able to move his arm once more.
Obviously, the People of the Salt knew about him by now, and these ones must have recognized him as the enemy.  One of the braves had launched a sling bullet at him, made of that pink salt with which they used to craft many of their weapons.  The bullet of salt had shattered on impact, shredding a lot flesh from Sel’s wing.  The young druid had managed to force himself to land near Suletu, and the wound had transfered from his wing to his arm after he shapeshifted.  The shamaness was a good healer, and Sel would be fine, if a bit bruised.  Unfortunately, the dozen or so Ashih-hi knew where they were, since Sel’s landing had given away their location. 
“Do you know how close they are?”  Sel asked, even as Suletu was looking about.
“The bear spirits say nothing.  They never listen.” 
“You keep saying that.”
Suletu’s bear seemed agitated, staring off into the woods.  The big black bear’s brown coat furrowed, as it flexed its muscles in anticipation.  Though technically a black bear, many of the species were actually a chocolate color, as was Suletu’s summoned animal.  Her pet could probably smell them on the wind.
“We can find out.  My bear knows where they are.  We can follow him.”
Sel replied, wincing as he stretched his arm.  “Two on… twelve?  That doesn’t seem like such a good idea.”
Almost as if offended, the bear looked behind him, its eyes looking critical of Sel.  “What am I, fish liver?”
“Fine.”  Sel gave admittance.  “Three on twelve.”
Suletu looked at the bear curiously, then back at Sel.  “We cannot sneak passed them this time.”
Sel leaned in toward Suletu, his eyes flashing eagle-form for a split second.  “I have a plan.”
The bear had lost its patience, and began jogging off into the woods.  Suletu tried to order him to come back, using the force of her will, but she was still only an apprentice in her mastery of beasts, and the bear was too excited to be given suggestions.
“Can you?”  Suletu asked, hoping that Sel could exert his power over animals to recall her errant steed.
“No.”  Sel shook his head.  “This was part of my plan anyway.”
Sel shapeshifted into wereagle form, trying out his wing.  Suletu was a powerful healer, apparently shamans could perform some healing magic after all.  Probably that hematite had something to do with it though.  In any case, he was hovering above Suletu, flapping his wings, and blowing up a white dust of chilly snow, and blowing her hair back.
“I’ll get to the trees.  Take ‘em by surprise.  Use the bear as distraction!”  He called, then flew off after her pet bear.
“Wait!”  Suletu called after him.  “What am I gonna do!?”
Sel couldn’t hear her, and had turned his Pierce Mind spell off.  Then he remembered that he couldn’t actually speak in wereagle form, and had instinctively spoken to Suletu in mindspeak, or telepathy.  Suletu hadn’t even noticed, however, since it could be very subtle, especially in all the excitement.  That was good, since Sel still preferred to keep his mind-magic a secret, mostly so he could spy on his questionable companionship.  In any case, he didn’t really care what Suletu did.  She and her bear were mostly just going to be distractions in his plan anyway, while he picked them off one by one.
He flew up to the to the top of a pine tree with a thick canopy to hide in.  The bear was charging fast, having caught the Ashih-hi warriors downwind of their scent.  He thought that he, too, could smell a faint hint of salt in the air.  His sense of smell in this form was somewhat dubious, however, and might have either been an olfactory hallucination or pieces of salt left in his wing.  In either case, the bear was charging at about thirty miles per hour, straight at an Ashih-hi warrior.
The warrior obviously had realized that something was amiss.  He had apparently been creeping along through the bushes, trying to sneak up on them with the rest of his group, but had stood up, hearing the pounding of heavy footsteps approaching fast.  A look of horror crossed his face, and he stood there screaming.  He barely raised his hand, not that his salt bludgeon would have been much good against a creature of that size.  The bear tackled him to the ground, pulverizing him to death.  The other tribesmen were on their feet by now, having been hunching as they sneaked along.  The remaining eleven tribal braves and shamans charged at the bear, weapons raised and magic coming to bear!
Perfect.  This was just what Sel had planned, and he didn’t really even have to do anything.  One of the warriors held a long javelin, made of the mystical salt, and was going to hurl it at the bear!  If that sharp length penetrated the bear’s hide, and blasted apart like their weapons had before, it could possibly be the end.  Lightning channeled through Sel’s arm, lashing down at the javelin-wielding brave.  The brave let out a shrill yelp, being blasted to his right, and crumpling in a heap of zapping, writhing blue energy.  The javelin twirled harmlessly in the air a few paces, landing point down in the ground!
The bear reared up, roaring at the approaching group of warriors.  The People of the Salt were not nearly the warriors that the Clan of the Bear were, and they stopped, looking up at the bear in fear!  However, their weapons, made of that pinkish salt crafted by their shamans, was sharp and very deadly.  The bear swung a mighty paw at one of them, shredding his face and snapping his neck!
Bullets launched by slings whizzed by over their heads, hitting the big bear.  The bear roared in pain, as the bullets of salt exploded, causing lacerations along the bear’s exposed chest.  The bear, realizing its chest was too open, lunged and stomped down another one of the warriors.  A few of them were backing off, their feet skittering and trembling, as they watched another one of their comrades getting taken down.
The ambush had been reversed, Sel surmised, eying three slingers that were keeping their distance in order to pelt the creature.  They also had a shaman among them, whom was casting some kind of spell.  He decided to shoot a lightning bolt at the shaman first, to try to take him and whatever spell he was casting, out of the equation.  The lightning bolt arced and hit the shaman, blasting into his arm and sending him flying back a few feet.  His bare arm badly burned and smoking, he rose to his feet slowly, barking orders and pointing at the canopy that Sel was in!
The slingers turned their aim to Sel, even as the warriors tried to be smarter about how they were going to combat the bear.  Three bullets of salt flew at the tree, but Sel grappled the trunk and took cover.  Pieces of bark exploded from the opposite side, along with a flurry of pink dust, making a loud snapping and puffing noise.  His cover blown, he pushed himself from the tree, hovering and gliding to the left.  He fired another lightning bolt down into the group, though the shaman had wisely retreated to cover behind a large stone.  The lightning bolt spread over the rock, covering it in zapping brilliance, but the shaman was unharmed as he resumed his spell.
Another claw swiped in, smashing and breaking the arms of a female brave.  She screeched, almost falling down, but was saved for the moment.  Her friends carried large war hatchets, their pinkish blades sharp as razors.  One of them swung his axe, slicing cleanly into the bear’s forearm.  The blade’s material was very sharp, and sliced deep through the hide, right to the bone!  Blood spewed out for a moment, as it had hit an artery, and the bear moaned in despair.  The other two seized the opportunity, one hitting the bear in the face, and other on the shoulder.  The bear was taking a terrible beating!
Suletu caught up to them, running out of the bushes, then stopping.  The warriors saw her, standing defensively in her bear-skin skirt, looking horrified at her bloodied companion.
“No!”  She cried, holding out her gemstone.  A red steam emanated from the stone, but did not rise.  Instead, it trailed, swirling like tobacco smoke, and began to envelope her pet bear!  The steam infiltrated its wounds, even as the bear stumbled about in pain.  The wounds, however, seemed to close, even as the bear regained its strength!
Amazed and shocked, the bear reared up on its haunches yet again, letting out a terrible bellow!  The woman warrior with the broken arms took off running, leaving her friends to fend for themselves!
Battle healing, Sel surmised, dodging another volley of bullets from the slingers below.  He was trying to position himself properly so he could get a good shot off on that shaman before he completed his spell.  The slingers were using a suppressing fire tactic, however, and wouldn’t let Sel simply hover right over him and blast him to kingdom-come.  He realized he’d have to take out at least one or two of the slingers first, and thus shot at one of them, turning him into a lifeless, smoking spot on the ground.
The other three, soon to be two, were fending against the bear in futility.  They managed to get a few decent hits in, but the wounds closed almost instantly, thanks to that steady stream of red vapor being channeled from Suletu’s stone.  The bear, angered because the slashing still caused pain, made a powerful sideswipe, smashing its assailant’s ribcage and collapsing his lung.  He sputtered on the ground, spewing his life’s blood all over the ground, gurgling.
The two had been trying to dance around the bear, barely keeping themselves alive, but had gotten wise to Suletu’s magic.  The two turned from the bear and bum-rushed her!  Her summoned familiar was very protective of her, and much faster than the warriors thought, however.  The bear lunged at one of them, giving him a not-so-friendly bear hug.  They both toppled to the ground as the warrior screamed, being mangled to death.
The other man charged, raising his war hatchet with both hands.  Suletu gritted her teeth in a crazed smile, her face purposefully saturated with dirt and white paint that had been smeared on in a misshapen way.  She had no weapon, but spread her feet, and held one palm out with her fingers outstretched.  The other hand was brought in, with her elbow at hip-level, clenching a fist.  The strange skull on her necklace shimmied, turning a magical bluish color, and the air grew a bit colder. 
The approaching warrior stopped short, watching.  A thin, expanding wisp of blue energy flowed out of the skull, forming into an animal spirit!  The ghostlike apparition took on the form of a small cub, about the size of her chest.  It had no legs, however, just a long length of a blue, shimmering trail as the ghost encircled her.  It’s arms were outstretched, its little claws ready.  It’s face, though still cute even in its spiritual form, eyed the warrior with bright, glowing blue eyes.  Where it touched Suletu’s skin, the warrior could see her bones glow that same, ghostly blue, right through her skin, for but an instant.
“The bear spirit.  She listens!”  Suletu cried.  In her voice was but a hint of disbelief.
The warrior yelled, running in.  Suletu let out a growl, bringing in one hand and outstretching the other, as if throwing the spirit.  The cub spirit quickly whizzed about her extended arm, flying right through the warrior as it slashed its claws!  The warrior stumbled, and he let out a gasp.  There was no physical pain, but his consciousness faded a moment, and he felt less aware, like his very life had been drained from him, and a pain emerged from somewhere within.
The cub spirit circled around again, and the warrior tried to swing his war hatchet at it, but the blade passed right through the creature.  The spirit flew into him again, and he felt drained.  As if he had a fever, but no symptoms.  His vision faded, and he tried to maintain consciousness.  Suletu gritted her teeth, channeling her spell, but it was very taxing for her to hold onto the connection between she and her spirit animal.
Meanwhile, Sel was in trouble.  A bullet hit Sel in his other wing, and shattered.  What would have normally been a glancing blow, turned into a savage peeling of his skin, as the salt blasted all over, shredding his feathers and skin.  He winced, nearly losing control of his flight, but blasted a thin, spiraling column of lightning down at the slinger from above.  The shots could barely miss, and the slinger fell into a heap.
Still, Sel could keep himself aloft no more, and began a controlled decent.  Luckily, his decent happened at just the right time, as another salt bullet flew just over his head.  He could feel the wind from the small projectile flying by, narrowly avoiding being implanted into his skull.  Breathing a painful sigh of relief, he set his feet talons carefully on the ground.  The brave started twirling his sling for another strike, but got blasted in the chest from a stream of lightning, as Sel held both of his talons out together, wrists touching and claws outstretched.  The thunderous boom sent the poor warrior flying ten feet back and into the bushes, disappearing from view into a background of forming mist.
He then heard a low laughter, laughing at him.  He heard a strange grinding noise, like stone on stone, accompanied by small pebbles.  Something large.  He turned his head over to the stone that the shaman had been hiding behind.  The Ashih-hi shaman had certainly completed his spell.
A golem, made of the pinkish salt of their people, about ten feet in height, and roughly in the form of a man, stared at him.  It extended its forearms mechanically, and two huge blades of crystallized salt jutted forth, elegant but obviously razor-sharp!  The massive hulk began to charge directly at Sel, making only a sussurus noise, like that of sand grinding upon sand! 
Sel’s piercing eyes widened, and he shot several bolts of lightning at it.  Small chunks of the creature were blasted off during its charge, but the shaman seemed to be focusing on it.  Like rising mountains, large crystals erupted from its frame to match anything that Sel blasted off, under the shaman’s own power.  Sel tucked his wings in and jumped to the side, narrowly missing the charging monstrosity as it clumsily brandished its enormous, razor-sharp blades!
The golem stopped, turning to face its combatant.  It pounded its fists into the earth, seemingly angry, but probably not capable of being so, since it was simply a magical construct.  Its blades sank deep into the soil a moment, as the ground shook from the impact.  The creature, humanoid in construct, leaned forward, its blades still implanted into the earth.  It then opened its maw, revealing that it even had blocky, rudimentary teeth within.  Yet all of a sudden, as if its breath were a gust of gale-force wind, a flurry of powdery, white salt blasted in a streaming puff toward the young druid!
The wave of salt and wind forced Sel to shut his eyes, and threw him off of his feet!  He began flapping his wings to try to sustain himself, but all that did was carry him even more aloft.  He was thrown somewhere back, to where, he could not see.  His path through the air landed him against the trunk of the same tree he had once been hiding in.  Slamming into it, he fell to the ground, small pellets of salt puncturing his skin and stinging all over, and soiling his feathers.
Still, his adrenaline was on high, and he threw himself to his feet.  Dizzily, he gazed at the large beast, as it stood once again, its breath attack finished.  He knew it was going to charge again, and he had little stamina left to keep dodging around the creature like this.  One swipe of its massive blades would leave him in twain!
Then, Suletu’s black bear tackled the salt golem, swinging its large paws wildly.  Salt and dust flew everywhere, as the two huge combatants struggled on the earth.  Then they broke up, and stood.  The bear was badly bruised, circling the strange creature, and walking on all fours.  The salt golem was badly chipped and broken up, and one of the long blades attached to his forearm was shattered, most of the length of which was laying on the ground.  The bear roared, leaping in yet again, but the salt golem held out its forearm, the one with the blade still attached, and skewered the large black bear right through the chest!
“No!” Suletu yelled, charging in.  She stopped suddenly, as the salt golem turned, apparently eying her.  The bear, still skewered through the massive blade, let out a whimper and slid off, landing upon the frosty grasses with a dull thud.
There was silence for a moment, as Suletu stared in disbelief.  Then they heard laughter.  The salt shaman, an aged master of his craft, walked forth a few paces, chuckling to himself.
“We…”  He intoned, smiling and holding his arms out to boast.  “Are the People of the Salt!  The Ashih-hi!  We are worth our salt, both in spirit, and in the battlefield!  You shall both die to my great magicks, and your people will lament us!  I shall have salt poured into your kinsmen’s eyes, and they shall die of thirst!  You shall know the fate of your kinsmen, before you die, and you shall both have the honor of dying to my great salt golem!” 
He started to laugh, but then groaned loudly, accompanied by the shrill sound of an electrical discharge.  The shaman was hit by a lightning bolt, and crumpled to the earth, making a small splattering sound when he landed in an icy, half-melted puddle.  He had thought that Sel was out of mana, or too beaten up to focus on a spell, and his arrogance had gotten the better of him.
Suletu looked over at Sel.  “That was… very honorable of you.”
Sel chuckled, more or less a soft chirp in eagle-form.  He held out his hand helplessly, still zapping with some residual energy.  He shrugged.  
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Night had fallen swiftly that day, as the days were gradually growing shorter.  Suletu sat beside a bonfire, hunched over on her heels, gnawing on a burnt chunk of bear steak.  For all her seeming lamentation over losing her pet bear, she seemed perfectly fine with skinning it and using it for food after it had passed.  Sel walked into camp, in human form, holding a batch of rabbit carcasses strung together by a fiber twine.
He tossed the rabbits at Suletu’s feet.  “Found these out hunting.”
She smiled and nodded.  It wasn’t often that she had rabbit.  Indeed, in eagle form, Sel was a pro rabbit hunter.  She noticed that one of them was pretty severely singed though.  Sel just shrugged.
“It’s… already cooked.”
She chuckled.  Obviously, Sel had wanted some target practice.
He sat next to her, as she busily went to work skinning the rabbits with a salt knife.  The shaman they had slain had been carrying it.  It wasn’t very useful as a weapon, more of a hunting tool than anything else.  Still, the salt that the Ashih-hi used to create their weapons was super sharp.  Suletu mentioned that the material was called Dzil-Ashiih, or simply Dzil, and though it wasn’t very durable, it was sharper than their steel, and when it broke, it exploded.  Stone wouldn’t be able to match it for skinning.  This had always had Suletu worried, and they had lost many of their warriors not to superior skill, but from their sharper weapons.  Their weapons were very brittle though, so the Ashih-hi were seldom seen wielding axes or clubs.  They were very sharp, however, and could shatter on impact, making them excellent with the javelin, spear, and sling.
Sel pulled his cloak around him.  It was frigid tonight, and was probably going to snow a bit later on.  He had seen some ominous cloud cover approaching while he flew the skies looking for rabbits.  He had seen a few wandering eye dragons also, but had kept his distance.  One of them was attacking tribesmen off on the horizon, though he knew not whether it was the People of the Bear or the Ashih-hi.  At least they weren’t seeking him at the moment.
“Eat.”  Suletu ordered, pushing a chunk of bear meat on a stone next to the bonfire.  Sel took the steak in his hands and took a big bite.  At first he was skeptical, but the young shaman had obviously salted it well, and had flavored it with what tasted like apple glaze.  It was pretty good.
“I found the salt on the Ashih-hi.”  She said, looking over her shoulder and nodding. 
She was gesturing over to the bushes across the clearing where their battle had taken place.  They had dragged the corpses over there, hiding them in the bushes in case anyone was tracking them.  Plus, it would give them something of a burial, though the corpses would likely freeze and become covered by snow and ice.
“Not sure if I have much of a taste for salt.”  Sel commented.  “But it is rather delicious.”
A cold wind blew passed as they ate, and he shivered.  Then he looked at Suletu, wearing just a long, loin-cloth skirt and a top made of fibrous cloth.  She did wear a bearskin cloak, but she didn’t even have it wrapped around her.  Her exposed, brown-olive skin shown in the light, illuminating the designs of white paint on her arms and thighs.
“Like what you see?”  She asked.
Sel blushed.  “No.  I mean, yes.”
Suletu laughed, handing Sel a wooden jug full of bear potion.  While it was a powerful tonic, both strengthening and healing, Sel didn’t care for its psychotropic effects, and waved a hand at it.  She shrugged and took a loud sip off the jar, spilling some of the red, blood-laced potion on her bosom.
“How are you not cold?  It’s freezing out here.”
She raised the jug.  “The potion of the bear.  Makes us like bears in ways many.”
Sel nodded.  Indeed, that might be one of the reasons why the People of the Bear were so violent.  Then, judging by the salt shaman’s threats of torturing her comrades with salt and making them die of thirst, led him to believe that the Ashih-hi weren’t all that much different.  He gazed behind him, the salt golem shining off in the distance of the firelight.  It wasn’t really a golem anymore, just a statue.  Without its master’s will to command it, the crudely sculpted form would just stand there until it crumbled from erosion or if someone moved it.  Judging from its size and weight, erosion would likely be the case.
Then, he felt the palm of her hand lay against the side of his cheek, pulling him in.  He was met with a wet, greasy kiss on the mouth.  At first he was unsure, but they had both been eating bear steak, and the kiss was quite pleasant.  He smelled a perfume in her long, wavy black hair, that was both earthy, fresh, and sweet, as if from blackberries.  She pulled away after several seconds and smiled.
“You… are afraid.”  She said.
Sel thought on it for a moment.  “Perhaps.  We should probably have a talk about this.”
Suletu took a bite from her steak, holding it in both hands as she twirled it, scanning its surface.  “It isn’t about talk, Sel.  You think too much.  Always drifting away.”
“No, I know.”  Sel replied, chuckling a bit nervously.  “But sometimes you come on a bit strong.”
She replied.  “It is the way of my people.  When we want something we take it.”
“I know.  Thing is.  That’s part of what troubles me.  The ways of your people… they seem a bit… harsh.”  Sel explained, being very careful about how he chose his words.
Suletu thought on his words a moment, then looked at him, her keen visage in the firelight.  “It was not always like this.  Before, we were just a people of the hunt.  Sure, there was war.  But we are warriors.”
“It’s the Perceiver, Suletu.”  Sel replied.  “I think it’s influencing your people.”
She wasn’t sure if she believed that.  “I wouldn’t tell that to Helki.  She may have you killed.”
Indeed, that was likely true, Sel thought.  That was why he hadn’t mentioned it earlier.  Helki seemed to have a deep hatred for the Abomination of Eyes, believing it to be a chief agent of the Gracian God, the Keisiri.  Whereas that was technically a good thing, the Bear Clan’s reluctance to acknowledge that the Abomination might be influencing them somehow, was not.  The People of the Bear were probably one of the strongest, if not the strongest tribe in the Tsintah Territories, the Barbarian Forests.  Having them under the sway of the Abomination of Eyes, was certainly not a good thing.
“But your people.  I watched them murder innocents at Tkoh Village.  Your people torture and are cruel to others.  In some ways, you’re reminding me of my old masters, back when I was a slave.  Not to try to make you mad or anything.  I’m just trying to be open with you.”  Sel explained.
“It has always been our way.  And the way of the other tribes.  But not this bad.”  She agreed.  “Only when Helki was very angry would she sic the bears on prisoners, but mostly only on tribesmen that defiled our ways.  Only in the last few passings of the moon has she led us… astray.”
Sel relaxed a bit.  He thought that reasoning with Suletu was going to be more difficult.  Perhaps it was because she liked him, and was willing to be a bit more pliant and understanding with him, in order to gain his affection.
“Now.”  She continued.  “Now she slays everyone.  ‘Tis cruel to spread fear.  Rewards cruelty.  Like with Grimprey.  He used to have mercy.  Now he has none.  If we keep going down this path… the bear spirits already do not listen.”
Sel procured a flask of water from his belt, taking a sip.  He had found a nice spring not far from here, a short flight for him in eagle form.  “You keep mentioning that.  The bear spirits are no longer listening?”
Suletu nodded.  “I am more healer than beast master.  And more healer than spirit master.  That’s why Helki says they fled me first.  She says the Great Bear Spirit told her so.  I am not so sure.  I think the bear spirit is looking down on us.  They are proud that we fight.  But bears are strong both in spirit and in strength.”
“Does Grimprey feel the same way?”  Sel inquired.
“Yes.  I… believe so.  I would have spoken this to Helki.  But she wouldn’t listen.  I fear the Great Bear Spirit might turn her back on her too.  Then we will have no strength.  We will have no power.”
The sound of some embers popping in the fireplace was heard.  Suletu motioned for Sel to hand her his water flask, and he did so.  Suletu sipped some, then poured some on her arms.  She began kneading her bare arms, giving them a bit of a wash, and smearing her white-paint tattoos. 
“We… we shouldn’t speak of this.  If the Great Bear Spirit is watching…”  She looked up at the clear sky worriedly, noticing the approach of the snow clouds that Sel had spied earlier.  She was afraid that Helki’s spirits might tattle on her.
She stood, caressing his arm. 
“We make tent now,” she said as softly as she could.  Contemplating, she asked.  “One tent or two?”
Sel smiled.  “Tonight, lets make one.”
The darkly beautiful shamaness smiled pleasantly.  Usually so maniacal, he was happy that his amiableness was lightening her usually-disturbed mood.
“Can you make yourself into eagle?  I so love the form, and could warm my bosom.”  She asked bluntly.
This reminded him of how Ceresi always liked to cuddle and pat him when he was in eagle form.  Some women really seemed to be attracted to him for his shapeshifting powers.  He smiled and nodded.  He didn’t want to get too close to her just yet, but saw no reason to deny them both some much-needed comfort. 
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Scowling, Suletu shook her foot a bit.  They had been traveling for almost three weeks now, and her moccasins had albeit been destroyed.  She had been walking barefoot for about a week now, choosing the easiest footing possible.  The ground was cold and frosted this morning, though she was careful to walk through the crisp grasses and fallen leaves, rather than over stone and sticks.  Sel, perched on her shoulder, was looking about happily, which almost made her scowl even more.  He had been in eagle form almost the entire time now, probably so he could just get a free ride on her shoulder.  The thought would have made her mad, but then she felt more at ease in the presence of such a majestic animal, and patted his wings a bit as she carefully strode forth.
“We should be nearing the camp now.”  Sel said, making sure to open his beak to feign speaking.  He didn’t want Suletu to catch on that he was actually speaking to her telepathically.
Suletu nodded, clenching her hematite stone of healing.  Her feet had been getting cold, but the spell warmed them up.  Luckily, she was more of a healer than anything else, and she knew how to leverage her magic for woodland survival.  Without that iron spirit that dwelt within the stone, her toes would have easily become frostbitten by now.
“Hey Sel, why don’t you be useful?  Go say ‘hi’ to Helki for me.  Make sure I’m not in trouble.”
Sel nodded, smirking to himself.  “What, to make sure you’re not going to be executed for going awol?”
Suletu brow furrowed.  “A… who?”
Realizing that she didn’t know what awol meant, away without leave, he simply jumped off her shoulder and flew on ahead.  He had been sensing the presence of the abomination lately, and it had been growing stronger as they were growing nearer to Helki’s strike force.  He knew the Abomination of Eyes was involved, but its effects were so subtle, working through these lands overtime from afar, that he couldn’t pinpoint its influence directly. 
As he flew away, he contemplated this.  The sky was a sullen gray, unwilling to let any sunlight through.  Below, he spied some groups of both monster and man.  Ashih-hi tribal warriors were on the prowl, and he saw a destroyed village, a smoking ruin.  It was far off to the northeast, likely savagely attacked by the Bear Clan, his current allies.  He also saw an eye dragon, wandering around far the west, shooting lightning bolts down at someone.  Also, he spotted a dozen or so Red Caps, rummaging through some old ceremonial structure, probably built by the Ashih-hi or possibly the Tree Folk.  Sel’s eyes narrowed.  That meant that Cucatlitrix Ra was active in this area, summoning these creatures.  How much control he actually exerted on them, however, was unknown.
At last, he saw the encampment.  Oddly, there were few people about this morning, and there was no bonfire.  Perhaps the group had decided to lay low.  A shiver of apprehension filled him.  He had been away from the Bear Clan for about a month now, mostly just in the company of Suletu.  Though allies with the Bear Clan and good friends with Grimprey, he didn’t trust these people.  They were savage, and their ethics questionable.  Also, Helki, their leader and shamaness, was somewhat crazy, even by the Bear Clan’s own standards.  Still, they seemed to like him and had treated him with honor and respect thus far.
Seeing Grimprey chopping up some wood from a tree that he had pushed down, Sel let out a pipe.  The gentle noise emitted, caught Grimprey’s ears, and he looked up and across the horizon.  He smiled widely under his beard, and gave a wide wave of his hand. 
Satisfied, Sel turned about and headed back for Suletu.  He didn’t want to leave her alone for too long.  Over the course of their travels through the woods, they had gotten into several scuffs with Ashih-hi warriors, as well as Red Caps.  While Suletu was a pretty good combatant with her bear spirit and healing stone, she was at a loss without her mighty, summoned black bear.  She had said that she required a long time to summon another one, since she wasn’t all that good at the magic, and would need to perform a ritual at a bear totem at some point in order to call another one to her command.
This made Sel curious.  Suletu had command over more than one of the spell schools he had observed that were native to the shamans.  Shamans didn’t seem to have as rigid schools of magic as the wizards of the elements did.  Suletu had explained earlier that this was because shamans weren’t truly in tune with a specific school or type of magic, but rather in tune with a particular animal spirit, or in tune with a particular material that certain spirits were attracted to, such as hematite in the case of the People of Iron, and such as salt in the case of the Ashih-hi.  The shamans did not intellectually manipulate the elements directly, like wizards did.  Rather, they culled the spirits they were in touch with, and the spirits were compelled to perform miraculous feats for them.  Suletu had explained that healing spirits generally liked her more, so she was good at using hematite stones and bear blood for their signature potions.
Sel descended downward, eying his friend Suletu.  She was hunched down over a small circle of stones, creating a fire by rubbing a stick together with her hands.  A slaughtered bear cub lay at her feet, a stone knife laying on the ground beside it.  She had been fashioning the crude blade since they had been on their near month-long journey through the woods.  She could summon a bear cub fairly easily, probably one every day or so.  Sadly, the bear cub wasn’t much use for fighting, and had been relegated to be used as food instead.
Sel landed on a fallen log nearby.  Suletu greeted him, and kept rubbing her sticks together.  A small plume of smoke rose up from the kindling, surprisingly.  He thought about changing into his hybrid form and casting a flame spell to speed it up, but decided against it.  Suletu might take offense if he barged in on her chores.  Besides, he had grown fond of her, and enjoyed watching her as she skillfully started her own fire.  Most could not perform such feats, definitely not he.  He had not grown up in the wilderness, and had little in the way of survival skills.  These People of the Bear, and the people of the Tsintah Forests in general, grew up with these skills.  Plus, she was scantily clad, resisting the cold weather with natural endurance, bear potions, and the magic of her healing stone.  He didn’t mind this either, watching her smoothly-muscled arms, albeit covered in warpaint, writhe pleasantly as she sparked her flame.  Lastly, during their travels, he had been having fewer nightmares as he slept, comforted by those arms, or perhaps the gemstone with which she conducted her seance.
They ate pleasantly of bear meat for breakfast that morning, and Suletu wanted to go for a walk to collect some herbs before heading to the camp.  Sel agreed with this, as he didn’t really want to go back to the camp anyway.  The vibe in the camp was something evil, in large part to the people themselves, but also due to the presence of the Abomination of Eyes.  As they stood up from their meal to go for a stroll, however, they were stopped.
Grimprey and several others came thudding along, atop riding bears.  Strange, Sel thought, that he couldn’t quite identify the breed of bear that it was.  Something similar to black bears, or so he thought, except their backs were sloped a bit more at the shoulders, making them easier to straddle, and also their limbs were more powerful, but also slightly thinner, making them better runners.  Also, much like the shaman’s use of salt bullets for their slings, these riding beasts were easily usable by non-magi.  Then again, the wizards of Highwall could also enchant such things as flame swords and earthen armors that others could use as well.
Sel cast his piercing mind spell, gazing into the thoughts of Grimprey as he approached.  Though he trusted Grimprey, he knew that he was totally loyal to the witch Helki, and she was unpredictable.  Still, he saw no sign of malevolent intent within him, but instead, there was apprehension, fear, and loss within his thoughts.  His thoughts were a swirl, and he was trying to formulate how he was going to approach him with some information.  Then, he realized what Grimprey was thinking about.
Suletu seemed worried as well, worried that Helki would punish her for running out on the team to go find Sel.  That wasn’t the case, however, when she noticed that as Grimprey pulled the hair up on his beast like reigns, that he wasn’t paying any attention to her, but rather the great bird that perched upon her shoulder.  If she was in trouble, she knew Grimprey’s style, and it wasn’t to be ignored.
“Sel, my friend.”  Grimprey stated in a grim, low tone.  “I… I should have waved you in when I saw you before.”
Sel hopped off Suletu’s shoulder, resuming his human form.  About five seconds passed, and his green robes were flowing once again about his lean frame.  He had shapeshifted back into human form, yet not because of Suletu’s presumption.  She thought that his changing into human form was a sign that he was taking Grimprey formally and seriously, and perhaps was a bit afraid.  While this was partially true, it was also true that Sel wanted to speak with his lips, rather than fake actual speech through telepathy.  That might only go unnoticed for so long before one in this particular company would notice that something was amiss.  He wished to hide this gift, so he could essentially spy on his new allies, mainly Helki, whom might be thinking one thing, yet doing another.
He read all of Grimprey’s thoughts before he began his speech, but said nothing, instead nodding and looking at Suletu’s stone jar, belted to her hip.  Suletu thought he was checking her out, and grinned, though that was not truly the case.
“My friend.”  Grimprey repeated.  “Last night the camp.  They… they poisoned our potions.  Over half the camp is dead.”
“What?”  Suletu blurted, shocked.  “Did the slaves poison your drinks?  They should all be eaten alive!”
Sel shot a contemptuous stare at Suletu.  They had spoken oft about such cruelty, but Suletu, though aware of her peoples’ brutality, still didn’t seem to listen.  Still, she just realized that she had lost half of her company.  Luckily, he already knew that it wasn’t the slave-prisoners, mostly used as trophies or sex-slaves, that were the culprit.  It was something else.  Salt fairies.
“No.”  Grimprey said, almost sounding like a command, shaking his head.  “Salt Fairies.  Summoned by the shamans of Doo Hinaagoo.  They must have come in the night, to poison the revelry.  By midnight, half of our people were husks.  I was gathering wood when Sel came by to burn them.  Before they awoken.”
Sel hadn’t heard of husks before, but read Grimprey’s thoughts.  His thoughts said they were the ‘Ashih-Joogaal’, which roughly translated into ‘Salt Walkers’, or ‘Salt Husks’, if Sel’s interpretation of his foreign friend's thoughts were correct.  Salt Fairies were spirits from the Faerie Realm, a realm which once existed to the north at the edge of the world, but was now simply a wasteland of impenetrable tundra.  These fairies had a poison that could dry out those that consumed it, binding them to the faerie world, and their bodies would then be inhabited by spirits of the salt, and would be subject to the commands of any Ashih-hi tribal member.  Namely, this meant that the shamans could control these zombie-like husks by communing with the salt spirits that inhabited their undead forms, thus giving rise to a slave hierarchy within their society.  The Salt Walkers, though poor in combat, served as slave-workers to the Ashih-hi, particularly around the Doo Hinaagoo lake.  They could also be used as sleeper-cells in warfare, however, if the Salt Fairies could poison their victims quickly enough and turn them on their adversaries, usually as they slept.
“Sel?”  Grimprey wondered, leaning over on his steed.  “Sel… you listening?”
Sel snapped out of his trance.  He had not been paying attention to Grimprey’s words very much, since he already knew everything he was about to say. Instead, he had been gleaning this information through his Read Mind spell, gaining a deeper understanding.  He had never known that there was an ancient realm in the northern mountains that had once been a crossroads to the faerie kingdom in times long past.  He found this ancient knowledge unfathomable and very interesting.
Sel cleared his throat.  “Why yes.  Yes!  Of course I am!”
Suletu shook her head, but also laughed.  She thought he had been distracted by staring at her bare hips, though he had actually been concerned that a salt fairy may have poisoned her own jar of bear potion that was strapped to her thin, smoothly-muscled hips, clothed in not but a loin cloth.
“You must forgive him, Grimprey.  For he is… he is strange.  Though quite sexy.”
Grimprey chuckled a bit, as he noticed that Sel’s face was alight in an embarrassed red.  “Ha!”
Sel frowned, feeling anxious.  “Wait.  So why didn’t you wave me in?  You just smiled and waved when you saw me.  I would have helped.”
Grimprey shrugged.  “Same thing I told Helki.  I was simply happy to see you.  We’ve been separated for a month.  It is good to have strong companions at our side.  For the war ahead.”
“Indeed.”  Sel spake, though he slipped and accidentally said it in their native language.
The company all leaned back, some of them dropped their mouths in awe.  Even Suletu was taken aback.
“Sel!”  Grimprey said, dismounting his steed and taking Sel by the arms.  “You speak our native tongue!  How fast you do learn!”
Sel looked around a bit, uncomfortable at being so close to such a large man.  Suletu’s surprise turned to admiration as well.
She nodded, placing a gentle hand on Sel’s shoulder.  “Strange.  Yes.  And very… very smart.”
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Pyres had been created in the center of the encampment, a circular formation of tepees and huts made of wooden poles and lashed together with sinew and bear hides.  The heir of the camp was grim, morose even, as Sel and his company sauntered in a few hours after noon.  It was misting, a cold dampness that verged on ice, wetting Sel’s robes and making him wish that he could return to his preferred form as an eagle.  However, he wished to use verbal speech, so he decided to put up with the irritable weather.
The druid walked over to the central pyre, poking a body with a walking stick that he had found along the way.  The corpse, apparently a Bear Clan brave, gazed up, its eyes dried and having the consistency of a stale prune.  The rest of his body wasn’t much different, and some of the corpse’s skin flaked off at Sel’s prodding.  Suletu looked down at the corpses, recognizing their faces, and her facial expression was stolid.
Sel shapeshifted back into wereagle form, preparing a fire spell.  The remaining barbarians clamored around, as Sel’s helix of fire leapt from his talons, igniting the wood underneath the massive pile of bodies.  He circled the pyre, repeating the process, until the whole place smelled of burning wood and flesh, and a massive column of smoke rose high above the trees.
Helki stood nearby her large hut, leaning against it with her arms crossed.  “They’ll know that we’re burning our own.  They’ll know that their treachery prevailed.”
She walked into the hut, brushing her black, silver-waved hair with a hand, as if inviting Sel to pursue.  He did so, and was followed by Grimprey and Suletu, both in an understandably somber mood.  Within were some more of the higher-ranking braves and shamans, sitting about a small fire and carving small totems in the shapes of bears and bear skulls, obviously symbolic of mourning.
“Cowards!”  Helki exploded, throwing a stone jar of bear potion.  The jar erupted, blasting the side of the wall with blood.  Sel jumped back a bit.
He had returned to human form, and was sensing the presence of the Abomination of Eyes.  It was strong here.  Strong near Helki.  He looked into her mind.  She had no intention of calling off the battle plan, and was planning on asking him to fly to the other locations where their tribe was camped, to check up on them and hopefully warn them in case the salt fairies had yet to deliver their terrible poison.
“I should have seen this.”  Helki lamented, placing her hands on her face. 
Grimprey stuck up for her.  “Chieftess.  There was no way to know.”
His attempt at comforting her did no justice. 
Helki continued.  “Why did we not see the spirits entering our camp?  At least one of us should have sensed the salt spirits.”
Grimprey shrugged.  Sel stepped forward a bit. 
“Chieftess.”  Sel answered, clearing his throat.  “It’s the Abomination of Eyes.  What you call the Eye of God.  It probably altered your perceptions.  Made them invisible.  Hell, I should have seen the pyre in the center of the village earlier today.  It was as if it wasn’t there.  It didn’t want me and Suletu to realize.”
Grimprey nodded.  “’Tis true, Helki.  It’s playing tricks on us.”
Helki’s eyes widened in anger at Sel’s insinuation that she was being manipulated, and she clenched her fists.  Grimprey was worried that she was thinking about striking Sel.  Sel was worried about that too, but there was no might about it.  She was thinking about striking him, but then she started thinking twice about that, since it would weaken her standing with Grimprey, her most powerful warrior, and she realized that Sel was too valuable to mistreat.  Sel read her angry thoughts, and was not very impressed.  She was using him.
Suletu stammered a bit, fearful of her mighty chieftess.  “Um… guys.  Salt fairies can turn into unseen.  Er… invisible.  Just that shamans should be able to see them.  Or sense them.  Or something.”
Sel was beginning to have anxiety.  His usual social problems, developed from his life as a slave, were bubbling up in the face of such an intimidating shamaness.  He said nothing, but stopped looking at Helki’s angry face, worried that eye-contact might just provoke her further.  Instead, his eyes wandered to her navel, which had a bone necklace about her hips.  Her belly had strong musculature, and she wore a top and bottom of black-bear fur.
Helki snorted at Suletu, pacing about the room.  Some of the other grievers in the room began chanting a bit, tossing bits of crushed bone on their skin, wetted with bear blood.
Grimprey’s folded arms tightened.  “Suletu, I think you miss the point.  The shamans couldn’t sense them either.  You speak out of turn.”
“Oh.”  Suletu said.  “I… I guess so.”  She had spoken out of nervousness mostly, not thinking about her words, which was a mistake in the midst of any chieftain.
“And you!”  Helki spun about, the furs on her shoulder waving a bit.  “You left without my permission.  Chasing after Sel.  You little slut.”
Grimprey chuckled a bit, despite himself, but covered his mouth.  A tear fell from Suletu’s cheek.  “But… I.”
“You didn’t mate with him, did you?”  Helki demanded, her fists clenched.  A few slivers of blue spirit energy began running through her fingers, as if forming claws.
“N-no.”  Suletu stammered, backing away a bit.  She nearly tripped over her own feet.
Helki closed her eyes a moment, as if listening to something.  There was silence.  Suletu began weeping in shame as she fled the the hut.  Sel simply stood there, shaking and trying to contain his anxiety, while simultaneously reading everyone’s minds in the room.  Suletu had been remembering that she had been with several of the men in the tribe already, and was already under scorn for being too promiscuous.  Grimprey was simply enjoying the barbecue, but not saying anything since he didn’t want to invoke the wrath of his liege.  Helki, on the other hand, was listening to spirits of some kind, and he could faintly hear them whispering to her.
He then realized, that amidst the whispers, which sounded like ursine groans, yet strangely human, there was something odd about one of the spirits.  Focusing on it, he could listen to the thoughts of the other spirits, the bear spirits, no doubt.  While reading the minds of spirits was nigh impossible, he did identify several spirits communing with Helki.  Spirits had minds, but similar to undead or ghosts, their minds were submerged in the Shadowframe, the place that separated life from death, and thus they were difficult to read, unless the reader was a shaman. 
Still, there was another whisper amongst them, and it was not a bear spirit.  He felt a strange, chaotic sensation.  A hunger, as it thought similarly to the bear spirits, but was in disguise.  It was none other than the Abomination of Eyes, itself!
Helki opened her eyes.  “At least she speaks the truth.  Still.  Sel, you are not to mate with her.”
Sel simply nodded.  Mating in the Bear Clan was planned by the chieftess herself or village leaders, not by independent choice.  The Bear Clan, he had gathered by reading them, practiced eugenics in order to breed the strongest warriors and the most cunning shamans.  Usually, Suletu would have been relegated as a pleasure slave for her continued abuses against the Bear Clan’s laws, but since she had a lot of mana in her veins, Helki had decided against it.  That would mean that she wouldn’t be allowed to breed, and the clan would lose her magic potential as a whole, and lose her potent healing magicks.
Grimprey looked over at Sel.  He could tell that Sel was afraid, but was also worried that Sel might snap.  He actually had honest feelings of friendship for him.  While he realized that Sel was a valuable asset, and didn’t want him abandoning them, he was also concerned for his friend.  Grimprey was also worried that Sel might snap, as he had seen that look, and that shaking body language before.   Sel read Grimprey’s thoughts, and knew that men had snapped on her in the past, and met a fell end.  While Helki might believe that she would so easily win against Sel in a battle, Grimprey wasn’t so sure.  He put a hand on Sel’s shoulder.
“We cannot mix the seed of the eagle, with the seed of the bear.  It would uproot all we believe in.  And taint our magic to come.”
Sel nodded.  “Yeah.  I get it.  I wasn’t all that interested in her, anyways.”  He lied.
Helki chuckled.  “Off with you two then!  I must consult the Great Mother with my shamans.  And no more speak of that.  That I, Chieftess of the Clan of the Bear, am being manipulated by the Eye of God.”
Sel nodded again, looking back up at Helki’s face, quickly.  She seemed somewhat delighted, which made Sel a bit more nervous, though his anxiety attack was calming down.  She could fly off the handle very quickly.
“Okay.”  Sel agreed bluntly.
Helki turned around, waving them off, as she walked toward a hide bag containing some shamanistic totems and magic.  “Such a wretched creature cannot control me!”
Sel looked at Grimprey.  His brows went up, and a helpless look crossed his face.  “C’mon Sel, let’s go hunting.  We need more to eat than bear flesh tonight.”  He then smiled.  “Maybe you can score us some rabbit?”
As Sel turned to leave the room, he felt light-headed all of a sudden.  Partly due to anxiety, but it was something else.  Out of near the corner of his eye, against the dimly-lit orange of the firelight and against the hide walls of the tent, he saw something.  Just momentarily.  As if made of afterimages, it flickered, as if partly in his consciousness, but partly out in the air between he and the tent wall.  An eye, about the size of a fist.  Green, like an emerald.  Blinking once.  Then it vanished.
Sel stopped.  Grimprey turned about, looking at him as if to hurry him up.  It was unwise to dally when dismissed by Helki.  Sel followed him outside, where the sickening smell of burning flesh, mixed with that of woodsmoke could be smelled.  Barbarians danced about the pyre, beating on drums and dancing in strong, bear-like motions, often crouching and rising.
“You stopped.  Why?”  Grimprey asked. 
Sel tilted his head in curiosity.  Grimprey, though a Herculean, was much more perceptive than Constalon was.  At first, he thought Grimprey a mere brute, but over time he had begun to realize that in many ways, the enormous barbarian was more like Sir Osric than his squire.
“The Abomination of Eyes.  It’s here.”
“Here?”  Grimprey frowned, partly in disbelief, but also in aboding.  “Can it harm us?”
Sel nodded.  “Oh yes.  In more ways than one.  It’s effecting us.”
“You think its causing this war?”  Grimprey asked, gazing at the pyre and his fellows dancing about it.  His eyes wandered further down the way to the edge of the camp, where Suletu had constructed a small bone altar, gathering her tears and wiping them on it.
Sel looked across the other side of camp, where a few men were dangling from trees, dismembered and bleeding to death.  Prisoners.
“It’s here.  Trust me it’s here.”  He stated blandly as his face turned gray.
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Long, elegant fingers of golden skin gently ran up her supple form, exposed above her breasts by the blue, white-trimmed dress she wore.  His fingers worked into the muscles at her shoulders, firmly but gently, almost as if it was more a caress than a friendly massage.  Alaine smiled pleasantly, her white teeth gleaming in the light of her orb, as she coyly brushed his hand away with a wave of her own.  For all his failings both ethical and emotional, Cucatlitrix was a wonder at charm and comfort. 
“You.”  Cuca’s loud, echoing thought entered her mind.  Forgetting to use his mouth rather than his voice, he then spoke.  “Do you see anything?”
Alaine was gazing into her water orb, trying to spot Sel’s location.  Over time in her now make-pretend captivity, she’d had Cucatlitrix’s little Red Caps, his little red goblins, fetch components to construct a water seeing orb.  Through some ritual, she had created a scrying orb, capable of seeing things from afar, provided that the point of view of the place of scrying was in the water.  She didn’t realize she could actually make it, and it took over a week to do so, but her newfound ally had helped her with some of the knowhow. 
“You can’t see it?”  She asked, her wavy blond hair curling up a bit as she looked back at him.
Cuca shook his head, placing a hand near his mouth in consternation.  “I’m of the element of plasma.  Water doesn’t even exist in my school of magic.  I cannot see the orb, let alone anything in it.”
Alaine grinned a bit at his admission, then returned to gazing into the orb.  “This thing is really neat!  Thanks for helping me build it, Cucie!”
Cuca chuckled to himself slightly, but made sure to retain his stern demeanor.  Her naivete, or pretence thereupon, always intrigued him.  So innocent, yet so wise was she.  It fascinated him.  She fascinated him, to the point of obsession, and she knew this.
“Yes, yes.  What do you see?”
“Um…”  She focused her eyes on the orb.  “A lake.  A huge lake!  People walking around.  Some of them are these dry husks.  Like zombies.  There’s a tower in the center of the lake.  Off in the horizon.  And small winged girls and boys zipping around.  And lightning.  Oh my gosh!  Like giant eyes casting lightning spells down on them.”
“Hmmm.”  Cucatltrix considered.  “The Doo Hinaagoo.”
“Are these the friends of yours you were talking about?”  Alaine asked.
Cucatlitrix nodded.  “Yes.  I had dealings with them.  I was going to ally with them to keep the western borders of Northampton safe.  Until the Perceiver perceiver took control of the…”
They both stopped, straightening their backs.  They both heard it.  As soon as Cucatlitrix had mentioned the word “perceiver”, there had been a whisper, emanating from somewhere, or possibly everywhere, in the room.
“What the hell was that?”  Alaine was suddenly nervous. 
She stood up from the table in her lavish room, spinning about.  She looked at Cuca’s chest, seeing if the talisman housing the Abomination of Eyes was aglow.  It was not.  She began looking around the room some more, even pulling up a pillow at her bed to check under it.
Cuca squinted curiously at her.  “It couldn’t be the Perceiver, Alaine.  Unless its a hallucination.  But it can’t be strong enough to alter us yet.  It doesn’t work like that.  It only works through very subtle persuasion.”
Alaine seemed agitated, looking Cuca square in the eye.  “What, like you?”
Cucatlitrix sighed a moment, pacing a bit.  “I’m not manipulating you.  We’ve been over this.  I’m not using any of my magic on you.  That would be rude.  Like I said, I desire courtship, not a slave.”
Alaine’s eyes were still distrustful.  They had been arguing over the last few weeks about this.  Alaine believed, and rightly so, that Cuca was using the magic of the Abomination, strung about his own neck no less, upon her, like he was with everyone else.  She believed that he was telling the truth, or wanted to believe, but she sometimes thought that she might be, being subtly brainwashed into falling for him.  Still, the extremely tall, frail, beautiful and golden-skinned man had never raised a hand to strike her, and though he could get temperamental, he never insulted her.  In fact, he was quite the gentleman, if not for the fact that he was evil and despotic enough to try to save the world by joining with the very thing that was trying to destroy it.
“This makes no sense.”  She said helplessly.  “Your Northampton allies have already reported that the People of the Tree are actively attacking the People of the Bear.  Who are at war with the Doo Hinaagoo people.”
Cuca nodded.  “The Ashih-hi.  The People of the Salt.”
“Yes yes whatever!  That’s not the point!  I’m not interested in a history lesson.”  Alaine shot back. 
Cucatlitrix chuckled, further irritating her.
Alaine continued.  “If the People of the Bear are attacking your people.  The People of the Salt.  Your allies.  It just doesn’t follow that the Abomination of Eyes would attack the Bear People.  It’d be cannibalizing itself.  It’s own allies.”
Alaine had made a good point, and she knew it.  Cucatlitrix’s forces, mostly Gracian and also Blinterburg with Judge Martel as his footstool, had been spying on the entire area for the last few months.  They had been observing the Bear Clan’s sudden urge to conquer, and had selected Cucatlitrix’s allies at the Doo Hinaagoo mostly, which was definitely more than just coincidence.  The People of the Salt were not violent, at least not until the Abomination of Eyes was unleashed upon the world.  The Bear Clan did sometimes engage in war, but usually only minor territorial battles for food and resources.
Cucatlitrix pondered his response for a moment.  “Alaine.  The Perceiver is at work on both the Ashih-hi and the Bear Clan.  It’s setting itself against the Ashih-hi, because somehow it has realized that I have allied with them and their Shamaness.  Persephone I think her name was.  The same reason it somehow caused the invisible men to come, and attack my other allies.”
Alaine nodded.  By other allies, he was referring to the Basiators, led by Delacourt, which had a lot of influence and control in Blinterburg, and thus the entire country.  Still, she didn’t see why the Abomination of Eyes would attack its own allies.  If it was taking control over the Bear Clan, why would it send these giant eyes out to attack them?
She was still willing to listen, and ventured a guess.  “You think the Abomination is attacking the Bear Clan, so that the Bear Clan thinks that its the Ashih-hi or whatever?  So that the Bear Clan attacks them because they’re allied with you?”
Cucatlitrix thought about that for a moment, but dismissed it.  “That does make sense.  Using the Bear Clan’s belief that the Ashih-hi are in league with the Perceiver, and using its Eye Dragons as a decoy to provoke the attack.  In order to get to me.  But I don’t believe that.”
Alaine shrugged.  “Why not?  It’d be a perfect ploy.”
Cuca paced a bit, grabbing a green apple of the table.  He tossed it in the air a few times in his hand.  “Because of the nature of the demon, Alaine.  It isn’t capable of manipulation.”
Alaine replied, standing near her bed, a simple but luxuriant sleeping arrangement currently adorned with a white sheet and bright green blanket.  “Oh right.  Because it’s ‘just and animal’.  That’s the same thing Sir Osric keeps telling me.  Such bullcrap!”
Cuca seemed agitated, which was just what Alaine wanted.  “Are you?  Are you thinking about that dullard?  Why do you keep seeing him?  You think feeding him information about me, and what we discuss, is somehow going to change any of this?  Or dethrone me?”
Alaine suppressed a grin.  For all his power and front of being collected, he was as jealous as a little school boy.  Sir Osric still visited her frequently, lest the black knight would surely start a rebellion.  There was quite a battalion that he lead in here, and even though mostly unarmed and under house arrest, could still do a great deal of damage if provoked.  Plus, the allies she and Osric had summoned, the five thousand Easthampton soldiers, had arrived a few weeks ago at the southern borders of Northampton, camping and creating supply lines.  If Cucatlitrix harmed a hair on her head, or if he disallowed Sir Osric from visiting her, the proverbial shit would hit the fan.  Though Cucatlitrix was a more powerful mage than she, and could likely slay her if things went sour, in a way she had him by the balls.  Unless, of course, Cucatlitrix was already engaged in trying to brainwash the soldiery of Easthampton somehow, but she was fairly sure that Cucatlitrix’s powers of mind control and manipulation, through the Abomination of Eyes, was highly taxed, and the elven wizard was already overextending himself.  Finally, Prince Neve, current ruler of Easthampon, though just a boy, was brilliant and no fool, nor a stranger to manipulation.
Cuca turned away a bit, pretending to be pacing as if in thought, but hiding a small, yellow glint that flickered momentarily in his eye, as he cast Read Mind.  He was a man of his word, and honestly was not using the Eye upon her, though he could.  Instead, he did listen in on her thoughts often, which while was strictly true to his word, wasn’t exactly honest.  He realized that of course, but he didn’t want to outright lie to her, as he did have feelings for her.  However, there was much turmoil between he and her, and he was willing to use any means, except to outright and straight-up break his honor, to sway her to him.
Reading her thoughts, greatly improved his ability to persuade her.  He had some guilt over it, since it wasn’t truly a “fair” contest.  Yet, he was a Star Elf, and his kind all had the innate ability to cast both Read Mind, and Pierce Mind.  It was not his fault, as a Star Elf instinctively used such magic.
Cucatlitrix pondered enough to recoup from his jealously over her admiration, and perhaps adoration, for Sir Osric.  He saw some of her memories, and realized that occasionally, they would kiss, yet there were social boundaries that prevented them from being in love.  He then saw some flash memories of last time the Abomination of Eyes had sent visions to her, when they first had met.  Earlier images of her exploring herself at puberty, encouraging the Abomination of Eyes to associate penetration with pleasure, and try to get her to push her fingers into her eyes.  Coupled with guilt at her first sexual experiences with a boy or two, with Sir Osric scorning her later on.  She viewed him as a father figure first, and could not reconcile her mind and heart, that there was a seed of romantic love for him, within her bosom. 
He grinned slyly.  Surely his ability was unfair, but he would not use it to take advantage.  He turned, looking at her across the room. 
“We should be more concerned with the whisper.  If it isn’t the Perceiver, then what is it?”
Alaine shook her head.  “I’m saying it is the Perceiver.  You’re not listening to me.  You’re wearing it around your neck.  It’s taking control of you too.  It’s probably more intelligent than we realized.  Like I said, Sir Osric is already planning a rebellion, with naught but his fists.  He’ll get half his team killed, if not more.  He’s not like that.  It’s effecting all of us.”
“Hmmmmm…”  Cucatlitrix pondered, gazing at the aquarium.  He lifted a finger, manipulating a small fish in the tank to eat another one.
“Oh, that’s real mature.”  She commented chidingly.  “Over a thousand years old and you can’t handle the truth, so you torture little animals instead.”
Cuca was barely paying attention, though was aggravated a bit, as he watched the fish swallow the other one.  Her words actually reached him, and though he dismissed it, part of him thought that she might be right.  He turned back to her, still eying the apple in his hand.
“Alaine, beautiful.”  He said, as his large, honey colored eyes gazed into hers.  She was instantly stammered, but in a gentle way, as he looked back, realizing something on an instinctual level, that she could quite grasp.
“I’ve been a sorcerer for over two-hundred years.  I know what I’m doing.  The third denizen, the Perceiver, is not capable of it.  Your Sir Osric is right.  For all its power, it is still just an animal.  And it can be caged.”
His eyes looked sad all of a sudden, and Alaine felt a strange feeling in her chest and stomach.  She felt empathy for him, as he he sat at the table, holding his apple.  For the first time, he was showing sadness.  He believed that what he was doing, caging the Abomination and taking over the world, would save people.  All under his egoist rule of course.  Her chiding about his jealously had made him feel sad, which meant that at least he was listening for once.
She walked toward him, her blue dress streaming behind her as she walked.  Cuca was very quiet, as if holding back sadness, or perhaps even tears.  Alaine knelt down beside him, putting both her hands on his knee.
Cuca looked at her, his normally proud, stern, even fierce eyes seemingly sad and hollow in a way.  She tried to discern if this was some kind of trick, but truly could not.  His body language certainly seemed like a man in grieving, holding something back.  Some great pain.
“Cucie?”  She said comfortingly, staring into his eyes and rubbing his thigh.  “What happened to you?”
He placed a hand over both of hers. 
“I.”  His voice thundered in her thoughts. 
Regaining control of himself, he made sure to speak in the mortal tongue.  “I… I can’t say.  It can only be told through the mind, through mindspeak, but it causes you harm.”
Alaine grinned comfortingly.  “I could handle a nosebleed or a headache.”
Cuca smiled back, sadly.  “No.  It isn’t something you’d understand.  Not yet.  Let’s just say that back in my homeworld.  Coelum.  Things went… terribly bad.”
Alaine rubbed his bony knees a bit.  “Want to tell me more, honey?”
Cuca shook his head, standing slowly.  “Maybe later.  It’s just…” 
He paced a bit, over to the bed, then turned back.  “It’s just that I have studied this demon.  Hunted it.  Yearned for it most of my current life.  Well, since I became a sorcerer.  It cannot manipulate like that, it doesn’t understand such ploys.”
Alaine took his seat, studied him.  “Well, it’s certainly acting like it does.”
“There’s…”  He paced a bit more, looking out the window. 
It was snowing heavily outside. 
“There’s only one way.  If a living being were inside the Perceiver, taken by it, but still retaining its own perception, it could.  An intelligent being, eyes torn and taken by the Abomination.  But that makes no sense either, because when a person is taken by the Perceiver, all his or her perception is lost.  There’s no way a person would be able to think straight enough to manipulate others, more or less to create these whispering effects we’ve been hearing.  All the Perceiver itself wants, is to consume, and though it might use some tactics, it doesn’t go passed simple cunning.  It isn’t capable of using decoys and diversions like you think.  And I know I have enough control over it… and I know its waning, I admit that!  But the demon isn’t powerful enough over me yet, or it would be trying to rip my eyes out right now, instead of seeking to undermine.”
They were quiet.  Alaine at least wanted to believe he was right.  If the demon was just an animal, like everyone else seemed to think, then it wouldn’t be capable of using its eye dragons to create decoys, and get other factions to think other factions had aligned with the Eye.  It wouldn’t be intelligent enough to trick the Bear Clan into attacking the Salt Clan like that, using the eye dragons as decoys.  Still, according to Cuca, it also wouldn’t be capable of creating whispers in the air, hallucinations or not, since that was too direct and displayed an understanding of intelligence, rather than just mere perception. 
That is, unless, the Abomination was simply causing chaos, since chaos seemed to cause others to turn on each other.  By simply using its powers of influence on everything, and causing everyone to fight among themselves, it would create that aftereffect.  It would make it seem like the Abomination of Eyes was some kind of mastermind, when really it was just the scheming of factions thereby effected, and their speculations.  She told Cucatlitrix this, and he seemed to agree.
“I have…”  Cucatlitrix informed.  “Other matters to attend to.  Judge Martel is very difficult to control.  The Perceiver may be wrestling with my control I had once exerted upon him.  I must speak to him so that he does not do anything stupid.”
Alaine nodded.  They hugged, and then, as if a gravity came over them, they kissed on the lips.  But then the kiss grew deeper, even as Cucatlitrix was enveloped in a white-yellow light, and vanished from sight. 
Her heart leaping all of a sudden, she had to calm her breath.  She picked up the apple off the carpeted floor, left by Cucatlitrix after he had teleported away, and set it on the table.  She summoned a glass of wine, sipping on it.  It was unusually quiet in the lighted room as she pondered, and a haunted feeling came to her, though a yearning, though she could not quite place why.  Did she feel lonely without him?
Alaine gazed across the room a bit, over at the small scrying table she had set up, between the windows of the apartment.  Her room was well furnished, and the curtains were purple, laced with gold, tied back against the sides of the frames, against a vanilla wall that she had repainted.  Outside, it was snowing heavily.  Large, chunky snowflakes were piling up across the city.  The room was very well lit, though outside it was nearing dusk, a dismal gray out, contrasted by the warmth and lighting in the room.
Then, an image flashed in her mind!  So quickly, she couldn’t see it, or tell what it was!  Then, she thought she heard something.  A whisper.
“Fetch me some wine.  The wine is safe.”
Alaine looked up from her meanderings, a small grin of understanding forming upon her mouth, and a glint in her eye.  She whispered questioningly, cautiously, into the well-lighted room. 
“Onus?”  She ventured.
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Judge Martel was furious, though trying to hold it back.  His large, rigidly masculine face was reddened, and he gritted his teeth.  He stood alone in his throne room, with naught but a small contingent of his Hammerhead guards littered throughout the room.  A few nobles were atop the balcony, chatting and being served hors d’oeuvres, mostly smallish open sandwiches topped with roast beef and remoulade. 
None of them were Basiators anymore.  Over the course of the last month, the Judge had caught on to their deception, mainly by listening to Sir Osric’s information after Curuli began assassinating his top nobles and lieutenants.  Throwing the blame on the Basiators, since none of their number had been murdered by the invisible beings, he’d had his clergy upgrade their undead detection magic, and they could finally see through the illusion that had been protecting them from being spotted among his ranks.  He still didn’t believe it when Sir Osric told him that it was Cucatlitrix using the Eye, and not the Basiators themselves, that were the source of the magical deception. 
Since then, many Basiators in his court had been burned alive at the stake, and those that resisted had been slain outright.  Those that had caught wind of the event, fled of course, fearing prosecution, such as Delacourt, whom once sat in the throne room at the Judge’s side.  With one defector having fled on one side, and his noblewoman having been murdered on his other, the throne room was now quite an empty place.
Sir Osric’s eyes narrowed, regarding the hulking man seriously.  Ceresi and Oltavien stood at either side, whilst they spoke with the Judge.  Sir Osric knew that it wasn’t the Basiators whom were primarily responsible for throwing up illusions to avoid detection.  Granted, some of it probably was, but the Basiators had been avoiding the Gracians highest level detection magic for months, even after they had begun searching for evil presences.  Nay, it was the Abomination of Eyes, used by Cucatlitrix Ra, that had laid down a more powerful illusion, or more likely a delusion, so that the clergy hadn’t spotted them.
“Martel.”  Osric said.  “It’s the Thing of Eyes.  Cuca’s in this city, and is using it fer deceptions.  He’s prob’ly seeded himself in the church.”
Martel shrugged, his massive, golden pauldrons clinking. 
“Pfah!  The church houses no such thing.  You have no evidence.  The only reason the church simply doesn’t give me free reign to burn all mages in the city is to protect the peace.”
Sir Osric nodded, agreeing partially.  The streets were in chaos, though currently a quiet crisis.  The threat of Curuli murdering high-ranking officials was real, and had been going on for weeks.  The Basiators had broken off, either going into hiding or holing up at their own mansions and fortifications.  Caught in the middle, many of the people had resorted to going rogue, either because of panic, greed, or necessity, and gangs and thieves guilds had been forming in Blinterburg city as a result.  The three factions had been fighting in the streets all month, neither making much ground.  Plus, with the winter season came a lot of snow and bad weather, making visibility poor, and tactics vague and clumsy. 
The Judge had wanted to pass a mandate so he could just burn all the mages in the city at the stake, including the healers, passing some of the blame on them and heightening suspicion of magic users.  While it was true that the Gracian league wanted to pass these strict laws in the smoothest, most non-violent way as possible, the Judge’s reasoning wasn’t entirely true, and he knew it.  The Gracians tended to care little for peace when it came to the culling of “witches”, as they labeled magic-users of every kind.  Though keeping things peaceful was partly true, the Gracians also didn’t want to start a revolt, nor cause too much violent unrest in order to avoid casualties of their own in a conquest operation.  Lastly, Sir Osric realized that if his suspicions were correct, and Cucatlitrix Ra had seeded himself into either the Gracian or Northampton Church, then likely he’d seek to avoid conflict, since he intended to inculcate, not slay, his future subjects.
“That’s part of it.  But Cuca don’t want a war.  He don’t want infighting.  He wants us all to get along.  So he can take control of us.  If we fight, we lose numbers, and he wants to indoctrinate a standing army.”
Ceresi nodded behind him.  “Getting us all killed in a civil war would mean less of us to brainwash.”
Judge Martel sighed, as a young paige approached, handing him a clipboard with some documents to sign.  Signing them, he handed the clipboard back to him, and he nodded and walked off, his light-brown hair flowing behind him.  Ceresi and the paige made eye contact as he walked by, and they both blushed slightly, though only the paige smiled, and he smiled broadly.
“Well, star elves or no, the clergy is getting in the way of true justice.”  Judge Martel replied.  “I have just signed the inquisition order.  All magic users are to be rounded up and burned.”
Sir Osric moved his boot a bit, the sound of his spurs clinking.  He hadn’t had any time for horse riding of late, but wore the boots anyway, as per his Norfolk county style from back home.
“I can’t allow that.”  Sir Osric said flatly.  His hand gripped the blade of his ebon sword tightly. 
The Judge’s eyes widened.  Oltavien and Ceresi’s knees bent, as they popped off the straps on their scabbards.  The Hammerhead guards surrounding the room all stopped, gripping their hammers, and looking to the Judge behind their gold-plated helmets for advisement.
At first, the Judge was angered and taken aback by Sir Osric’s defiance.  During all their parlays, Sir Osric had always been diplomatic, always negotiating and citing laws to push for victuals and allowances to his army, such as more food or giving them the use of blades.  His army had been allowed to keep their weapons, thanks to Sir Osric’s assistance, shortly after the Curuli attacks started in order to defend themselves.  Now, however, with Easthampton’s army putting pressure on Blinterburg, and thus the Judge, and the fact that the city was divided and in a state of urban warfare, had put the Judge at a distinct political disadvantage.
The Judge then chuckled. 
“Pfah!  Think you that you can best me, and all the guards in this room?”
Sir Osric spat on the ground, and his cold eyes ran angry. 
“Maybe we do, maybe we don’t.  You harm a hair on Alaine’s head… we’re gonna find out.”
Martel’s cold gray eyes met theirs.  Well, except Oltavien’s, whom was watching the other guards in the room behind his steely mask of Gracian design.  Ceresi was staring at him though, and so was Osric, both with a look that Martel had witnessed before.  It was solidarity, determination, steely morale in the face of death.  They weren’t going to back down, even though they likely wouldn’t win this battle.  Three Circle Knights versus over a dozen Hammerheads and the Judge himself?  In tight quarters, surrounded, and with no preparation?  Unlikely.  Though no matter the outcome, it would trigger further strife, and set Bezenarch’s, and possibly all of Southampton’s forces, against him, in addition to Sir Osric’s own standing forces in the city, whom had been abiding house arrest rules for the most part, so far.
Martel raised a golden-plated gauntlet, of the Hammerhead design and material.  Shiny and polished, it was adorned with the designs of mountain lions, common among Northampton armors and designs, and especially so for the Hammerhead division, the most elite fighting force in the world.  The name of the material was called “Goldsteel”.  It was essentially gold and steel mixed together, and blessed by the clergy, making it much more formidable than steel itself.
“Hold now, comrade.”  He said flatly. 
His mention of the word “comrade” didn’t mean much to Sir Osric at this point, but he wanted to allay his fears. 
“I’ll not prosecute Alaine, nor any other mage in your group.  You are not Northamptons, and will not be subject to this ruling.  She’ll still be safe here, with us.”
Ceresi shook her head.  “Bullshit.”
Sir Osric looked behind himself at her, his mustache curling into a sarcastic grin.  The Judge likely had been planning on executing Alaine as well, in order to establish dominance and to destroy their morale.  However, he hadn’t anticipated Sir Osric’s courage, since he hadn’t really displayed much courage whilst under house arrest.  Now, however, he had the leverage, and the desperation.  He wasn’t sure if he’d have stood up to the Judge, if he had given out this mandate earlier without his current backing, since though he loved Alaine, throwing their lives away wouldn’t stop the Abomination.  He probably would have anyway, but he was glad that he didn’t have to be put to that test, and live with the consequences.
“I’m with my lieutenant on this one, comrade.”  Sir Osric stated coldly.  “Alaine will be coming with us.”
The Judge lowered his head a moment.  His strategy had failed. 
“So, you are a man afterall.  I thought you to be more lawyer than desperado.”
Sir Osric realized that was a sign that the Judge was going to relent, so he relaxed his hand on his blade.  Sighing, Oltavien did the same, standing up straighter.  Ceresi, on the other hand, did neither, but she scowled.  She wanted blood.
“Very well, little warrior.”  The Judge intoned.  “Alaine shall be released to you.  Currently, she is visiting the Archbishop.”
Sir Osric frowned.  “Bishop?”
Martel nodded, sitting his hulking self down on the throne.  “Yes.  The Archbishop Malgorzata.  Good friend of mine over the years.  We forged a great deal of this alliance together.  Has been visiting her almost as much as you have lately, Sir Osric.”
Sir Osric raised his brow.  He had been speaking to Alaine about her meetings with the evil wizard, Cucatlitrix Ra.  According to her, she was seeing only Sir Osric and Cucatlitrix though.  Then he realized what was going on.  Cucatlitrix was using the Abomination to blind Martel, and probably everyone in town, to make them think that he was the Archbishop Malgorzata.  Sometime ago, probably during the suspicious disappearance of the ruling body, Cuca must have either detained or murdered the Archbishop, and stolen his identity.  That would explain why nobody had ever seen the star elf, walking around in broad daylight with his conspicuous purple cloak on.
“He must the impostor.”  Sir Osric stated matter-of-factly.
The Judge burst out laughing for a moment.  They hadn’t heard him laugh before, and it was a thunderous boom.  Given the circumstances, they did not laugh with him.
“What?!  Impostor?  Have you gone senile, old boy?”
Sir Osric shook his head.  He knew that the Judge wouldn’t listen.  He didn’t listen then, and he didn’t listen even after the Curuli began murdering all of his top men in the city.  Well, he did start looking into the matter with disguised vampires, but only after over half of his council had been murdered.  He surely wouldn’t listen now, but Sir Osric still wanted to talk some sense into him, anyway.
“You’ve been runnin’ blind all along.  Cucatlitrix has taken his identity.  Y’can ask Alaine fer yerself.  She’s only been visiting me n’ Cuca since she’s been locked up in your cell.”
The Judge planted his two-handed hammer, staff first, upon the stone floor, sitting in his chair. 
“It is you who are blind.  You want this to be true so much, that you are making up lies.  Typical Highwallan, finding excuse to peradventure into the business of others.  Quite frankly, I am a bit disappointed in you, Sir Osric.  And I find that your story about my best friend being murdered, to be a bit unsettling.”
“Ugh.”  Ceresi sighed, waving a black-gloved hand helplessly at the Judge, turning her back and walking over to the staircase a few paces.  “Sir Osric, you’re wasting you’re breath.  He won’t believe us.” 
The two guards at the foot of the stairs straightened their backs, possibly frightened.  But then they realized that Ceresi was waiting for Alaine, as the nobles atop the balcony were astir, as if an entourage was approaching somewhere down the upper corridors.
“I would like to believe you.”  The Judge replied, casting a cynical gaze at Ceresi. 
Two such tiny warriors, Sir Osric and Ceresi were, yet known throughout the land to be so fierce.  He, too, wished that the Archbishop had allowed the execution of Alaine earlier, just to see how these minute warriors were in combat. 
“But there is no evidence.  And your words carry no weight here.”
Sir Osric nodded, disappointed.  “I was a figurin’ you might say that.” 
Then he saw Alaine, being escorted by a few nobles, including the paige that had been making lovely eyes with Ceresi a few moments ago.
“Alaine!”  Sir Osric greeted, smiling.  Even Ceresi seemed happy to see her.  It had been almost two months since Ceresi had seen her, and she pushed a guard aside to meet her at the middle of the steps.
She stood at attention and began to give her a salute, but was interrupted as Alaine gave her a warm hug. 
“So good to see you, Ceres.”
Ceresi paused a moment, then became a bit less rigid, hugging her back, and giving her a pat on the back, as the Wizardess wore her beautiful blue dress, a gift from Cucatlitrix Ra himself.  They descended the steps, and Oltavien was next to the guards standing at the bottom, and he gave a loud chest salute, his gauntleted fist banging against his Gracian-styled breastplate.  Alaine nodded, and walked over to Sir Osric, even as the entourage of nobles surrounding her began to disperse, likely looking for juicy hors d’oeuvres, and even juicier gossip.
“Long time no see.”  Sir Osric stated, smiling.
Alaine rolled her eyes, chuckling pleasantly.  “Ozzy!  We spoke just last night over dinner.”
Sir Osric grinned coyly.  “I know.”
Judge Martel grunted in annoyance.  “Alright you lovebirds.  You have what you came for.  Now get out of here.  I have an inquisition to attend to.”
Alaine looked troubled.  “Inquisition?”
“Yeah.”  Sir Osric replied.  “All mages in Northampton are to be burned.”
Alaine was furious, and disturbed.  She turned to the Judge.  “You… you can’t do this!  This is monstrous!”
The Judge signed some paperwork, offered to him by his paige. 
“According to the laws of the land, I can.  The Archbishop wouldn’t make the amendments to full Gracian law, allowing for an inquisition in Northampton turf.  However, with the turmoil here, the threat of Easthampton to the south, Eyeless and Red Caps rampaging through my country.  And barbarians to the west.  That qualifies as a time for martial law.”
“Martial law!?”  Alaine shot back.  “You’re a despot!”
Judge Martel chuckled slightly.  “Me?  Not so.  This isn’t total martial law, but I still can pass certain laws, including alliances since we’re in such distress.  And in martial law, I’m allowed to adopt this.  In order to safeguard the city.”
“You gotta be kidding.”  Alaine shot back, her ocean-blue eyes squinting at him critically.  “How does murdering innocent hedge-wizards and healers safeguard anything?”
The Judge explained.  “Simple.  Magic causes trouble.  It has for times passed.  Your demon is evidence of this.  The Gracians learned this thousands of years ago.  It is time that we, the people of Northampton, catch up to the times.”
Some of the noblemen and women atop the balcony, and those that had dispersed at the ground level, nodded dumbly in agreement.  Ceresi grimaced.  This had nothing to do with safeguarding the city.  This had to do with playing on the peoples’ fears, and also as a show of power to Martel’s rule.  The people of Northampton had always been suspicious of mages, and often picked on them, ganged up on them, or worse.  But organized violence against them was never a legal option.  While by the Gracian thought-tank, wizardry was dangerous, it made sense as a safeguard.  Whilst there was some truth to this, the real reason behind the Judge’s decision was not an honest one. 
“And also.”  The Judge continued.  “Sir Osric.  You and your troops are to leave Blinterburg at once.  Your time of arrest is hereby over.  We have troubles in internal affairs to attend, and you have become one of them.”
There was a stir through the forming crowd.  Noblemen and noblewomen began chattering quietly. 
Sir Osric frowned.  “We can’t just leave, Martel.  We gotta hunt down this Thing of Eyes.”
The Judge shook his head. 
“There is no ‘Thing of Eyes’, you fool.  Not here, anyway.  The Eyeless are proof that there is fell magic about, but that is likely the cause of wizardry, not your outlandish story about a demon god from Hell.  And there is no Star Elf, and no conspiracy.”
Alaine pointed at the Judge.  “Cuca’s been visiting me almost every day!”
Osric looked at the Judge.  “There ya go, Judge Martel.  Told you the archbishop was an impostor!”
The Judge chuckled heartily, his chest heaving, but his smile wasn’t wholesome.  Rather, it was smug, overly proud, and his eyes were hiding a harmful intent toward them. 
“This is absurd.  You Highwallans are at it again.  Making up fairy tales as an excuse to police other realms.”  Then he looked squarely at Sir Osric, and his face became stern and menacing. 
He pointed to the door with his goldsteel gauntlet, and his voice thundered.  “Now be gone!”




24

All hell had broken loose.  It was night.  Sir Osric and the other Knights of the Order of the Iron Circle had gone off to parlay with the Judge, probably so Osric could keep chitchatting with the big Thampton fool.  Probably to try to convince him yet again that the Abomination of Eyes was behind all this. 
“What’s the point?”  Constalon thought as he trekked through the city streets. 
His liege, while good-intentioned and also very good at the art of the tongue, had been getting nowhere with the Judge on this for almost two months now.  Perhaps his Sir was simply trying to nag Judge Martel, the big stupid idiot, until he finally gave in and accepted the truth.  As if that was ever going to happen.
“What’s the point of what?”  A small, girlish voice leapt from the shadows up at him. 
Constalon looked down, seeing the cute face of Mouse, looking up expectingly at him.  Her curly brown hair appeared black in such little lighting, though he had styled it himself this morning, and made it look really rad.  Her front curls had been curved nicely earlier, but the snow and damp was causing her hair to stick to the sides of her face a bit by now.
“Hm?  Oh, nothing.  Must have been thinking out loud.  You find a way in?”  Constalon asked.
Mouse nodded. 
“There’s a passage along the far wall.  No Red Lions guarding it either.”  Mouse shrugged.  “They must not know about it.”
Constalon nodded.  Mouse was very good at scouting, and he had learned to trust her to perform these kinds of tasks over the last several weeks.  She was incredibly stealthy, and her white dress gave her a distinct advantage in camouflage during the winter season.  They were raiding the Red Lion headquarters, a gang that had formed shortly after the civil war had broken out.  The Red Lions were fairly organized, and had no official affiliation with either the Basiators nor the Hammerheads.  Thus, since Sir Osric had wanted them to remain neutral during this war, the Red Lions had become fair game.
“Should we really be doin’ this?”  Berin asked, shivering in the cold. 
They weren’t technically under orders to do this.  Normally they performed patrols to hunt Curuli, bandits, and other miscreants, but this was different.  They really shouldn’t have been hitting a gang leader’s stronghold without the approval of Sir Osric.  Constalon had learned of the headquarter’s whereabouts by beating up one of their members in last night’s bar fight. 
Bezenarch was with them, walking up and alongside Berin.  She wore little in the way of heavier clothing, but was a bulky woman, and had a good constitution against the cold. 
“If we don’t, who will?  Osric will just negotiate it with red tape.  Saving the people from these rapists and pillagers will go a long way to getting the people to go onto our side.”
Constalon nodded. 
“Yeah.  So when the shit hits the fan, the peasants will join us.  And not the Judge Martel instead.”
Berin nodded, but was nervous.  Concerned, even.  They were traveling in low numbers.  Just himself, Constalon, Mouse, Bezenarch, Tarshil, and Texey.  All but Bezenarch formed their usual patrolling and adventuring party as they kept the peace throughout the city, since Bezenarch often had a lot of work to do managing her sizable unit of Southampton troops..  Plus, she wasn’t technically one of them to begin with.  Still, she believed in the cause, and this was important.
“But.”  Berin complained.  “There’s only five of us.  Against them.  There’s probably a platoon of Red Lions in there, dude.”
Mouse frowned.  “What am I, chopped liver?  I can fight too!”
Bezenarch chuckled a bit at Mouse’s fierceness, contrasted by her tiny size and naivete. 
Berin’s shoulders fell a bit, hopelessly.  “Fine.  Five-and-a-half.”
“Right.”  Constalon stated, nodding. 
He liked this group.  Mostly because he was the leader of it.  But more so because he liked the people, and they were all fairly strong warriors.  Except Mouse, but she was an excellent scrounger.  She often brought abandoned baubles to him, so he could afford his heavy, heavy drinking habits.  Berin often complained that a young girl shouldn’t be accompanying them in such hostile territory, though he did admit that the beer tasted good.  Tarshil, whilst not as much a ruffian as Constalon and Berin, still tended to tag along without complaint, and didn’t mind the loot.  Texey, on the other hand, was just as bad, if not worse, than Constalon was with her insubordination and blatant disregard for regulation.  “Were all Highwallan squires like this?” Constalon wondered, chuckling internally.
A gust of cold wind blew up, casting snow in his face.  Grunting, he pulled his cloak over his head.  It was a thick fur, made of mountain lion pelt, common for the tailoring trade in Northampton.  He had bought it from the tailor nearby their housing quarters while under house arrest.  The house arrest was technically still in effect, but with the pandemonium going on in town, it had been easy for Sir Osric to get his people armed, and sign some deals that would allow them to leave the quarantined district, provided that they help out with some heroism and adventuring. 
Constalon’s blue eyes scanned the street.  Naught but their footprints were visible, in about a foot of snow.  The lamposts along the sides of the street were dead, casting no light, and it was unlikely that the lamplighters would be out with their torches tonight.  The streets were quiet, packed with houses and simple businesses, such as a butcher shop and a horseshoe store.  The wind was blowing up a great deal of snow, although it was no longer precipitating.  The sky was a bit aglow, but still quite dark. 
Oddly, it didn’t seem like the city was in a state of chaos.  Not on the surface, anyway.  It just appeared abandoned.  In reality though, the snow covered more than just the ground.  Anarchists, gangsters, Basiators, and Martel’s men had been waging war in the streets quite frequently, each after a piece of the pie that had become Blinterburg City.  Then, of course, were the Curuli, those invisible, minimalistic-shaped humanoids that had been trying to murder everyone. 
Well, not everyone, Constalon thought, but apparently only those that were aligned with the Judge.  He didn’t have a problem with this, by any means, but they also had attacked Ceresi, presumably because she was hanging out with a Basiator while they had still been in the Judge’s good graces.  Other than that, the mysterious Curuli hadn’t attacked their headquarters since, shortly after the Judge declared an inquisition on the Basiators, and they hadn’t joined the cause, but remained neutral.  Still, the chameleon-like humanoids did tend to attack them in the streets, and sometimes targeted the peasantry when they were vulnerable.  They weren’t exactly sure why yet, but it might have been to cause panic in the streets, or perhaps they thought that their targets were aligned, or would be aligned, against the Basiators somehow.
A Curuli assassin had, afterall, murdered a sheriff that had recently denounced Judge Martel’s insurgence against the Vampire-Kin, shooting down the Basiator’s existence as a hoax.  The sheriff had denounced it as simply propaganda in order to leverage the nobility into prosecution, and thereby leech coin from their pockets and right into the Judge’s treasury.  While he didn’t put it passed the unscrupulous Hammerhead, he already knew that the Basiators were, indeed, real.
“Let’s get to the back entrance, then.”  Constalon blurted, eying some movement far down the street.  It was probably gang members from the Red Lions, and he preferred to have the element of surprise so that fewer of them would be able to run away.
“Okie.”  Mouse said, prancing off to the side of the street and waving for them to follow.  “C’mon!”
The party followed the small girl into a twisting alleyway.  The alley had less snow in it, thanks to the shelter that the sides of the brick buildings gave it, and some of the rooftops above made for a partial shield against the weather as well.  A few beggars were sleeping in cloth bags along the way, and one group of homeless people had a barrel, containing mostly garbage and debris, that they were burning for warmth.
“Good Gods, doesn’t that stink.”  Bezenarch lamented, waving her hand in front of her nose.
One of them approached, slowly, eying their weapons.  His face was dirty, and though the fire of the barrel was warm, he smelled of trash and soot.  Judging by his clothes, he had once been somewhat well-off. 
“Alms.  My family left me after the gangs robbed my store.  They took everything.  Alms?”
They didn’t want their presence to be made known, and although Constalon felt like making fun of him, he did feel compassion.
“Here.”  Constalon replied heavily, tossing a large jug that he had been carrying with him.  The man stumbled, nearly slipping on the icy ground, as he caught the heavy object.  It was full of beer, but it would have to do. 
They kept jogging along, careful not to slip in the occasional patches of ice that lay just underneath the thin snow of the alley.  The Red Lion headquarters was along the wall to their left.  It had once been a warehouse, mostly selling steel and part of a larger mining operation further north.  Apparently, the owners of the mine had either sold out, or had been pressured into allowing the Red Lions to set up base there.  As such, the gang was a fairly successful one, usually heavily armed and armored, and they got a good cut of the mining families’ profits in exchange for “protection”.
They came around a corner, as Constalon watched Mouse slip around.  Odd, sometimes it didn’t seem like she even left footprints in the snow.  Then, she was really light, and some of the snow was probably partially frozen on the surface.
Rounding the corner, they saw Mouse, waving for them to follow.  She stopped suddenly, turning to them. 
“Here.”  She said, pointing at a rough spot along the brick wall of the warehouse. 
It looked as if part of the wall had collapsed a long time ago, and had been boarded up with thick oak, nails, and adhesives of some kind.  The barrier was formidable, and the Red Lions probably overlooked it, since only a siege weapon such as a battering ram would be able to break it down.  Since the guards had no such war technology, and the Northampton military was busy with the Basiators, they probably didn’t even think about setting up a guard post in this area.
They had Constalon though, whom was a veritable siege engine of his own.  Nodding at the group, he slammed himself into the boarded wall, smashing through it!  Dust and snow flew up everywhere within.
The noise did not go unheard, however, nor was it expected to.  The room inside was large, spacious, with cubical cells made of steel near the corner in which Constalon burst into.  Long piping of cheap steel was bundled along the wall to his left, made into stacks, probably with the intention to eventually sell it to plumbers, peasants, carpenters, and the like.  Wooden rafters, beams, and supports comprised the framework in the room.  The floor was made of old, hollow wood, covered in dried and neglected myrtle.  The whole room smelled musky with a faintly sweet smell.  Chains holding braziers littered the wooden beams near the ceiling, lighting the steel and the ominous-looking cells.  Near the center and far corner of the room were stand-up braziers along wooden tables with benches, and an assortment of cooking grills for eventual sale.
At the tables, about a dozen or so Red Lion gang members were littered about.  Most were playing cards, probably five card stud, with mostly copper and silver coins in play.  Other gangsters were huddled nearby one of the large grills, which they taken out and were roasting kielbasa, onions, and bread.  A few beer kegs were at the ends of the tables. 
At the sound of such a racket, it was no surprise that the Red Lions, bandits all, rose quickly to their feet, or spun around from their grilling!  A rolling plume of dust and snow wafted into the room along the floor, along with a cold gust of air from outside.  Constalon, the huge, hulking warrior, clad in ring mail, held his two-handed broadsword out horizontally, menacingly, with his eyes narrow underneath his cloak of fur!
“Shit.”  A big man, partially obese but also muscular, stated in somber exclamation through his brown beard.  “It’s that guy from Sir Osric’s army.”
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Froen saluted as the trio of the Knights of the Order of the Iron Circle, clad in their shiny armors, with the High Wizardess of Water, Alaine, chatting with Sir Osric, approached their camp in quarantine district.  It was a bright, sunny morning, the layer of snow over everything stinging their eyes from the reflective glaze.  Luckily, Froen and Oltavien wore the same style of winged helmet, protecting their eyes.  While somewhat Gracian in design, it was really meant to signify support for the late High Wizard Mothimar’s decision to inculcate shapeshifters into the ranks of the Highwallan magical schools.  In this case, the winged shapeshifter Sel could bring magical healing to the people, rather than the more clumsy and pedestrian healing waters that the wizards of water thus far provided.  Froen sometimes wondered why Oltavien would choose such open support, since prior to his indoctrination into the Iron Circle, he had been a master lycanthrope hunter.
“Del Aquin.”  Froen saluted, giving a palm to his helm. 
He wore half-plate, similar to Ceresi’s, save instead of black leathers underneath the plates, he wore mostly ringmail, including his gloves.  The term “Del Aquin” was actually a mage word, used in focusing water casting, and was also meant to signify his happiness that Alaine was back. 
“It is good to see you again, lady of water.”
Alaine simply nodded, her blue dress covered with a heaping mass of mountain lion fur.  It was warm and of the Judge Martel’s finery, died green on the back and forming a triangle, upon which the Northampton national symbol was emblazoned.  The cloak, while warm, scratched her face a bit much, so she left the hood down, letting her beautiful blond hair catch the sunlight in the cold bright.  Her ocean blue eyes looked at Froen, almost in prudish condescension, but she smiled all the same.
She pondered, squinting in the bright reflection of the sun as it glared off the smooth, shin-deep painting of snow that covered everything here.  She hadn’t actually seen the camp before, where Sir Osric and all his men and women had been kept under house arrest over the course of the last few months.  Though it had been more slavish back then, now it had the look of a base of operations, ever since the chaos hit and the Judge had allowed them the use of weapons, to protect and aid the people against the Curuli, the vampires, and fates unknown.  Soldiers pulled pulleys, drawing water out of a hot spring not too far off, whilst blacksmiths pounded on anvils, creating weapons of Northampton goldsteel.  Yet still, other soldiers traded with passing wagons, and she spied a few of their Southampton allies bartering for bread from a lady, sitting on a cart, handing them leavened peasant loaves in exchange for copper coin.
“I…”  Alaine said, looking down and closing her eyes a moment.  “I must go to my tent.  I must speak with Essie.”
Sir Osric nodded.  The sunlight was hard on her eyes, as she had been indoors for the duration. 
Then, he decided to be coy.  “You ain’t got no quarters, Lady Alaine.  We’ll make some.  In the meantime, I’ll have a bed made up at my tent.”
“That’s fine.”  She replied.  Sir Osric and Alaine walked off, as he lit his sweet-smelling tobacco pipe.
“Well, that certainly was rude.”  Froen muttered sarcastically to himself as they walked off, Alaine not even saying a peep to him.
“What!?”  Ceresi, standing next to Oltavien, demanded. 
She had heard his dissonant tone.
Froen stammered a bit.  “N-nothing, my liege.  Do you need anything?”
Ceresi looked at Froen scornfully.  “Nothing at the moment.  Make sure my boots back at camp are polished.  And here are some silver coins.”
Ceresi handed Froen a bag of about thirty silvers, which Froen took hesitantly. 
“A tip?”  He asked sarcastically, knowing full-well that, that was not the case. 
She probably wanted him to do some grocery shopping.  He was a knight, but she didn’t technically have a squire, so he usually served as her knight-squire, which made him basically her bitch.  Not that he minded, in fact, he appreciate it.  Ceresi was probably the third best fighter in Highwall, and he had learned a lot from her.
Ceresi couldn’t help but grin a bit.  “No.  I want you to consult the blacksmiths.  Melt down the coin and fetch me a blade of white, like the snow that falls here.”
“Will do.  Special occasion?”  Froen asked cautiously, pinning the pouch of silvers to his belt.
Ceresi looked at Oltavien’s belt.  He possessed two scabbards, a longblade made of Gracian steel, and another one made of silver, laced with the same in order to hold it steady. 
She looked back to her knight-squire.  “I like to be… well armed.”
Oltavien simply nodded slowly in approval.
Froen asked no further questions of her, but nodded.  Then he looked at Oltavien, whom was wearing a helm very similar to his.  It was nice that they both were fervent admirers of Lord Mothimar’s intended push to allow Sel into their ranks of wizardry, but the strange knight had literally been staring at him the entire time that he and Ceresi had been speaking, saying nothing.  He didn’t realize it before, but it was making him nervous.
“What?”  Froen asked, careful not to upset Oltavien.  He was, afterall, a member of the Knights of the Order of the Iron Circle, and thus at least two ranks above him.
Oltavien’s body language under his helmet and armor, shining brightly in the clear, morning day sun, didn’t show any signs of anything, which unnerved Froen further. 
“Hm?  Me?  Nothing.  I’m fine.”
His voice was matter-of-fact, fairly high pitched, as if he was hiding something. 
Froen just shrugged.  “Oookay.”
As her knight-squire left to do business with the local blacksmiths, Ceresi frowned.  “Too bad Marius wasn’t still with us.  I bet he was a better forge than this lot.”
Oltavien still didn’t say anything, but began scanning the camp slowly, his helmet twirling.
Ceresi slapped him with a friendly gesture on the hip with the back of her hand. 
“You paying attention?”
Oltavien snapped out of it, his body jerking slightly at her touch.  He chuckled.  “Not really.  I was trying to see if I could sense whether or not Froen was evil.”
Ceresi squared off to him.  “Why would you think that Froen is evil?  You’re using your detection spells?”
“Yeah.”  Oltavien replied.  “I’ve been trying to spot Curuli too, like Mouse does.  I can’t though.”
The snowy camp of huts and wooden frames behind her in the brightly-lit snow, contrasted against her shining breastplate and black leather armor, she smiled a bit, despite herself, out of the corner of her mouth.  She had known Oltavien a long time, but never really understood him.  Only a few of the people in the world realized what he really was.  A Paladin.  A fighter of righteousness and upholder of the just, and a closet worshiper of the Keisiri.  Yet besides that, she knew next to nothing about his personal life.  Then again, she was a Knight of the Circle too, and busy in their trade.  Perhaps neither of them had much of a personal life.  It was always one mission to the next.
“What do you sense from me?”  Ceresi asked, her eyes inquisitive.  It wasn’t often that her stony face betrayed emotion.
“You’re not lying.”  Oltavien said flatly.  “You’re evil.”
She frowned.  “What?  Why do you say that?”
Oltavien shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I’m a Paladin, not a scholar.  But you are evil.  Dunno why.  But you’re still a friend though.”
Ceresi was angry, and felt insulted.  She stepped in close to Oltavien, and pushed his shoulder menacingly.  He didn’t seem intimidated nor gave any sign of reaction. 
“I’ve been fighting my whole life for these people!  I’ve been fighting tooth and nail to set things right!  How dare you call me evil?!”
She felt like smacking him, but his complete lack of emotion took her off guard.  She then realized that she may have overstepped her boundaries.  He was Oltavien, a fellow Knight of the Circle.  She looked around quickly, making sure nobody noticed.  A few of the peasantry that were trading with the soldiers looked over at the faint noise that they had heard from her shouting, but went back to their toils.
“You asked.”  Oltavien said flatly, his voice lacking inflection.  “I told the truth.”
Ceresi sighed, stomping her black boot into the snow.  Perhaps he was right.  Then, he was a Paladin, a human lie detector, and a ferret when it came to feeling evil vibes.  Still, to call her evil?  Suddenly, she felt attracted to him in a way.  Nobody else had ever been so brusque with her, so flat, tough, and emotionless.  She had only quested with him once, and that was on this particular mission.  Perhaps trying to get to know him wasn’t such a bad idea.
She stepped back slightly, her body language slouching slightly as she relaxed. 
“What else do you see?”
She braced for the impact, as she hated being evaluated, but all Oltavien said was, “Nothing.  That’s it.”
The knight-scout chuckled a bit, wiping her nose.  The cold was betraying her nose, and was causing a sniffle.  She punched him in the same shoulder again, only this time playfully. 
“You’re impossible.  You know that, Oltavien?”
There was silence, which unnerved her, as his helmeted face scanned the area a bit more. 
“Yeah.”
“C’mon.”  Ceresi replied, chuckling a bit.  “It’s cold out here.  Let us go back to the fire pit and have some cocoa.”
Oltavien nodded, and the two of them walked off toward the firepit.  It was halfway across camp, where both of their makeshift huts were.  Other warriors had been making tea, cocoa, drinking ale, and baking chicken with carrots there, and the smell wafted toward them, enticing them as they meandered quietly toward the camp.
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Crinkled was an understatement about what happened to her nose, as Alaine entered Constalon’s new tent.  The previous one had been destroyed during the fighting with the Curuli.  His new tent was much more foreboding than his last one.  The old one was kempt and neat, mostly by some other squires, since Constalon seldom had time for cleaning duty, and even if he did, he was a complete shirker at that aspect of his job.  Constalon was laying in bed with his shirt off, underneath a bear fur blanket, painted in white stripes, sitting up on his pillow reading something.  Texey was present as well, cuddled next to him, wearing a light-blue bra that covered her ample endowments, as she held a big drumstick of baked turkey in her hand.  She looked at Alaine in disinterest, taking a huge bite out of the drumstick, then passing it over Constalon’s lips, whom returned with a bite of his own. 
Her nose crinkled again.  The room smelled of spilled beer, sweat both masculine and feminine, and of turkey grease.  There was another smell that Alaine recognized.  The smell of sex.  Though she hadn’t been with anyone in many years, it was an instinctual memory, and plus she had a very good sense of smell.  In this case, heightened senses weren’t necessarily an advantage, nor pleasant.
“You allow Mouse in here while you two are… dressed like that?”  Alaine said in scorn, her brow furrowing.
Constalon closed his book, placing it on his lap.  He seemed a bit startled.  He probably had forgotten that Alaine had arranged a short meeting with him this evening. 
“Hm?  Yeah.  Why not?  No point in hiding it just to be shocked about it later.  A girl should know about man and woman.”  He stated plainly.
Texey nodded, even as she threw a fleece over her bosom. 
“Yes.  Well, we don’t get frisky around her though.”  She chuckled.
“Where is she?”  Alaine asked, a thin smile forming on her face.
“I ah…”  Constalon replied, stammering.  “She’s out practicing swords with Oltavien.  Prob’ly making some dinner.”
“I see.”  Alaine replied, her eyes meditative, even as they fell upon Constalon’s exposed frame. 
The man, for all his faults, was a near perfect physical example of a sexualized, masculine male.  Though she didn’t feel lustful, it was quite pleasant to gaze upon his statuesque beauty.  Perhaps she did feel a bit lustful, but pushed the feeling deep down.
Sir Osric entered behind her.  He had been stopped, signing some clipboards for a paige that had stopped him near the entryway to the tent.  It was a mass of legal documents, ensuring that Alaine would be unharmed, set free, and also sent home with the rest of Sir Osric’s group.  When Constalon saw him, his eyes widened, and he threw on a white cotton, short-sleeved shirt.  He scrambled out of his bed, meandering, though acting like he wasn’t made nervous.
Sir Osric grinned sarcastically.  Though inappropriate attire and presentation for even an informal meeting, he was glad that Constalon was still doing just fine with the ladies. 
“Whacha readin’, old boy?”
Constalon stood, luckily already wearing some pajama pants, made of checkerboard red and black cotton.  “Oh.  That.  It’s about the plane of perception.”
“You found a book about the plane of perception?”  Alaine inquired.  “And you didn’t tell us about this?”
Constalon was made even more nervous, and he could tell that it was to the great delight of his wicked liege, Sir Osric.  Information, at least accurate information, about the Elemental Plane of Perception was extremely difficult to come by.  If Constalon was in possession of a book about it, he definitely should have informed his superiors!
“I found it at the Red Lion den.  Picked it up last night.  I woulda told you about it sooner, but nobody called ahead.”  He explained, lying.
Alaine groaned in disgust, though playfully.  “Constalon.  We set up this meeting shortly after lunch.  You had plenty of time to tell us about it.”
Sir Osric was greatly entertained.  This was how their first meeting would turn out, since Alaine had been separated from the group.  Sure, they had met out in the camp during daylight when she requested the meeting, though he didn’t realize that this was how it was going to play out.  Not that he was surprised, or anything.
“Did you know that the Red Lion den was keepin’ this here book?”  Sir Osric asked, walking over the foot of the disheveled-looking bed. 
Texey’s calloused, though still shapely feet were tangling near the trim of the bed, and she moved them aside as Sir Osric took the book off of it with a black, steely hand.
Texey replied, as she was putting on a kilt underneath the blankets.  “We suspected.  We had gone on a quest to scout some know-how.  Alchemy den, desperate from the crisis.  Selling drugs to the Red Lions in exchange for food and hookers.  They said they sold the book to them.”
Constalon nodded.  “Yeah.  The Red Lions wanted to know about the invisible men too.  They were attacking them, killed their leader.  Hell, they were hoarding mirrors in their attic trying to trap one.”
Sir Osric nodded to himself, even as his eyebrows went up in thoughtful approval.  “I wouldn’t say that’s a bad idea myself.  Though I don’t like as to whom I’d have to thank for that there particular idea.”
The hulking squire ran a hand through his short, crew-cut hair, made disheveled from laying on the pillow all day making love to the strong and lascivious Texey. 
“Doesn’t matter now anyways.  We broke all the mirrors.”
Alaine sighed in disgust.  Sir Osric just chuckled silently.  “I had given those orders.”
Texey had just finished putting her ringmail shirt on.  “Look.  Sir Osric.  Liege.  Are we in trouble?  I mean, we were just trying to improvise when we attacked the compound.  And they were neutral.  And we may have saved a lot of lives.”
Sir Osric put his hand out, signifying that it was no big deal.  Sure, attacking a bandit stronghold was definitely something that Constalon should have informed him of, but Constalon had also taken initiative, made a great strategic move, and came off with a clean victory.  Scrutinizing him for taking initiative would be antithetical, since it was he, himself that often tried to prod Constalon into taking smart, creative action out in the field.  That he had not only destroyed a terrorist bandit gang, but had also managed to retrieve a book containing knowledge on the Plane of Perception, was no small feat.
Alaine was now curious, having gotten tired of her playful, though somewhat cruel grilling of the big man.  “So tell me, what does it say?  Is it about the Curuli, or about the Abomination?”
Constalon looked at the book for a moment.  It was a rather thin tome, wrapped in a black leather cover, with a design of a white eye in the middle, wreathed in green rays as if to show that it was glowing slightly.  “It’s about the Curuli.  It said that they live in the plane of perception.  Back when the Abomination was alive there.”
“Hm.”  Sir Osric mumbled, looking at the cover.  It was very craftily designed.  Whomever had made it, was obviously a master of his or her art.   
Thumbing through a few pages with his wicked looking, pointy black gauntlets, he looked up.  “Don’t have any sign of a signature.”
“I’ll review it later.”  Alaine stated.  “What else does it say?”
Constalon replied.  “It said that the Curuli used to be like us.  Not like manikins.  Wizards of perception.  They summoned the Abomination there.  To learn from it.  But it did the same thing to us, that it did to them.  But they evolved themselves magically.  They changed their whole race to be invisible men.  With no eyes.  So the Abomination couldn’t find them.”
Alaine seemed worried, while Sir Osric simply nodded, thumbing through the pages of the book.  The pages seemed oddly new.  This wasn’t necessarily an ancient tome, and there wasn’t a single stain on its pages.  Then again, if it had been kept in pristine conditions, it could still have been many years old.
Alaine seemed even more worried, and her scorn had fled.  Rather, it was replaced by sympathy.  She moved over to Constalon, touching his hand as it dangled near his waste. 
“Constalon, that’s not the reason for this meet.  I’m sorry, Constalon, but we’re leaving.  All of us.  Are leaving.”
“What?  What the hell are you talking about?”  Constalon uttered in a near-whisper, unbelieving.
Sir Osric closed the book in his palm, making a sharp noise as its fresh pages snapped together. 
“Const, Alaine and I have been talkin’ about it all day.  Now I already signed the deal.  We’re to be movin’ out by tomorrow, midnight.”
Texey seemed upset. 
“Bullshit!”
Constalon nodded, parroting.  “Bullshit.  The Judge signed the order to murder innocent men.  They’re already burning them in the streets.  We can’t turn our backs on them now.  And two, we all know that Cucatlitrix is here.  We have to strike now!”
Sir Osric shook his head.  He’d had that same argument with Alaine earlier in the day.  Though it was a just cause, it was also a suicidal one.  Not only would it place Highwall at war with Northampton, furthering confusion that the Abomination of Eyes, or Cuca himself, might be able to feed off of, it would also place them under the direct threat of the Curuli.  For some reason, the Curuli seemed to attack anyone that took sides in this battle.  Sir Osric explained that they weren’t giving up hope, but that they needed to get out of the city and catch their breath.  They were to rejoin Prince Neve’s forces at the southern border, along with Esuliana, and come up with a better plan.  It had been a mistake to enter Blinterburg city to begin with, and they’d stand a much better chance stopping this madness if they coordinated a full-scale invasion with Easthampton, rather than just cowboy-styling their way through this.
Texey gazed at Sir Osric, just as disbelieving as Constalon was.  Her grey eyes were slightly watery, but also lost, as if disappointed and angry at the same time. 
“I’d rather we just wing it.”
Alaine shook her head.  “No no.  The time for ‘winging it’… is over.  We tried that marching in here, and look what happened.  I could have ended up burned at the stake, or brainwashed by Cucatlitrix Ra.  That man means well, and is trying to get Sel’s Phoenix amulet so that he can contain the Eye.  But he’s misguided, he thinks he’s the only one that should rule.”
Sir Osric supported the notion.  “We’ll get ‘im, Connie.  But it ain’t happenin’ now.  Not like this.”
Constalon crossed his arms, looking down at the two, and Sir Osric knew that his body language meant that he was becoming rebellious. 
“Oh, so one conversation with the ‘princess’, and now you’re siding with her?”
Alaine frowned.  “Just what is that supposed to mean!?”
Constalon nodded, frowning, even as Texey grinned in wicked delight. 
“You heard me.  Who’s to say that Cucatlitrix didn’t brainwash you?  And then the minute you talk to Sir Osric, he’s all willing to turn his back on the people too.” 
He then nodded to himself, and looked at Sir Osric more gently.  “C’mon, Sir Osric.  It isn’t like you to leave these people behind.  Good innocent mages are going to be burned.  We can’t leave them behind.” 
He shook his head to accentuate his own point, as he eyed Osric.
Sir Osric didn’t like the way this conversation was going.  He tightened up his posture. 
“You’re out of line, soldier.  She ain’t no defector.  And I’m surprised that you’d insinuate that.”
Constalon was still upset.  “But my liege!  There’re innocent people there.  We’re leaving them out in the streets to be burnt alive!”
Sir Osric shook his head in disappointment, a gesture which made Constalon shrink a bit.  He knew he was getting himself into trouble by questioning his liege’s decision like this, especially right in front of a High Wizard.
His voice became stricter, though quieter, as if he might be deeply offended.  “Connie, I can’t believe that after all this time, you’d question my leadership like this.  Now, the reason I ain’t never done this before, is because before, we didn’t have to perform a feint.  Attacking now will cause a world war, and I think you know that.  Now I’d like to save those men and women too, but we can’t do that right now.  This ain’t a quest like we’ve ever been on before, Connie.  This is the end of the world.  We gotta fight to win, and sometimes sacrifices must be made.  I thought you were mature enough to understand that.”
There was silence.  Sir Osric realized that he had hit him pretty hard, challenging his maturity, which also challenged his future career in becoming a Knight of the Circle someday.  A brazier in the corner, made of steel with four curvy legs and containing a deep, burning bowl of cinders, cackled a bit.  Texey was quiet too, just looking at Constalon to follow his lead.  Constalon looked distant, sad.
Wiping a tear away from his face, at both his liege’s decision in turning from saving others, and from the tongue lashing he had just received, he nodded. 
“I get it, my liege.”
Alaine looked at Sir Osric seriously. 
The knight nodded.  “Good.  We’ll be rounding everyone up come tomorrow morn.  Ceresi and Oltavien are already on it.  We’ll be out of Blinterburg by tomorrow evenin’.”
Alaine and Sir Osric left quietly, awkwardly, save the sound of Sir Osric’s ebon plate sliding against itself as they moved out.
There was silence, save the burning brazier, as Constalon moved about the room a bit, not really looking at anything.  He was containing a lot of feelings.  Disappointment, sadness, and rage were trying to consume him.  Texey knew when he was becoming unstable, and just stood there next to the bed in her kilt.
“So…”  Texey ventured.  “We packing up our things, or what?”
Suddenly, Mouse was there.  Neither of them saw her enter the tent, but she must have slipped inside when they weren’t looking.  That wouldn’t have been that hard to do, considering that Texey’s focus was entirely on Constalon, in case he flipped and she had to calm him down.  Constalon, on the other hand, wasn’t looking at anything, just seething in emotion.  They both felt a cold chill throughout the room.  She must have opened a flap in the doorway and let some cold air in.
Constalon looked down at the little girl, whom was looking expectantly up at him.  She carried a small wooden sword, a training sword, as she had been out in the camp playing with Oltavien.  She gave the sword a small, tiredly-playful swing.  Then he remembered some of what had happened back in Fort Burgundy, and got lost in the memory.  Her parents, mangled and torn apart by her own siblings, trying to tear her apart as well.  He placed a hand on the back of her head, giving her beautiful brown hair a gentle pat.
Then, his eyes hardened, as he contemplated making either the worst decision, or the best decision, of his entire life. 
“Not on my life.  Go get the boys.  And get Bezenarch.  We’re savin’ this town.”
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Long, slender yellow fingers, elegant, gracefully touched Prince Neve’s shoulder, as he gazed out of the window of the luxuriant, cozy room at the castle in Fort Oswald.  He was just a boy, thin, prim and proper, sitting in a wooden chair with excellent posture.  His hair was light brown, chic and possessing a sophisticated crop, his soft, feathered hair well-matted and gently hanging down only a fraction of his round forehead.  Atop his head was a thin, platinum crown, almost ladylike, a band with three leaflets protruding from the top at the front, sporting a blue sapphire in the larger leaflet in the center, a smaller ruby on the right, and a topaz on the left.  It was actually an Easthampton tribute to the Highwallan magic schools of water, fire, and topaz, respectively.  Although Easthampton didn’t have such schools, the crown had originally been forged several hundred years ago to commemorate peace between the two nations.  Prince Neve had forgone his father’s heavier crown in favor of this one, in order to show his support for Highwall and to advertise tolerance for the arts arcane.
Things weren’t going the way that the young prince, just a boy and not even out of highschool quite yet, had imagined.  They had marched at fast pace to get here, and the snow hadn’t helped their journey.  The common cold had been stymied by their healers, but it had still persisted, and he had pushed his men way too hard to get here, in his enthusiasm to help save Southampton, and perhaps the world, from the Abomination of Eyes, and the so-called madman whom currently wielded the demon.  He had landed here in Fort Oswald about a week ago, and gentleman Pratt, current Baron of Fort Oswald and the surrounding lands, had been most gracious. 
Odd, then, that Cucatlitrix himself, began appearing to him shortly after he had arrived.  The tall, intimidating, yet graceful man, if “man” was the correct word to call it, had quickly garnered a partial alliance with Alaine, and thus also Esuliana, whom was his current consort.  The lass, older than he, held a lot of sway over him, and he knew this, but was unsure and nervous about how to proceed.  He had been keeping his meetings with Cuca quiet, at the behest of Ladies Alaine and Esuliana, so as not to anger the Southamptons.  Cucatlitrix did, afterall, destroy the Southampton capitol city in his attempt to protect himself from their legions, hoping at first to slay them outright before they posed a threat.  Now that they did pose a threat, and an unbudging one, the clever elven mage had been using his political influence to seed friendships in the Highwallan troop, and now he was coming to Prince Neve, his force an overpowering five thousand strong, so as to do the same thing.
Prince Neve, proper and gazing out the window, eying Cucatlitrix nervously in the reflection of the window, added.  “There are no Highwallan reinforcements.  Esuliana has received word that the Abomination’s minions, giant, lightning-casting eyes, are threatening Lord Acturan’s northern front.  Though a wishful gesture, he has no men to spare.”
Cucatlitrix’s robe caught the dim light of the fireplace, built into the stone walls, quite wonderfully, as his cloak shimmered oily, as if writhing snakes dwelt within.  Prince Neve, though just a boy, was a very educated, well spoken, and perhaps even brilliant, individual.  He sat so proper, very disciplined, a fine example of true rulership.  His doublet was black with white lining, the symbol of the three leaves upon his arm.  Though not a mage himself, the boy was well-learned in the art of magic, and apparently mind-altering or charming magicks as well, since he seldom made eye contact nor allowed himself to fall into a trance about him.  Also, he always had a few of his healers posted outside the room, and Alaine had leaked to him that the healers were giving him a mental checkup after every meeting with him.  Cucatlitrix nodded to himself in approval.  Smart.
Esuliana was also always in the room, just in case Cuca attempted using the Eye on either of them.  Any sign of magic used on them, and Esuliana would report it to Lady Alaine, and the deal would be off.  They had all agreed that locating Sel and having him turn over his amulet was the best course of action, so that Cucatlitrix could contain and control the Eye, and thus suppress it.  They didn’t like the idea, but there was very little choice.  Cuca’s appearance had changed slightly over the months, and his face looked gaunt, tired and burdened, and his posture was one of an overworked laborer, not a High Wizard of Coelum.  The Eye was leaking its influence, calling in its Eye Dragon minions, and was wreaking havoc on everything that Cucatlitrix had worked so hard to build. 
The boy continued.  “The Curuli will know of your alliance.  Gentleman Pratt has informed me that they may be in the city.”
Cucatlitrix paced along the nice, green carpet of white design, laden with the symbols of spades, the Fort Oswald coat of arms. 
“Yes.  Yes… the Curuli.”  He waved an elegant hand in irritation. 
He looked across the room, spying Esuliana, dressed in a lavish white gown, reading a spellbook but also eying them both quietly.  A chaperon, though in sooth, the young lass had more sway over the boy than did he.
The Curuli had been a mysterious foe since the beginning of all of this.  Like the Eye Dragons, and the gradual, slow influence that the Abomination was exerting on his allies, causing them to turn on one another, such as in the Tsintah Forests, or even ripping their own eyes out and becoming roving Eyeless, like may of the People of the Tree were doing.  With Esuliana meeting with them at times, over the water orb communication devices that these lower mortals seemed to be able to summon, he had learned that they had found a book about the Curuli, stating that they were actually victims of the Eye.  Why then, would they be disrupting his operations in Blinterburg?  They seemed to attack anyone involved, trying to assassinate the leadership first, but didn’t touch the Basiators, which Cucatlitrix already had forged an alliance with. 
Cucatlitrix ranted about his thoughts, in order pick their brains.  In a way, it was a good thing that he had not been able to mentally dominate them, since if they had become his tools, like many of his sleeper cells in Blinterburg were, they wouldn’t be able to give him much valuable feedback.  Instead, he threw his thoughts out, verbally, and would also listen to them speak, yet also listen to their minds.  In some cases, this was much more effective than dominating them utterly.  Lastly, his ability to listen to their minds and their tongues, gave him a massive advantage in the art of persuasion.
Prince Neve’s soft, sympathetic brown eyes scanned his form quickly. 
“The Curuli act on their own behest, not upon the Abomination.  Their motives are unknown.  They are as to the Eye, as we are now to you.”
Esuliana started to burst out laughing, but caught herself, moving a hand to her lips.  It was true in a way, and it put Cucatlitrix at unease, which was probably a good thing.  Cucatlitrix and Neve looked at her a moment, neither one of them impressed.  In sooth, Esuliana had been using him all along, and she knew that, and felt somewhat guilty.  She had been pretty much robbing the cradle, seducing the young prince, but they both got along very well.
Cucatlitrix leaned over a long, wooden table, replete with many foods, such as bread, twice-baked potatoes, wine bottles, and a roasted pig, the ribs of its flank of which had been severely sliced by a hungry water wizardess.  He started to reach for the roasted animal’s mouth, only to realize that it contained no plump, red apple.
Cuca sighed heavily, feeling his heart flutter.  The gemstone at his chest caused a waving sensation against him, and his vision became slightly blurred for a brief instant. 
“Are there no apples left in this cursed country?”
Prince Neve bore a small grin upon his youngish lips.  “This is northern Southampton, good sire.  In winter.  You’ll find no fruit here.” 
He then eyed Esuliana in the reflection of the window.  Outside was blackness, and very few lights from nearby buildings.  The town was recovering, but still far from being totally repaired.  A few dibs of snow fell in front of that black plane, as if to prove that it was indeed winter, and that its claim upon Fort Oswald for the coming months was absolute. 
Esuliana realized that look on Prince Neve’s face, and the young lust in his eyes.  She returned to reading her book.  He was most energetic and demanding, for such a gentleman royal.
Cucatlitrix snorted slightly.  He was dealing with over-sexualized youth here.  Prince Neve probably wanted him to leave, so he could have privacy to take his lusts out on her.  Still, they both seemed to be acting proper enough, and Prince Neve was dangerously intelligent.  A pig roast with no apple, was about how his quest here in the Realm of Zeist had been going thus far.   
“I have spoken with Alaine.”  Cucatlitrix stated, grasping a pitcher of water to clear his throat.  He still had some trouble speaking in the mortal tongue, and his throat became scratchy very quickly.  “You can confirm it with her, if you will.  Your forces are… urged to head west.  To protect Northampton from barbarian attack, and to send out search parties for this druid of yours.”
Esuliana leaned over a bit.  Prince Neve was in his usual, uptight posture, showing no sign of reaction.  There was silence.  Esuliana realized that Alaine and Osric were coming here, to contemplate a viable strategy to take Northampton for good, and capture Cucatlitrix, or at least mitigate him so he could contain the Abomination of Eyes using his amulet.  Essie realized then, that Cuca wasn’t lying about this, and also that Alaine wasn’t being completely honest with Sir Osric anymore.  Her master was playing politics, getting Sir Osric and his forces out of Northampton, and to safety, to meet with the brunt of Prince Neve’s forces at the rim of North and South Thampton.  What Sir Osric didn’t realize, is that her master, Alaine, was planning on using his help, and his ebon blade, to find Sel, and not necessarily to attack Cuca, but to help him at least contain the Eye long enough to stop the end of the world.
Prince Neve was still, his small hands in his lap.  “How many have died, in Highwall?”
The question was odd, simply put, and his voice was always relaxed, serious, and innocent.  It was obviously directed at Esuliana.  She had been in constant contact with her water orbs with the Elemental School of Water back home, and knew all the news.  She cleared her throat.
“About a thousand.  They… the Eye Dragons.”  She stammered, her eyes suddenly turning sad.  “There weren’t enough archers there, they flew over the Wall too high.  They destroyed Green Moss Junction.”
Cucatlitrix recollected his learnings of the world maps he had been studying earlier, in order to find the best points to set up base.  Though he had decided on landing from Coelum at Northampton, he had also considered northern Highwall.  It was close to the borders of Highwall and the Tsintah, and thus would have been a great place to start forging alliances and playing politics.  A force forged of Highwallan wizards and knights, coupled with the sheer animalistic rage of the barbarians, would have been a great world-conquering force.  Green Moss Junction was in that same vicinity, yet held no scholars of any greatness nor aptitude.  No, he had known the path that the Abomination of Eyes likely would have taken, the minute that the demon’s release was felt in the City of the Sun.  It would have gone to Scholar’s Keep first, then through to the Thampton Republics, searching for men and women of both perceptive powers of mind, as well as dexterity.  It had been a master stroke that he had captured the Great Thing, as his people secretly called it, right along its path at Fort Burgundy.  If only his people, the People of the Sun, would ever give him approbation for this deed.  Then, if they were willing, he probably never would have been thrust out of Coelum to begin with.
His internal monologue was broken, as Prince Neve spake, breaking the silence.  “When the Sir arrives, he will be informed that we are searching for Sel, not launching an invasion.  I’ll not cause a war with a fellow Thampton, and not without the aid of the Acturan legacy.”     
Esuliana and Cucatlitrix’s eyes met for a moment, like a deep, hollow void of honey mixing with a color of deep cocoa.  The meeting was adjourned, and Cucatlitrix, enveloped in light, vanished.  Satisfied that their parlay had been complete, he now wished to give the two young lovers some privacy, whilst he would have the same with her master on his own.
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Sir Osric mumbled to himself, rising from bed that morning.  He was in a sleeping bag, as the air was terribly cold, though he had a good fire going in the center of his tent, and some thick fur blankets.  Sadly, his living space wasn’t ventilated well enough, and a smoky, headache-inducing heir had been cast about the room that morning.  Living conditions here had been less than extravagant, though he enjoyed toughing it out.  It was the crack of dawn, with the gray sky just hinting at the nighttime darkness.  Rising up, he sat in his bed for a few moments, wearing a white cotton pajama gown, and sporting a long, conical hat with a pompom extending down to his belly.  He stretched tiredly, yawning, before toughening up and warming himself up some coffee.
Oltavien greeted him at the doorway to the camp, and went to gather the men.  It was time to leave.  Sir Osric lit up a cigar as he realized that Constalon wasn’t showing up to help him with his armor, as usual.  Still disappointed in his wayward squire, he also felt a pinch of remorse, since he had gotten angry at him and probably had grilled him a little bit too hard, given the circumstances. 
Putting on his chest armor, and fitting on his ebon gloves, he pulled back the cuffs on them.  He’d have to go give him a kick out of bed, and get him going.  He knew that Constalon didn’t like the concept of abandoning hundreds of mages and healers to die a terrible death, but his squire was not being insightful.  His resistance to the concept only showed his immaturity, lack of foresight, lack of strategy, and lack of subordination.  Still, he understood.  He wanted to save people, and so did Sir Osric.  Attacking the Judge’s forces and saving the mages in town would cause a war between Highwall and Northampton, however, something that Highwall definitely wasn’t prepared for, especially with the attacks of roving Eye Dragons going on in northern Highwall.  Plus, it was likely a suicide mission, since their numbers weren’t great enough to fight the entire Blinterburg garrison.  Thirdly, it would force Southampton into the war as well, since Lady Nytewethen’s troops comprised most of their forces, and her own forces were unprepared for a war and already decimated by the Eyeless. 
Still, they did have Easthampton on their side, thanks to Prince Neve’s astute loyalty to the Highwallan crown.  His actions may well determine the outcome of this war, but it was not a good idea to take the initiative and try to force him to invade, in order to aid them if they attacked the city from within, right here and now.  That would only make it look like he was trying to put political pressure on Prince Neve, to force them into a joint war on Northampton.  Sir Osric knew how his family was, and knew that Prince Neve was no different, just a lot younger.  He’d take that as an offense, and would view him with distrust.  Plus, though just a boy, Prince Neve was considered to be a prodigy, even in the royalty, and would see through such political pressures.
Leaving the tent, he sheathed his ebon blade.  The soldiers were all packing up, getting ready to head out.  Many were already finishing their meals, and a lady knight offered him some bread and an apple, which he gladly accepted.  He saw Alaine emerging from her own tent across the way, clearly not happy with her mundane accommodations.  Sir Osric chuckled.  She was back to the adventuring life now.
Still, he didn’t like the way that she had buddied up to Cucatlitrix so much.  That man was dangerous.  Deceptive.  She did have a point, in that Cuca might actually be able to control and contain the Abomination, possibly even push it back into a box like it had been in Mothimar’s tower, which is where it belonged.  But he knew that Cuca was ambitious, and wanted to use the Eye to try to mentally control, or charm people into alliances, through which he could take over the world.  Alaine seemed to think that she could talk him out of it, as Cuca already realized that his quest to conquer the world of Zeist wasn’t going so well, and that the Abomination of Eyes was probably too dangerous to make for a reliable tool of war. 
She had proposed that if she met with him again, she would forge a deal for Cucatlitrix to use Sel’s amulet to contain the demon, and then relinquish his plans of world domination, in exchange for a peaceful alliance.  Sir Osric had shot that idea down, however, for the same reason that Constalon had been upset with him last night.  Cucatlitrix had already proven that he was evil, and not to be trusted, and he also had to pay for his crimes against humanity, just not today like Constalon had wanted.  While King Acturan might be persuaded to agree to a peace treaty of some sort with the golden elf, Sir Osric wouldn’t allow it, if he had the power.  No, the Abomination of Eyes had to destroyed, and Cucatlitrix Ra along with it.  Or they could arrest him, if he was willing to see reason.  It was the only way to ensure the common good in the realm, a lasting common good without this constant threat flourishing in the lands.
Alaine’s hair was a mess, and she wore many layers of furs.  Her nose was crinkled, as she untethered her horse from its stable, drinking what appeared to be just hot, near simmering, plain water. 
Sir Osric grinned.  “Y’sure you wanted to be on this here ‘venture?”
Alaine shot him a deadly glance, but then chuckled, and she gave him a smile that would melt the heart of any man. 
“What, you don’t think I can take care of myself, old timer?”
Sir Osric chuckled, whistling for his horse.  Some squires brought his horse to him, and he mounted.  It was good to be back on horseback again, reminded him of his days in the cavalry. 
“I’ll go get Constalon’s butt out of bed.  He had it rough, but I’m sure he’ll come around.”
Alaine mounted her steed as well, agreeing.  “He’s still just a child, Oz.  He’s probably forgotten about it already.”
Sir Osric nodded, still puffing on his cigar.  “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
As they trotted off to Constalon’s tent, Sir Osric contemplated this.  He was afraid that Constalon would forgive and forget, like an emotional young boy, which carried a sense of irony.  While if he did forgive and forget, then that would mean that he was still on good terms with him, and that was important, even in a knight-squire relationship.  Still, it also meant that he probably didn’t learn anything, and Constalon had seemed to retain very little over the years that he had been training him. 
What had it been?  Five years?  His squire should be about ready by now, but he was so far from ready, that it made the black knight feel at a loss.  He feared that he didn’t have what it took to develop the young squire, and that was what really bothered him the most.
They approached his tent.  Sir Osric dismounted his steed, and turned the flap on his squire’s tent. 
There was nobody there. 
“Where is Connie?”  He asked of Froen, whom had been walking passed with a contingent of knight-scouts. 
Froen shrugged.  “I’ll go fetch Ceresi.  We’ll find him, Sir.”
“That’d be just dandy.”  Sir Osric replied. 
A bit worried, he cast it off as just typical shenanigans, he probably was drunk laying with Texey in her tent or some foolishness.
As the troops converged in the wide street leading out of town, many townsfolk were eying them out of their windows, afraid.  The city streets were far from safe, and they had been helping keep the peace here, something that Judge Martel seemed to be lax on.  The Judge was more interested in his own welfare, trying to uproot the Basiators and secure his dominance, than deal with petty crime and combat bandit gangs.  The people were afraid for their own safety, especially when Sir Osric and his good band of peacekeepers left these walls.
“Sir.”  Froen said, riding up in front of him with Sirs Oltavien and Ceresi at his sides.  “Constalon is nowhere to be found, Sir.”
“What?”  Sir Osric replied, tossing his cigarette down off his horse, and into an icy puddle, surrounded by slush and snow. 
He looked at Alaine, his cold eyes piercing.  She lowered her eyes slightly in sadness.
Ceresi replied.  “Berin is gone too.  Along with Tarshil, Texey, Bezenarch, and a squadron of her men.”
Alaine placed a fur-gloved hand to her face, as if in the midst of a terrible headache. 
“Del Aquin.”  She whispered.
Sir Osric felt a dip in his stomach.  Constalon had abandoned them.  Anger swelled within him, betrayal, but also sadness.  He walled his mind from the emotion, forcing his trained will upon the situation at hand. 
“And Mouse?  I presume she has to be near Connie?”
Froen frowned under his winged helmet.  “What’s he mean by that?”
Oltavien shrugged, lying innocently.  “Hm?  Probly nothing.”
Alaine knew, that although Sir Osric was showing no physical signs, that he was deeply, deeply hurt.  She knew him well, and could feel the terrible feeling of loss, almost palpably, from her lifelong friend and savior.  She touched him lightly on his steely shoulders of ebon.
“We… we can’t stay, Sir Osric.  Look, the Hammerheads are lining the streets, as well as the town guard.”  Alaine said, her eyes becoming watery.
Sir Osric thumbed through the pouch at his belt, a simple flap of polished, fuzzy bright-brown leather.  He withdrew a cigar, but his hands started to shake, and he dropped it into the slush puddle. 
Everyone was silent.
“I’ve…”  He said, his eyes growing distant, almost lost, but even colder than before as he forced his emotions into suppression.  “I’ve let him down.”
“I’ll conjure us some wine.”  Alaine stated simply.
Osric nodded.  “That might be good.”
Ceresi was cold as the winter stones as usual.  “We have to get the hell out of here, before we cause a war.  Bezenarch only took a handful of troops with her.  She’s doing this on her own, and doesn’t want to bring all of Southampton into it.  I can go tell Judge Martel what’s going on, so he’ll know that Constalon has gone rogue.  I’ll catch up with you by a tenday.  I can also get a hold of Delacourt and tell him that we’re not engaging in war politics here.  Not yet, anyway.”
Oltavien looked at Ceresi, his winged helm swiveling.  He just stared at her.
Sir Osric nodded.  “Fine.  I might have to court marshal the boy for what he done here.  We’ll see you at Fort Oswald, then.”
Ceresi saluted, her black glove extending to her captain’s cap of black cloth.  She then rode off.
Quietly, feeling somewhat defeated, Sir Osric and his army slowly left.  The other Southampton troops already had realized that Bezenarch was gone, but for them, it wasn’t defection.  Bezenarch was basically authorized by Queen Nytewethen to do whatever she wanted, as long as it helped bring down the Abomination of Eyes and Cucatlitrix Ra.  This move made perfect sense for Bezenarch, since taking only a small handful of loyalists would hide Southampton of any guilt when they attacked the Judge’s forces, while still allowing her to possibly accomplish her mission. 
He should have seen this coming.  But what he still couldn’t believe, was that Constalon, though always unruly, would break the law and possibly ruin his entire career, possible even facing execution for gross insubordination.  He realized that Constalon was probably being brazen, trying to play the hero, and not thinking clearly.  When faced with Highwallan law, however, that certainly just wouldn’t hold up, especially if his future actions resulted in a war.  Still, when it was all said and done, Sir Osric blamed himself.  And that was what truly hurt the most.
As they rode out, Oltavien and Alaine by his flanks, the knight in shining armor spoke up.  His senses dawned on him, yet it was something so subtle that he hadn’t quite recognized it before. 
“Ceresi was lying.”
“Eh?”  Sir Osric replied, curious.  “About what?  Don’t tell me she’s defecting too, or I’ll whomp you with a bottle of Alaine’s finest.”
“I’m not sure.”  Oltavien said, chuckling despite himself. 
Then he returned to being serious. 
“She wasn’t lying with her words.  But she was definitely hiding something.  She wasn’t lying by what she said.  Ceresi would never do that.  She was lying by something that she didn’t say.”
Sir Osric took a good pull of Alaine’s wine from some bottles that the squires had fetched, letting out a satisfied sigh.  “We’ll find out in a tenday.”
“Yep.”    
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Nothing could be seen through the layer of fog, speckled with the shrill cold of blowing snowflakes as the platoon marched, some on horseback, some on foot, through the terrible weather of a Northampton winter.  Beneath a solid cloak of fur, Sir Osric’s cigarillo glowed a brilliant orange as he took a drag, the snow contrasting the darkness and glow from his hooded face.
He preferred the more sub-tropical weather of Highwall, no doubt, but he had roughed it out in such weather before, during his many adventures.  He looked over at Lady Alaine, cloaked in similar furs of the usual Northampton mountain lion pelts, save that she had dyed them blue, via her spells.  She was muttering incantations, summoning more dyes to color her horse’s strapping with.  She seemed fine, though she was much more a princess than an adventurer, and was in a ruffled mood lately due to these harsh, wintry conditions.  They had been riding for about four days now, and the trip back to the border was longer than ever, as the horses trudged through the snow tiredly, and extra care had to be taken to camp and keep warm while so doing.
That wasn’t really what was on Sir Osric’s mind at the time, though.  He was depressed of late, and Alaine had no doubt noticed his inner struggles, as they made the lines that were forming on his aged face, more pronounced.  A hint of blush thereupon existed, as Alaine had been summoning him wine in order to calm his shaky hands.  A dismal depression had taken him, of loss and also guilt, that Constalon had finally abandoned him.  He knew Constalon’s reasons, but he was blaming himself for the most part, since he’d been too harsh with him.  He hadn’t trained him well enough.  He wasn’t good enough to train an errant, strong man such as he.  However, his squire had needed the discipline, but he should have eased in the discipline more smoothly, given Constalon’s rambunctious nature. 
No, perhaps he had done the right thing, and Constalon was simply untrainable.  Or was he just making excuses for a want of training skills?  His dissonant mind on the matter was tearing into him, as he had always cared for his errant pupil.  Now, at the end of this, if there was an end, he might be finding himself trying to defend his squire from execution at the Highwallan Court.
Froen appeared through the mists.  The only breakage in the snow, albeit hiding the road, were Froen and his scout troop’s hooves as they had rode ahead about an hour ago to do some scouting.  About a dozen horses, the finest of the knight-scouts.  Then, Sir Osric painfully admitted in his depressed stupor, that there were only a dozen knight-scouts left.
Then, they were up against a world-killer.  A true world killer, no doubt, he thought.  This was no ordinary quest, and while he had lost men before, and a lot of them at some times in his life, it was never like this.  Not even against the Big Green.  These were elite troops, some of the best knights in the land that had been dying fast.  He had to ensure himself that this was a quest like no other.  He had slain a great green dragon early in his career, that was definitely a nation-killer.  It would have destroyed Highwall, but although Sir Osric believed that this particular green was a world-killer, as had many others, the scholars always debated it.  This had always gotten to him, as he may not have received the true credit he was due. 
His cold eyes, watery with a touch of despair, flickered to Alaine for a brief moment, spotting a pouch of dye that she was filling with small, blue vials at her belt.  His eyes then met with Froen’s, as he drew his steed up close, wearing very similar dress to Oltavien.  Olta pounded his chest with a loud clang in salute.
“Sir!”  Froen greeted, banging his chest in salute also. 
He had been leading the knight-scouts in Ceresi’s absence.
“Report.”  Oltavien stated flatly.
“Sir.”  He looked from Oltavien to Sir Osric.  “Disturbing news.  There’s a mass grave ahead.”
Osric frowned, pulling back his hood a moment.  “Mass grave?”
“Yeah.”  Froen stated, seemingly in despair.  “We quite frankly don’t understand it.  Townsfolk from Thorton we think, given that some of them were town guard.”
Sir Osric thought on his words.  Thorton was a town between here and Town Yvonich, but it was on a side road and further away than Yvonich currently was.  His scowl began shifting to an irate curiosity. 
“What n’ the hell would bring them this far out?”
“We… we don’t know Sir.”  Froen stated simply, casting a nervous glance over his shoulder. 
Two of the steeds that had returned, had no riders upon them.
Sir Osric’s stomach dropped.  “I sent you out as a baker’s dozen.  Where’s the other two men?”
“I…” Froen stammered.  “Red Caps were looting the site as we approached.  We… we could barely see them through the snow.  I’m sorry.”
Sir Osric seemed angry, but didn’t blame Froen.  If Ceresi had been in charge, however, it was unlikely they would have fallen for a surprise attack. 
“Damn.”  He growled, taking a long puff on his cigarillo. 
He took a big sip from the wine bottle that Alaine handed him.
Oltavien seconded the notion a bit more gracefully, making a cross symbol in the air over his chest, and looking down a moment.
His torment from loss and let-downs already consuming him, he said nothing else, but looked to Oltavien to give the word.
“Lead on.”  Oltavien ordered simply.  He drew his blade, and then Osric drew his, followed by Froen.  Soon, the whole team was prepared for battle.
They marched onward, while Froen briefed them.  An unknown number of Red Caps, demonic goblins that had red skin and appeared more human-like in a grotesque way, much like old, strong little men, were about the region, scouring for loot and baubles no doubt.  By the time they arrived at the scene, however, most had fled.  There were several of them, still rifling through the bodies, and through the multitude of wagons and dead horses that lay half-buried upon those snowy lands.  Upon seeing the size of their troop, they yelped disgustingly and fled.
Sir Osric stared ahead, his gaze cold, yet lacking the courageous heart that he had once possessed.  Now, it was replaced by a hopeless despair, as he saw the foray before him.  By the numbers of corpses, at least half the town was here, if his knowledge of the population of Thorton was up to date.  Must have been about four hundred dead, though many had no-doubt been buried completely by the snowy lands, he surmised.  Some were still standing, though frozen like icicles, and as he trod on his horse to investigate, many had no eyes.  Some were still holding them in their hands, while some corpses appeared to have ingested their eyes.  One corpse, that of a woman, lay curled with her babe next to an old wagon, her eyes missing, yet her hands upon her mouth, with a trickle of frozen blood dribbling down her fingers and mouth.  The babe too, had suffered a similar fate at the hands of her own mother.
“Damn.”  Sir Osric whispered, sipping his wine. 
These were the scenes that broke the spirits of men and women, yet Sir Osric, though deep in his cups, had seen much horror during his time, and had triumphed over despair more than once before.  Alaine knew this, and was helping him by her summoning of the wine, as it had worked in the past.  His eyes grew colder, like the bright sky above, as the sun tried to punch through the snowy haze.  His sadness left him, only replaced by cold discipline and duty.  Now was not the time for lamentation.
Alaine gasped, and started crying.  Sir Osric dismounted his horse, as she did too, and hugged her to console her.  The horrors that had befallen these people, was something so unnatural, so twisted, that it broke the hearts of men.  Oltavien and Froen looked around, as the soldiers began poking around the area, littered with tents, old campfires, wagons, and dead horses.  A large pit had been dug off to the side of the road, which had been filled somewhat with water as some snow had melted, yet it had frozen over again.  Hundreds of bodies must have filled it, for they too were frozen, appendages sticking out of the slush and solid ice, most of which had not their eyes torn.
“I sense evil.”  Oltavien muttered.
Froen nodded, his fur cloak blowing in the cold wind, exposing his Gracian armor.  “No shit.”
“It was the Eye.”  Alaine spoke, her blond hair escaping her blue hood of fur, and blowing in the wind.  “It slowly twisted their wills!”
Sir Osric nodded, letting go of his embrace.  His embrace may have been magical, encouraging morale, though Sir Osric would have liked to believe that it was merely his show of support that gave her strength.
“Did the same to these folks, that it done to the Tree Folk.  Made ‘em slowly go mad.”
Froen prodded a frozen corpse near the edge of the corpse-pit, which was now essentially a frozen lake.  “But why?”
“It’s the only thing the Abomination knows how to do now.”  Sir Osric replied.  “It’s tryin’ ta escape Cuca’s control.  But it can’t just rip everyone’s eyes out and fly around.”
Froen knelt before some of the bodies, even as Oltavien knelt before the lake, saying his prayers.  Alaine shook her head in disbelief, tearing up once more.
Summoning a water orb to relay the message to her apprentice, she stated.  “We have to stop this thing.  It’s still going to defeat us, without Sel’s amulet for Cuca to protect us.”
Sir Osric’s eyebrows went up.  “You still on the side of this lunatic?  You thinkin’ we should try to just hand over Sel’s medallion to that arse?”
Alaine looked back, her eyes shooting.  His comment about Cuca had wounded her, and her water orb had been in half-preparation, but it swirled and shrunk into nothingness. 
“Don’t you see?!”  She cried, waving her hand all around.  “Even though Cuca’s imprisoned it, it’s still leaking through!  The only way to contain it… is to… is to…”
Sir Osric held Alaine’s hands, fearing for her mental well-being.  She was crying and almost in hysterics.  He wondered suddenly if Constalon had actually been right.  Had Cucatlitrix brainwashed her with his powers?  She shrugged off the idea as lunacy, since she had been stable enough before, given the circumstances, but he certainly didn’t like the idea of joining with Cucatlitrix.  Also, a pang of jealousy ran through him.  Was she in love with the tall, golden-skinned elf?  Was that the real reason why she was in support of him?  They had spent a great deal of time together, back in their captivity in the now snow-covered wastes of Blinterburg City.
“Hey.”  Sir Osric said authoritatively, yet his gruff voice hinted at compassion.  “We don’t need him.  With a force five thousand strong, we can win it.”
Alaine seemed to cool off a bit, but he could tell that she didn’t agree with him.  Sir Osric was having his doubts as well.  If the Abomination of Eyes was capable of slowly brainwashing people into an occult madness, even when contained, so to might the evil wizard, Cuca, be right after all.  However, he couldn’t bring himself to join with Cucatlitrix.  In fact, since Cuca was clearly evil, it was against the very core of his being, as a Paladin, to do so.
There was silence as more snow fell, and the wind died down.  Oltavien wandered over to Sir Osric and Alaine, whilst holding a grotesque bauble he had found among the wreckage.  It was an eye from one of the Red Caps, likely one that Froen’s men had slain during their surprise attack.  It was somewhat regular, except had a red iris, and bloodshot.  It was frozen solid, as he examined it carefully.  Though others thought him a bit obtuse, to him it was just simply curiosity, as he had never looked right into the eye of a demon before.  As a Paladin himself, that was no small experience.
“Should we send out a search party?”  Oltavien asked, tossing the eye to the snow before Sir Osric and Lady Alaine.
Sir Osric nodded.  It wouldn’t hurt to fan out and hunt some of these creatures today.  It was noon, and this area had a lot of supplies laying around that they could use to camp, although they would, by no means, camp at this very site.  Rather, they could hunt these demonoid goblin-folk throughout the day, so that they would not harm any passers-by, or anyone in the future either. 
“Mount up.”  Sir Osric said simply, reaching for his helmet and shield that were strapped to his horse.  They would need shields, and be cautious, since Red Caps often liked to hurl heavy stones, and sometimes even small boulders at their prey.  They were formidable foes, for what they were, but now that they were prepared, they could likely clean up on their numbers before dusk. 
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Snow blew passed into Osric’s hood, though paid no-nevermind, as his attention was focused elsewhere.  His eyes looked from the Red Caps below, doing their demonic chores, and his eyes met with Alaine’s.  They both smiled.  It had been a while since they had a chance to go on a good monster hunt, and what better way to lighten the mood than by helping the people from these creatures, and at the same time halting some of Cucatlitrix’s looting expeditions.
“Disgusting creatures.”  One of the soldiers spat, as quietly as he could. 
Osric had taken about a dozen knights and Southampton soldiers with him, and divvied up the troops to scour the landscape for signs of Red Cap activity.  Oltavien was leading another group that had headed further west, towards the flatter lands below, as well as a few other units, under their leader’s discretion.  Froen’s team of scout-knights had stayed behind to find a good place to reconvene and camp, since their morale had been crushed during their ambush earlier in the day.  It was approaching mid-afternoon by now, and this was a great way to help people, while also boosting the morale of his somewhat grim troops.
“That they are.”  Osric agreed, looking down the rocky, boulder-laden slope that descended into a tiny valley in these mountains. 
It was also a good opportunity to study these creatures.  His icy eyes narrowed, as he watched them, their encampment mostly a collection of tents and wood structures, from ruins and battlesites they had rummaged.  The snow from above was fading out fast, though it left a heterogeneous layer of light, wispy snow on the rigid, blocky boulders, as the wind swept the white powder all around.
The Red Caps seemed to make nothing of their own, save possibly the caps that most of them wore.  Small goblinoids, they looked frighteningly more human, like an old man’s face, yet they had much less difference in facial features than humans did, and it was hard to tell them apart.  They had cauldrons, black and classic like those of witches of legend, boiling away under wooden fireplaces.  Within the cauldrons, was blood.  One of them was holding a rabbit over the fire, and squeezed its head slowly as the poor creature squirmed in pain, yet at last gave up, its still form dripping more blood into the pot.  The Red Cap chuckled, flinging the rabbit over into a pile of dead animals and human corpses.  It then took its cap off, a brown, blood soaked hat with a front visor, and dipped it in the blood.  It then sipped some of the blood, and it seemed to invigorate the creature.  Hopping up and down, it put its cap back on, letting the blood that it contained splash down its face and chest of tattered rags.  It hopped some more, gleefully and grunting, it’s overly long arms padding the snow and leaving bloody handprints.
Alaine seemed worried.  “We’ve got to put a stop to these creatures, Sir Osric.”
“Yeah.”  Osric replied, drawing his blade slowly.
He then leapt from his perch, his ebon boots clanging into the stones below!  He was careful of his footing, but a very nimble fellow, and made sure his feet landed on areas that were likely not to be laden with ice, such as on little dirt hills betwixt the stones, where water would likely have run off.  The rest of the team leapt to action to, some of them jumping in, and others standing up, drawing their bows.  Alaine stood with them, preparing a spell, murmuring her best wishes to the elements in order to focus her mind, as her hands followed those mystical utterances to the elements, in a beautiful voice that gradually started to become almost unearthly.
A rain of arrows tore into the Red Caps.  There were probably about thirty of them in total, and Sir Osric’s experience at hunting monsters had led him straight to the largest camp in the area.  His archers were good, some of Southampton’s finest, and about six Red Caps fell, while others took shots to the legs and arms.  They were at first surprised, but their surprise quickly led to anger, as they faced the team of about a half-dozen melee attackers running down the slippery and icy slope.  Unlike goblins, these demonic versions of their kin were nearly fearless, grizzled from their lifetimes spent in the Frozen Hells.
“Ngyah!”  One of them roared, somewhat high pitched but with a low note.  Sir Osric wasn’t sure if that was a word in demonic, or just a gesture of battle rage.  In any case, the creature tried reaching for a wooden post sticking out of the snow, covered in blood, to use as a club!  Sir Osric was too fast, however, and was several paces ahead of the charging team.  He flicked his blade, sundering its arm, and it flew up in the air in a flurry of blood.
Sir Osric simply pushed the screaming demon aside with his shield, letting it fall writhing in the snow, and kept charging in.  The creature was incapacitated anyway, and he had no mercy for demons.  They were utterly cruel, sadistic, and evil, and had no redemption.  Another one was caught in surprise as well, and he quickly slashed his blade once more, sending its head flying up in the air.  He then altered course a bit, jumping and kicking a cauldron of boiling blood over on a Red Cap that stood by it.  In its surprise, it had accidentally dropped its cap in the pot, and was fishing for it with a single hand, furiously.  The cauldron toppled on the creature, and though it pinned him down, the creatures were obviously immune to heat, or at least boiling damage.  A fellow warrioress ran up and stabbed it in the chest once she caught up behind Sir Osric’s coattails, stopping to meet a few more of them.
The Red Caps had little in the way of melee weapons, but one of them slammed its fist into Sir Osric’s shield, as he blocked the mighty blow.  His arm bent, and he could tell it would be soar later from the sheer impact as it made a loud, hollow clang, mixed with a thud.  The Red Cap sneered back at him, its strong, muscular arms a tinted reddish-pink.  It had no cap on at the moment, just a bald head with a patch of white hair over its ears.  It’s eyes were dark, nearly black in its sclera, the whites of the eyes in humans.  Its iris was black as well, but flecked with dark red, somewhat beautiful in a macabre way, and its pupils were a dark red, that glinted a bit as it made eye contact with Sir Osric.  It attempted to wail on him again, using both fists in a vicious, though very unskilled hamfist.  Osric bashed it in the face twice, interrupting its crude attack, then re-angled his shield, bashing in a horizontal swipe to the throat, crushing its larynx and sending it back to oblivion.
Another rain of arrows came down, slaying about five more of the creatures, as they engaged his melee troops in the field.  Alaine had been preparing a massive ball of boiling water, but had realized that during Sir Osric’s foray, that the demons were immune to boiling, so she had shifted her tactics.  A bunch of Red Caps, naturally adept at throwing rather than melee, had climbed the opposite edge of the depression in the rocky mountains.  Ten of them were picking up boulders, about the size of a man’s torso, and preparing to fling them down at her friends!
Her hands, at first weaving elegantly, and her voice a gentle, reverberating whisper, suddenly shifted, and her tone became more ominous, and her hands moved up quickly.  A gust of wind blew through her blue robes of fur, and one of the archers felt a spiritual chill, eying her fearfully as he stepped off to the side a bit, preparing another arrow.  The snow that blew up from the mountainous slope, suddenly changed course, spiraling in like a vortex in a sink, culminating in one of Alaine’s powerful, massive balls of boiling water!  She “tossed” the globe, about ten feet across, though there was no physical exertion involved save a gentle, graceful movement.  The steam ball flew out toward the Red Caps on the opposite side of the valley like a comet, leaving behind a sizzling trail of steam!  The ball exploded into a mass of Red Caps just before they tossed their boulders, sending them flying everywhere.  Though the heat didn’t bother them, it unloosed many of the rocks on their side of the slope, along with the high impact.  Thundering down the slope in a terrible avalanche, a mass of stones and the bodies of the demonic goblins came rolling down in a cloud of snow and debris.  It was unlikely that any survived, as the destructive wave smashed into the tents on the opposite side.  If any had survived that new, Frozen Hell, they had ran away and would be long gone by now.
Sir Osric was somewhere near the avalanche, but had veered to the left, and ran into a patch of sparsely-populated pine trees, to attempt to use the trees as shields in case the Red Caps started hurling boulders at them.  He had slain another three already, and looked back at his team.  They were finishing up what was left of them, though some of them were hurt pretty badly.  He sheathed his blade, looking back across the way to Alaine.  Alaine looked back at him, smiling in the gray light of the wintry day.  It had started snowing a bit again, large, billowous snowflakes, unbroken as the wind was dying down, as if Alaine’s magic had made the wind relax.
“Sir!”  A soldier reported as Sir Osric walked into the camp.  “The remaining demons have fled.  We have wounded.  There’s a pile of dead humans in with the animals over there.  What do we do?”
It was quite an earful, but Sir Osric didn’t seem daunted.  His face grimaced a bit.  “Alaine’ll see to that.  She can whip us up some healin’ potions.  No point chasin’ what’s left, though.”
“Yes sir!”  The soldier replied.  “What of the bodies?”
Looking over, they noticed that another soldier, the same woman that had killed the Red Cap that had been pinned underneath the cauldron, was searching the macabre pile of bodies both human and beast.  She looked back.  “Most of these bodies are Eyeless, Captain!”
Sir Osric spat.  “To hell with them then.  Kick over these here cauldrons and burn the camp.  We’ll get back to Froen’s company and be back for some grub by nightfall.”
The soldier saluted.  “Yes, Sir!”
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Night time was harsh here in Northampton, whether it be in the winter or spring.  Sir Osric sat at the campfire near Alaine, his hand resting on her knee as he puffed his pipe.  He would have thought it to be dangerous during summer or winter, but these lands had no real summertime, not like back in Highwall.  Here, summer was mostly a spring followed by autumn.  However, Froen had found a good campsite, against the mountains and blocking most of the wind, on a small hill that had little snow buildup.  Thankfully, the weather wasn’t as harsh tonight, and it wasn’t snowing, and apparently Dekise, God of these lands, or so Sir Osric believed, had parted the sky, revealing a crisp, moonlit night with patches of glowing clouds above.
“Alaine.”  Sir Osric muttered in concern.  “You can’t be serious.  Cucatlitrix’s a madman.  We ain’t helpin’ him with no Abomination of Eyes.”
Alaine looked down at Sir Osric’s hand, lit by the fire of the camp.  They had taken refuge from the cold, and also from the other troops, a bit further away on the outskirts of the camp, with both of their camps set up near the rim of the snowy hill’s cliffside.  She smiled lightly, her blond hair catching the firelight beautifully, and put her hand on top of Osric’s.  His hand was cold, but so was hers.
She had been trying to suggest to Sir Osric, that Cucatlitrix might be right.  That they needed someone, that the world needed someone, that could contain the Abomination of Eyes, before it destroyed everything.  Simple weapons, even those made of the trollish ebon material of yore, that which Sir Osric bared, could not possibly stop such a powerful being, she argued.  While Sel “might” be able to use his will against the creature, he was not, as of yet, nearly powerful enough to kill the creature using his mental abilities.  Even though Cuca had attempted to kill them, and had been using the Eye for strategic assaults and deceptions in order to gain political superiority in conquest, a side-effect of his goal was thus to enslave the Abomination, thus protecting the world from it.  She believed it was the only way, and that Cucatlitrix Ra could be negotiated with, made to agree to a stable alliance.  While she didn’t like the concept of having Cucatlitrix being a ruling body, likely of Northampton or all of Thampton, he had the political high-ground in this circumstance. 
Sir Osric frowned, even as Alaine took a sip of water.  Sir Osric’d had a good meal of beef stew and a small bar of cheddar, while Alaine had just sipped mountain water.  She didn’t necessarily need to eat though, since her attuned nature to the elements meant that she only technically needed water to subsist upon.  Perhaps that was why she was always in such good physical shape, as his own belly, though forming a six-pack of small globules of musculature, was stretching under the heavy regime of a fighter’s diet.
He withdrew his hand from her soft knee, covered in the delicately dyed, ocean blue furs to relight his pipe with a match.  “You’re suggestin’ we get Sel to give up his amulet.  He won’t be learnin’ nothin’ of his Firebird ways after that.  He might not even do it.  He ain’t even that loyal to us.”
Alaine shrugged slightly, sighing.  He wouldn’t listen.  He questioned the entire idea, and he knew Sir Osric better than anyone else, even Constalon.  He was upset, and rightfully so, that Constalon had left him, gone rogue even, though now Sir Osric was down on himself and didn’t think that Sel would willingly give up his amulet.  Sir Osric was a wise, learned man, but he was being stubborn, same as always.  Sel was a bright, intelligent young man, and would see Alaine’s reason, and he sure wouldn’t give up his life and attack them if they tried to take his amulet, since the intention of such an act would be to save the world.
Then again, she thought, that was if they could even find their lost companion.  They hadn’t even seen him in months.  Cucatlitrix, during their sometimes inappropriately intimate visits, had believed Sel to be somewhere near the People of the Salt, which was a long, long travel on foot.  Or horseback, even.  Still, it wasn’t that far of a journey for an eagle.  They had both been wondering why Sel hadn’t at least tried to come back to visit, and were worried that the poor, disillusioned man, suffering from a past of slavery, had just decided to give up on them and live his own life.
“And that’s what this is about.”  Sir Osric replied, as Alaine expressed her thoughts.  “It’s about the freedom of a man to live his own life.  We give your good buddy Cuca that there amulet, n’ maybe he can control the demon.  Maybe he can’t.  But if he can, he ain’t about freedom.  He’ll try to take over everything, n’ even if he can’t, he’ll easily have Northampton.  Maybe South n’ Westhampton to boot, since they’re weak right now.”
Alaine nodded, staring desolately across the horizon.  It was beautiful scenery, however, with the dark mountains set against the beautiful twilight and shimmering stars.  He wasn’t going to budge.  He’d always have an argument, or a case, against any compromise with the beautiful, devious man that was Cucatlitrix Ra.  The last thing she wanted to do, was make him angry, especially since she had already made a deal with Cuca and Prince Neve of Easthampton, whom held all the cards with a force five-thousand strong.  Perhaps Sir Osric would budge a bit eventually, but she didn’t want to break it to him now, that they were already preparing to defend the Thampton borders from the Eyeless, and the barbarians that the Abomination of Eyes was influencing, such as the People of the Tree and the Bear Clan.  They would then try to find Sel once Thampton became a stable nation again, which wouldn’t take much time with the Thampton republics united as one.  She was just hoping that when she finally did have to break the news to her best friend and most powerful fighter in all the realm of Highwall, and a sensitive man deep down, that he wouldn’t take offense, and gladly help them.  He would, since he was always about helping, but he didn’t like compromise.
“I gotta hit the sack.”  Osric said, putting away his pipe and standing.  “Gonna be a long day.  Clouds are comin’, probly gonna be another shitty day tomorrow morn.”
Alaine chuckled, standing up slowly.  They hugged, then there was a silence.  They kissed lightly on the lips, and Alaine’s beautiful, gentle and ocean-blue eyes looked down a moment.  She had remembered Sir Osric holding her like this.  It was the same way she had remembered, only vaguely, of how he held his late wife, back when she was just a kid.  She looked back up at Sir Osric’s stern face, but there was deep, deep gentleness behind all the lies, those walls he threw up.  She could even see passed those hardened, icy eyes of ageless authority that caused most men to respect and fear him. 
Those tourmaline orbs.  They simply gazed at her, studying her innocently, though others would not see it as such.  She felt a touch of guilt that she had kissed him, yet she did so sometimes, yet he always seemed to think that she was his late wife, she believed.  She knew that he thought that not in his mind, yet his heart still belonged to his dearly beloved, and she could never be her.
His eyes grew a bit more serious, as he realized that she wouldn’t wish to bed him, nor had she before.  His arms firmly grasped her thin, princess-like biceps, and his indicolite eyes became very matter-of-fact. 
“I know you spent a lot of time with ‘im.”  Sir Osric stated, speaking of the elvish wizard.  “So we ain’t gonna kill ‘im.  But we can arrest ‘im.  I realize that we don’t have a sure as sunrise way of bringin’ down the Abomination of Eyes, but we’ll win the day.  Me n’ Sel’l find a woi.”  His Norfolk county drawl fully kicked in as he was speaking from his heart, pleading.
A single tear fell down Alaine’s soft, yet thin cheekbones as she gazed back at him in the campfire.  She knew that Sir Osric thought, that the tear was made because she was supposed to think that Osric had just realized that she had befriended Cucatlitrix, and maybe even cared for him.  It was that, though there was more.  There was guilt, for she had already done something more.  She had allied with him, and used her political pressure via Esuliana’s whiles, to gain the favor of the young Prince Neve, whom controlled a force vastly superior to anything betwixt here to Gracia, the Kingdom of Grace, and to the towering stone walls of Highwall Proper.  She felt as she did when she was just a girl, a budding heroine of the land destined for greatness, rescued by him through his valor and courage, not a full-grown, powerful and high-ranking young woman that she was today. 
She kissed him again, deeper, before they both retired for the night. 
“I… we should speak more of this on the morn, as we travel forth to Town Yvonich.”
Sir Osric was quiet for a moment, possibly considering the future days ahead on this “here adventure”, or perhaps he was feeling let down.  In any case, he had returned to his formal self, and what he was thinking and feeling had become impregnable to her senses.
“That’d be fine.  Adieu for the night.  We’ll get Froen n’ the squires t’ make us some good, hot coffee for the mornin’.”  A shiver ran through him, as the campfire had died down to only ashes, and it was freezing outside.  “We’re gonna need it.”
Osric turned, walking back to his tent slowly to retire for the night.  Alaine paced to the edge of the cliff a moment, the edge of the steep slope of the snowy hill, gazing into the horizon a moment.  All was quiet, save the heavy chill of the wind, yet the hood of her dyed, warming fur cloak was about her ears.  She would commune with Esuliana briefly via her water orb, before retiring for the night upon her own tent as well… 
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The room was alight with the orange-yellow fire from lamposts, topped with small braziers, burning merrily away.  A dark green, rectangular carpet covered much of the stone brick floor, with a glowing fire in the fireplace at the end of the room opposite the door.  Upon the carpet, was etched lighter green designs, namely that of a large, yet thin lionesque creature in the middle, its arms and legs outspread and crouched, as if cowering, bowing, or perhaps even fighting something above it.  It was surrounded by darker green, but had a brighter green, rectangular border around it.  Nestled within the corners on the inside of the rectangle, were symbols that appeared to be much like the sun, with a spade symbol morphed within.  The lion also wore a headband, a crown with a spade on the front of the band, which was the symbol of Fort Oswald itself.  Two rectangular tables lined the sides of the room, just halfway over the rim of the carpet and the stone floor, adorned with empty bowls of fine earthenware and silver, with silver candelabras with three heads thereupon, most of which were well lit.  Several couches and cushy chairs, along with small, round oak tables, were at the edges of the room, mostly spotless, though some nobility and off duty guardsmen were playing games and sipping drink, namely cribbage.
Sir Osric sat in his purple tunic, his pants of black leather shining in the light, and his legs crossed at the top of one of the large, rectangular tables in the room.  His boots had been well-polished, and he looked very comfortable as he was thumbing through the pages of a history book, mostly describing Oswald himself, and the founding of the Fort.  A maid, dressed scantily and in a white skirt with firm buttocks, offered him a silver plate.  He thanked the lass, taking some cheese and crackers from it, and sipped his wine while he had the time for respite.
The trip here had been tough, he realized.  The snow had nearly doubled their travel time, and the toll on their spirits were high after witnessing the abandonment of Constalon from their team.  It had weighed heavily upon Sir Osric as well, and by far the most, though he showed little sign of it to his team, in order to preserve respect for his strength.  Another concern he’d had, was Alaine’s friendship with the evil wizard, Cucatlitrix Ra, and her willingness to aid him.  He had made his decision clear, however, that he was not to be trusted, and even if he could help contain the Abomination of Eyes, they would be better off in the long run if they did not enlist his aid.
After they had passed Fort Yvonich, even more friction had been had at the border.  About one-fifth of Prince Neve’s forces from Easthampton were stationed there, backed up along the road at the gatehouse that separated, and for the most part bottlenecked, the two provinces.  Another force of Northamptons was at the opposite side, about the same size and strength.  Tensions had been high there, and several minor skirmishes had already occurred, though Prince Neve didn’t dispatch his whole force there, leaving the meat of his forces with himself here in Fort Oswald.  He did that due to the weather, of course, but also to assure Northampton that he didn’t mean to attack… yet.  He did intend to put pressure on Northampton, however, and the young boy Prince was doing a fine job of it.
Gentleman Pratt, the new Baron of Fort Oswald, walked into the room.  Sir Osric closed his book with a dull snap in one hand.  “Well, if it isn’t the new Baron, himself!”
Pratt returned Sir Osric’s smile, unsure as to how Sir Osric would greet him.  He could tell that Sir Osric didn’t think much of his leadership, nor the fact that he had so quickly taken the throne after the ruling body’s demise in this fiefdom, and he was afraid that his billowing royal robes of black, with white lining, and wearing his silver crown so polished and proudly, would further cause Sir Osric’s critical discernment.  That the great knight smiled, may have had something to do with the fact that he carried a longsword, shining and proud in its scabbard.  He had, shockingly to some, been out in the field, manually fighting Red Caps and Eyeless, both to clean up his city, and to help the poor villages caught in the ongoing crisis’s grasp.  Also, he had done an excellent job of rehabilitating Fort Oswald after its fall.  There were many people that he had brought in from surrounding villages to help, and had spent a great deal of effort training a rather sizable militia to defend it.
Sir Osric stood, shaking his hand firmly.  Pratt’s smile grew even brighter, lighting his always youthful, grey-blue eyes.  “Long time no see pal.  Hey, I did the best I could without ya.”
Sir Osric’s smile faded back into his soldier’s form, but he nodded vigorously.  “You’ve done a fine job.  Could still stand to use a shave.”
Pratt seemed nervous at the prod, but then noticed that Sir Osric was smiling underneath his mustache.  ‘Twas a jest.  “Well I could say the same about you.”
Sir Osric chuckled.  “They ready to convene yet?”
The Baron nodded.  “Yeah.  Prince Neve and your water wizards are there.  Damn does Essie have him wrapped around her finger.  They’ve been going at it like rabbits since they’ve been here.  Kise, the other day my maid said it took her almost an hour cleaning the blankets just to keep the-.”
Sir Osric nodded, frowning mildly but still in a light mood.  “That’s too much information, mister.”
“Oh.”  Pratt shrugged.  “Yeah I guess it is.  But hey, you always said to always be informative.”
Osric shook his head, grinning.  “Just take me back to my chambers a moment for a drink.  Then we’ll be off.”
The Baron looked behind him.  A small entourage, a few paiges but mostly chambermaids with appealing endowments, waited behind him, with a few armed guards to boot.  “Sounds good.”
They spent the next half an hour sipping wine, since the meeting wasn’t to be taking place until the hour was up.  The conversation was trivial, mostly including Pratt’s strange sense of humor, while he informed him of the goings-on since their departure over the last two months.  Apparently, he had gained quite the reputation as a fighter during that time, leading his elite troops out to fight bandit groups as they rose up to take advantage of the chaos, along with scouring the countryside for Eyeless, and cleaning the streets of ruined towns from Red Cap scavengers.  He also tried to tell Sir Osric that he had faced and triumphed against a frost dragon.
“Let’s keep it real here.”, was all Sir Osric said, as the Baron kept telling about his stories.  He had already heard of Pratt’s new reputation as a fighter, but there was no need for ridiculous self-promotion.
They talked a bit more, mostly about Pratt’s concern that Prince Neve possessed a massive, massive force within his own city, and though he had been a big help in cleaning it up, and also his presence allowed him to leave the Fort and pursue his quests against evil, that he was always afraid that Neve might simply take over the city, if not the whole country.  He could easily do so at this point, since Southampton was still in tatters, and for the most part, only had simple militias, and no true, standing army.  If Prince Neve decided to attack Southampton, it’d be a quick war, of two prongs, since the Prince had five thousand men in the northern reaches of Southampton, here in Fort Oswald, and had even more back home, to the north and east of Southampton. 
Sir Osric nodded, returning the sentiment, and also the concern, as he listened intently, sipping his wine.  He knew Prince Neve was young and naive, just a boy, but was also a prodigy, possibly a genius, and was a terror on the political landscape.  Though he knew that Prince Neve’s intentions were pure, and he wanted to help to bring down the Abomination, and the man controlling it, he also knew that Prince Neve wanted what was best for his kingdom, and that might include consolidating the Thampton republics, by force if necessary.  Alaine had assured him that was not the case, though Sir Osric still had that concern in the back of his head, similar to Pratt’s political meanderings.
The door to the room opened.  It was Esuliana.  They had greeted each other prior, though Sir Osric was alight, as she was much more beautiful, done up in a royal dress of blue and a corset, and her long blond hair was not bedraggled-looking, nor plebeian, and it had been nicely curled and bouncy, dangling just over her wide shoulders.  She was always a bit heavy-set, but not fat, and she carried her weight well, much like his ex-wife had been.  Prince Neve had obviously taken very good care of her during her stay here, and she wore a crown of silver with the symbol of Fort Oswald upon it, a simple spade.
“Sir Osric.”  She greeted, bowing her legs and crossing them at the feet, and spreading her hands out slightly.  ‘Twas coy salute, and very different from the Essie that Sir Osric had known.  Two months ago, she had been more of a ruffian than anything else, and often smelled of the sewers or moss as she often traversed such regions in her water form.  Now, she almost appeared princess-like, or perhaps as a high-class courtesan, or perhaps a mixture of the two. 
“Prince Neve and your hosts are ready.”  She stated.
Sir Osric and Baron Pratt looked at each other, then set down their glasses and followed her with the Baron’s entourage in tow.  Soon, they were in Prince Neve’s room, another cozy room at the castle of Fort Oswald.  Prince Neve was sitting in an oak chair, with a back much higher than his petite form could accommodate, and Esuliana went to stand by his side, holding his hand.  Alaine greeted them with a warm smile, and Oltavien, arms crossed in the corner, gave a quiet nod.  Armed guards of Neve’s were along the walls, one of which had apparently been chatting with Oltavien prior to their entry.  Pratt’s entourage, mostly consisting of his concubines, spread out into the room, offering the men and women drinks and hors d’oeuvres.  Oltavien shrugged, stabbing an assortment of hams, cheeses, and herbed potato cubes with a toothpick, taking a bite through the slits in his helmet.  He nodded at the lady’s offering, giving her a thumbs up before returning to a more dutiful posture.
“Good day, Sir Osric.”  Prince Neve said unemotionally, in a cute, astute manner.  “I trust your accommodations have been acceptable?”
Sir Osric agreed.  They had been here for two days now, almost three, as outside the window it was pitch black, radiating with cold from outside, yet countered by the heat from the fireplace along the wall. 
“Much obliged.”
Pratt seemed nervous, as he had never asked if Sir Osric had enjoyed his stay in his own castle, and Prince Neve was talking about accommodations as if he himself was the one offering, when it was his castle. 
He nudged Sir Osric with an elbow, whispering.  “I uh… was gonna ask you that too.”
Sir Osric’s eyes became cynical, though smiling.  He returned his focus back to Prince Neve.  “My forces are ready, Prince Neve.  We’re prepared to aid in the battle against Blinterburg City to cull the Judge, Cucatlitrix Ra, and the Thing of Eyes.”     
There was silence.  Alaine seemed worried about something, and glanced to Esuliana.  Prince Neve, though young, had a strong will, and his eyes locked with Sir Osric’s.  Sir Osric was solid though, but his eyes widened a bit.  Prince Neve’s eyes were much the same as Osric’s, a distant tourmaline, though Prince Neve had not the hardened look within them, but a serious, studious tone, unhindered by ages of hardship past, and from a different life than his own.
“Straight to the point.”  Prince Neve concluded, motionless as he sat properly in his chair.  “Though there are complications.”
Sir Osric didn’t care for the boy’s tone, but knew that he commanded respect.  And an army five thousand strong.  Still, he didn’t seem spoiled about his approach. 
“I don’t like the sound of that.”
Essie began to nudge Prince Neve, but he lifted his hand, breaking their physical contact, with a slight wave.  “Condolences that you wish it not, Lord Osric.”  The Prince replied perfectly in his child-like voice.  “Yet, complications stand.”
“I don’t see any complication.”  Sir Osric stated quietly, almost questioningly.  He looked at Lady Alaine a moment, whom had her arms crossed by now.  She looked away.
“The forces at your command, are not your own.”  Prince Neve stated.  There was more silence, save the cackling of the fireplace.  A very awkward, dangerous silence.
Sir Osric eyes hardened a bit.  “I don’t like the sound of that, neither.”
It was true though.  His force of over a hundred men, the majority of which consisted of Bezenarch’s detachment, were Southampton.  Thus they technically belonged to Lady Nytewethen, or perhaps even Baron Pratt, if she had issued a command to transfer their command.  Bezenarch had apparently left the group for Constalon’s sake, which had been a big blow on his Southampton division’s morale.  They’d easily be swayed by whatever Baron Pratt had been telling them.
His eyes moved severely to the Baron.  “You know anything about this, gentleman Pratt?”
Pratt backed off quickly, fearing a punch to the nose.  He raised his hands apologetically.  “Hey, they got five thousand guys, and were helpin’ me out.  I ain’t even done nothin’!  Just hear him out, okay, old timer?  Uhhh… Sir old-timer?”  He pleaded humorously. 
Sir Osric clenched his fists.
Prince Neve spoke quickly, before Sir Osric became angry.  “This is not the time for jest, gentleman Pratt.”  He stated.  “Lady Nytewethen has, as you may have already presumed, given control of the Lady Bezenarch’s forces to the Baron.  He has agreed to help me in… a new task.”
Sir Osric’s eyes darted around quickly.  Everyone seemed nervous, as if there was something that they hadn’t been telling him.  All except Oltavien, whom was leaning against the wall, and by his body posture, appeared as if he may be falling asleep from boredom.  He was generally disinterested in politics, or perhaps the time on the road out in the cold had tired him.
Then, as he looked at Alaine again, whom was staring off into space in the campfire, her skin paler than usual, it donned on him.  She only had that appearance when she had been hiding something from him, and knew she had gotten caught, as far back as when she was ten years old.  Damn, he should have picked up on this earlier.  She had been trying to tell him, and he knew, but he had forgotten about how much of a political beast his young lady had become as she grew up under his tutelage.  He knew he had been outplayed.  He should have realized, back when Alaine had promised the help of King Acturan’s forces in Highwall, to pledge forces to the cause against the Eye, and pressured the King of Highwall to aid with reinforcements.  She was using aggressive politics, and although the Highwallan forces were never coming, hindered by those stories of flying, dragon-like eyes attacking his home countryside, he couldn’t bring himself to believe that she would use such cunning politics against his own agenda.
Though his heart felt saturated, bloodied, and his knees felt weak, and his chest began to hurt, he stood strong, and his eyes became more stern, more icy. 
“So you’ve all sided with Cucatlitrix Ra.  Y’all think that Sel’s amulet is better off with him, than tryin’ ta kill the Eye.”  He said, and his voice changed slightly, though Alaine and Oltavien knew him.  His voice was thicker, more from the bottom of his throat, slightly more ominous, though nearly undetectably so.
There was yet another silence.  Oltavien seemed to wake up after he heard this.  He waved off the young chambermaid that was feeding him hors d'oeuvres, turning his side slightly to the wall, so as to conceal the fact that his hand had smoothly slipped to grasp gently, the hilt of his iron blade.  Sir Osric gained some relief, as he pretended not to notice the movement out of the corner of his eye.  At least Oltavien was still absolutely loyal.
Alaine piped up quickly, a bit out of turn, and her voice was loud, not at the point of hysterics, yet in such a serious meeting between royals, it was definitely an emotional interjection.  “Sir Osric!  I tried to explain!  It’s best for all of us!  I’m sorry but its best for all of us!”
Osric’s eyes shot into her, and she had a look of fright and sadness, as she backed off very slightly, only a quarter of a pace.  That was the look he had given her as a child when he scorned her, and it sent shivers through her, both of fear and sadness.  She felt small for betraying his trust, and she knew she had failed him, but she knew he would never listen.  She thought that perhaps by pressuring him in this meeting, with Prince Neve’s own ruling, that he would have seen otherwise.  It was not so, and she was near tears.
“Lady Alaine.”  Prince Neve stated calmly, so authoritative for such a young boy.  “You speak out of turn.” 
His eyes then motion toward Sir Osric’s, though he purposefully didn’t make eye contact, for his eyes were becoming furious, though suppressed, much like stone-cold killers and mercenaries that he had parlayed with in the past.  He would have to be careful. 
“What school are you from?”  The Prince asked curiously.
Sir Osric seemed confused, but he cooled himself down, purposefully taking a deep breath.  The guards in the room were on edge, but he knew Oltavien had his back.  In sooth, if it came down to a fight, and Alaine actually turned on him, then she’d be the only trouble in this room, since between he and Oltavien, the elite guard would be no trouble.  There were only half-a-dozen of them, and they weren’t Hammerheads like back in Blinterburg.  These men weren’t blessed warriors of the Keiseri, yet they were still well-trained by their own right.  He realized that his mind was becoming paranoid, as he even would consider the thought that Alaine would join in battle against him.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”  Osric shot back, though still minding his tone of voice around the Prince.  “I ain’t been to no school, don’t make me ignorant though.  I know when they’re pissin’ down my back.  Self-taught.”
Prince Neve held up a small, groomed hand that hadn’t seen a hard-day’s work in all his lifetime.  Sir Osric felt betrayed, and rightly so, no matter their reasonings.  He was probably three times older than the boy, and here he was thinking he could corner him with a political gambit.  What hurt the worst, was that Alaine, his lifelong friend, and whom he had feelings for, had turned on him like this.
“I meant no disrespect, Lord Osric.”  Prince Neve intoned.  “Merely impressive senses, given that you were not schooled.  Please have heart, Lord Osric, for Lady Alaine is still true to you in heart.  But you must understand.”  Prince Neve leaned in a bit, making eye contact this time.  “The ruling of the Wizards of Water is the true one.  Cucatlitrix, though he attacked Southampton, and you as well, believed himself to be under your attack in pursuit of the Eye.  Though his methods, ruthless, it is to him that this world can be saved, and no other.  No one else can contain the Eye.  The Eye that you yourself, your people, have unleashed through Mothimar’s naive providence of keeping the Eye in the tower to himself.”
Sir Osric was stunned at the Prince’s sharp reasoning, though his own emotions were a whirl.  He looked to Alaine again, and she nodded, hoping he would see her reason.  Maybe they were right, maybe Cucatlitrix actually could encage the demon, with the help of Sel’s Phoenix Icon.  This was terrible, however, and he could not side with evil, no matter if that evil could help in the long run, even though it might cause problems on the political landscape ahead.  He was a Paladin. 
“You have this elven wizard at your behest too then?  Just like everybody else.”  Sir Osric replied, stepping in slightly, his shoulders squaring off.  “He’s here now, ain’t he?  You’re trying to butter me up to hear ‘im out.”
Alaine began to speak, overflowing with emotion, but Prince Neve silenced her with a wave of his hand.  “It isn’t as you say.  This was not meant to be a deception, yet a parlay.  Surely you must realize that what I am saying is true.  Yes, my vassal, Cuca, has been at this parlay, though he fears for his safety.  Do not worry, for I know a man such as yourself, shall see reason.”
Prince Neve motioned to the fireplace.  Everyone in the room looked over to it.  From within, a yellow light emerged, significant of the teleportation magicks that the elven wizard had demonstrated in the past.  A tunnel of yellow light, like the sun, seemed to emerge, and the vision in the room grew hazy.  Far off in the distance, they could spy the tall, oily form of Cucatlitrix, along with a few Red Caps, whom were chatting with him and offering him weapons and supplies that they had looted, apparently having teleported back to him at some point.  Cuca was kneeling slightly, but then realized that he was being called, listening to them through the fire, somewhere down in the world, or perhaps visiting his allies in Hell itself.  Startled, everyone watched as the extremely tall, golden skinned man walked through that tunnel of light, as if walking through an aperture within the sun itself.  Soon, he was simply standing in front of the fireplace, gazing upon Sir Osric.
Sir Osric looked around the room.  Oltavien was no longer even attempting to hide the fact that his hand was upon his blade, though he had switched his grip, now holding his silver one.  Everyone else seemed slightly nervous, save Alaine, Esuliana, and Prince Neve.  Baron Pratt had nervously, though stealthily, distanced himself from this particular meeting, drawing ever and ever closer to the door.
“Y’all sided with the devil.”  Osric stated, in awe of the being before him. 
His eyes shot over to Alaine, whom was in tears, yet quiet.  When he looked at the others, his eyes were mean, yet when he looked at her, his eyes were lost, as if in despair.  She knew this.
Cucatlitrix was careful in his speech, and turned sideways, pacing slowly, and motioning his hands as if pleading. 
“Sir Osric.  Yes, I did attack your team, and I apologize.  Yet, I am Cucatlitrix Ra, beholder of the eye, and knew that you were to try to slay it.”  He stopped.  “And greetings to you, good sir.”
Sir Osric nodded, willing to at least hear him out.  Many in the room, quietly sighed. 
“Good day.”
“It is my… method… my people’s method.  The People of the Sun, to combat this way.  We attack cities, not men.  We attack ideas, not flesh.  Yes, I do desire to rule the world, and did desire to use the Abomination of Eyes, when I sensed it had awoken in your world.  Yet, I admit, it has not gone well.  I have the forces of Blinterburg seeded, many of them follow me, yet do not even realize, save the Judge and many of his men, whom seem indomitable to my will.  Prince Neve is truly in charge here, and I am… cornered.”
Alaine almost shouted.  “Sir Osric please!  Listen to him!”
Sir Osric looked over to Oltavien, standing straight.  Oltavien gave a small shrug.  Same as usual.
“Alright.”  Sir Osric stated, straightening his back and making sure he was in a more regal form.  “I’m listenin’.”
“The Southamptons realize this.”  Cucatlitrix stated.  It was curious that Cuca’s voice wasn’t very commanding, he almost seemed timid.  “Lady Nytewethen doesn’t really, but Baron Pratt has seen reason, and she’ll have his back in this.” 
He pointed at Baron Pratt, whom was almost at the door to the room by now.
Everyone in the room looked at him.  Baron Pratt, sweating in nervousness, pleaded with his hands.  “Wait, what?  Don’t look at me!  I ain’t even seen this douchebag before!” 
He pointed back at the tall, unearthly wizard in a chiding contempt!
Nobody in the room saw his sense of humor in this case, however.  Except Oltavien, whom couldn’t help but let out a snicker.  His hand was still at his silver blade, though.
Sir Osric paced for a moment as well, crossing his arms and twirling the hair on his mustache a bit in deep thought, resting his elbow against the other hand at his chest. 
“Alright.”  He admitted.  “I’ll hear you out.”
Cucatlitrix Ra explained his case.  He had realized that he had gotten in over his head, been too ambitious, back in his homeworld of Coelum.  He had, over time, fallen in love with his sister, and had attempted to romance her, and also out-politic the system and laws that they had in place there, in order to put her into a position in which she would have little choice but to marry him.  She had outplayed him, however, and cast him out of Coelum, after exposing him to the court.  In exile, he had traveled to the Frozen Hells, in an attempt to find allies there, where he had gained the support of his Red Caps.  It was at that time that fate had smiled upon him, and he had sensed the awakening of the Abomination of Eyes.  Seeking to gain its power, and create a world of his own, he had seized the Eye as it traveled on its rampage through the borders of Northampton.  If not for him, Town Yvonich would be a waste now, along with the entire northern regions, including Gracia, as it would have attempted to feed on all of the wise priests and clerics there.  Then it would have moved on, creating legions upon legions of Eyeless, consuming the eyes of others themselves, and thus feeding the Abomination of Eyes, the same way that it increased itself personally with its many appendages of suction-like tentacles.  By holding it in its place, and commanding it, he thought he could control the world, by focusing intelligently its ability to manipulate the minds of others.  Whereas he had been right about its powers, he had underestimated the demon’s sheer willpower.  It was now leaking through his magical cage, the one he wore about his neck.
The Eye seemed to glow around his chest suddenly, and he stammered, grunting in pain about the campfire.  Alaine rushed to him, consoling him.
Cucatlitrix held a pleading hand out to Sir Osric, obviously in a lot of pain.  “I… I’m sorry, Sir Osric.  I know that you and the Lady.”  He grunted in pain, falling to his knees a moment, before Alaine helped him back up.  “Were great friends.  I only sought to love her, as I did my sister, yet to have Alaine love me back, and to prove to Coelum that I was great and worthy.  To rule a world, to show them my...”  He winced in pain, and his own eyes flared up a bit, a beautiful honey color, as he visibly forced the presence of the demon down from its rebellion against him.
Mouth open and in awe, across the room, Baron Pratt muttered almost inaudibly.  “What a pussy!”
He caught a few glances. 
“What was that?”  Sir Osric said seriously.
Cuca continued.  “Yes, I admit my failings.  But I am the only one that can contain the Eye.  Sel may have, but he is young and doesn’t have nearly the strength to slay it, as you wish him to.  And if you think I would again try to conquer the world, know that Prince Neve has me pinned.  I would be his Court Wizard.  Though in honest, I would have to spend most of my life practicing magicks to contain the sheer will of the Eye, and wouldn’t have time to conquer this world.  You see, its will, it breaks the cages I place on it, and leaks out, effecting others, making them want to form cults, to eventually create more Eyeless, to serve it.  And its will is unrelenting.  Yet I am immortal, and can live long before all thine generations are gone.  I am sorry for my sins against thee and thy people.  But I in ernst wish to help.  Alaine has shown me the way.  Please help me do this, to redeem myself to my people!”
There was quiet, as the fireplace popped underneath the pressure of its heat.  Sir Osric looked about him.  Prince Neve was stolid as always, just like him.  Alaine was looking back, still teary-eyed, hopeful.  Oltavien, behind his mask, simply looked at him with his arms crossed, showing no apparent sign of anything, as usual.  Esuliana was hugging Prince Neve from behind his chair, picking at a necklace she had given him, summoned of water crystal.  Gentleman Pratt was gone.  The only evidence of his arrival, was a door that was no longer completely shut as before, yet cracked open a bit to still let some light in.
Alaine said quietly.  “He needs Sel’s amulet, hun.  We need you to help us, join us and help us find it.  To save the world, Ozzie.”
There was more quiet, as Sir Osric stood completely still.  Everyone was waiting for what he would say next.
Suddenly, everybody jumped, even Prince Neve.  All save Oltavien, as the next sound was not from his mouth, yet from his blade.  His ebon sword quickly darted from its scabbard, holding fast at Cucatlitrix’s throat!  Some gasped, and Esuliana held Neve in a near bear-hug!
“I can’t allow that.”  Sir Osric said flatly, though louder than before! 
He was prepared to battle!
Prince Neve tried to regain composure, but was having trouble, since he realized just then, that he had no control over this particular situation. 
“I see you can’t see reason, Sir Osric!  I thought you were more a man than I!”
Sir Osric spat over his shoulder, in the general direction of the Prince.  “You give me that there amulet, or you’ll be dead by the time you hit the floor.”  He growled.  “I’ll have no truck with evil.”
Alaine held up her hands, which started to turn red, and steam began to form.  “Sir Osric!  Please, no!”
Sir Osric shot her a stare, holding his blade firm against Cuca’s neck.  The tall, golden man didn’t cower, but just stayed perfectly still, making sure not to make eye contact nor bare any emotion on his face.  He was about to die.  Though afraid, he didn’t show it.  Perhaps it was best if he did die, and save himself the struggles of trying to contain the Abomination for all eternity, stuck in a wizard’s tower in this pathetic world and policed by the Easthamptons so he couldn’t reign supreme.
“I thought I knew the reason why I didn’t wanna bring you along.”  Sir Osric explained coldly.  She had never heard him speak to her like this, it was as if he was speaking to an enemy.  “Now I know the real reason.”
His cold words cut into her like icy daggers.  He never wanted to bring her along on quests, because he had always been afraid that some harm would be done to her.  Now however, he was saying that the real reason was, that it was because he couldn’t trust her.  After all those years help raising her, the love that had formed between them, it had come to this.  Her knees bent as she stammered, and Sir Osric realized that although her hands were aloft with the magic of steam, and that she had sided against him, she would never fight him.
“You don’t join me now, you ain’t Highwallan.”  He stated flatly, meanly.  “I don’t give a damn if you ain’t part of my unit.  I have the authority to declare war, and this is it!”  Sir Osric explained, exerting his formal authority.  “You don’t join me, and you’re guilty of high treason, and’ll swing from the gallows.”
Alaine was crying audibly.  “Sir… Osric.”  She fell to her knees.  “Please.”
Prince Neve realized that Sir Osric had already made his decision.  Steadfast, resolute, stern, there was no swaying him, and this meeting had been a waste of time, though he was emotional now, since his plans had been tarnished. 
“I see that Sir Osric will no longer listen to reason.  He’s grown senile, and may be possessed by the Eye!”
Those were hollow words, however.  Cucatlitrix closed his eyes, ready for the end. 
The golden man stated calmly.  “You see, Prince Neve.  We may all be under its power.  It alters the perceptions of others.  It causes its enemies to either consolidate to stand with it, or it causes them to divide.  In sooth, all of us might be under its influence.  This world may have been over the minute that Highwall unleashed the Perceiver.  I was a fool to come here, for now it is my death.” 
His focus turned to Sir Osric, and he stated in a surrendering tone.  “Do it.”
Cucatlitrix said that with his eyes closed, almost as a logical conclusion, perhaps a prayer, for his own end of days.  However, he realized that through his fear, the pressure of the blade against his throat had subsided.  He heard the clashing of steel on steel.  Opening his eyes, he saw Sirs Osric and Oltavien, fighting against the guards in the room.  The paiges and chambermaids, those that had not lustfully followed gentleman Pratt on his discreet escape, were fleeing now, some of them out of the window and onto the balcony in fright.  Esuliana had pulled Prince Never close to the door, bravely shielding him with her arms laid bare. 
As he watched the battle, a small smirk formed at his face, and he felt a rush of power!  He had timed his channeling of the Eye perfectly, enhancing the subtle influence of its power to a breaking point.  He had initially believed that Sir Osric might have actually listened.  Granted, he was not actually lying, he had been cornered by the Prince.  Though he couldn’t force such minds, such strong wills, to simply obey his commands through his demonic talisman, he had managed to tip the scales, and throw off the negotiation once he realized that he had foolishly placed his life in jeopardy.  Threatening him, he presumed at this point, was a poor move, at least this time.
Also, if war did break out between Highwall and Easthampton, that would weaken Prince Neve’s hold over him.  Even if this didn’t lead to war, it would put pressure from King Acturan upon the Prince, thus weakening the Prince’s standing.  This would give him more flexibility to gain a better foothold than he had now. 
He looked to Alaine in the midst of the fray.  She wasn’t fighting back.  She knew not which side to fight for.  She gazed in hysterics, crying and yelling at Sir Osric to cease the fighting.  Whom had attacked first, who knew?  She would never attack the man whom had been her mentor and savior all those years, and no amount of channeling the Eye would ever change that.  With a will as strong as her own, he thought during the battle, she could only do what she wanted to do, and he could only enable these strong, mortal wills, to do the same. 
This made him love her all the more, as he gazed upon on her as she yelled in panic, her face red and in tears.  For her will so strong for a mortal, almost as strong as his sister’s, and she reminded him of her, obsessed over her.  Though Alaine had not the composure, and her thoughts were simply a radiating slew of regret, pain, and sorrow, she was much more malleable and innocent than her sister was back home in Coelum.  He gazed at her, smirking, desensitized to her inner strife, as she pleading for the fighting to stop, even as Sir Osric slashed one of the guards in twain.
As she wailed, shouting with her beautiful face turning red in the heat of negative passions and despair, Cuca’s long, slender and golden hands caressed her own.  She suddenly was interrupted from the terrible feelings that embraced her, and instead she looked to Cucatlitrix.  A voice entered his head, from Alaine, yet her spirit held a much different voice, very plain and simple, and feminine.
“Take me out of here.”  The voice ordered. 
There was no pleading, no question, no deception.  A simple, non-demanding order, stated as if it was law.
Cucatlitrix nodded to her slowly, even as Sirs Oltavien and Osric had slain the soldiers in the room with relative ease.  More soldiers had poured in through the door, however, continuing the battle.  Prince Neve and Esuliana had fled, no doubt so that that the Prince and the Baron could attempt to sustain themselves against the wrath of these two indomitable heroes.
“At your command, beloved.”  Cucatlitrix telepathically communicated. 
This time, she did not flinch from the impact of his inner voice.  ‘Twas the first time that Alaine had reached him in his native tongue, the mind language of the People of the Sun.
They held hands as a bright tunnel of light enveloped the fireplace, all but replacing it, in its glory.  Nobody else saw, nor could see, during the fray of swords and blood, as they walked through the tunnel, as if amidst the sun, and vanished without a trace…
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Ceresi, dressed in a wispy white, sleepwear dress, was standing near a window, spying her own reflection as she did up her bun with her strong, yet still feminine hands.  She would have used a mirror to style her soft, brown hair, however, mirrors were currently forbidden in Blinterburg city, as well as surrounding towns.  The threat of the insidious Curuli seemed to be everywhere, launching ambiguous assassination missions, using mirrors somehow as a means of travel.  They could not, or had never been known to, use the reflections in windows though.  That was a good thing, Ceresi thought, as she drove a small piece of wood through her bun at the back of her head to keep it together.  If they had to confiscate windows, they’d all freeze to death.
Delacourt was laying opposite the room in his mansion, staring at her backside.  He admired her form, and most everything about her, really.  Her form was muscular, as she was a warrior, yet also feminine.  Average in height, he enjoyed the way her shoulders broadened, and her smooth musculature rippled as she prettied up her hair.  A sensible woman, strong and disciplined, was not usually in Delacourt’s taste.  However, his heart had latched onto her, and he greatly desired to kiss her.  His lips burned, and a great need, a painful need, dwelt within his un-throbbing chest.  He lay atop the white covers of the bed, dressed in black with a shirt inlaid with emeralds and rubies, his hair slicked back and done up in a ponytail. 
As a Basiator, an undead, it was his curse that he could not actually make love.  He was forever sterile, though there were other things they could do, besides intercourse.  This often involved his pleasuring her, since he could not truly be pleasured himself, save by a kiss, as his lips were extremely sensitive.  It was a terrible gift, this immortality of his kind, and he would have to have the graces of a kiss soon, lest the pain would consume him, and he would die of heartbreak.  If she loved him, and truly so, then she would not die from his skillful press of his lips, and slip of his tongue.  Rather, she would become like him, immortal.  He hoped that when she finally did give in to him, that she would not die.  He had lost so many loves during his life, the guilt of which grasped him daily.  Still, he was, as he was, and was so old that he could barely remember how he had come to be.  His lustful eyes hovered over her ass, strong bulges through her thin, almost shiny sleepwear dress, as she bent slightly nearer the window, to make sure there was not a blemish upon her plain, yet beautiful face.
The room was bright, with a magical orb in the middle of the ceiling, giving off a white light.  Magic was mostly forbidden in Northampton, though he was rich, and as such, had certain perks.  Also, his kind in the city was wanted by the law, and his forces had been combating Judge Martel’s forces over the last month or two.  Therefore, whether or not he had magical elements in his mansion, was irrelevant, since the law here was about to burn him alive at the stake anyway.  The room was mostly spartan, with a wooden dresser along a white, painted wall, a doorway leading to a bathroom, and a fluffy, teal carpet.
As Ceresi turned, Delacourt considered her, looking into her hazel eyes, then her firm, palm-sized breasts, then back to her eyes again.  Her company had left town during daylight, though the sun had long ago slipped underneath the horizon.  He would have to kiss her soon, he surmised, for she would only be away from her unit for a night, just to see him before setting back off to meet with her friends and comrades. 
It was not talk that she wanted, however, he realized, as she walked to him, laying on his bed, her loins close to his face.  Her legs, thin and girly, yet muscular from years of combat training, beckoned for him as she made her stance wider.   She smiled, obviously wishing a love-making session.  This, he happily obliged for the better part of the hour.
The light in the room had dimmed, albeit from a remote device, a simple hand-held box with a button upon it, that controlled the vibrancy.  The light from the bathroom was still bright, shining in on the darker abode.  Ceresi and Delacourt lay naked upon the bed, discussing the goings-on in the land, as Delacourt continued massaging her breasts.  She moaned slightly, then realized that their meeting would have to end soon, lest she would be discovered and slain.  It was passed midnight, and she wanted to leave far before dawn, so she could sneak out of town.
As she put on her black uniform, fitting her breastplate on, Delacourt wondered. 
“Will you kiss me?”
He spun her around vigorously, as she stood in front of the window, seizing her by the arms, and went in for the kiss.  The Kiss of Death, the Basiators called it.  It was time.  Ceresi, blushing, was in love as well, a strange love, though no loves ever felt the same.  They locked in a deep, deep kiss, and closed their eyes.  It was what Ceresi had wanted all along, though she would never admit it, even to herself.  She had to kiss him, for her own desire, and her desire to please him was consuming her, for he was unpleasable, yet with a kiss.
Delacourt stepped back, feeling ripples of pleasure flow through his body.  Intense, sexual pleasure, much greater than sex, laced through his very veins.  Though he missed the carnal experience back when he was mortal, this supernatural ecstasy was a good trade off, though rare.  He had made others into LifeKissers before, and the level of ecstasy often indicated whether or not his lover would be turned to undeath.  He opened his eyes lazily, regaining composure, to see Ceresi undaunted, yet smiling at him coyly.  The kiss did not kill her.
“I shall be off, my love.”  Ceresi stated, touching the side of his face.  There was silence.
“When will I see you again?”  Delacourt asked, satisfied, though worried it might be a long time before their next rendezvous.  He turned from her a bit, contemplating.  “If you cannot come back here, I… I could go to you.  It might take some time for this war here to settle, and to that I also must attend.  But I wish to attend to you.  I can find you later, when the-”
A pain shot through his back!  Steely, cold, piercing through his very heart!  Ceresi had withdrawn her silver dagger, hidden in the belt of her uniform.  Her hand, gloved in black leather, gripped the knife, hilt-deep in his spine!  He gasped, barely able to formulate a thought!
“That’s unlikely.”  Ceresi stated matter-of-factly. 
Then he collapsed quietly upon the soft, teal rug.
She gazed emotionlessly at his body for a few moments.  It had to be done. 
The leader of the vampires here in Blinterburg, was slain.  Leaderless, they would fall.  The Curuli, she suspected, were not attacking the Basiators, even though they were allies of Cucatlitrix Ra.  She believed the Curuli, though trying to undermine Cucatlitrix since they were allied with the Abomination of Eyes in some way, simply couldn’t see the Basiators.  They were undead, afterall, and the Curuli seemed to attack anyone that seemed to be siding with Cucatlitrix, for the most part.  They never attacked the LifeKissers, however, leading many to believe that Delacourt had allied with the invisible men.  This was not the case, however, and Delacourt had revealed that fact to her, not long ago.  He didn’t know why the Curuli didn’t attack them either, though they had slain many of his human vassals.  Ceresi had gained enough information from him, and it was time to end the vampire’s reign in town.
She loved him, though couldn’t find it within herself to weep.  She had passed the trial, the kiss of death, and survived.  Was she to become a LifeKisser, kindred of evil vampires?  She didn’t feel any different.  Perhaps she had resisted its power.  Or perhaps she would face the change to the undead shortly.  She knew not.  Did she feel bad?  This wasn’t the first time she had been given to murder, and she hoped it wasn’t the last.  Yet, she was close to this man, lovers really.  It was her duty, she felt, to slay him, for the Basiators were evil, and would gain a permanent foothold in Northampton, allied with Cucatlitrix Ra, if they weren’t stopped.
Nobody else seemed to hear them, though there were dozens of other inhabitants in the mansion.  Other Basiators, nobles, guards, and vassals to the undead.  She sheathed her bastard sword over the sheath upon her back, slowly. 
Now, it was time to go in search of a torch…     
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Mouse had remembered that day, spying Ceresi walking out of the burning mansion, the screams of agony muffled by the flames of Delacourt’s mansion.  She had ventured over to that place, following the lady knight, only revealing herself to Ceresi as she walked down that dark, cold street, bereft of snow yet hard as ice.  She merely saluted, fingers to her forehead, as she walked passed her, on her way out of the city to make a quick escape.
A harsh wind blew through Mouse’s curly brown hair, and although it was freezing out, she wore only simple white rags of peasant make.  Constalon didn’t seem to question it, sharpening his blade at a smithy out in the daylight, not even concerned about being detected by the town guard.
“Ha!”  Constalon laughed.  “With Delacourt out of the picture, it will sure make it easier to kill all the vampires.”
“Indeed!”  Mouse replied, handing him a sweet roll that she had stolen at the nearby bakery.  Constalon gobbled it up in record time.
“Mmm.  It’s delicious.  Thank you!”
Mouse smiled, giggling, then ran off into the streets to play with some children, presently engaged in a snowball fight.  Bezenarch walked up to him, garbed in brown furs, her gray-iron battle axe resting atop her shoulder.  “Does not anyone question as to how she wears naught but a simple gown, yet shows no sign of being cold?”
Constalon looked over his shoulder, up at Bezenarch.  He shrugged.  “Well, you can’t go through life questioning everything.”
Bezenarch snorted.  “Pfeh.  Well, I certainly don’t question this.  You made the right decision, Constalon.”
The big squire looked down a moment.  “Yeah.  If only my liege would see it my way.”
Bezenarch agreed.  They had been at it for almost two weeks now, and were widely feared by many in town.  The townsfolk adored them, however, as they had destroyed most of the bandit gangs in the city.  They’d had their fair share of scrapes with the guards as well, and even brought down a few squadrons of Hammerheads.  They had to flee often when the Hammerheads were involved, but often created enough chaos to slow their operations.  They had saved dozens of magic users from being burned alive at the stake, and Bezenarch had them crammed in the old Red Lion Headquarters, starting their own mage’s guild.  Mages and healers alike toiled there, and Constalon and his team had used much of their spoils to hire out mercenaries as guards to protect them, not that they needed much protection beyond their own magic.  United and organized, the new Mage’s Guild had risen, even while the brigand bands were on the fall.
“They’re planning another execution today.”  Bezenarch said.
“How many?” 
Her dark eyes scanned the street, making sure that a group of travelers walking passed, weren’t going to cause any trouble.  “Twelve I think.  It was in the paper at the news stand.  It said that it would be heavily guarded, in case we try to involve ourselves.”
Constalon scraped the flat of his sword with the flint in his hand.  “And that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”
“The… Judge may be there, to see to it personally.  He canceled one of his meetings with the Archbishop, whom has been missing for several days.  They have not been on the best terms since the Judge started killing the town’s healers.”
Constalon was only half-listening, his muscles surging as he gave his two-handed claymore a few practice swings.  “Sounds like Cuca’s gettin’ pissed because the Judge is killing all his henchmen.”
Bezenarch agreed.  The Archbishop Malgorzata, whom was actually the impostor known as Cucatlitrix Ra, cared nothing for the people, except that each citizen was a tool to be brainwashed into joining him.  A great deal of the Judge’s Hammerheads were turning on him, favoring the Archbishop instead of the Northampton Church.  While this stymied Judge Martel’s takeover and martial law efforts, it did nothing to prevent Cucatlitrix Ra from continuing his evil plans, nor did it do anything to further their intended destruction of the Abomination of Eyes.
“Attacking him may be unwise.”  Bezenarch stated hesitantly as they moved out. 
Tarshil, Berin, and Mouse were in tow, preparing for the upcoming battle.  Texey couldn’t make it to this particular excursion, since she had to go to the Mage’s Guild and have the healer’s check her out, as she believed she either had a sexually transmitted disease, or was pregnant. 
When Constalon didn’t reply, Bezenarch added.  “But we have no choice.”
Constalon’s eyes squinted as the wind blew up a layer of dusty snow in his face.  “There’s always a choice, Bez.  And we’re making the right one.”
Bezenarch, the snow getting caught in her thick, wavy black hair, put her hood up.  “Let’s hope that you and your fellows don’t get court martialed upon your return.”
“Nah.”  Constalon doubted, then he doubted his doubt.  “Well, I wouldn’t put it passed him.”  He replied cynically, referring to his now ex-liege, Sir Osric. 
He had lost respect for him over the last few weeks of hiding, fighting for the people, and becoming a hero of the city.  He was doing all the real good here, while his “liege” had just been pointlessly politicking, walking on eggshells, and had nearly gotten them killed by coming into the city too hastily.  Now, it was up to the real heroes, the men, the woman, and the girl, to get the job done.  Bezenarch’s squadron that she had initially brought with her had taken up guard duty at the Mage’s Guild.
Tarshil picked a quarrel out of his quiver, strapped to his belt. It had a red tip.  A fire mage, a hedge wizard not of the Highwallan schools, had enchanted their crossbow bolts with fire, most of which were explosive.  They had saved him a tenday ago, and the enchanter was glad to help.  Berin had actually saved the day, as the enchanter, being also a fire mage, wouldn’t burn even after the pile of tinder on his pole was set ablaze.  A Hammerhead, no less, had realized that the enchanter was immune to flame, and walked in to skin him alive with a pairing knife.  Through the fray, Berin had shot the Hammerhead, right in the chink between the back of his helmet and his chest plate.
“We’re here.”  Constalon intoned, moving his fist up to call a halt. 
The party peered down the road.  There was no fog, though it was a cloudy day.  Swirls of misty snow blew up from the ground in response to the freezing gusts of wind that pierced through their furs.  Mostly suburban, square buildings, living apartments, and some shops lined the street, which was only partially covered in snow, and littered with the prints of both feet and hooves.  A dozen mages were being tied to poles, struggling.  There was a small unit of six Hammerheads there, along with about a dozen regular guards. 
One of the women mages, her clothes torn and obviously tortured and raped, fought back a little bit too hard, and Judge Martel, present in the group, slammed her over the head with his hammer!  Her head was instantly imploded, sending a gruesome display of meat giblets flying everywhere, before the victimized young wizardess collapsed into a blood-stained heap of viscera and snow.
“Bastard.”  Constalon muttered, drawing his blade. 
Nobody had spotted them yet, and although a crowd of peasants had formed, mostly there to brown-nose the Judge, they were all watching the spectacle.  “Burn the witch!  Burn the ‘weetches’!  That’ll learn ‘em!”, were some of their ignorant calling cards.  Constalon had a mind to slay them too, but they were just bystanders.
Bezenarch brandished her battle ax.  “Charge!”
Mouse suddenly became invisible!  Berin and Tarshil, standing just behind her, were both shocked, as they watched her footprints quickly move around, in a flanking pattern.  They looked at each other, then bumped fists, a great contrast given Berin’s pale skin and Tarshil’s southern Hyestrian ebony.  Then they lifted their crossbows and opened fire!
Berin would never get used to killing, but over the last few weeks he was able to steal himself from the nightmares.  He had killed a few dozen already, mostly thieves and brigands, and though he knew it had to be done for the greater good, he still didn’t enjoy it.  Perhaps that was what separated him from heroes and heroines such as Bezenarch and Constalon.  In any case, he focused his mind at the task on hand, and fired his crossbow bolt into the patch of enemy soldiers.  Given that crossbows, especially those loaded with explosive arrows, were made to punch through heavier armor, he targeted a patch of three Hammerhead elites, dressed in polished, golden armor. 
The bolt caught on fire via magic as soon as it left the firing apparatus, trailing like a tiny comet.  He had become a better shot, though precision wasn’t totally necessary with these enchanted bolts.  The bolt hit an elite guard in the rump, piercing through his armor and exploding!  Wailing in pain, his leg snapped right off as the rest of his body was flung away a few paces from the impact!  Still alive, he was doomed to roll around in the snow in agony, as he quickly bled to death!
“Fuck!”  One of the Hammerheads yelled, spinning around just in time to catch Tarshil’s bolt to the face.  There may have been a short scream, or perhaps it was just Tarshil’s imagination.  His head exploded in a flurry of golden pieces of shrapnel, frying bits of brain, and viscera.
“Cowards!”  The Judge roared, ducking.  One of Berin’s shots went flying over his head, exploding harmlessly into the street further beyond, letting up a small geyser of steam and slush.
Constalon pushed his way through the crowd, his large form knocking them away easily, and trampling those in his path.  A Hammerhead and two guards met him as he emerged in the front of the crowd, and they all hesitated, holding their weapons defensively.  Constalon roared, brandishing his two-handed blade like a madman.  The three tried to block, but his swings were so strong, that his blade snapped the haft of the Hammerhead’s warhammer in twain, then he too, was snapped in twain.  The other two fell quickly, their dismembered pieces scattering in a fan shape, sliding in the snow away from the hulking squire.
Bezenarch roared as she too, had emerged from the crowd.  Three more guards were running at Constalon to flank him, while her comrade was focused on Judge Martel, whom was squaring off on him in front of the poles that were hosting the mages.  Though their intention was to take him by surprise, instead Bezenarch took them by surprise, twirling her axe over her head in graceful, powerful movements.  Two lost their heads, and the other’s torso from clavicle to stomach, was split in twain.  She went in to help Constalon, but was stopped as two Hammerheads tanked her, forcing her to lock weapons with them!
The guards began circling around in order to try to get to the crossbowmen, Tarshil and Berin, before they whittled their numbers down to nothing.  Behind them, and behind he poles where the prisoners grimly awaited their torturous execution by fire, Mouse suddenly appeared.  There was one guard standing nearby, up on a small incline behind them, aiming his bow.  Mouse appeared behind him, slitting his throat with a small dirk!  Gurgling, the man fell quietly.  Then Mouse began cutting the ropes of the prisoners, freeing them from their capture!
Two of the guards were met with explosive bolts, shredded in ash and blood, but the remaining four engaged Tarshil and Berin in the back line.  People were running around everywhere, frantic, even as Bezenarch was having trouble holding off her two assailants.  Constalon and the Judge were locking weapons, and the Judge pushed him down, though was quick to his feet.  One Hammerhead started to join in the fight against Bezenarch, but a handful of the surviving mages pitched in, shooting various spells at her.  The lady Hammerhead turned, her armor clinking as it was hit by a mess of weird shit, such as flying icicles, small globs of fire, summoned mud balls, and small pink teddy bears, of all things.
“What the hell kind of magic is that!?”  Bezenarch yelled at the mage firing the teddy bears, as she ducked a swing from one of the elite guard’s hammers.
The mage, bruised up good and wearing naught but brownish-tan rags, just shrugged, preparing another spell.  They had poked the bear, however, and the lady Hammerhead charged at the mages instead of Bezenarch.  The mages began fanning out, careful to maintain their distance, as they tried to gun through the Hammerhead’s powerful armor.
Constalon roared, flailing at Judge Martel with an overhanded swing.  The Judge blocked it with his massive war hammer, using its long handle as a staff.
“You don’t stand a chance!”  Judge Martel bellowed.  “I shall bring you justice!” 
He then twirled his hammer overhead, releasing his grip on the handle and swinging in a wide arc with just one hand!  Constalon tried to dodge back and out of the way, but wasn’t fast enough to escape the sweeping attack’s radius.  He was hit in the arm, and although the blow was glancing, the Judge’s hammer had some kind of enchantment on it.  A powerful, invisible force blasted into Constalon, sending him flying backwards several paces!  The big warrior was nearly knocked unconscious.
Bezenarch looked over shoulder, punching her adversary in the face.  It stunned him a bit, but didn’t do much else through his thick helmet.  He saw that Tarshil and Berin were having difficulty facing four guards at once, but they were surviving, parrying with their short swords and trying to get in a good stab.  Tarshil’s short sword was actually a gladius, probably originating from Agrecka, a nation south of Highwall.  When she saw Constalon fall, she growled, laying her battle ax flat and pushing the two Hammerheads to the ground.  Before one of them could get up, she slashed his throat with the ax, but didn’t have time to kill the other one.  She had to save Constalon, but the Judge Martel was approaching him fast as he lay in a daze!
The Judge paced quickly, his metallic boots crunching into the snow.  Grunting loudly, he raised his warhammer up into the air, with the intention of pulverizing Constalon’s head.  Constalon, still a bit dazed, was watching him approach, trying to get to his feet!  Just before his hammer came down, Bezenarch came charging in, leaping at the Judge with her battleaxe barred against him.  He grunted, and both he and the large, muscular women toppled together in a heap a few paces to the left, rolling around in the snow!
“Hey!  We gotta get the fuck out of here!”  Berin yelled, even as Constalon rose to his feet, shaking his head. 
Berin parried and slashed, opening the belly of one of his assailants.  His guts spilled out, along with his life.
Constalon looked around, and Berin motioned with his head, dodging another blow and almost bumping into Tarshil, whom was barely holding his own too.  Berin was motioning down a connecting street, even as the sun began shining onto it through the breaking clouds.  More soldiers were approaching, probably another dozen.  With the Judge on their side, given his surprisingly deadly skill in combat, they wouldn’t stand a chance.
The Judge punched Bezenarch in the face, nearly knocking her out, but she grabbed a patch of snow and rubbed it in his eyes.  Before the Judge could react, Bezenarch kneed him in the crotch as she rose to her feet, quickly bolting away!
“Run!”  She roared, grabbing Constalon on her way out, and pushing him into a fast retreat.
“Oh!”  The Judge struggled to his feet, the bones of his massive, hulking frame aching with age, his groin smarting like tarnation, and his eyes stinging from the snow.  “Oh.”  He muttered loudly after them.  “That’s just plain low.  How unsportsmanly!  Run!  Go ahead and run like cowards!  You’ll not escape justice for long!”
As Bezenarch and Constalon ran passed, Constalon punched one of the guards that was fighting Tarshil in the face.  His massive strength and focused attack left the side of the poor woman’s face caved in.  And she stood in shock for a few moments before her knees bent, falling in a heap to the snowy roads.  The other guards panicked, backing off, as the four heroes ran away.  Arrows started coming down, but they were too far out of range from the guards down the street, many of whom were archers.  Worried, Constalon looked about, and saw that to his left, there were little girl’s footprints forming, keeping pace with them just fine.
“I never thought you the type to hit a lady.”  Berin stated sarcastically as they ran.  Though his jest fell flat, he was glad that Constalon had taken the female adversary out of the fight.  She had ruffed him up pretty badly during their fray.
“Thanks for freeing them.”  Constalon said to Mouse after several minutes of running.  They slowed down to a power walk.  The people here were attending their chores, and there was no sign that battle was imminent.  It was nice to see people out and about again.  Thanks to Constalon and his band of heroes, the people could walk the streets again without fear of molestation. 
Bezenarch looked behind her cautiously.  It was likely that the Judge’s reinforcements only gave a half-hearted pursuit.  They were likely in damage control, attending to the Judge’s wounds, and trying to supplicate the crowd, as crowds often erupted in chaos when under attack.  Also, they had about a dozen loose mages on their hands now.  Attacking them without the Judge with them, would be unwise against their small group of heroes.
“Your welcome.”  Mouse said cutely, reappearing. 
“You have invisibility magic?”  Bezenarch asked.  “When did this happen?”
Constalon replied.  “She discovered it playing hide n’ go seek with some of her friends back at the smithy a few days ago.”  He smiled.  “It’s great isn’t it?”
Mouse looked around, spying some Curuli climbing various buildings.  She alone could see them.  “I learned it by watching the Curuli.  Its perception magic.”
“Ah.  Wait, what?”  Bezenarch replied, touching her face. 
It stung greatly, and her face was bruised and bleeding.  Her cheekbone may also have been broken.  She was lucky to be alive, however.  She would have ended up like that guardswoman that Constalon had sucker punched, if the Judge Martel hadn’t been taken by surprise. 
“Nevermind.  I think my… face is broken.  I must get to the Mage’s Guild for some healing.”
Constalon touched his arm.  It too, probably had a hairline fracture, though he shrugged off the pain.  “Yeah, same here.  Not even the Judge would dare to attack that place yet.”
Tarshil commented.  “If he even knows where it is.”
“We got what we came for.  Those mages we saved’ll probly come back to the guild too.”  Berin added, his head continuously spinning to look behind him.  “We should lay low for a while.”
Everyone seemed to agree.  Constalon replied.  “Let’s get to the Mage’s Guild.”
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Barbarians raged upon each another, a terrible battle along the icy shores of the Doo Hinaagoo.  Many of those battlers would no longer be living upon this day, though Sel, flying far above, would not be joining them.  They had reconvened with Helki, the High Shaman of the People of the Bear, and he had been helping them slay, fight, rape, and pillage surrounding towns, and clashed with many barbarians since then. 
It was the final battle.  Sel was keeping his eye on Suletu, making sure she was okay.  The barbarians were fighting heavily, though nobody could touch the water of the lake, without turning into salt!  The High Shamaness of Salt had sealed herself in a mighty tower, summoned by her magicks of salt, and she was casting Flesh to Salt spells, far across the lake.  Though the People of the Salt would all die or be enslaved that day, they’d never be able to make it to the tower without Sel’s help.
Sel had agreed to assassinate her, he mused as he watched two of Helki’s dire bears trample a whole battalion of men.  However, he had no intention of killing her unless he had to.  He sensed the presence of the Abomination of Eyes everywhere, mainly emanating from Helki, and seeping from her, into the others.  He felt no such presence from the tower, however, so perhaps she was either resistant to its subtle brainwashings, or perhaps she simply wasn’t a target. 
The eagle piped loudly, making its sweet noise, as he nervously approached the tower.  He was afraid that he might not be able to resist the Salt Shamaness’s spell, and be changed to a falling eagle statue made of sodium.  Still, he hoped his bird call would alert her, and that she’d realize that he was intentionally giving his location away in order to parlay.
The tower had a dome-shaped roof, elegant in design, all made of semi-translucent, white and clear salt.  There were pillars holding up the dome-shaped roof, yet the shape of the roof was somewhat rhombic in nature as well.  He flew into the room, transitioning to the form of a man, his green robes flowing behind him, with his hood up.  His form wasn’t shifting back into full human quite as well anymore.  Since he spent so much time as an eagle, it was if parts of that form were beginning to stick to his human one.  His nose was a bit bent, pointier, and his eyes maintained some yellow.  The hair that dangled around his face was no longer the soft brown, to boot.  Now it was slightly blondish, and had become a bit drier.
In any case, he had no time for being self-conscious.  He would have to attend this parlay as he was.  There was a woman, facing to the side, dressed in a red and white robe, mainly white, with crimson lining.  Odd, that it seemed to be made of fine cottons, likely from Agrecka, and was much like a toga, wrapping about one shoulder, and leaving the other bare.  She had long, straight brown hair that was turning gray, and looked to be a person of refinement.  Sel surmised, that she probably traded a lot with caravans coming from the south in times before the world crisis, and was probably well-learned.
“Have you come to help me witness the death of my people?”  She asked flatly, shrewdly.
“No.  I just came here to talk.”  Sel replied.
The woman faced him.  She was older, probably in her late forties, though she aged well.  Her eyes were a light, very light gray.  Her skin was not the true bronze of most of the tribes, so she probably had some Highwallan or perhaps Agreckan in her bloodline.  It was likely due to merchant princes holding trade alliances with her people over the generations, in order to benefit from the salt trade.  He knew little of such things, however, and never had much interest in the academics of mercantilism.  Nor for the Tsintah and its peoples, up until now, for that matter.
She said nothing, but just stared at him, holding back her sense of despair from him.  Sel read her thoughts, and almost felt like crying, himself.
“About the Eye.”  Sel added.
The High Shamaness grunted in disgust, waving a hand.  “What do I care for the end of the world?  My people are lost.  I’d throw myself off this cliff, yet I alone can atone for the loss of my people.”
Sel nodded, then his brow wrinkled.  “Did you do something wrong?  Did you start this war?”
His lie was one of omission, however, since he had already read her thoughts.  However, he wanted to communicate with her, and get her talking, so that he could gain her trust.
She shook her head.  “I, Penelope, started no war.  We don’t know who really did.  The Abomination gradually took hold of both our peoples.  There is no telling whom attacked first.”
Sel replied.  “Penelope.  Sorry I forgot to introduce myself.”
“I know who you are.  Word of you has spread far and wide among my people.  Sel, of the People of the Eagle.  Even if you are the only one.”
Sel grinned a bit.  “I trust your people only say good things.”
His sarcasm fell on deaf ears, and he heard some birds chirping up on the roof.  “I noticed that the Eye Dragons seemed to attack your people far more than any other tribe around here.”
Penelope nodded slowly, a tear falling from her cheek as she watched her people gradually losing the battle down below.  “They.  The Eye Dragons, have passed this way.  To the south, to destroy your lands.”
Sel clasped his hands together at his waist, moving closer to her.  “I know.”
She waved her hand at the battle, as Sel stood at her side.  A dire bear, probably one of Helki’s, suddenly turned to salt!  Down below, the Bear Clan was tearing them up.  The Ashi-hi had good, sharp weapons of Dzil, but the Bear Clan was an elite, eugenically forged band of berserkers, bred for war.  Salt fairies would often assassinate some of them, and the Ashi-hi’s salt golems were strong, but not strong enough to stand up against the master shaman’s Dire Bears.  There were also clouds of salt, like ghostly humans, as if beings, flying through the ranks, scourging and leaving many as drying, dying husks, some kind of powerful salt spirits that were likely only summonable by the Ashih-hi masters.  It was a bloodbath.
“Why don’t you use your spell on Helki?”  He asked plainly.
“The Abomination is cloaking her.  I can’t see her.”  She replied.
“I could spot her for you.”  He suggested.
She shook her head.  “It doesn’t work that way.  At best, I’d see a blur.  Not enough to focus on.”
“Ah.”  Sel realized.  The wind blew through the tower, yet it seemed unnaturally warm.  The clouds had broken, yet the sun gave no comfort.  The tower must have had warming enchantments placed upon it.
“The Abomination of Eyes… targeted us.  For we made a deal with his enemy.”  She admitted.  “I made a deal with him.  I am the reason why my people die.”
“Cucatlitrix.”  Sel realized, gazing out into the battle.  A bunch of Bear Clan warriors, fools, tried charging into the water, presumably to swim to the tower.  They all turned to salt, and dispersed like confetti into the deluge of the Doo Hinaagoo.
“Yes.”  She stated.  “At first, he planned to rule the world, with me as one of his lieutenants.  I greedily accepted.  I had grown tired of the Tsintah’s constant infighting.  I… if we had won, there would be order, and the Barbarian Clans would unite, and eventually become like your own.  Like Highwall or precious Agrecka.  From whom my father had been born.”
Sel nodded in understanding.  “Something happened though.  The Abomination of Eyes is leaking out of Cuca’s amulet.  It bent the perception of the Bear Clan to come kill you.”
“Y-yes.”  She stated, her lips curling as she looked down, trying in vain to hold back a few tears.  “I weep for my people.  Cucatlitrix never came back, though we did conquer several other clans.  He… abandoned us, and stopped sending his troops from Northampton, and stopped sending his Red Caps to help.”
Sel thought on this a moment.  “He must have had other issues to attend.  If Osric and Constalon are still alive, I’m sure of it.”
“Then your meddling friends are partly to blame.  But… but no… it was my decision.  I started this.  And it shall end with me, alone.”
Sel nodded.  His job was done here.  He had helped the Bear Clan defeat the People of the Salt, and gained their allegiance.  He saw no reason to fight the poor old woman.  He doubted that he’d win in a fight anyway, considering how powerful her magic was.
He spun about, his mage robe twirling.  He held out a hand.  “Hey.  You could come with me.  Better than spending the rest of your life up here being miserable.”
Penelope chuckled a bit, wiping away some tears with the side of her hand.  “Thank you for offering.  But no.  Not now.  I shall.  I shall continue my quest.  My quest to bring peace and order to these lands.  I shall send out Salt Fairies to scout the lands.  Return someday, and I shall keep thee informed.”
“Good.”  Sel replied simply, turning to leave.
“And Sel.”  She added.
“Yes?”
“Beware Cucatlitrix.  You mean to kill him, and he is a snake.  But he may, or the Eye may, turn all your friends against you.”
Sel nodded, assuring her that he’d be back someday.  Standing on the ledge, he held his arms out and jumped.  A few moments later, his eagle-self could be seen, flying back up.  Penelope smiled a bit, and stopped her Flesh to Salt spells.  Believing she to be dead, and that Sel had slain her, the Bear Clan would move on, and leave here, and possibly even help kill Cucatlitrix, whom had abandoned her halfway through their joint war.  Sel, for all the damage he had done, was a good man. 
She hid from view a bit, unsummoning her Great Salt Spirits that she had in play down on the field below.  Her tribe had lost, and few would survive.  Though keeping her magicks up would result in more losses to the Bear Clan, it would break the illusion that she was dead.  She would stay here to atone for her wrongdoing in siding with Cucatlitrix Ra.  She would still help Sel and other allies with information gained from her Salt Fairies.  She would stay here and diminish, withering away in despair and regret.
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Constalon was bandied up well enough, a simple healing salve wrapped about his massive arm with a cloth.  They were in the mage’s guild, and Constalon was playing card games with his friends, as well as their enchanter in the guild, whom had been working on how to make a cheat deck using enchanted cards.  It was a rather boring night, and they knew that the Judge was onto their trail, so they had decided to lay low over the week.  Sadly, there had been several burnings since then, but only with one or two people at a time.  Thus, though it was a horrible thing, they couldn’t save all of them.  However, to Constalon’s delight, some of the people were actually forming vigilante groups, encouraged by Constalon’s actions to help the town.  More than half of the burnings had been mitigated, and the mages saved without Constalon having to be involved.
Many of them populated the guild right now, Constalon thought.  Not just in the guild, but in the whole district.  It used to be named the Storage Quarter, mostly full of warehouses and dwellings, but now most of the mages were gravitating here.  Berin, adept with numbers and statistics, informed Constalon that there was well over a hundred people in the guild, and about thirty mages residing in the building at any given time.  With the addition of hired mercenaries and the vigilante groups that were matriculating in, that number was easily doubled on both accounts.
The Judge may had outdone himself, Berin thought, as he lost yet again to one of Constalon’s supposed “bluffs”.  Indeed, it was a bluff, but Berin had such shitty luck that his crap hand couldn’t even beat Constalon’s crap hand.  Constalon laughed, pulling all the gold coins to himself.  At least they were dealing in gold nowadays, instead of silver. 
By targeting mages, the Judge obviously wished to spread fear, Berin started telling them as the enchanter began dealing cards.  However, even though he did gain a cult following and demoralized anyone that would wish to attack him, due to their efforts, the mages were now forming a consolidated, united guild.  With heroes such as Constalon and Bezenarch on their team, to boot.  The Judge, according to his battlefield studies and news reports, had quickly moved in on the “Basiator League” as they were being popularly dubbed, the same night that Ceresi had burned down their headquarters.
“Ha!  That’ll show ‘em.  The Judge can burn them out in the streets, for all we care.”  Constalon replied.  “Two gold.”  He threw down his coins even as Berin sighed, as he was almost out of coin.
Bezenarch loomed before Berin, to his side.  His stomach sank at her massive, broad-shouldered frame, and his eyes locked onto the side of her bosom for a moment before quickly looking away.  She wore thick, tight gray pants of cotton, showing off the curves of her thighs and bottom, and her shirt, jet black and also of cotton, had oblong slits in the sides, showing off the skin of her hips and up to almost her arms, and hinting at the firm, rigid six-pack of muscles underneath.  A wave of lust and shame consumed him, and he pushed his instincts back as much as he could.
“U-um.  Hi Bez.  Gonna play some cards?”  He stammered. 
Nobody seemed to notice his stutter or his feelings, typical of his friends.  They weren’t exactly the sensitive type, except maybe Tarshil whom was practicing his crossbow across the room a bit, shooting at a circular batch of hay propped up by steel pipes.  The room was very similar to the one in which they first entered when they had attacked the place about two weeks ago, he thought.
Bezenarch shrugged, sitting down right next to him, her stony face hidden by her beautiful, black and curly hair.  It was wet, which meant she had just recently bathed, probably after some combat practice and heavy exercise.  That was her routine at about this hour, he knew. 
“Sure, why not?  I bet I can bleed some coin from that big lout over there.”  Bezenarch stated, pointing at Constalon. 
She was sitting so close to him, partly due to her bulkiness, that sometimes their thighs would touch, making Berin more nervous.
Constalon chuckled. 
He almost always won.  He was such a lucky man, unlike he himself, Berin thought.  Constalon’s eyes darted from Bezenarch to Berin, maybe wondering why she chose to sit so close to him, but he said nothing.
“After this round, you’ll get your chance, Bez.  But I ain’t gonna be easy on ya, like I am with Berin and Texey here.” 
Texey rolled her eyes, and kicked Constalon under the table.
“Ow!  Hey!”  Constalon chuckled.  They then started playing footsie.
The enchanter said.  “Hey, what about me?  You’re not going easy on me?”
Constalon shrugged.  “Why would I be, you’ve won almost as many games as I have.  But you didn’t win the big games, so your pile of coin isn’t so big.  You gotta go big or go home, ‘chanter.”  He stated. 
His eyes then darted to Bezenarch and Berin again for a moment, before he took a sip of ale from a wooden mug at the table.
The enchanter’s brow was furrowed upon his cards, wondering what move he’d make.  “Maybe your right, Cons-”
Suddenly, there was noise.  Lots of noise.  Screams, clashing of steel, and what sounded like a ceiling collapsing in the building.  Then the sound of fire, water, splashes, and explosions, and lots of yelling.  Constalon heard the Judge’s voice somewhere in the building, bellowing.
Everyone jumped to their feet.
“The Judge is here.”  Bezenarch stated simply, running for the door to grab her armor.
Constalon stood slowly.  “Bring him on, then.”
Berin was afraid.  “Const, now you saw how powerful he was.  He nearly killed you last time.”
“But not this time.”  He said proudly, and a bit stupidly.  “Grab your gear before he fights his way in.”
Bezenarch was already gone, so they all followed her, running down the hall, to get to their personal armory.  A few of the Judge’s men had already made it into the hallway, including a Hammerhead elite.  He had just got done putting a mage to the sword, and was engaging a few of Constalon’s mercenaries.  Bezenarch didn’t go around them, but went through them, pushing one into the wall and clotheslining another one.  Tarshil, already possessing his weapon, shot a crossbow bolt at the Hammerhead, but missed.
“I’ll take care of him.”  Constalon said.  “You guys grab my gear and bring it to me.”
The rest of the team ran passed, as the Hammerhead had dispatched the mercenaries with his hammer.  The golden-armored soldier charged Constalon, unarmed, swinging his hammer wildly.  Constalon jumped back, and sucked in his gut.  On one swing, it narrowly missed his stomach, yet scratched up his white tee shirt.  It had a crude drawing in black paint of what Constalon thought to be Judge Martel’s nether regions on it.  He drew it himself.
The warhammer missed again, this time slamming into the wall.  Temporarily open, Constalon leapt in, tackling the powerful warrior.  It was all over at that point.  No man was stronger than he, for he was a herculean.  Soon, the man had a broken arm, broken back, and a snapped neck.
The team ran back to him, fighting some more regular troops as they came.  Berin shot a man dead, whilst Tarshil missed, and Bezenarch blazed a trail through them as they poured into the hall, killing about seven of them with her charge.  Texey, also wielding a great axe, killed one, but was holding off three more.  Tarshil drew his gladius to help engage them, while Bezenarch charged down an intersection in the hall, screaming out a battle cry.
Berin looked down the hall, his almost innocent eyes checking her out a second, but mostly, he was in awe and fear of her courage and berserk fury.  Without hesitation, she was charging straight into a battle, consisting of mages that were being dispatched quite easily in close quarters combat, about seven of the Judge’s church soldiers, and a Hammerhead. 
“Berin!  My shit!”  Constalon blurted. 
He was at the end of the hall, looking up a flight of stairs.  A soldier attacked him, but he grabbed him by the face and threw him back up the stairs, landing into all of his buddies and stalling them for a few moments.
Berin tossed his blade to him which he caught in a single hand, and then caught his ringmail shirt and pants.  Some kneepads and a satchel landed on the floor next to him.  Out of the satchel, rolled out some illegal herbal narcotics, sex lotion, and something that appeared rubbery, like a sex toy.
“Uh-.” Constalon looked at Berin a moment, his face sweating and turning red.  He then started twirling his blade, throwing his ringmail armor at the soldiers on the staircase, and charging in with his blade, roaring. 
Berin frowned in contempt a moment, but then resumed his plan.  His hands were free now, and he took careful aim to help Bezenarch out.  All the soldiers were dead already, which Berin couldn’t even believe.  However, the Hammerheads always seemed to give her a problem, and did so even for Constalon sometimes as well.  The mages had fled, and it was just Bezenarch and the Hammerhead elite, parrying and counterattacking.  The Hammerhead, a woman, back-fisted her in the face, and her head slammed into the wall!  The Hammerhead quickly withdrew a dagger, and was about to stab her before she could react!
Berin prayed to the Elements quickly and quietly, releasing his crossbow bolt.  It was explosive, and this time it hit.  The bolt bore deep into the side of the woman warrior’s ribs, through her armor, then blasted a chunk of her innards out, spraying Bezenarch’s midsection with bloody viscera and pieces of golden armor.  Berin came running down to help, as Bezenarch had slid down the wall into a sitting position.  Berin grabbed the straps on her shoulders, holding her armor in place, and helped her back up.
“I’m fine, Berin.  Thanks.”  She said, giving him a strong pat on the shoulder.
“You’re bleeding pretty badly.”  He stated, concerned. 
Indeed, she had been hit in the same spot that the Judge had struck her before, though the old wound had healed, via the healers in the guild.
“Yeah.”  She said in a breathy tone.  “Think it might have chipped a tooth.”
“How is this?”  Berin asked in complaint.  “The news reports said that the Judge was out wiping out the Basiator League.  What’s left of it anyway.  He wouldn’t have time to stage an attack like this.”
Bezenarch shrugged, picking her ax off the floor with a metallic clang.  Wiping her lips with the back of her hand, she noticed the blood thereupon. 
“Who knows?  Maybe the Judge faked us out.”
Berin nodded.  They had been using the news stands a lot to stage their own attacks.  The Judge may have deduced this and started putting out false information about his activities.
“Come.”  Bezenarch said, thankful that Berin had just saved his life.  “Let’s go get Texey and Tarshil, then go help out Const.”
“Sound like a plan.”  Berin said, smiling.  He could tell she was most thankful.
Another dozen or so warriors attacked them on their way to help Tarshil and Texey, but this time there were two Hammerheads among them.  Berin fired his explosive shot, but missed the Hammerhead and hit a regular troop instead, slaying him.  Bezenarch twirled, wiping out three of them, before locking weapons with the Hammerheads.
“This isn’t good.”  Berin said loudly, quickly loading another crossbow bolt.  As Bezenarch was holding them off, she punched another soldier, breaking his nose, and he ran away. 
The remaining guards, about five of them, ran passed Bezenarch and the Hammerheads.  Bez tripped one of them up, then stomped on her throat, putting her out of the game.  She couldn’t help out further, though, since she had to dodge and parry the Hammerhead’s powerful swings.
“Times like this I wish I had a shield.”  Bezenarch whispered angrily, kicking one of them back.
The remaining four troops rushed Berin, wielding swords and shields, and wearing chain shirts.  Berin shot one of them dead, exploding his torso, before the other three engaged!  Berin knew he couldn’t slay three men by himself, but he’d be damned if he’d leave Bezenarch behind.  He whipped out his shortsword and bravely fought back!
All he could mostly do, was parry and try to get out of the way.  Same thing with Bezenarch.  The battle raged on for a good minute or so.  Bezenarch took a good blow to the shoulder, which glanced off, but would leave a bad bruise the next day, and it tore off her pauldron.  Berin was fearing for his life, but he had gotten good at dodging, and could do so without being pushed all the way out of the battle, though they were becoming distanced.
Suddenly, Mouse appeared behind one of the guards, literally hovering in the air behind him!  She slit his throat with her dirk, and he fell over, bleeding out hard.  Berin regained his shock more quickly than the other two guards, taking advantage of their lapse, and running one of them through!  The other guard panicked, fearful off the floating girl, and cold chills were running up his spine as he fled.
“What you can fly now?!”  Berin asked loudly, excited.
Mouse shrugged.  “Connie says I’m a mage.  He says one day, I’ll be as strong as him!”
“Yup.”  Berin remarked without much thought, and grabbed his crossbow.  Mouse vanished.
Aiming carefully at a Hammerhead, and moving in closer, he shot on of them in the back.  The explosion didn’t burst his armor out from inside this time, but what a mess his organs must have been on the inside.  The Hammerhead collapsed.  Before Berin had a chance to load another bolt, Bezenarch had finally tired out the older Hammerhead warrior, and he met his end at the hands of Bezenarch’s gruesome battle axe.
They kept running, and saw Tarshil and Texey, still holding off those three soldiers.  They would have dispatched them already, but a priest had joined them, healing them from a distance every time they got hurt, granting them more courage and vigor, and essentially making them untiring.  Soon, Texey and Tarshil would suffer the same fate that the older warrior that Bezenarch had dispatched, had faced.
Bezenarch leapt in, slaying all three of them with instant, killing blows.  The priest yipped in fear, running down the hall, but Tarshil quickly drew his crossbow and shot him.  The poor man, dressed in a white robe, went flying through the air forward, swiveling as he crashed to the floor, motionless.
“Nice shot, Tarsh.”  Berin congratulated.
“Thanks.”  He replied seriously.
“Where’s Connie?”  Texey asked, worried.  She loved him, and they had been together for quite some time now.
Bezenarch replied seriously.  “Just follow the bodies.  And the screams.”
Berin agreed.  “Sounds like our best bet.”
The group ran up the stairs, following a trail of bodies.  Dozens of them.  About one in five was a Hammerhead.  Constalon’s fighting ability was unbelievable.  No wonder the Judge had targeted the Mage’s Guild.  He wasn’t targeting the mages, he was targeting Constalon himself.
They kept running, and came upon none other, than the Judge himself!  Constalon and a party of vigilantes and mages were fighting his forces in a large room.  Within the room were piles of pipes, huge boxes full of iron, and mining carts of the same type.  It appeared as if the battle had been going on for a while.  Then Berin’s heart dropped.
“He’s getting his ass kicked.”  Berin stated.  Indeed, most of the bodies in the room belonged to their allies, and the Judge was battling Constalon in the center of the room.  Constalon had been hit several times, and he was stumbling, and couldn’t stand on his right leg properly.  The Judge, on the other hand, wasn’t even wounded.
“Boy!”  The Judge intoned, taunting him with his proud, wise voice.  “You are not even a man, let alone a herculean!”
“Fuck you!”  Constalon yelled, leaping in. 
The Judge knew that taunting him gave him a serious advantage, since he was making mistakes.  The Judge sidestepped the attacked, then tripped him up, heaving his hammer over his head. 
Just then, a crossbow bolt struck him in the waist!  His armor was stronger than the other guards, but the explosion still took a chunk of the armor on his hip off.  Growling, he shot a stare out of the room and down the hall, right at Berin.  Berin froze up a moment, held fast under the Judge’s steely gaze.  Constalon had already gotten back up.  It was unknown whether or not the Judge would have slain him if Berin hadn’t gotten that shot off, but the blow certainly did do a decent amount of damage to him, and to his pride.
“Fool.”  His voice reverberated down the hall, as he pointed his hammer at him. 
Tarshil shot a bolt as well, even as Constalon jumped at the Judge from behind, hoping to end him while he was distracted and taunting.  However, the Judge, as if psychic, sidestepped the overhand, leaping blow, and seized Constalon by the shoulder.  Holding him fast, he maneuvered him just slightly, but enough to use him as a human shield.  The bolt glanced off Constalon’s shoulder and exploded!
“No!”  Berin yelled, hastening to reload another bolt. 
Bezenarch and Texey were already charging in, yelling.
Tarshil was heartbroken.  “I…”, He stammered, but then he regained his composure, and began loading another bolt as well.
Constalon roared in pain.  The explosion had seared the skin off his shoulder, and took a great deal of meat off of his bicep!  More than that, he was now on fire!  His shirt burned beneath his ring mail, and the Judge, not having time to slay him, pushed him face-first to the ground.  The impact of his face to the floor, broke his nose, to boot!
The Judge boldly paced toward Bezenarch and Texey, holding his warhammer low, but slowly bringing it up for a skillful assault.  They both rushed in, swinging their battle axes, but the Judge Martel brought his hammer up quickly, knocking away both of their attacks, and then countered with his wide arcing, one handed sweep.  It wasn’t that the move was particularly skillful, it was just that the Judge, being a herculean, was so strong, that his heavy weapon had a huge amount of momentum.
Bezenarch leapt back, but Texey wasn’t quite fast enough, and was hit first.  Screaming in pain, the enchanted hammer, enchanted with a knockback power, sent her careening into the corner of the room, taking out a support beam in the process.  Texey lay there in the rubble, unconscious or dead.
Bezenarch, hopping quickly back to her feet, felt terrible.  If the blow hadn’t hit Texey first, the swing wouldn’t have slowed down, and she probably would have been hit.  Shaking it off, and knowing that now wasn’t the time, she gritted her teeth and entered a battle stance.  She was just about to lock eyes with Martel, when two Hammerheads, having dispatched their quarry, tried to flank her.  Bezenarch was forced to engaged them first, but against two of them, could mostly only tank them and stall.  She was careful to position herself further in the opposite corner than Texey, in order to shield herself in case Martel or some other foe tried to stab her in the back.
Martel grinned, his smile showing in his chin, partially covered by his golden-colored, Hammerhead steel.  His gray eyes beamed at her, old, and sure of his victory.  He had other problems to attend to, however, as Tarshil and Berin had just lined up two more shots!
They both fired their quarrels, but the Judge reacted so fast!  He ducked one bolt, and it exploded into the wall behind him, setting the rafters ablaze.  The second bolt would have hit him, but he rolled slowly out of the way, and it blew up a chunk of the flooring.  Standing and lurching forward, the enormous old man charged slowly at first, but picked up speed very quickly.  He started roaring, striking fear into their hearts.
“Berin?” Tarshil asked, his deep, soft black eyes aiming at him, while he kept his face pointed at the charging madman.
“We can’t let ‘im back in that room.”  Berin said, scared almost to the point of panic.  “Run back and take your shot.”
“Berin?”  Tarshil asked again.
“Go!”  Berin shouted, slapping him on the hip.  Tarshil nodded, running as fast as he could to gain some distance.
It was far too late to prepare a shot now, but hopefully he could hold the great warrior off with his shortsword.  Martel charged in, roaring and swinging his hammer with two hands!  Berin, forcing himself not to panic in order to save his friends, performed a roll, placing himself opposite the Judge and Tarshil.  Hopefully that would give Tarshil a clearer shot.  The hammer slammed into the wall, blasting a chunk of debris out of it.
“Little warrior.”  The Judge belittled, chuckling slowly.  “You think to challenge one such as I?”  He parried a blow from Berin’s sword.  “I am… justice!”
He brought his hammer over his head to perform an overhead swing.  Some of the blow caught the ceiling, however, slowing it down.  A crossbow bolt hit him in the back, blowing a chunk out of his armor and causing him to lurch forward.  It was a terribly clumsy swing, and Berin managed to get out of the way fairly easily.
Berin thrust his sword at him to counterattack.  The sword entered a rivet, between his arm and shoulder, sinking deep into the soft, fleshy tissue.
The Judge let out a bellowing “Ooh.”, a howl that made Berin step back in fear.  He glanced over the Judge’s shoulder momentarily, seeing Tarshil loading another bolt.  He then wailed, brandishing his hammer in a series of smaller, quicker blows, closer to his body as he tightened his stance, as he moved in on Berin.  The Judge knew that his armor, along with his staying power, was weakening, and he had to take Berin out fast before Tarshil gunned him down from afar.
Berin dodged, and dodged again, his eyes wide in fear, trying to fight the urge to run. 
“Welp.”  The Judge intoned, his voice reverberating throughout the room.  “You think to take me at long range?  Coward!”
Berin dodged, knowing full well that he could not parry a blow from a warhammer with his small weapon, and especially not against his supernatural strength.  He had arm wrestled with Constalon before, another herculean, and knew that strength would not win the day.  Berin dodged again.  The Judge, realizing that he was too fast for his hammer in this instance, kicked Berin in the chest!
Tarshil had another bolt ready, and fired.  Sadly, the bolt missed, exploding into the rafters above the door to the room where their friends battled.  A few pieces of debris fell, covering only about a quarter of the doorway.  The Judge looked back at him quickly, and pointed.
“And you’re next, Hyestrian.”  The Judge intoned proudly.  He then picked his great hammer up for another blow.
Berin lay there, his sword had clattered across the hall.  He lay next to a body of one of the vigilantes.  A severe pain filled his torso, and it was hard to breathe.  His powerful kick had slung him back several paces, and into a wall, and he was heavily stunned.  He tried to move, looking up in horrific fear as the warhammer came down on him.  He couldn’t die like this!
Bezenarch had just rounded the corner.  Constalon was back to his feet again, and though only useful with one arm, had helped her dispatch the two Hammerheads she was fighting, and he was now fighting against the others in the room, and pushing the tide without the Judge in the same room with him.  Bezenarch looked down the hallway, and her hair was slick with sweat, as was her face, and her eyes widened.
The hammer came down upon Berin.  There was nothing he could do.  The impact, slammed into his chest, albeit blowing his body apart!  There was no scream, as his appendages and pieces of him slid fast across the floor in all directions, leaving a heterogeneous display of blood, sickeningly staining the stone floor.
Tarshil’s mouth dropped.  Then he raised his weapon and fired another bolt.  The Judge ducked, and the bolt hit a support beam right next to him, at the corner of the converging hallway.  The support beam knocked out, the ceiling above collapsed on him.  Bezenarch had already stepped out of the rubble near the door, with Constalon in tow.
“Wha-?”  Constalon wondered innocently, then saw what had happened.  “Beer-run.”  He breathed, before the anger took him, and he began to charge, or rather limp, into the battle.
The Judge quickly broke out of the rubble.  It wasn’t much, even for a regular human to break free out of, but it had done some damage.  He didn’t feel well.  He had been shot a few times, and his armor was in terrible condition.  The rafter above had knocked him in the head, and he felt dizzy, and even like he might vomit.  He assessed his situation.  Most of his troops in the room behind him were likely dead, what with Bezenarch and the mighty Constalon alone in the room with them.  Tarshil was a decent shot, and was wearing him down.  Even though Constalon was badly wounded, he’d be able to best him with the help of his friends, especially the foxy amazon with the black hair.  No, with no backup and in the condition he was in, he’d have to take his gains and call it a day.  He had slain many mages, and many of Constalon’s forces.  It would have to be enough.
Roaring, the Judge bolted down the hall, even as the party chased after him.  There was a glass window down the way, well-lit by torches.  A blizzard was picking up outside, and through the black glass, the snow raged in the abyssal winds.  Tarshil fired a shot, but it was too late.  The Judge, roaring, jumped up and slammed through the window, leaving behind nothing but broken glass.  The bolt exploded nearby that broken aperture, disturbing a torch set in the wall nearby, and blowing a fair chunk of the wall out.
Constalon was in tears. 
“B-Berin.”  He breathed, running back down the hall to Berin’s ruined body, as if he could do something to help.  He stopped and looked at the body in confusion.  “C-can’t be.”
Bezenarch was worried.  “Const… Connie.”  She tried to console. 
Before she could place a hand on his shoulder, Constalon limped back into the room where the brunt of the fighting had taken place.
Broken, he stood in the room, his arm mangled and his torso mostly burned, his nose broken and a shooting pain coming from a possibly sprained ankle.  “Texey?”
There were no more enemies in the room, Constalon and Bezenarch had helped clear it.  There were some mercenaries examining Texey, and they had rolled her over on her back to check her heartbeat.  One of them was placing his ear on her chest.
“Damn, she’s hot.”  One of them commented.
“That’s Constalon’s girlfriend.  Shut yer mouth.”  Another replied.
Entering through the crowd, a mage approached, slapping them away in a girlish fashion.  He touched her wrist.  He was a healer, pretty heavily wounded himself.  Though a man, his body language suggested that he was definitely very effeminate.
“Texey?”  Constalon breathed again, bleeding out and feeling as if he would fall over.
The healer looked back at him.  “She’s fine.”
The more perverse mercenary asked.  “Well we already know that, but is she alive or not?”
“Would you shut up!”  The other mercenary responded.
The healer assured Constalon again. 
“She’ll die soon without healing.  Luckily I’m a healer, and you’re right smack dab in the middle of healer central!  We’ll have her back on her feet in no time!”  He said aloofly, checking Constalon out quickly before getting back to work healing her with some magic and herbs.
Constalon sighed heavily.  At least Texey was still alive.  Bezenarch laid a comforting hand on Constalon’s shoulder.
“I can’t believe.  Beer Run.  My Beer Run is finally gone.”
Bezenarch said nothing.  She didn’t know how to.  Constalon wept.
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Fire glared off of his book, as black gloved hands thumbed through it.  A solid knocking came at the door, in his lavish room of green carpets and bookcases, here at the castle of Fort Oswald.
“Yes?”  Sir Osric said sharply, feeling a bit annoyed at being disturbed.  The steely, winged-helmed figure of Sir Oltavien gave approach.
“Sir.”  Ceresi’s in through the gate.
Sir Osric chuckled slightly, and his eyes gazed into the fireplace.  At least there was one person that never let him down.  “I’m sure she’ll find her way here.”
“Yeah.”  Sir Oltavien agreed, stepping into the room.  “Whacha readin’?”
“A book on the history of the Highwallan School of Water Magic.  Good read, very informative.”
Oltavien was still.  “Good Lady Alaine in that book?”
“Yeah.”
Oltavien pondered.  “You read the end first, didn’t you?”
“Yeah.”  Sir Osric replied again. 
He missed her, but she was gone.  Ran off with the elf on some crazy mission to save the world.  If only she had listened.  That was her problem, she wanted to do things her way.  He was fairly certain that the Abomination of Eyes, or possibly even Cucatlitrix Ra’s magic, had some hand in this.  Technically she was an enemy of the state now, for disobeying Sir Osric’s command that they were declaring war on Easthampton.  It was a soft declaration, more or less implying that if they messed with his imperative, it could definitely lead to a full-on declaration of war, which King Acturan would  likely back, since he had entrusted Sir Osric with the big decisions, not Lady Alaine.
Four thousand strong, in the city.  They had all left.  Sir Osric and Oltavien had effectively taken the entire castle, killing almost two hundred men.  Sure, there was no way that they could take on four thousand, but Prince Neve’s bluff had been called.  He’d never risk war with Highwall, even if his homeland was in turmoil under the Eye Dragon attack.  Esuliana, fearing punishment, and likely out of love for Prince Neve, had fled with him.  The bluff had been called, and the loyalties had laid, where they had laid.
“There’s more Sir.”
“Oh?”  Sir Osric took off his spectacles.  It was rare that Oltavien’s voice changed tone, but this time it sounded very pertinent.
“There’s a certain… eagle… on Ceresi’s shoulder.”
Sir Osric stood, snapping his book closed with one hand, and happily clenching his fists before him in triumph.  “Yes!”
Oltavien’s helmet tilted to the side.  It almost seemed that his liege was about to break out in dance.
“He don’t leave Ceresi’s side.  Don’t even fly up to us in the window.  To protect her so.”  Sir Osric pointed at Oltavien matter-of-factly.  “That’s loyalty.”
“Aye Sir.”  Oltavien turned to go.
“And Sir Oltavien.”  Osric added, sitting back down in his chair at the table, considering the glass of wine before him.
“Yeah?”
“Thanks for all yer help.  Ye’ve been a pleasure to work with.  Damn loyal too.”
“Yes Sir.”  Oltavien closed the door quietly behind him.  Osric had been all about talking upon the subject of loyalty over the week, almost senilely so.  Sir Oltavien realized that was probably normal, however, and looked up to his liege.  With everything that had happened over the course of the last few weeks, it came as no surprise.
Sir Osric looked out the window down below, feeling almost giddy.  It was late in the dusk, but the snow still seemed to glow.  Gentle snowflakes fell upon the city, even as he spied a company approaching the castle.  At the forefront, the dark figure of a thin woman, with an eagle perched upon her shoulder, standing proud.  Next to her, a man in big, flowing robes.  Gentleman Pratt.  Behind them, an entourage of folks, probably Baron Pratt’s usual entourage of chambermaids and prostitutes.  Two heavily armored men, both sporting winged helmets, were walking toward them to greet them in streets, no doubt to inform them of what had happened.  Froen and Oltavien.  One of the men, obviously Froen, since Oltavien had not the emotional capacity, hugged Ceresi down below, silhouetted against the snow that lay upon the quiet grounds, surrounded by houses and stone brick buildings.
There was hope after all, Sir Osric thought, yet he scowled as he watched Baron Pratt wave his arms, no doubt sarcastically broadcasting all the newest gossip, whilst making it look like he had nothing to do with it.  Still, he was a Southampton, and Sir Osric had declared war on Easthampton, pending their removal from his affairs.  Even though Pratt was meddlesome, he did mean well, plus he didn’t have the guts, nor the disrespect, to declare war with Easthampton against he, and Highwall itself.  Sir Osric smiled under his mustache at that thought, sipping his wine, careful not to spill it on his purple tunic.
As the entourage entered the main chambers to the castle, Sir Osric greeted them.
“Ceresi.  Glad you could attend.”  Sir Osric welcomed her in his stern way.  He was always stern with her, because that’s what she always liked best.  Ceresi, at last, smiled back at him underneath her hood.  She also carried a bulbous, fully packed satchel with her, likely full of goblin ears.
“Goblins?”  Sir Osric asked.
Ceresi’s smile broadened, as she shook her head.  “No.  Red Caps.  I opened a bounty on them.”
Oltavien asked curiously.  “When did this happen?”
Gentleman Pratt spread his arms, making it appear that his royal robes were like thick, heavy wings.  “About five minutes ago.  You’ve got a sharp negotiator there, Sir Osric.”
Sir Osric nodded, a thin smile upon his lips.  “Plus, it’ll encourage people here to do some adventuring.  And most of the goblins’ve been scared away by the Caps, so you won’t be payin’ double.”
“Hey!”  Pratt smiled, looking about the room.  “It isn’t about money!  Well, maybe it is, and…”  He paused.  “Sorry for throwing you under the bus with Cuca and friends.  Prince Neve is a spoiled rotten punk anyways.”
Ceresi replied.  “You were just worried he’d take over your city.  Don’t play coy with us.”
Her stare at him was deadly.  Pratt backed off, apologetic.  “Okay, okay, don’t get your panties in a bundle.”
Sir Osric stated.  “Don’t matter now.  It’s in the past.  In the end, you made the right choice.”
Gentleman Pratt didn’t necessarily agree with that either, thinking that Sel’s amulet might have been the key to stopping the Eye, if they had just stopped being so stubborn and let Cucatlitrix help.  “Yeah well, eagle-guy’s here now, so let’s see what he can do.”
Sel chirped lightly.  Ceresi pat him, and he curled his head about her fingers.  They were speaking to each other telepathically, and Ceresi suddenly burst out laughing.
Pratt asked, smiling.  “What?  What did he say?”
Ceresi replied.  “You don’t want to know.  He had another… something something -guy comment.  Trust me, it was such trash that you’d probably never recover your ego.”
Pratt scowled, yet playfully as always.  “You know, salt statues of eagles would probably be worth a fortune.  Maybe we should bring that Shamaness over.”
Sir Osric’s brow furrowed.  “Whaddya mean by that?”
Ceresi, still smiling, was enthralled that she had her eagle friend back, petting him and speaking with him in the mind’s tongue.  She loved him, and he loved her, and in this type of communication, there was no hiding that fact.  They had both forayed with other men and women, but they had missed one another, despite their flaws.
Ceresi looked back at Sir Osric.  “Sel will inform you.  It’s quite the story.  In any case, we have powerful, if questionable, allies.  He refuses to transform back into human form to speak, and he only wants to speak to you mentally in private.”
Sir Osric looked at Sel, his beautiful form of the bald eagle, looking at him with an almost affixed, grumpy face.  He chirped a bit, simply looking at Sir Osric, and probably reading his thoughts.
“That bad, huh?”  Sir Osric asked, raising his brow. 
Sel merely piped pleasantly, and his wings ruffled, obviously happy to see his liege again.
Pratt looked at Sel skeptically, and a concern came to him, that he couldn’t hide mentally.  Lady Nytewethen was partial to him, this eagle-guy.  Now that he was back in town, he was afraid that Sel might get Lady Nytewethen to possibly declare war on Northampton.  While he didn’t necessarily care one way or the other, what alliances were made here, his city was the strongest, and closest, to Northampton.  That meant that he’d have to see to much of the war effort, and also it would place his people at risk.  Mostly, however, he was just lazy, and didn’t want to deal with it.  Plus, he had heroic status here, as he had gotten good at fighting Red Caps, and fighting brigands.  However, he didn’t like the influence that Sel had with the Queen of Southampton, his Queen, and was afraid it would just put him in a situation of political coercion again.  Hopefully, the pomp young druid wouldn’t try to take over his town, too.
A voice entered his mind, quietly.  He couldn’t tell what gender, but it was a light whisper.  “I heard that.”
He looked over at Sel, whom was standing on Ceresi’s shoulder, just staring at him.  He let out a small chirp.
“Why… you… donch you…”  He spouted angrily, pointing his finger at him.  Ceresi chuckled, as obviously Sel had just informed her about everything Pratt had been thinking.
Ceresi slapped Pratt on the ass.  “You’re our bitch, now.”
Sir Osric held out his hands, smirking out of the corner of his mouth.  He knew that Sel didn’t want to telepathically speak to him in public, since he was shy, and it was that very same reason that Sel also didn’t want to be in human form.  He was likely more comfortable as an eagle now, than as a man, since Sel’s life as a human had not been, by any means, pleasant.  Sel chirped as soon as he thought this, moving his talons gently on Ceresi’s leathered shoulders, as if massaging them.
“Yes.”  Ceresi said sympathetically, kissing the bird.  “He wants me to come as well.  I… shall speak for him.”
Sir Osric nodded.  “That’s fine.  Fill me in on the going’s on, and whom our new… allies might be.  Right this way.”
“Wait!”  Pratt said as the three walked off.  “What about us?”
Sir Osric said tiredly, waving a careless hand.  “Just… do whatever it is that you do.” 
They walked off to Sir Osric’s private quarters to have a long and very informative chat.  Before she left, Ceresi tossed her bag of Red Cap ears over to Pratt, whom started to catch it out of reflex, but then dodged backward, letting the grotesque pouch squish against the stone flooring.
Pratt looked at Oltavien, whom was just staring at him.
“You’re worse than Sel.”  Pratt commented.  Oltavien merely shrugged.
“Party time!”  Gentleman Pratt shouted, raising his hands.
Oltavien merely nodded, as the festivities began.
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Constalon sat atop the rooftops of the old steel warehouse, now the Mage’s Guild, sitting on a simple wooden chair and drinking from a large, tinny can of beer.  He sat alone, looking out over the city, deep in his own thoughts, and sadness.  It was night, with little wind, a bright, star-filled sky with a bright, quarterly moon above.  He heard the trapdoor to the roof open, and up came the bulky, heroic form of Bezenarch.  Her boots hit heavily upon the rooftop as she approached, nodding in approval, since this flat section of roof was well-kept, and had been being shoveled off, even by the usually labor-sensitive mages and healers of the guild.  They were all pitching in to the effort to save and protect Blinterburg City.
She stopped nearby, sipping on a large, wooden mug of a heavy, herbal mead.  “Nice night up here.”
Constalon looked down.  “I… still can believe he’s gone…”
Bezenarch nodded, feeling the warm alcohol run down her esophagus, and then into her belly.  It was a soothing, though dangerous drink in heavy amounts.  She, however, only drank in moderation, unlike her leader, whom was still struggling with his friend Berin’s death.  It had been a week since the battle, and Bezenarch had lost most of her family during the Eyeless attack, yet Constalon had only really lost one close friend during their quest.  Yet, Constalon seemed to always get soft and dramatic whenever she was around.  Part of her wanted to tell him to grow up, since her own pain was probably greater than his.  Yet, she bit her tongue.  Constalon, though a great warrior, was not very mature, and hadn’t really had many of these terrible fates befall him in life.  To her, her heart was hardened, whilst despite his heroic nature, her great leader was still just a boy.
Down below in the street, on either side, were tall lampposts, sporting glass walls on each side, alight with a whitish glow of fire, as the glass was stained.  Her brow furrowed, as she watched a woman, likely a mage by her fragile form and elegant gate, wearing blue-dyed robs of fur, approach from down the street.  Her hood was up, and she didn’t recognize her as a member of the guild.  However, she was accompanied by several mercenaries, some which she did recognize.  Members of the Snow Paw mercenary company, which had just recently, and quite suddenly, signed on with the mage’s guild over the last week.  They spoke with some of the vigilantes guarding the door for a moment, and then they let her in with the small company.
Constalon, deep in his cups, and half-drunk, though it was still at least four hours before midnight, didn’t seem to notice, nor care.  They had been out in the field since then, and had saved a few dozen more mages, as well as attacked and destroyed a new and budding thieves guild in town.  Though battling these miscreants and bigoted soldiers helped take off the edge, the loss of Berin, his best friend, had scarred him dearly.
Perhaps it was for the best, Bezenarch though.  Though Berin was a good man, and very courageous to join them, even as a volunteer, Constalon had a lot of growing up to do.  This loss, while terrible, may yet give him some life experience, and make his decisions more wise, as well as his combat tactics.  The loss of Berin, though she herself was just starting to feel an attraction to him as he had improved much in battle, may have been an omen from the Gods.  Time would tell.
“Berin had a good heart.”  She stated.  “I’d be dead now if not for him.  Back in the battle here at the Mage’s Guild.”
Constalon nodded, his eyes glassy, as he set a mug underneath a large, wooden barrel of beer in front of him.  He pressed the spigot, and filled his large, oaken mug full of the frothy, yellow liquid.
“And you saved me back there.  So if Berin didn’t save you, I’d be dead too.  I just, ah I dunno.”  Constalon lost confidence, his shoulders dropping, and he let out a sigh as he spoke. 
He took a long haul off his mug.  “Maybe we shouldn’t be out here.”
Bezenarch frowned.  “Just because you lost a friend, doesn’t make it the wrong decision.  I’ve lost my fair share of friends and family, during this madness as well.  And I still stand strong, and make the right decision!”
It was as if Constalon didn’t hear her, or couldn’t seem to empathize.  “Berin and I knew each other for a long time.  He was… he was my best friend.  His parents work for mine, back at the noble-house.  All the good times we had together.  You wouldn’t understand.”
Bezenarch’s eyes rolled in the back of her head.  Maybe she was wrong, and Constalon wasn’t going to learn anything.  Still, she was still loyal to him, as he proved himself in battle time and time again.  If he hadn’t been here at the battle last week, the whole of the Mage’s Guild surely would have fallen, which had become the last bastion of hope for the people of Blinterburg, and possibly all of Northampton. 
The guards, Hammerheads, and the Northampton Church were all on the Judge’s side, and the Judge was allied with the Gracian church presence in the area as well.  That alliance was becoming thinner and thinner as the Judge had begun massacring mages, against the will of Archbishop Malgorzata, whom was truly Cucatlitrix Ra himself, though in disguise.  The Archbishop was Gracian, though was always highly involved in the Northampton Church as well, as Gracia had influenced Northampton into the creation of the church in eons past.  If Malgorzata had actually lived, he probably would have happily accepted Martel’s decision to launch an inquisition.  However, the impostor, Cucatlitrix Ra, wanted to keep as many people in the city alive as he could, especially mages, in order to host a powerful, world-conquering superpower.  He merely wanted Gracia involved, so that he could begin manipulating them too.  His excuse in his softer policy was that Northampton had been integrating too fast for the lawmakers and diplomats to keep up with, and also proselytized a slower, more humanitarian approach through exiling and repentance, rather than through fire and brimstone.
“Hey!”  A shout came from behind them.  It was Tarshil.
Constalon had been babbling on about the loss of his friend, and although Bezenarch did feel true sympathy, and felt the loss herself, she had grown agitated by it, as it had become more self-pity than actual grief.  Adrift in her own thoughts on Cucatlitrix, the Judge, and the current political situation, she hadn’t really been listening to Constalon’s lamentations.  Both of them were bumped out of their monologues, both internal and voiced, and looked over their shoulders.
“You guys left the hatch open.”  Tarshil critiqued, grunting as he climbed the ladder to put his feet onto the floor of the roof.
Bezenarch didn’t reply.  She probably should have remembered to close the hatch, since it was no doubt causing a draft, and also causing the Mage’s Guild to lose a lot of heat.  She looked at her mostly-drank mug of mead and grimaced.  
He pointed his thumb behind him.  “You guys might want to get down here, we got unexpected company.”
Constalon and Bezenarch looked at each other.  Then it suddenly donned on her, or at least she suspected, whom that figure in the blue, fur cloak really was.  It wasn’t just a hedge wizard in town with a bit of water magic, nor an alchemist with some dyes.  Bezenarch was quiet on this, as she could have been wrong, yet as they walked back to go see their new guest, Bezenarch suspected that the situation in Blinterburg was likely to change.  There was no way she had walked here all by herself, and if Sir Osric or the Knights of the Circle were back in town with her, it would have been all over the newsstands.  No, she had teleported here, which could only mean one thing, and one thing alone.
For better or worse, she couldn’t fathom, but she knew things were about to change very, very soon.
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