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Dramatis Personae 
 
      
 
    Elves of Armena 
 
      
 
    KING TITHAS – King of Armena for one hundred twenty years, killed during a surprise attack by Talon Guild forces, symbol of Armena is:  the black silhouette of an evergreen tree in front of the rising sun 
 
    -  COREENA TITHAS – his wife, Queen Mother of Armena 
 
    -  SHANE – the Queen’s closest advisor and the King’s foreign advisor 
 
    -  DEVIN TITHAS – First Heir of Armena, fifty years old, rightful king after his father was killed, kidnapped by the Talon Guild 
 
    -  JALID TITHAS – second in line for the throne of Armena, thirty-eight years old, crowned King of Armena after his father was killed and his brother kidnapped 
 
    LACRUE TALISMAN – personal bodyguard of King Tithas, the King’s closest advisor, General of the Army, worshiper of Invictus, killed defending the King from the Talon Guild 
 
    -  EVISAR TALISMAN – his older son, forty-five years old, favors the sword and shield, originally slated to take his father’s place once he reaches adulthood, worshiper of Invictus 
 
    -  JEFON TALISMAN – his younger son, forty-one years old, favors the bow and arrow, worshiper of Martel 
 
    HOLIDOR – senior member of the Royal Guard, elevated to personal bodyguard of King Jalid and General of the Army after Lacrue’s death 
 
    FALON – member of the Royal Guard, captured by Talon Guild when King Tithas was killed 
 
    ADEL – the Royal Wizard of Armena, advisor to the King 
 
      
 
    Philosophers of Armena 
 
      
 
    NERO – an elf, one hundred twenty-one years old, recruited by the Philosophers one year ago, specializes in assignments involving the Krone, worshiper of Venal 
 
    COUNCIL OF WIZARDS – the true power behind the Philosophers, a group of wizards who guide Armena, are rarely seen, prefer anonymity and dispense orders by messenger; motto:  No matter the cost, complete the mission 
 
    INVIS – Lead Philosopher and head of the Council of Wizards 
 
      
 
    Talon Thieves Guild 
 
      
 
    GUILDMASTER – a human male, over four hundred years old, leader and founder of the Talon Thieves Guild, resides in Guild headquarters in the Kentarian city of Locus 
 
    NERO – an elf, one hundred twenty-one years old, joined the Talon Guild more than forty years ago, serves as a double agent with the Philosophers while his true allegiance lies with the Guild 
 
    INNER CIRCLE – also known as the Thirteen, the true power behind the Talon Thieves Guild, consists of the Guildmaster and the twelve most worthy members of the Guild, always consists of thirteen members (no more, no less), symbol of the Guild is:  a dragon with its wings spread wide and its mouth held open in mid-roar 
 
    -  GASTON – a thirty-seven year old human thief, the Guildmaster’s most trusted aide 
 
    -  GRAM – a human wizard, appears to be forty-two years old 
 
    -  KETH – a thirty-one year old half-orc, commands the Talon Guild warrior caste 
 
    -  DANIEL – a human vampire, age unknown, resides in Locus 
 
    -  SIVAN – a fifty-three year old male halfling, operates the legitimate businesses of the Guild 
 
    -  RAFA – a forty-five year old human wizard 
 
    -  LIDEA – a twenty-five year old human female, master of interrogation and coercion 
 
    -  ARCHON – a seventy-eight year old dwarf male 
 
    -  TOMEL – a thirty year old human male 
 
    -  LINDA – a twenty-nine year old human female 
 
    -  SIRUS – a thirty-two year old human male 
 
    -  CYRONE – a thirty-eight year old human male, paladin of Seker, KILLED during the attack on the King of Armena 
 
    RAMON – a thirty-one year old human male, priest of Seker 
 
      
 
    Humans of Kentar 
 
      
 
    KING RENOLD BENJIN III – King of Kentar for the last forty-two years, senior member of the Benjin family which has ruled Kentar peacefully for the last six hundred years 
 
    SHEVAL – a thirty-five year old human, captain of the Kentar frontier town known as Endwood, killed by the Philosophers 
 
    JON CAMPBELL – a twenty-seven year old human, lieutenant in the Army of Kentar, stationed at Endwood, battlefield promotion to captain after Sheval was killed 
 
    DARRON – corporal at Endwood 
 
    MARC – captain of the garrison in the Kentarian city of Locus 
 
    VANDERHOFF – a fifty-seven year old human wizard, current High Wizard of Kentar and leader of the Sorcerers, trapped in a large diamond by the Talon Thieves Guild, symbol of the Sorcerers:  palm up wizard hand with flames emerging 
 
    FORTIAC – High Priest of the Basilica to Fortuna in Locus 
 
      
 
    Krone of the Underworld 
 
      
 
    ARUN – female Krone priestess, worships Evona, First Daughter of the Matron Mother of the Underworld city of Evox 
 
    SERIL – a male Krone general 
 
      
 
    Others Characters 
 
      
 
    XANDER – a half-elf thief, sixty-three years old, worshiper of Fortuna, briefly employed by the Talon Thieves Guild 
 
    VALIHORN – a half-elf wizard apprentice, thirty-two years old, lives in the wizard tower of Wessex 
 
    -  AUSTEN – his master wizard, fifty-five year old human, guardian of the portal to the Plane of Chaos 
 
    ELLEN – a twenty-four year old human, lives with her daughter in Wessex 
 
    LORD SHETLEY – a seventy-nine year old human, Lord of the Land, lord of the new Shetley Keep and the town of Wessex 
 
    -  WILLIAM – his son, thirty-seven years old, heir to Shetley Keep and Wessex 
 
    -  TRISTAN – twenty-eight year old human male, captain of Lord Shetley’s guards 
 
    MALACHITE – enormous green dragon who was ancient when the first elves came to Tellus 
 
      
 
    Gods Worshiped by the Mortals of Tellus 
 
      
 
    NU – the Overlord, creator of Tellus and the gods, so powerful he does not require worship 
 
    INVICTUS – head of the elven pantheon, creator of the elves 
 
    EVONA – head of the Krone pantheon, evicted from the elven pantheon several millennia ago 
 
    MARTEL – member of the elven pantheon, patron god of scapegoats and outcasts, looks after the wrongfully imprisoned and brings down those who abuse their power, despises the Krone, sponsored Venal’s ascension to demi-god status, known as the Faithful Falcon because he travels alone; his symbol is:  a falcon in flight; his words are:  Loneliness and despair abound; trust in the flight of the falcon and be saved 
 
    VENAL – member of the elven pantheon, a demi-god, the only elven god to have once been mortal, fought the Krone throughout his mortal life after they murdered his family and destroyed his village, hates the Krone with all of his being, will not rest or smile until all the Krone have been wiped out; his words are:  Death to the Krone; only then may the joy of life begin anew 
 
    SENTINEL – human god of justice and neutrality 
 
    SEKER – a human, God of the Dead, keeper of purgatory, all mortals must pass through his halls before they can be claimed by their god, his symbol is:  a jawless skull on a red sunburst 
 
    TIA – human goddess of righteousness and truth 
 
   
  
 

 FORTUNA – human goddess of luck and good fortune, worshipers are taught to flip a coin when at a crossroads so that their goddess may decide their fate, her words are:  Losers whine about the odds; let Lady Luck control your destiny and good fortune will abound


 
   
  
 



Prologue: 
 
      
 
    Excerpts taken from the Testimony of History 
 
    Contributed to by each Lead Philosopher during his time 
 
      
 
    In the beginning dragons ruled Tellus through fear and fire.  They broke the continent into kingdoms and warred with each other, for no one but a dragon could oppose the will of a dragon.  Their reign was long and brutal.  Their slaves built wonders the like of which had not been seen before and have not been seen since.  Over time it became obvious… 
 
    Eventually, the age of the dragon gave way to the age of the elf.  Elves came to the shores of Tellus and established many kingdoms in the forests of the land.  The greatest of these kingdoms is the Elf Empire that spans Glenmyr Forest.  Like the dragons, our ancestors also built magnificent temples to the gods, created beautiful cities, and studied the mysteries of the cosmos.  All was harmony on land and in the heavens until Evona challenged Invictus for control of the elves.  Evona lost the war for control and was thrown into the Underworld, along with all of her followers.  In the abyss beneath Tellus, the elves who followed Evona were cursed. Their hair turned white and their skin grew dark, along with their souls.  These dark elves became known as the Krone.  The Krone have always hated their surface cousins and constantly dig tunnels to the surface in a futile attempt to wipe us out in order to please Evona.  The Krone have many unique abilities that include … 
 
    The age of the elf went on for some thousands of years before man came to the shores of Tellus.  Man was neither good nor evil.  He was simply self-absorbed and multiplied at a rate we did not understand.  One by one, the smaller elf kingdoms of Tellus were forced out of existence.  The elves in Glenmyr Forest saw the disappearance of our brethren and decided on two courses of action.  First, we reached out to the kingdoms that surrounded Glenmyr Forest and signed a peace treaty saying that we would not attack the humans so long as the humans stayed out of Glenmyr Forest and never cut down a living tree.  Second, I and a number of other wizards formed the Philosophers as a secret organization that would learn about our enemies and accomplish in the shadows what the Elf Empire could not bring itself to do in the open.  I have high hopes that these measures will … 
 
      
 
    Written by Invoma, Co-founder and first Lead Philosopher 
 
      
 
    There can be no doubt that the Treaty of Glenmyr and the Philosopher organization have served us well for over a thousand years.  During this time the Elf Empire has watched slowly and helplessly as the last of the other elf kingdoms in Tellus have been eliminated or overrun.  But now, finally, the incursions of man and other, fouler creatures into Glenmyr Forest have become a constant disruption that can no longer be tolerated.  The King and other high lords of the Empire recently held a great council where, after much debate, they decided to begin a retreat.  I support the decision and hope that future generations … 
 
      
 
    Written by Invain, Lead Philosopher during the Retreat 
 
      
 
    In the space of a moon’s turn, most of the elves in Glenmyr Forest left for more peaceful lands where they could live in peace as the gods intended.  Those elves that could not bear to leave their homes stayed behind and formed the last elven Kingdom of Armena deep inside Glenmyr Forest.  The King’s own brother stayed behind with his wife and children to found Armena, beginning a line of kings that has remained unbroken to this day.   We flourished for more than three hundred years in undisturbed solitude.  The elves who stayed behind looked after the forest as best they could, but my brothers were too few and the trees were too many. 
 
    The sudden disappearance of the elves left a large void, and it did not take long for man and the other creatures of Tellus to realize that Glenmyr Forest appeared empty.  They moved into the forest and chopped down the trees – cautiously at first and then more boldly as time progressed and the existence of elves passed from rumor into legend.  Out of necessity, Armena maintained some trade in the direction of the Ring Sea, but the Kingdoms of Kentar and Sena were left utterly alone.  After the Shetley domain to the northeast collapsed, the only kingdom surrounding Glenmyr Forest with any kind of power was Kentar.  As Kentar expanded to the east a confrontation with Armena became inevitable.  It must never be forgotten that while Armena eventually went to war with Kentar, it was the Talon Thieves Guild that … 
 
      
 
    Written by Invis, Lead Philosopher during the Talon Guild War 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 38:  Gaston Returns 
 
      
 
    Nero crouched in the darkness of a moonlit night, contemplating his next move.  Gaston had been thrown into a magic portal leading to the Plane of Chaos earlier in the night, leaving Nero as the only one in the Talon Thieves Guild who knew the location of the gem.  The gem held the key to bringing down the Sorcerers and, consequently, the Kingdom of Kentar.  It needed to be recovered and its magic reinforced or else the wizard encased inside its walls might break free and disrupt their plans. 
 
    Nero cursed softly to himself at what he had to do next.  Thanks to Gaston’s buffoonery, Nero had no choice but to head for the nearest Guild stronghold in the Dragon Spine Mountains and report their failure to the Guildmaster.  He was confident he could take the elves by surprise and steal the gem back if he wanted to, but Gaston had thought the same thing and failed.  Since Nero was now all alone, and since victory was not guaranteed, he had to endure the humiliation of a full day’s hike through mountainous terrain to make his unflattering report.  Nero stood in the shadows a while longer cursing Gaston’s stupidity for confronting the elves by himself, until he finally cooled down, realizing that if he left immediately and stopped his bitching, he might be able to make it back shortly after sunrise of the second day.  Given the battle the elves had just been through with Gaston, there was little chance that they would leave Wessex before then. 
 
    Nero trekked through the Dragon Spine Mountains and made it to the Guild stronghold before darkness fell the next day.  The Guild wizard there enabled Nero to speak to the Inner Circle in Locus half a continent away.  Nero could not see their faces, but he could hear and answer their questions.  As he went through the details of what happened over the last turn of the moon, he found it odd to speak to a room full of the most powerful leaders in the Guild when he couldn’t see them.  He recounted tracking Xander through the forest day after day with Gaston, the near miss at Dowden, and the attack by Gaston at the wizard tower in Wessex.  Throughout the debriefing, the Thirteen interrupted him with many questions.  He didn’t recognize many of the voices, but there was no mistaking the iron authority of the Guildmaster when he spoke.  “You have failed to recover the gem?” 
 
    “Yes, Guildmaster.” 
 
    There was obvious disappointment in the Guildmaster’s voice, but he never strayed from the business at hand.  “Where is the group with the gem?” 
 
    “They are still holed up in Wessex.” 
 
    Nero could hear the Thirteen talking among themselves.  “We don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “Gaston has failed us.  I say we leave him to his fate.” 
 
    “We cannot continue to destabilize Kentar without the gem.” 
 
    After a good while the Guildmaster spoke up.  “Silence.”  Everyone quickly quieted down as he spoke.  “There is a larger issue here.  Nero, for several days now our wizards have been unable to locate Xander or the gem.  Do you know why this is?” 
 
    This was puzzling to Nero.  “No, Guildmaster.  Gaston and I had no trouble scrying Xander’s location before he came to Wessex.” 
 
    There was murmuring around the table.  The Guildmaster finally spoke.  “This is very troubling.  Xander must be magically concealing his location from us.  This means Nero is the only one keeping us apprised of Xander’s location.” 
 
    Nero felt he must interject at this point.  “My lord, if that is true then I will need someone to relieve me soon.  I must return to the Armenien capital to continue my duties as a Philosopher, or I will not be able to explain where I have been.” 
 
    “I understand Nero, and your contribution in this matter will not be overlooked.  You can rest assured your seat among the Thirteen is secure.” 
 
    “Thank you, Guildmaster.” 
 
    “Take two agents from the stronghold where you are back to Wessex.  They will track Xander’s movements so that you may return to your Philosopher duties.  We will have to decide how best to recover the gem from this traitor who continues to evade us.” 
 
    Another member of the Inner Circle made his voice heard.  “This is all fine and good, but what of Gaston?  Do we leave him to his fate?  He did fail to recover the gem.” 
 
    The Guildmaster lashed out.  “Watch your tongue, Sirus.  First off, don’t dismiss the issue of the gem.  The future of the Guild depends on its recovery.  Second, and perhaps most important, Gaston is one of the Thirteen; we don’t leave our people behind.” 
 
    The Guildmaster's voice softened once again as his attention returned to Nero.  “Nero, you say Gaston was pushed into a portal leading to the Plane of Chaos and that the portal is in the wizard’s tower?” 
 
    “That’s correct, Guildmaster.” 
 
    The Guildmaster continued, “Could you gain access to the portal?” 
 
    “Without question, my lord.  The portal is unguarded most of the time.  There are magical traps surrounding the area, but they present no real difficulty for me.” 
 
    The Guildmaster turned his attention to the rest of the Inner Circle.  “Very well then.  Gram is only a day’s travel from Wessex; he has the power to open the portal and bring Gaston back to our reality.  Although it will take him away from his work, I believe it is worth the attempt.  Does anyone disagree with this?”  Nero could hear murmurs around the table, but no one spoke.  “Excellent.  Nero, you did the correct thing by contacting us.  Hold your position outside of Wessex and Gram will join you shortly.  You are to escort him to the portal and make the attempt.  Is this clear?” 
 
    “Very clear, my lord.”  With his instructions given, the Guildmaster broke contact. 
 
    Nero was surprised to find he was pleased with the Guildmaster's decision.  He and Gaston hadn’t been on the best of terms the night Gaston disappeared into the portal, but it was comforting to know the Guildmaster wouldn’t throw away a useful agent.  If he was ever captured he wouldn’t just be written off and left for dead.  That was what made the Guildmaster great.  Not only was he the founder and most powerful member of the Guild, but his loyalty to its members was unquestioned.  The Guild was a family, and as long as you didn’t betray the family, the Guild would protect you.   
 
    Nero made his way back to Wessex with two other Guild members in tow and waited for the wizard Gram to arrive.  They maintained a watch over the companions while the town set up its defenses.  Nero even stood in the back of the local church as the companions droned on about some sort of hill giant threat against the town.  He didn’t understand why Xander continued to stay in this small town when the smart thing to do was move on and make good his escape.  He had to know the Guild would never stop looking for him. 
 
    Ultimately these questions weren’t important, and Nero tried not to concern himself with Xander’s stupidity.  He only hoped his good fortune would hold out for one more day.  Nero shook his head and allowed a smile to touch his lips as the town folk in the church fought tooth and nail against the companions at first and then lined up like sheep to the slaughter in the end.  How could the companions achieve true power when they were constantly helping these peasants?  He turned away from the scene in disgust and headed out the door.  He had seen enough. 
 
    Nero spent the rest of the day hiding in the alleyways and shadows of the buildings in town.  He had stayed well out of sight when the male giant came crashing through the town walls.  Unfortunately, he had been forced to scramble out of the way as the giant came stomping through town chasing after one of the elven brothers.    
 
    After the hill giant attack, a spontaneous celebration broke out in the middle of Main Street.  As Nero watched the festivities from the shadows, Gram finally came out of the darkness directly behind him.  With his newfound sixth sense given to him by Venal, Nero felt Gram’s presence and direction of approach long before he could see him but waited until Gram tapped him on the shoulder before turning around so as not to give anything away.  Gram wore a black, flowing robe with a hood over his face.  He carried himself with an air of arrogance, and he did not look happy. 
 
    Little was known among the guild members about Gram’s past.  Gaston had told Nero the wizard had once belonged to the Sorcerers of Kentar, but they had been too restrictive in their magical teachings.  Gaston had not said if Gram had been forced out of the Sorcerers or if he had left out of disgust, but it was clear he had reached out to other, darker teachers to continue his education. 
 
    Nero offered his right hand to Gram.  “Your reputation precedes you.  It’s a pleasure to meet you, Gram.” 
 
    Gram did not offer his hand in return, but instead he said in a cool voice, “We do not have time for these games.  You have taken me away from my work; it is critical that I return as soon as possible.  The Guildmaster has sent me to retrieve Gaston, and I have come.”  He waited a heartbeat before ending the conversation by saying, “Take me to the portal.” 
 
    Nero gritted his teeth and withdrew his hand.  He was tired of always having to prove himself.  “First of all, let’s get one thing straight.  I haven’t taken you away from anything; the Guildmaster sent you here, not me.  Second, you wouldn’t have had to come at all if Gaston had done things my way.  He went in alone when I begged him to let me come as back up.  If it hadn’t been for Gaston, we would have the gem right now.” 
 
    Gram was not impressed, and he didn’t bat an eye as he replied, “Then it is your fault we do not have the gem.  If Gaston made a fatal mistake, then it was your job to make him see reason.” 
 
    Nero was taken aback at first, and then he heard Gaston’s words echo in his mind.  I will recover the gem by myself, and I will be damned if some pissant elf with more luck than skill is going to take it away from me.  You will stay here and not interfere in any way, no matter what happens.  Anything less, and I’ll kill you where you stand.  No, what happened to Gaston was not his fault.  Gram was trying to throw him off balance, but why? 
 
    Nero knew that Gram, Gaston, and Cyrone, a paladin of Seker, had been friends in the past.  Gaston had handpicked Gram and Cyrone to attack the King of Armena, and Nero had recently learned that Cyrone had died at the hands of the King himself.  But why was Gram trying to make Nero doubt himself?  Was it out of respect for Gaston, or was it a simple power grab within the Guild? 
 
    Nero measured his response, not wanting to give away too much.  “Don’t presume to tell me what happened to Gaston, wizard.  You weren’t there.  He wanted the glory of recapturing the gem for himself, plain and simple.” 
 
    Clearly, Gram was not used to being challenged.  “Careful where you tread, elf.  Tell me, have you ever had to face your greatest fear?” 
 
    Now it was Nero’s turn to be annoyed.  “Is that supposed to be a threat?  What in the seven hells are you talking about?” 
 
    Gram said no more.  “You are wasting time.  Lead me to the portal.” 
 
    Nero was happy to change subjects.  “It may not be that simple.  It has been several days and I fear Gaston may be dead.”  Gram said nothing, and Nero eventually turned around and began walking to the tower.  “You have come at the perfect time.  The town is distracted by their victory over a hill giant today.  As you can see, they are having a party in the street.  It’s a shame we’ll miss the festivities, but it should make getting into the tower easier.” 
 
    Gram stopped to look with disgust at the fire down the street.   “Peasants.  I pity them.  I once fought a hill giant many years ago and did not find it terribly difficult to defeat.” 
 
    Nero looked Gram up and down again.  Any man who could defeat a hill giant deserved a second look.  In the end, Nero couldn’t decide if Gram was telling the truth or if he was embellishing his own accomplishments.  He moved through the dark with practiced ease and went right up to the front door.  As Nero had expected, there were two magical traps on the door that he disarmed. 
 
    Nero moved silently across the sitting room, opened the far door, and walked into the portal room with Gram right behind.  The portal was closed.  Gram spoke softly with reverence in his voice.  “The portal is here; I can feel its power.” 
 
    Nero was about to tell Gram exactly where the portal had been when he heard two voices from the next floor up in the tower.  “Lazarus, do you remember an old text from Lord Shetley’s library that referenced an entrance to the Underworld?” 
 
    Lazarus answered back, “Possibly, but are you sure we should be helping these elves find an entrance to the Underworld?  It is not our business, and they will most certainly be killed as soon as they go underground.” 
 
    Austen responded, “I think not; these elves are special.  They have done us a great service by defeating the giants, and I feel we should try to point them in the right direction.” 
 
    Suddenly Nero didn’t care about the portal, as his attention was riveted on the staircase.  Was he hearing correctly?  The elven companions not only possessed the gem, but they were also looking for an entrance to the Underworld in order to rescue the First Heir.  Perhaps these elves from Armena were special after all, and if so, they had to be stopped here and now.  As critical as the gem was to the plans of the Guild, the First Heir was even more so.  The companions couldn’t be allowed to find the First Heir; the first step in that journey was finding the entrance to the Underworld beneath the Old Shetley Fortress. 
 
    In spite of the severity of the situation, Nero could not help but crack a smile at the ignorance of the two talking upstairs.  Nero didn’t make his living trading in knowledge, as some in the Guild did, but he himself knew of at least three entrances to the Underworld scattered across Tellus, and Gram probably knew of a few more. 
 
    The conversation upstairs continued as Nero moved to Gram’s side and spoke in a whisper, “Open the portal and I will watch out for our friends upstairs.”  Gram nodded, and a few moments later the portal flashed silently into existence.  Nero could not help but stare into the portal and marvel at what was on the other side.  There were maybe fifty land masses of varying size floating off in the distance, each one independent of the others.  Some of the masses were small boulders, while others were as large as a city.  The sheer insanity of this other world, only a few feet away, was captivating.  Nero waited patiently as Gram spread his hands and closed his eyes in concentration.   
 
    As Gram worked, Nero listened to the conversation upstairs.  Austen continued, “Do you not remember something about a hole into the unknown depths in Darkwood Forest?” 
 
    Lazarus jumped on the information.  “Yes, I remember now.  Didn’t the Lord Shetley from two hundred years ago dig deep underground in a last-ditch effort to find enough gold to hold onto his kingdom?” 
 
    “Yes, you are right.  That was the same time the Krone witch was supposed to have taken over the Shetley fortress.  If that is truly what happened, then Lord Shetley must have dug deep enough to open an entrance to the Underworld.” 
 
    Lazarus finished the thought.  “And that’s where the Krone witch came from.  The two events must be connected.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.  There must be an entrance to the Underworld somewhere near the fortress, perhaps inside the fortress itself.” 
 
    Nero gritted his teeth as they finally pieced it together.  The rest of the conversation was not important.  Whoever was upstairs had reasoned out the location to the Underworld entrance from which Gram performed his work, and they intended to tell the elves where it was located.  Nero cursed under his breath as he realized what had started out as a simple rescue mission had gone far beyond.  These two would have to be silenced. 
 
    Nero heard Gram whispering to himself and then, in a flash, Gaston appeared standing next to the portal, looking like death itself.  He was parched and he had clearly lost weight.  Nero went to Gaston’s side and said, “Take it easy, Gaston.  You are in Wessex, in the wizard’s tower.  We must be quiet in order to make our escape.” 
 
    Gaston nodded his head and said, “I understand, my friend.  I will follow your lead.” 
 
    “Good.”  Nero turned to Gram and said, “We have to kill the two people upstairs.” 
 
    Gram sneered and asked, “Why?  Our mission is complete.  Let us leave this place.” 
 
    Nero added quickly, “They have pieced together where your entrance to the Underworld is located in the old fortress; they plan to tell the elves from Armena who are searching for the First Heir.  If they learn of an entrance to the Underworld, they could cause you a great deal of trouble.” 
 
    Gram looked at the stairs leading up into the tower with understanding and hatred.  With his eyes fixed he said, “Let us go then.  Gaston, we will return for you in a moment.”   
 
    Gram and Nero headed for the stairs when a loud voice pierced the silence from the sitting room, “Austen!” 
 
    Nero recognized the voice of the elder elf brother from the church of Sentinel.  If the elf was here with his other companions then there were four of them along with the two upstairs.  Nero felt confident that with the element of surprise on their side they could kill them all, but on the other hand, Gaston was in no condition to fight.  They could find themselves flanked against superior numbers.  Victory was likely, but not guaranteed, and Gaston had underestimated this group before. 
 
    Nero made up his mind and whispered to Gram, “It’s the elven companions.  You have to get us out of here.” 
 
    Gram nodded his head in agreement.  He and Nero moved Gaston out of view against the back wall.  From above came the sharp response to the elf’s initial shout, “Upstairs.”  Nero could hear footsteps heading for the portal room and then he heard nothing as Gram’s spell took hold.  The room disappeared around him and he reappeared in a great hall. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 39:  The Inner Circle 
 
      
 
    Nero recognized the hall immediately as Talon Guild headquarters in Locus, located two stories underground to ensure secrecy.  Not that secrecy was necessary.  The location of Talon Guild headquarters was the worst kept secret in all of Kentar.  It wasn’t that people didn’t know the Guild’s location, it’s just that the Guild was so powerful no one dared challenge it openly.  Locus paid its taxes to the Kentarian Crown in Jewlian, and in turn the Crown largely looked the other way with regard to the lawlessness of its third largest city.  Every few years there was a crackdown, but Guild spies always gave ample warning, and it was easy enough to bribe or remove whomever was necessary. 
 
    The main hall was always alive with activity no matter the hour.  It was nearly twenty feet tall, supported by thick oak pillars, and a hundred feet long in either direction.  Other than the fact that there were no windows, the underground fortress looked like any other good-sized town.  Off the main hall, there were living quarters, plazas, shops of every sort including an armory and blacksmith, galleys for food, and even a few brothels to keep the men happy.  The hall was always well lit and apparently well guarded.  Shortly after Nero, Gaston, and Gram materialized, Nero heard swords drawn all around him. 
 
    Nero raised his hands in surrender and said to the circle of men surrounding them, “My name is Nero, this is Gaston, and that is Gram.  We are of the Thirteen, and we are here to brief the Guildmaster on our completed mission.” 
 
    The human in charge of the watch stepped forward and said, “Yes, of course.  I don’t know you, but everyone knows Gaston and Gram.”  Then he raised his voice to the rest of the group.  “They’re okay.  Everyone get back to work.”  The group quickly disbanded as swords were sheathed and people walked away. 
 
    The human walked up to Nero and shook his hand.  At the same time he said, “Gaston, you look like crap.” 
 
    “Good to see you too, Michael.” 
 
    “We all wondered what happened to you; now I’m not sure I want to know.” 
 
    “Go with that thought, Michael, if you want to live.”  
 
    Michael smiled and took the hint.  “All of you had best get some rest; from what I hear the Guildmaster is going to want a word with you soon enough.  If I were you I’d find a bed and get one of the local wenches to warm it for you.” 
 
    Nero said, “Thanks for the advice,” and with that the guard turned around and walked away. 
 
    Posing as a double agent with the Philosophers of Armena took almost all of Nero’s time.  He hadn’t spent more than a few days in Locus over the last decade, so it wasn’t surprising the guards hadn’t recognized him.  Being away on such a long assignment had its drawbacks, but it also had its rewards.  As he looked around the great hall, he realized nothing had changed except that now he was a member of the Inner Circle.  From now on he would have a voting voice in Guild policy.  He would be privy to many Guild secrets and hear firsthand as reports came in around the table in the Circle chambers, rather than hearing bits and pieces from the gossip trough.   
 
    For over fifteen years he had watched the untouchables of the Inner Circle with a jealous heart, knowing that rank had its privileges, waiting for his time to come.  He was jealous of their lavish lifestyle, their mansions, their money, their priceless possessions, and their women.  To be one of the Thirteen of the Talon Thieves Guild was to have all manner of men hang on your every word, jump at your command, and even die at your command.  The Guild had been in existence for over three hundred years and in all that time, no one had ever risen through the ranks as quickly as he.  His record was flawless and his knack for perfection had finally been noticed by the Guildmaster. 
 
    Nero, Gram, and Gaston looked at each other as Michael went back to his duties.  Even in his deathly state, looking every bit the part of a corpse, Gaston still spoke up first and tried to take command of the situation.  “Thank you for your help.  Why don’t the two of you go get some rest while I inform the Guildmaster about our mission; we can talk again in the morning.” 
 
    Gaston’s statement was a simple one, and he said it with such practiced ease that Nero almost missed the superior undertones.  After everything they had been through, Gaston still did not view Nero or Gram as equals. 
 
    Nero looked at Gram with irritation and was about to speak, when Gram beat him to it.  “Do not thank us, my friend.  The Guildmaster ordered us to rescue you and that is what we did.  I would not have done it by choice.  My work is what matters most, and it has been suspended while we tracked you down and rescued you from a demise of your own making.” 
 
    Gaston looked visibly taken aback by the anger in Gram’s voice, but Nero could see it was just an act and that he knew full well what he was doing.  When Gaston spoke, he didn’t cede any ground.  “The Guildmaster knows my worth.  That’s why you were sent to find me.” 
 
    Nero spoke with iron in his voice.  “Not anymore.  You may have been the Guildmaster's favorite, but not after today.  You’re getting old, Gaston, and when something gets old you throw it out and replace it with something new.” 
 
    At this point the Guild members within ear shot stopped what they were doing and watched two of their highest ranking members argue. 
 
    “Watch where you step, you little maggot.”   
 
    Nero lost his temper and raised his voice.  “Who do you think you’re talking to?  I am not yours to command you self-righteous ...”  Anything else Nero might have said was lost in silence as magical energy washed over his body and he froze in place, unable to move a muscle.  
 
    Nero saw that Gaston was in the same predicament as he.  Nero watched with his eyes as Gram walked calmly between the two of them and said in a voice just loud enough for both of them to hear, “You are both commanders in the most powerful thieves guild on Tellus, yet you act like children.”  Gram looked around the great hall and with a mere gesture from his hand, the low ranking onlookers went back to their business. 
 
    Once the crowd dispersed, Gram turned to Gaston and talked just as calmly as if they were sitting down to dinner.  “I understand you were trying to recover the gem when you were taken by surprise.  In a sense it could have happened to any one of us, and yet it happened to you.  You were defeated.  We do not have the gem, and the Guild had to spend precious resources to rescue you.  Nero was there to help you and yet you chose to recapture the gem alone.”  Gaston flashed Nero a look with his eyes as he realized Nero had told Gram about the attack in the tower.  “I wish I could be there when you explain your list of failures to the Inner Circle, but unfortunately I must return to my work.  Goodbye for now, my friend.” 
 
    Gram turned to Nero and continued in his conversational tone, “Nero, it was a pleasure working with you.  Good luck recovering the gem.  I hope the elves do not disrupt my work by looking for the entrance to the Underworld; otherwise, I will be forced to kill them.”  With his words said and his power proven, Gram stepped behind a pillar in a dark corner of the main hall and disappeared. 
 
    Eventually the magic holding Nero and Gaston frozen dissipated.  At any other time in the past Nero would have turned away from Gaston’s intimidating presence, but no longer.  The veil had been lifted and there was no turning back.  The piercing gaze of Gaston was the same, but Nero was different.   
 
    Gaston took a more relaxed pose and said, “Let’s get some rest and talk in the morning.”  Gaston did not wait for a response as he turned on his heel and walked toward the galley with his black cape following closely behind.  Nero was also hungry, but he would be damned if he was going to follow Gaston into the galley.  Instead, he decided to go downstairs to inspect his new quarters and see what privileges came with his new rank.  Rumor was that the Guildmaster took care of those closest to him, and the Guild could certainly afford it. 
 
    The Guild prided itself on its intelligence, knowing that information, not money, was the true currency in the world.  Nero had watched wealthy men who were clueless walk into a trap and meet an untimely end, while many lowly criminals escaped justice because they knew who to bribe and who to blackmail.  In much the same way, the Talon Guild had a hand in everything that happened across Tellus.  Every lord in every town had a Guild member watching over his shoulder, and every king had an agent in his court.   
 
    The Guild had scouts, thieves, diplomats, treasure hunters, warriors, and mercenaries at their call when the occasion warranted their use.  There was no sound too quiet to hear, no wall too difficult to climb, and no torture technique out of bounds.  When healing or divine knowledge was required, the Guild had priests for the job, and when magic was required, the Guild had some of the best wizards in all of Tellus on its payroll.  
 
    On the surface of Locus, Guild headquarters fronted as a legitimate distribution company that owned several blocks of the city, complete with warehouses, stables, employee housing, large mansions, and other small businesses.  The underground complex at the center of the Talon Guild could only be described as opulent.  With each level, the security and secrecy increased.  Up until now Nero had only been two levels beneath the surface, but he knew there were at least two more.  The third level housed the Thirteen, with each member of the Inner Circle having his own quarters and servant staff.  The Guildmaster had the fourth level entirely to himself, as befit a man of his stature, along with the meeting room where the Inner Circle formally met. 
 
    Nero moved to the stairs going down to the third level and found his way blocked by four armed guards at a checkpoint.  Luckily, Nero recognized one of the guards and moved over to shake his hand.  “Gabe, how have you been?” 
 
    “Never better.  I hear you’re moving up in the world.” 
 
    “Yes, rumor has it I am now a member of the Inner Circle.  I was wondering if my quarters were ready downstairs?” 
 
    Gabe looked almost hurt at the insult.  “Of course they are.  The Guildmaster has seen to it personally.” 
 
    This was going better than Nero could have hoped.  Perhaps rank did have its privileges.  He would have to see how far his new authority would carry.  “Excellent.  And which quarters are mine?” 
 
    Gabe winked at him and said in all seriousness.  “I believe there’s a young elf lady down the stairs who would be happy to show you to your quarters.  Consider her a gift from the Guildmaster.” 
 
    “Thanks, Gabe.”  Nero moved down the wooden staircase to the next level, where he found a beautiful elven woman named Shelay who escorted him to his new quarters. 
 
    After half the night had passed, Nero got up from his bed and had a closer look at his new quarters.  An oil lamp burned by the bedside and Nero could see Shelay sleeping peacefully with her half-covered form cast among the shadows of the lamp.  Nero left the bedchamber to move about the apartment and found it grander than he would have thought possible.   
 
    It was good to be under the protection of the Guild again.  This was his home and these were his people.  It was difficult being away so long on a continuous undercover assignment, but it was his infiltration of the Philosophers that had gained him his new position.  He had finally been rewarded for all of his effort and achieved the kind of power he had always wanted.  Life was good, and he was intent on enjoying this moment.  He got up from his seat in the living room with a smile on his face as he headed for the bedchamber with lust and power on his mind.  Shelay’s thin, perfect form was exactly where he had left her.  Nero took off his clothes and moved to the bed to prove his dominance over those around him.  He was gentle with Shelay at first, but in the end he pressed her as hard as he could.  She took his aggressions in stride and seemed to enjoy every move and every word.  Afterward, Nero fell asleep feeling every bit the master of his own destiny. 
 
    Early the next morning there was a heavy knock at the door.  Nero went to the door in a daze and found Gabe standing out in the hall.  Nero was too sleepy to say anything, so Gabe started in, “Nero, sorry to wake you.  The Guildmaster has called a special meeting of the Thirteen, and he specifically asked for your presence.” 
 
    Nero stood there taking it all in.  “Thank you, Gabe.  Tell the Guildmaster I will be there presently.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    Nero shut the door and immediately his mind began asking questions.  What could be going on that was so urgent?  He wandered into his new bedroom and saw Shelay’s delicate, naked form sleeping once again on his bed.  He thought about taking her one more time before he left but decided it would be better if he was early rather than late to his first meeting with the Inner Circle.  He went to the closet and found to his satisfaction that all of his clothes had been brought down to his new quarters.  He put on his best gray, silk shirt that buttoned up to the neck and a pair of black cotton pants.  He went to the kitchen for something to eat.   
 
    After eating, Nero left his quarters and went to another stairway leading down to the lowest level of the Talon Guild.  Normally he wouldn’t leave a paid whore alone in his room, but those used by the Guild were paid for their skills in the bedroom and their unquestioned discretion.  There was another guard post on the stairway, of course, but they let him pass easily enough.  As Nero came to the bottom of the steps he found himself in the most lavish sitting room he had ever imagined could exist.  The furniture was made from pristine chestnut and mahogany, and the chairs were covered with leather.  Servants ran in and out of doors on every wall carrying food and drink for the Inner Circle members gathered there.  At the far end of the large sitting room, two large mahogany doors led to what Nero assumed was the Circle meeting chamber. 
 
    As he walked into the sitting room, he was immediately met by a servant who offered him a tray with glasses of red wine.  If the bottle in the middle of the tray was to be believed, the wine was one hundred twenty-three years old.  Other members of the Thirteen were sitting and chatting among themselves.  Since Nero wasn’t sure what the protocol was for a meeting, he played along.  He made small talk with the members he knew and slowly made his way around to those he didn’t.   
 
    As he was finishing a conversation, a strange human caught his attention.  There was something odd about the way he moved and the way he looked.  The human dressed in fine clothing, but it was his skin and manner that caught Nero’s attention, not his dress.  As the truth slowly became clear to him, fear gripped Nero’s heart.  The human had pale skin and his movements were too graceful and precise.  Nero had never seen a vampire before, but it was the only thing this person could be.  As he moved toward Nero, a panic set in that must have been evident in his eyes.  “Do not be afraid, my young elf friend, I do not feed on members of my own guild.  I see you have chosen a glass of red wine to pass the time.  An excellent choice.  My name is Daniel, and you are?” 
 
    Daniel extended his hand and Nero could not look away.  With hesitation, Nero reached out and shook the vampire’s hand.  The flesh was slightly cold to the touch.  “I – uh, I am Nero.  I didn’t know anyone with supernatural abilities was one of the Thirteen.” 
 
    “Indeed, well, I don’t often come to these little meetings, but I had a feeling this one might hold my interest.” 
 
    “Well, ... it’s a pleasure meeting you, Daniel.” 
 
    “Oh I assure you, the pleasure is all mine.  The Guildmaster says good things about you.”  Daniel gave him a curt nod and moved away.  Nero was awestruck that someone undead was a part of the Guild.  A vampire’s power was legendary, and Nero had the feeling he would never again get a good night’s sleep in Guild headquarters. 
 
    Two servants finally threw open the doors to the Circle chambers and everyone filed in with practiced ease and found their assigned seat.  Nero took his time as he finished his wine and looked around the Circle chamber. The room reeked of power and wealth.  Nero was no craftsman, but he could tell the entire room was made out of a very expensive walnut and that the chamber table was made out of finely polished rosewood. 
 
    The Inner Circle always consisted of thirteen members.  No more, no less.  No one except the Guildmaster knew exactly why, though some speculated that there was something special about the number thirteen.  The Guildmaster was missing from the meeting room along with Gaston and Gram, leaving ten Circle members sitting around the circular table.  Gram had returned to the Old Shetley Fortress to continue his work, and Nero had not seen Gaston since last night.  The other nine Circle members in the room consisted of two human women, three human men, one male dwarf, one male halfling, one male half-orc, and the human vampire.  Unlike most organizations, the Talon Guild did not exclude anyone or any race, and this added to its strength.  The rosewood table that occupied most of the Circle chamber was a circular table where the Guildmaster sat in the seat closest to his chambers.  Nero had heard that the Guildmaster was traditionally flanked on either side by Gaston and Gram.  Keth, the enormous half-orc warrior, sat next to Gaston’s empty chair.  Daniel sat next to Gram’s empty chair, and the rest of the seats were arranged in order of rank.  As Nero was the newest member, he found his empty seat across from the Guildmaster’s, at the lowest rank. 
 
    After Nero had a good look around the room, the Guildmaster eventually emerged from his quarters on the far side of the chamber with Gaston at his side.  Gaston still seemed drained and the Guildmaster wasn’t happy.  Nero wondered if Gaston had been called to the Guildmaster's quarters to recount his side of the failed attempt to recapture the gem, leaving Nero to wonder what spin he had put on his story.  The Thirteen stood as the Guildmaster took his place with Gaston standing next to the seat on his right.  The servants bringing food and drink quickly left the Circle chamber so they did not overhear the innermost plans of the Guild.  In the past there were a few servants who sold Talon secrets to Guild enemies, but after they were tortured to death, the rest quickly fell into line and learned their place. 
 
    The Guildmaster was a human whom Nero judged to be in his forties, but that was not possible since he founded the Talon Guild more than three centuries ago.  In truth, no one knew how old the Guildmaster was or how he managed to stay alive so long.  He was a thin man with a mustache and a look of serious determination.  The Guildmaster had accomplished his greatest feats long before Nero joined the Guild, but he had heard impressive stories.  Apparently, he had some sort of sixth sense that alerted him of any danger long before an attack came.  His precision with weapons and his cunning in planning strikes against enemies at their weakest moment were legendary.  It was said that he could pick any lock and disable any trap.  So supreme was his legend that a century after his greatest feats were accomplished, no one dared challenge his authority. 
 
    The Guildmaster had been forced to leave the life of an adventurer behind long ago as the Guild grew larger and required more administrative effort, but no one doubted that his skills were still there.  The Guildmaster even excelled at leadership.  Since its founding, the Talon Guild had never lost a serious challenge.  It had only grown larger and more powerful.  The Guildmaster was like a great general leading an army, only he led spies and thieves instead of soldiers.  He used politics and subtlety to his advantage.  One of the axioms of the Guild had always been:  don’t attack an enemy directly if you can get two of your enemies to destroy each other.   
 
    The Guildmaster took his seat first, and everyone else followed.  The Guildmaster nodded at Lidea, who sat next to Keth.  Lidea got up and opened the Circle chamber doors that led to the Guildmaster’s quarters.  Outside the door stood two female Krone!  Nero managed to restrain himself and resisted the urge to jump out of his seat and draw his rapier.  Lidea ushered the Krone in and resumed her seat at the table like nothing had happened.  The Krone females stopped several feet away from the table but close enough to hear the conversation.  The Krone were clearly from the same family, with one being the mother and the younger one probably being the oldest daughter. 
 
    The Talon Guild was in league with the Krone!  Nero knew the Guildmaster yoked the power of the Krone from time to time.  Gram’s work obviously depended heavily on the Krone, but to have them here, on the surface, in Guild headquarters, was unthinkable.  Nero was immediately torn between his position in the Guild and his faith in Venal.  When his god had been mortal he had fought the Krone with every fiber of his being, and now that Venal was in the heavens, he still fought the Krone with his immortal soul.  It was a great sin for him to just sit here and do nothing. 
 
    The Guildmaster placed his hands on the polished surface and began the meeting.  “My friends, we are moving ever closer to achieving our goal.  Soon, for the first time in history, a thieves guild will have a kingdom of its own to rule with Locus as its capital.  We will take the eastern portion of Kentar and the western portion of Armena as our own.  Once this is done, our Krone allies will launch strikes against our enemies and help us defend what is ours.  Some of you may think this seems unlikely, but two of the four goals necessary to create our own kingdom have already been achieved.”  Murmuring went up around the table as most of the Thirteen had not been aware they were already halfway to their goal.  After a moment the Guildmaster continued.  “Some mistakes have been made, but I am still confident of victory.”  The Guildmaster sat back in his chair after gripping everyone’s attention, and the meeting took on more of a business-like tone. 
 
    “First, let me introduce our newest member of the Inner Circle.  I believe most of you know Nero even though he hasn’t visited Guild headquarters in some time.  Nero has been with the Guild for nearly forty years, but two decades of that time have been spent in undercover work in Armena.  More than a year ago, Nero’s undercover work finally paid off when he was admitted into the Philosopher organization.  As many of you know, we have been trying to infiltrate the Philosophers for over a century, and Nero was able to do it.  This is how the Talon Guild was able to kill the King of Armena and his trusted bodyguard, Lacrue.  He has more than earned a seat at our table, and I hope you will welcome him.”  The Guildmaster looked Nero in the eyes from across the table and said, “Congratulations, Nero.  Welcome to the Inner Circle.”  
 
    A spontaneous round of applause went up around the table as everyone recognized his extraordinary achievement.  Nero relished every moment and happily took it all in. 
 
    “During the attack on the King we were also fortunate enough to capture the First Heir of Armena.”  This statement caused an uproar of murmuring and the Guildmaster was forced to wait until it subsided.  “This was a great unforeseen event for the Guild, and it has placed us in a much better bargaining position with our Krone allies.  Even now, Gram continues his work to take full advantage of the First Heir’s capture and the blood that flows through his veins.”  No one in the room said anything, but Nero could tell the entire room was in shock. 
 
    “Unfortunately, in the battle against the King, we lost Cyrone and a number of other good operatives.  His is a great loss, but his sacrifice will not be forgotten.”  A few of the Thirteen looked in Nero’s direction, making it obvious his new position in the Inner Circle had come at Cyrone’s expense.  “The death of the Armenien King and the abduction of the First Heir has all but crippled Armena. 
 
    “I have arranged for us to hear a firsthand report of the situation within the Armenien court.”  The room darkened as the head and shoulders of an elf appeared in the center of the table.  The image was small and blurry, but Nero thought perhaps he had seen this elf before.  “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Guildmaster, very clearly.”  The voice sounded familiar as well, but where had he heard it before? 
 
    “What is the state of the Armenien King and court?” 
 
    “Guildmaster, King Jalid is very young and unsure of himself.  He relies on his mother’s advice, and his mother relies on Shane.  As long as this is the case, the new Armenien King is crippled, I assure you.  However, the Kingdom of Armena itself is strong and intact.  The army is well trained and powerful, but there is no leadership at the top and no general to lead them.  I will keep the situation sufficiently chaotic for you to continue with your plans.” 
 
    “Excellent.  And how long do you think the chaos will remain?” 
 
    “It is impossible to say.  Perhaps six moons to a year.  The new king was raised well, and he learns very quickly.  It is only a matter of time before he has full control over Armena.” 
 
    “Thank you.  You may go.”  The elf in the image bowed slightly and disappeared.  The lights went up again, and the Guildmaster continued. 
 
    “The second objective that has been met is to prevent the Sorcerers of Kentar from interfering in our plans.  To this end, Lidea was successful in capturing the head of the Sorcerers, Vanderhoff, and imprisoning him inside a gem.” The Guildmaster opened his hand in the direction of the human woman three seats to his right in order to give credit where credit was due.  Everyone looked at Lidea as she inclined her head in recognition of the Guildmaster’s compliment.  Nero had forgotten how striking Lidea was for a human woman and had no doubt Vanderhoff had been taken unaware.  “The loss of the High Wizard has left the Sorcerers crippled and confused.  Well done, Lidea.”  The Guildmaster began to clap and everyone else followed.  As the clapping died down the Guildmaster continued.   
 
    “Unfortunately, as I’m sure everyone knows by now, a new thief in the employ of the Guild named Xander was able to steal the gem out of Guild headquarters and make it out of Locus.  I haven’t yet figured out how this was done, but because we were able to track Xander’s exact location, I wasn’t overly concerned.  Unfortunately, our initial attempt to recapture the gem has failed.”  The Guildmaster looked at Gaston so everyone could see who was to blame.  “Even worse than this, we are no longer able to track Xander’s location.  Had it not been for Nero’s help with eyes on his location, the gem would likely have slipped beyond our reach.   
 
    “I have recently heard a report from the two agents assigned to track Xander and the gem; they say Xander and the other four members of his party are heading toward Lord Shetley’s new keep in the Dragon Spine Mountains.”  The Guildmaster looked directly at him and said, “Nero, I have been told you have more intelligence about where Xander is going.  Is this true?” 
 
    “Yes, Guildmaster.  Xander is traveling with General Lacrue’s two sons who were exiled from Armena and also with a half-elf wizard and the captain of Lord Shetley’s guard.  Lacrue’s sons appear to be hell-bent on finding the First Heir of Armena and returning him to the throne.  They are searching for one of the many entrances to the Underworld, and once they find this entrance they mean to use it to recover the First Heir. 
 
    “I overheard the wizard and healer of Wessex piece together the location of the Underworld entrance in Darkwood Forest where Gram is conducting his work.  Gram and I moved quickly to kill the wizard and healer before they could tell Lacrue’s sons where the entrance was, but we were caught by surprise when visitors came to see the wizard, and we had to make a hasty retreat. 
 
    “Given Xander’s possession of the gem, the elven brothers involvement with the First Heir, and the importance of both these things to the Guild, it seems quite a coincidence that Xander and the elven brothers found each other and are traveling together.  I can’t explain it.  They seem like an unremarkable group given our power and the fact that Armena is conducting its own search for the First Heir, yet they continue to evade capture.” 
 
    The Guildmaster spoke up.  “So Xander and his companions likely know the location of the entrance to the Underworld under the old Shetley Keep?” 
 
    “That is correct, Guildmaster.”  
 
    “That is a most unfortunate and unforeseen turn of events.  Armena has of course been probing extensively into the King’s death and has been searching desperately for the First Heir, but their investigation has largely reached a dead end.  Somehow, these elven exiles, along with Xander, have had better luck than the entire Kingdom of Armena.   
 
    “Gram’s work has priority for us and our Krone allies.  It must not be interrupted.  If Xander and his group are going to move toward Darkwood Forest, then we will have to deal with them before they get there.”  The Guildmaster’s gaze shifted slightly to the man sitting on Nero’s left.  “Sirus, do you think you are capable of dealing with Xander and these elves?” 
 
    Sirus was the lowest ranking Circle member aside from Nero and no doubt eager to prove his worth.  He leaned forward over the table and replied with confidence, “Yes, Guildmaster.  I don’t think that will prove to be a problem.” 
 
    “Good, then I would like you to depart immediately to deal with this threat before they interrupt Gram’s work.  It also goes without saying that you should recover the gem as well." 
 
    Sirus tilted his head with assurance and said, “Of course, Guildmaster.  I will depart as soon as possible.” 
 
    The Guildmaster turned his attention back to Nero.  “Sirus’s new assignment doesn’t affect what I have in mind for you, Nero.  Are you rested enough to continue serving the Guild?” 
 
    Another day would have been nice, but that answer was not an option.  “I’m at your command, Guildmaster.” 
 
    “Good.  You are supposed to report back to the Armenien capital of Bethel and await further orders from your Philosopher superiors, are you not?” 
 
    “Yes, Guildmaster.  I was supposed to go to the Ring Sea and find out who killed the King of Armena and report back in a moon’s turn.  I am a few days overdue at present, but that will not be a problem.” 
 
    “Good.  I would like you to return to Bethel immediately.  A short time after you return you will receive orders from your Philosopher superiors to join up with Xander and the two sons of Lacrue.  Your Philosopher orders will be to help the brothers locate the First Heir, but your true objective as a member of the Guild will be to take the gem from Xander at the earliest opportunity and return it to us.  Are your orders clear, Circle member Nero?” 
 
    “Yes, Guildmaster.  I will leave shortly.” 
 
    “Excellent.  Do what you can.  The Sorcerers are in chaos without their leader, but I won’t get a good night’s rest until we have control of the gem once more. 
 
    “Now, let’s turn our attention to the two tasks that still need to be completed.  First, the King of Kentar must die.  How is this task coming along?” 
 
    All eyes turned to the human wizard three seats down on the Guildmaster's left side, next to the vacant seat left by Gram and the seat occupied by Daniel.  Rafa said, “My plan is proceeding nicely, Guildmaster.  My agents and I have convinced certain members of the Sorcerers and high nobility that the King of Kentar is a demon from one of the seven hells and must be replaced.  My feeling is that they will strike the King down within a moon’s turn.  If this first plan should fail, I have a more direct attack planned.  Either way, the King will be dead within a turn of the moon.” 
 
    “Excellent.  I congratulate you on turning the King’s own wizards and nobility against him.  It would be far better if your first plan succeeds so that our involvement will not be noticed.” 
 
    The Guildmaster turned away from Rafa without waiting for an answer and addressed the Thirteen once again.  “Now, onto the final objective.  The Philosopher organization within Armena must be destroyed.  I have turned this delicate task over to Gaston.”   
 
    The Guildmaster motioned in Gaston’s direction and he began to speak in what Nero thought was a reluctant tone.  “We have always suspected what Nero has confirmed about the command structure of the Philosophers.  The organization was founded by a group of elf wizards known as the Council of Wizards.  They are similar to us in that they collect all manner of information and have agents of every type throughout Tellus.  The Council of Wizards is rarely seen, presumably for security reasons, and they send orders to their agents using messengers.  The Philosophers ultimately serve the King of Armena, answer to him alone, and are known only to a few elves at the highest level.  The Philosophers keep the Kingdom of Armena strong by snuffing out all internal and external threats after they have barely been conceived.” 
 
    Gaston stopped for a moment before reluctantly continuing.  “The only way to destroy the Philosophers is to kill the Council of Wizards and cut off the head of the snake.  Without the Council of Wizards, the Philosophers will be leaderless and their agents will be easily disposed of.  I regret that as of yet, no real opportunity to accomplish this goal has presented itself.  We need to find a way of forcing the Council of Wizards to show ...” 
 
    The Guildmaster stopped Gaston in mid-sentence.  “Are you saying that after many moons of investigation you have no real plan for accomplishing this vital mission?”  A look of pure rage crossed the Guildmaster's face that Nero had never seen before and didn’t care to see ever again. 
 
    Gaston quickly continued, trying to take the blame off of himself.  “We know of several Philosopher agents and are attempting to track them back to the Council of Wizards, but so far this has been unsuccessful.  We have even tortured several of their agents, but the agents don’t even know who the members of the Council are.  They all confirm that written orders just appear at their door or that Council members will just appear at their home, but no names are ever given.  I just need a little more time, an opportunity will ...” 
 
    The Guildmaster threw himself to his feet and Gaston jumped up as well.  The Guildmaster took two steps toward Gaston, and Gaston backed up two steps in order to keep his distance.  “Please, Guildmaster, I have never let you down.  I just need more time.  An opportunity will present itself.” 
 
    The Guildmaster said one arcane word and threw his arm into the air.  He was not touching Gaston, but somehow Gaston was lifted off his feet and thrown against the wall.  A ring on the Guildmaster's little finger glowed bright gold as Gaston hung in midair against the wall.  The Guildmaster brought his thumb and forefinger together as if he were squeezing the juice out of a melon as Gaston writhed in pain and fought to get free.   
 
    Several moments passed and no one moved, afraid to incur the Guildmaster's wrath.  A few moments later the Guildmaster seemed to regain some control over his emotions and walked toward Gaston.  He stopped two steps in front of Gaston with his arm still up in the air.  “You say you have never let me down, but you are forgetting about your failure to recover the gem in Wessex.  And now you are telling me you don’t have any idea how to bring down the Philosophers.  I won’t let my kingdom be taken away by your incompetence.  I will give you another turn of the moon, and not a day more.  Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Gaston choked out a response, “Yes, Guildmaster.” 
 
    The Guildmaster lowered his arm and turned his back on Gaston as he came crashing to the floor.  The Guildmaster casually sat in his chair and took charge of the meeting once again while Gaston stood up in silence along the wall.  “My apologies for the outburst.  Obviously, these are trying times for all of us.  The next few moons will make or break the Guild, and we must be ready to do whatever is necessary.  Is there anything else that we need to discuss?” 
 
    No one said a word.  This was Nero’s first Inner Circle meeting, but he had the strong sense that this had not been a normal meeting.  A normal meeting was probably extremely dull, droning on for an entire evening about small details.  “Good, then this meeting is adjourned.  Thank you for coming.” 
 
    The meeting began to break up as the Thirteen left their seats, talking among themselves as they moved out the doors and into the sitting room.  The two female Krone made their way slowly back to the Guildmaster’s quarters, talking briefly with the Circle members around them.  Nero kept his seat in order to observe everyone’s reaction; he watched the Guildmaster talk with Sirus, Daniel, and finally Lidea.   
 
    Nero would have to think long and hard about what to do next.  If the Guildmaster had made a pact with the Krone to allow them to use his newly formed kingdom to attack the elves from the surface, then he was not sure he could continue working for the Guild.  Eventually, Nero rose from his seat and began walking to the door.  All his life Nero had lusted after power and the respect that came with it.  Now he was finally getting what he had always wanted, but he also owed everything to Venal.  He had given Nero great power that he was supposed to use to destroy the Krone, not give them safe haven on the surface. 
 
    Nero heard a voice and was drawn out of his own thoughts to see the Guildmaster standing before him.  “Nero, I just wanted to welcome you again to the Inner Circle.”   
 
    Nero couldn’t let the Guildmaster see his uncertainty.  “Thank you, Guildmaster; it’s an honor.” 
 
    “Not at all.  You earned it.  You have proven to be a valuable asset.  In fact, your standing should have been higher among the Thirteen, but it would be unheard of for you to be seated so high at your first Inner Circle meeting.  Perhaps next time I will be able to properly reward you.  Now, if you will excuse me.” 
 
    “Of course, Guildmaster.”  The Guildmaster quickly turned away and headed for his quarters, leaving Nero alone in the Circle chamber.  Nero stood there thinking about his options for several heartbeats before he shook his head and started preparations for the long trip back to Bethel. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 40:  Trail of Tears 
 
      
 
    Jon could see the walls of Locus in the distance.  By the time the sun was high in the sky they would be safe behind the walls of the third largest city in the Kingdom of Kentar.  Not that Locus was much a part of Kentar.  Every soldier knew the city was run by the Talon Thieves Guild.  It was the worst kept secret in all of Tellus.  But to Jon and his six hundred refugees, the city was the golden promised land of the gods.  His band of refugees was thirsty and starving.  He didn’t know how they had managed to make it this far, but he thanked Sentinel for his kindness in guiding them to relative safety. 
 
    Jon thought back to how this gods-forsaken journey had begun at Endwood.  He thought back to the ghost, and even now it sent a shiver of horror up his spine.  He had seen men killed in battle, but the sight of that ghost sucking the life force out of his soldier in front of the entire town would haunt him for the rest of his days.   
 
    Jon had been the last person to leave Endwood with the rearguard.  It had not been an orderly retreat where the fleeing army would live to fight another day.  No, the retreat from Endwood had been a rout, plain and simple.  Everyone in the town had simply left everything behind and run into the woods.  Later, Jon rallied the soldiers he could find, and they began rounding up the survivors.  He collected more than six hundred men, women, and children, and waited as long as he dared before heading west toward the more settled areas of Kentar.  They didn’t have horses or wagons and as a result, the journey was slow.  They didn’t have any food or water so starvation was a constant threat. 
 
    They had survived on the goodwill of others.  That, and the forced hand of the Crown.  They passed through two small villages and many farmsteads in the moon’s turn that followed.  At each stop, Jon approached the mayor of the town or owner of the farmstead and asked for their mercy.  Nearly everyone along the journey took pity on them by opening up their homes to the unfortunate group.  For those that opened their homes and towns willingly, Jon asked no more. 
 
    There were a few farms and one village that heard Jon’s story and slammed their doors shut.  For those to whom mercy was dead inside their souls, Jon did not spare the rod.   
 
    The first time Jon had been turned away he failed to press the issue and marched on.  Some of those under his care paid the price for his lack of assertiveness.  The group was forced to camp out in the open where one child died of thirst, and Jon’s soldiers were forced to fight off their first pack of wolves.  Jon set a watch, but the wolves came so suddenly and, in such numbers, that his soldiers could not turn them away.  It was difficult to see the animals in the dark, and before they drove the hounds off, two soldiers and two women had been torn apart. 
 
    Jon took this failure hard and did not let it happen again.  The group needed food, water, and shelter every night or people died.  It was that simple.  The next time a farmer slammed the door in Jon’s face he surrounded the main house with soldiers and they forced their way in.  He did this in turn to each house without charity.  He stripped them of everything, but it still was not enough.  Some few died along the way, but only the very old or the very young.  He had done the best he could in a hopeless situation, and that was a fact. 
 
    Now the trial was over.  His trail of tears was coming to an end as they approached the eastern gateway of Locus. 
 
    The fifteen-foot high walls of the city were made of stone, and the thirty-foot wide gate was made of thick wood reinforced by steel.  The gate was made up of two large doors that could be opened to allow merchant wagons into the city.  A regular-sized door was cut into the middle of the right hand gate.  The gate was closed as they approached.  Several soldiers stood on the wall, and they all took notice of the large cluster of refugees outside their gate. 
 
    “Ho, who goes there?” called the guard standing directly on top of the gate. 
 
    Jon was traveling up front as always and replied, “My name is Jon Campbell; I am a captain in the Army of Kentar.  The group behind me is all that remains of the frontier town of Endwood.  We request you open your gates so that we may seek food and shelter.” 
 
    The trooper looked past Jon and frowned at the number of people in his party.  “Wait here while I go and fetch my lieutenant.” 
 
    Jon nodded his head and stood in silence as the trooper left the wall in search of his superior.  The lowly staff soldier just did not have the authority to open the gates to six hundred refugees.  His hesitation was understandable.  Once the lieutenant arrived, things would go smoothly.  After all, they were fellow citizens of Kentar.  Surely they would let his group into the city to save their lives.  So why did Jon have a sinking feeling in his stomach?  Must be hunger. 
 
    Eventually the trooper returned with his lieutenant who looked down at them from on top of the wall.  “My trooper says you wish to enter the city in order to eat our food and drink our water.  Does he tell it true?” 
 
    Jon made fists out of his hands and kept his head about him.  “What is your name soldier?” 
 
    The Lieutenant replied, “Gilmore is my name.” 
 
    “Well then, Gilmore, what I told your trooper is that I want you to open your gates so that six hundred of your fellow countrymen, citizens of Kentar all, may seek food and shelter rather than die out here on your doorstep.” 
 
    Gilmore scanned the refugees and then looked at Jon with a sort of shameful stubbornness.  “Beggin’ your pardon, Captain, but I don’t think that’s likely to happen.  We got enough troubles of our own.  Why don’t you march on to Jewlian?  They’ll be able to take care of you there.” 
 
    “We won’t make it to Jewlian and you know it!  We have folk starving every day and freezing to death every night.” 
 
    “That’s your problem.  I got problems of my own.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Gilmore, I order you to open your gates and let these people in.” 
 
    “Ain’t gonna happen.  I don’t take orders from you.” 
 
    “Then can you at least go and get your captain?  I’d like to speak with him.  And keep in mind that we’re not leaving this spot until I have a word.” 
 
    If anything, Gilmore seemed grateful to shift the responsibility of deciding what to do with this odd group onto someone else’s shoulders.  “Aye, that I can do.  Wait there.”  This time it was the Lieutenant who left the wall in search of his captain.  He was gone for some time, during which Jon was able to get his anger under control.  What in the seven hells was going on here?  This should be a simple matter.   
 
    Eventually, the little door inside the larger gate opened.  Standing at the door was a portly man of average height in a captain’s uniform.  He looked at Jon and asked, “Are you the captain here?” 
 
    “That is correct.  And you are?” 
 
    “Folks call me Marc.  Will you come inside and talk with me, Captain?” 
 
    Jon kept his face neutral.  “Certainly.”  Jon turned to his lieutenant standing next to him and told him to hold their current position.  Jon walked through the small door and into the welcoming arms of Locus, reportedly home to some ten thousand souls. 
 
    The Captain of the Locus garrison shut the door behind him, and Jon got his first really good look at a city in over a year.  The gate was well traveled with wagon tracks that lead in all directions.  There was a mud road that ran to the left and right of the gate along the city walls, and there was a third road covered in cobblestone which led straight to the center of the city.  Houses and shops lined the streets.  Some of the buildings were made of stone, some of wood.  They all seemed to be two stories tall with thatched roofs.  A half mile ahead on the right side of the main street, Jon could make out the towers and slate roofs of Locus Castle.  Up ahead on the left side of the main street, Jon could see the spires of the Basilica of Fortuna in the distance.   
 
    Most human gods would have a temple in a city as great as Locus, but the Basilica of Fortuna was easily the largest.  It was said that during the Year of Angels, Fortuna herself descended from the heavens to the very spot where the church now stood.  Years later, devout followers of the Lady of Luck built an immense temple in her honor. 
 
    Captain Marc led Jon past a common barracks building where he saw several soldiers lounging lazily.  He led Jon into a private room attached to the barracks.  The chamber was modest and probably served as the Captain’s private living quarters.  Two guards were stationed directly outside the door, but inside they were alone.  Captain Marc sat Jon down at a small table with two chairs and a lantern. He poured them each a glass of wine.  “How many folk do you have with you, Jon?” 
 
    “Some four hundred citizens and two hundred soldiers escaped the frontier town of Endwood with me.  We left with nothing and some have died along the way, but we have fared well considering.” 
 
    “And what is it that caused you to abandon your post, Captain?”  Jon didn’t care for the man’s choice of words, but he was at his mercy, asking for help.  He went through the whole story in some detail.  Captain Marc listened patiently and did not say a word.  When it was all over, the Captain said, “That is quite a tale.  I’m not sure I believe any of it, but you are here now and it seems pointless to debate the matter.  I’m sorry my subordinate was rude to you and yours, but he does speak the truth.  We have troubles of our own.  The garrison of Locus can’t handle another six hundred mouths to feed, even for a short time.” 
 
    Jon sat back in his chair and carefully considered his next argument before he spoke.  “We had farms along the way that refused to show us charity.  We ended up forcibly taking what we needed at sword point.  Can’t you do something similar here?  Can’t you take food out of the city stores for the good of six hundred hungry citizens?” 
 
    “We don’t have the power to take that kind of action.  Everything here in the City of Locus may look fine on the surface, but we are barely holding on.  You and I both know this city is run by the Talon Thieves Guild.  They own everything.  The lord of the city is their puppet.  There isn’t a day goes by where a soldier of mine doesn’t disappear without a trace.  The ones that ask too many questions are disposed of quietly.  The ones who are worth having are bribed with good gold to abandon their posts and join the Guild.  The ones who aren’t worth having are frightened under pain of death to leave the Guild to govern themselves.  I don’t see that there is much we can do for your refugees, so I’m afraid I will have to turn them away.  You should keep a few of your officers with you and march for Jewlian.  The King will have no choice but to take you in. As for the rest of your soldiers, I will be taking them under my command.” 
 
    Jon let the moment hang in the air as he looked up from the table and stared directly into the Captain’s eyes.  “What?” 
 
    “I hate to do it, but like I said, we’re barely holding on to Locus as it is.  I need your two hundred men to shore up my position.” 
 
    “By what authority do you take my men away from me?  We are the same rank; my men answer to me.” 
 
    “True, but unless I miss my guess, you have been recently promoted to captain, and yours was a battlefield promotion.  Am I right?” 
 
    Jon inclined his head to indicate that it was true.  “Then I am the senior officer, and I will take your men under my command.” 
 
    In reality, Jon was happy to let Captain Marc take command of his men since he couldn’t feed them anyway.  But he couldn’t leave the four hundred civilians undefended.  Not after everything he and his had been through.  And if he was to be denied entry to Locus, then he needed his soldiers to look after them.  “You can take my men as long as you take the four hundred civilians who are traveling with them.  None of them are beggars.  They are all skilled farmers, blacksmiths, and lumberjacks.  After a brief period of charity, they will contribute more to Locus than they take.” 
 
    “As I said, I’m afraid that’s out of the question.” 
 
    Jon stared at Captain Marc with good cheer on his face and malice in his heart.  “Do you fancy a promotion, Captain?  Perhaps you would like another assignment?  One more suited to a life of ease and comfort.” 
 
    The Captain was not bright enough to see the noose he was putting around his neck.  “It’s true, I must say.  I would do almost anything to be assigned to another post.  Open war would be preferable to the cloak and dagger games I am forced to play here.” 
 
    Jon stopped his fidgeting and stared directly into Captain Marc’s eyes in order to convey the truth of what he was saying.  “Well, I can virtually guarantee that you will never get promoted or reassigned ever again if you turn my group of refugees away.” 
 
    A frown came to the good Captain’s face and he asked, “Oh, why is that?” 
 
    “Because if we leave here without any aid, then most of my group will die on the way to Jewlian.  Only I won’t die.  Of that you can be sure.  And when I get to Jewlian I will tell the King that six hundred of his citizens are dead because you turned them out into the cold.” 
 
    Captain Marc went to get up from his chair, but Jon was ready for him.  Jon had his long sword up to the Captain’s throat before he could even draw his dagger.  Captain Marc opened his mouth to yell and Jon said, “Don’t.  Don’t even think of calling your guards, or you’ll be dead long before they get here.”  The Captain closed his mouth, put his hands out to his sides, and stood there waiting for Jon to do something.  Jon continued, “I don’t need you to feed us, Captain.  I just need you to open the gates so that me and mine can fend for ourselves and have a chance at survival.  Then I can go before the King and tell him rightfully so, that you did all you could.  Now why don’t you sit back down in your chair and let’s discuss the matter like two responsible soldiers of Kentar?” 
 
    Jon motioned with his sword for Captain Marc to retake his seat.  The Captain hesitated at first, and Jon could see the wheels turning in his mind.  “Don’t even think of trying anything.  As you say, I’m a newly minted captain and I’ve been to the frontier, whereas you have been sitting behind a desk for far too long.” 
 
    The Captain seemed to decide that cowardice was the better part of valor.  He sat down in a huff and asked, “So, what exactly did you have in mind?” 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 41:  The New Lord Shetley 
 
      
 
    For the first time in what seemed like years, Evisar awoke long after the sun had crested over the horizon.  Evisar, Jefon, Xander, Valihorn, and Tristan had all stayed up late the night before celebrating a monumental victory with the town of Wessex.  The townspeople had rallied under Evisar’s command to defeat a family of towering giants that were using them as food.  Evisar knew in the back of his mind that his primary mission was rescuing the First Heir of Armena from his captivity in the Underworld, but he set that commitment aside for a night after his leadership won the day, after realizing his brother was still alive when Evisar had been certain he was dead, and after the wizard Austen told him about the likely location of an entrance into the Underworld.  It had been a great day, and Evisar had lived the night as if it were his last, with no regrets.   
 
    But now Evisar was awake and thinking about his next move.  He sat at the bar quietly sipping black tea and talking to the innkeeper.  In between the pleasant conversation and the quiet moments of the morning, Evisar made up his mind to take Austen’s advice and find the entrance to the Underworld somewhere in Darkwood Forest.  However dangerous the Shetley Fortress was, he could feel time running short on the First Heir’s life, and they needed to make some kind of progress, quickly.   
 
    Everyone else was slow to rise from the party the previous night, but eventually they did emerge one by one.  Before Evisar sat everyone down and told them his decision, fate, in the form of Tristan, came to tell him Lord Shetley had sent word that he wanted to throw a feast for all the companions at his keep in order to offer each of them tokens of his gratitude.  
 
    Evisar would ordinarily have refused the invitation and continued on, not wanting to waste time on a feast, and certainly not wanting any sort of recognition, but the tokens of gratitude caught his attention.  If the rumors about the Underworld were true, then they were going to need all the tokens of gratitude they could get their hands on in order to survive.  Evisar was also tempted by the Shetley library.  Perhaps the companions could examine the library for proof of the entrance to the Underworld that Austen spoke of the night before.  It would also be nice to offer Tristan a proper goodbye.  He had been a great help during the giant attack, and Evisar considered him a friend.  In the end, Evisar relented and told everyone to saddle up for one more visit to Lord Shetley’s Keep. 
 
    The companions had all made friends in the town of Wessex and found it somewhat difficult to leave.  Valihorn had difficulty leaving his master and striking out on his own, but it was Jefon who seemed the most reluctant to continue the quest.  Ellen came to see him off, and the two lingered by Jefon’s horse long after everyone else was ready to depart.  Neither of them was jealous or bitter, but rather they were a couple completely at ease with one another.  Ellen kissed Jefon with a want and feeling that was genuine, while Jefon drank her in like a rider heading into the desert.  Evisar realized his brother must have been tempted to stay, but what was important in the end was that Jefon hopped up on his horse and rode off with the rest.   
 
    By midafternoon, they were at Lord Shetley’s gate once again, and the guards let them into the Keep without trouble, which was a refreshing change of pace from the cold reception they received on their first visit. 
 
    Once they were inside the gate, the lead guard said, “Captain Tristan, I’m afraid your friends will have to leave their weapons here just as before.” 
 
    Xander piped up immediately.  “You’ve got to be kidding.” 
 
    The guard looked regretful but insistent.  “Lord Shetley makes no exceptions, even for those who save the town of Wessex.”   
 
    Tristan turned to reassure them.  “It will be all right, my friends.  I give you my word.”  With the assurance given, Evisar, Jefon, and Xander disarmed themselves.  Tristan kept his weapons, of course, and Valihorn had no weapons to relinquish.  After the weapons were set aside, the guards led the companions through the main courtyard and into Lord Shetley’s private residence. 
 
    They proceeded up some stairs to the second floor and were led directly into Lord Shetley’s private dining room.  The companions each took a seat and were offered refreshment by a servant.  Lord Shetley soon came to greet them with several aides and his son in tow.  Evisar was reminded again of how old Lord Shetley looked, and he noted with annoyance that the Lord’s disposition had not improved. 
 
    “So you finally made it, eh? I was beginning to wonder.” 
 
    The companions stood up around the table out of respect for the Lord of the Land.  Tristan came forward and went down on one knee.  “My Lord Shetley, we were successful in saving Wessex from the giants.  They will not trouble the town any further.” 
 
    Lord Shetley looked cross, “I know that.  Otherwise, why would I have sent for you and your companions?  I haven’t completely lost my mind, Captain.” 
 
    Tristan accepted the rebuke.  “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Lord Shetley looked up from Tristan and gazed at each of the companions in turn.  “When last you were here, I believe the rest of you swore yourselves into my service, yet Tristan is the only one down on one knee.  Perhaps elves don’t keep their word.” 
 
    Evisar gritted his teeth and managed to hold his tongue.  This was intolerable.  They risked their lives to save his town, placing their mission in jeopardy, and this was the welcome they received.  Evisar and Jefon exchanged glances; Evisar reluctantly went down on one knee and inclined his head toward Lord Shetley.  Jefon and Valihorn did the same. 
 
    Lord Shetley smiled and took on a more gracious tone.  “Rise and be seated.”  He circled around the table and took his place of honor.  “I understand I missed quite the party last night.  Everyone is hailing you as heroes.  By my count I still lost both catapults and a ballista, though I suppose it is a small price to pay for the safety of Wessex.  You know, in years past the loss of two catapults would have meant nothing, but that was back in the days when ...” 
 
    Lord Shetley’s son stepped in to interrupt.  “Father, you promised to release these companions from your service once the giants were dealt with.” 
 
    “I know that boy.  I was getting to it.  You just be sure to keep your place.”  The son took a step away as Lord Shetley turned back to the companions.  He took a long look and then sighed.  “Well, I guess now is as good a time as any.  I will keep Tristan as the captain of my guard, but the rest of you I release from my service.  Now that the formality is over, let us celebrate and talk as men.” 
 
    Lord Shetley motioned to his servants along the wall.  Soon there was a fire roaring in the north and west fireplaces, and the first course was being brought from the kitchen below.  The room became noisier throughout the meal as a dozen different conversations evolved, and somewhere in the middle of the feast Evisar began to note that every guard, aide, and servant in the dining room came up to Tristan to shake his hand.  Everyone seemed most eager to talk to the hero of Wessex, and it became obvious to Evisar that somehow credit for the victory against the giants had been laid squarely on Tristan’s shoulders.   
 
    Evisar also noticed with concern that every time a servant gripped Tristan’s hand Lord Shetley took note.  Things continued this way for a good while until Lord Shetley’s voice rose above the din.  “So, Jefon, the last time we met you caught my attention with your love of books and your interest in my family history.  Would you still like to see my library, or were you feigning interest to gain my good favor?” 
 
    Jefon was sitting four chairs down from Lord Shetley, so it took him a moment to realize Lord Shetley was talking to him, and still longer to remember his first conversation.  “I would never feign interest, my lord.  I have always been a student of history, and your story seems most intriguing.” 
 
    “As a token of my gratitude, would you like to examine my library this evening?” 
 
    “I would like that very much, my lord, but I don’t want to miss any of the festivities.” 
 
    “I’ll see that the feast continues all day, and I promise to summon you when the roast pig arrives.”  Lord Shetley did not wait for an answer as he turned to his son and said, “William, will you take Jefon to the library and see that he has everything he needs?”  This was given to his son as a command, rather than asking it as a favor. 
 
    William seemed a little surprised, but responded kindly enough, “Certainly, father.  Jefon, please allow me to show you the way.” 
 
    Before the two could leave the hall, Evisar wasn’t totally surprised when Valihorn spoke up.  “My Lord Shetley, may I see your library as well?” 
 
    Lord Shetley seemed pleased by the suggestion.  “By all means, my young wizard, please follow William.” 
 
    Evisar felt some slight reluctance as Jefon and Valihorn left the hall, but then they were gone and the door was shut behind them, and the conversations continued around the room.  Lord Shetley let the warm smile of a host cross over his face as he leaned over to converse with one of his aides. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Valihorn, Jefon, and William left the Lord’s residence and walked downstairs to the open courtyard.  On the walk across the courtyard, the young lord made small talk with the ranger and wizard.  Valihorn decided he rather liked this young lord as he seemed proud, but wise enough to understand the needs of his people.  The three entered the library tower, and Valihorn climbed the circular stairwell to the second floor with a bound in his step.  He was eager to explore a library that spanned a thousand years of history.  The sight did not disappoint as he walked into the library and saw shelf after shelf of dusty old tomes.  Never before had he seen so many books in one place.  Jefon nodded his head in approval, but Valihorn was slightly annoyed that he did not show more reverence for the awesome sight before him.  Of course, Jefon had grown up in the Armenien capital of Bethel, which probably had a library spanning ten thousand years of history rather than a single millennium. 
 
    Young William looked around the room and said with some sadness, “I’m pleased that you like it, but my father tells me our family library used to be ten times this size.  Still, I suppose we were lucky to escape with any books at all when our keep in Darkwood Forest was taken.  Why don’t the two of you have a look around, and I’ll get us some wine and cheese?” 
 
    Jefon said, “My lord, you don’t have to stay here and keep us company.  Valihorn and I will be perfectly fine until we are summoned.” 
 
    William responded in good cheer, “Nonsense.  My father would be displeased to know I left you unattended.  Besides, it has been some time since I looked through the library myself.” 
 
    As William left the room and shut the door behind him, Valihorn let out a quick whoop of excitement and began looking at all the stacks.  Chances were good the Shetley family had employed a wizard at some point in their thousand-year history; he hoped to find some of his notes or perhaps even his book of magic.  He glanced over at Jefon in his haste and noticed that he seemed to be searching for something specific.  “Jefon, what exactly are you looking for?” 
 
    Jefon did not look up from the stacks as he answered, “Austen and Lazarus remembered an old tome of Lord Shetley’s that mentioned an entrance to the Underworld.  I know it’s a long shot, but I wanted to see if I could find it.”  Then he looked at Valihorn with a smile on his face.  “And I do love libraries.” 
 
    Valihorn sighed out loud.  The search for a book of magic would have to wait.  Finding a way into the Underworld was more important.  Both companions began scanning the stacks for tomes on Shetley history.  It did not take long to realize that half the library involved the Shetley family in some way.  There were histories of towns that used to be under their control as well as ledgers that kept track of trade and commerce with other kingdoms.  Of particular importance were the gold mines to the north of Dowden, including volume after volume of detailed and cumbersome tallies on the one resource that had kept the Shetleys in power for a millennium.  It did not take long for both companions to pull out several books and sit down to begin the search.     
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Being captain of a lord’s guard was everything Tristan had hoped it would be, but he couldn’t say he enjoyed the ceremonial part of his job.  It wasn’t in his nature to discuss politics at formal dinners, and he didn’t care about the gossiping of the court.  He tried to live by a code of honor and loyalty, but he noticed these were qualities he rarely saw in his recruits these days.     
 
    As the feast droned on, Tristan couldn’t believe all the attention he was getting.  Evisar and Xander had been just as instrumental as he had been in the recent battle, but his companions seemed to go largely unnoticed.   
 
    After awhile, Tristan’s attention was brought back to the room as Lord Shetley’s voice echoed off the back wall.  “Our heroes must grow tedious of this small talk.  I know I am.  Perhaps we could make things more interesting by having our heroes recount their heroic tale.  I am most interested to know how a motley crew of two elves, two half-elves, and a human came to slay three giants, survive a dragon’s wrath, and gain the love of everyone in my town.  Come, you must each tell me of your part in this historic event.  Tell me how you saved my town of Wessex.  Evisar, what was your part in this?” 
 
    Evisar seemed reluctant, but he started at the beginning and told how his brother had tracked the giants to their lair in Darkwood Forest.  He talked of his battle to convince the town folk to aid in the defense of the walls, and then the shock and fear he felt as he saw the huge male giant running toward the town.  When he was finished excited murmurs went up around the room. 
 
    Xander’s portion of the tale gave an entirely different perspective.  He talked about the giant’s lair and rescuing Ellen and Faye.  He talked about setting up the town’s defenses and then riding out to scout the giant’s lair.  You could have heard a pin drop in the room as Xander described the fight between the dragon and the giants.  Finally, Xander described killing the female giant and being chased by the male back to Wessex where the final battle took place.   
 
    The aides in the room became more and more interested with each person’s tale, whereas Lord Shetley seemed to become more and more irritated.  Lord Shetley finally turned to Tristan and commanded him to tell his part of the story.   
 
    Tristan talked about leaving the Keep with the elves and ordering the siege equipment to Wessex.  He recounted how they had nearly been killed by the female giant as she pounded up the tunnel, and then he talked about his decision to go with Valihorn in order to win the green dragon’s help. 
 
    Lord Shetley’s voice interjected harshly, “Why did you go to see the dragon, Captain?  He is no friend of ours.  Didn’t you think he would kill you?” 
 
    “I had very little hope that I would make it back alive, but there was no other way to destroy the giants.  What other choice did we have?  The dragon was the only real hope.  There’s no doubt it was foolish, but that was my decision.”  The guards and aides all nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
    “Then tell us of your glorious meeting with the dragon.” 
 
    Tristan recounted going down the river with Valihorn and finding the dragon’s lair.  He talked of the fear he felt when he started coughing up blood because of the acidic air.  Lord Shetley interjected again, continuing to egg him on, “You are very brave, Captain. A lesser man would surely have run in fear.” 
 
    Tristan described the treasure placed before them as a test and how that treasure, while the most magnificent he had ever seen, paled by far when compared to the enormous room that was the dragon’s lair.  The guards around the room seemed awestruck as he told the three riddles they had been forced to answer and how a wrong step would have meant certain death.  Everyone leaned in as Tristan described seeing the dragon for the first time and the conversation he and Valihorn had somehow managed to strike up with the beast. 
 
    “And you got the dragon to do your bidding?  Extraordinary.” 
 
    “It was Valihorn who persuaded the dragon, my lord.” 
 
    “Don’t be so modest, Captain.  You escorted Valihorn to the lair at risk to your life and answered the dragon’s riddle.  You give yourself far too little credit.” 
 
    Tristan continued the tale.  “Valihorn spoke the language of the dragon, and we presented a worthy gift.  The dragon told us outright that we were entertaining, and he would only help us because the giants had settled inside his territory.” 
 
    Lord Shetley frowned.  “And what else, Captain?” 
 
    “What do you mean my lord?” 
 
    “I mean what else did you promise the dragon?” 
 
    How could he have known?  Tristan was reluctant to say, but his lord commanded it.  “Valihorn and I each had to promise to do the dragon’s bidding on one occasion of his choosing in the future.” 
 
    “A very dangerous game, Captain, though I suppose you had no choice.  You may have sacrificed your future for the safety of Wessex.  Tell me, will you keep your word to this dragon?” 
 
    “I always try to keep my word, my lord.” 
 
    “And what of your oath to me, Captain?” 
 
    “My oath to you is my word, my lord, and as I said, I always try to keep my word.” 
 
    “You try to keep your word.”  Lord Shetley put a slight emphasis on the word try.  “That is an interesting response, Captain.  Please continue.” 
 
    Tristan went on to tell how the dragon transported them back to Wessex, how the giant had jumped over the pit in the final battle, and how Austen had turned the tide by throwing the giant into the pit. 
 
    When Tristan finally stopped talking, there was nothing but silence in the room; everyone wanted him to say more.  After a moment everyone seemed to snap out of the trance and Lord Shetley eventually broke the silence.  “Everyone in this room owes you a great debt, Tristan.  You have saved my town and should be rewarded accordingly.  I’m grateful you shared your tale with me so openly.  Now, I believe the roast pig is about to be served.  If everyone could please leave my residence and get back to their duties, I wish to speak to the companions alone.” 
 
    The guards and aides were still awe struck as they got up numbly from their seats and left.  As the hall door closed, Lord Shetley continued, “I hate to say thank you in front of my men; it makes me look weak.  After the pig is served and the banquet is underway there will be no time for rewards, as I’m sure the rest of my Keep will want to meet the heroes.” 
 
    Evisar broke the rhythm by speaking up.  “We are not heroes, my lord.  We were simply honor bound to complete the quest in order to pay our debts.” 
 
    Lord Shetley looked at Evisar with understanding.  “It seems we are all slaves to circumstance.  It seems we all have debts to pay and appearances to keep.  Now, if you will excuse me, I will go to my chambers and get your reward.”  Lord Shetley stood up, bowed his head slightly, turned, and went to the north door leading to his bed chambers.   
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    By the time William came back to the library, Valihorn and Jefon were already engrossed in their reading.  William made some polite conversation with Valihorn, but then he respected the silence and sat down at a different table with a book of his own.  The servants William had requested brought wine, bread, and cheese to eat.  Valihorn nibbled on some cheese and sipped some wine, while Jefon hardly looked up from his books.   
 
    Valihorn eventually looked up and realized that he had skimmed through five or six books, including “The Noble Deeds of the Shetley Family,” “The Shetley’s Dedication to Sentinel,” and “The Shetley Lineage” without learning a thing.  It was impossible to know if he was missing anything important, as it would take years to read through the library with any sort of thoroughness.  Two books later, Valihorn stumbled upon a manuscript written by a Shetley family scribe one hundred fifty years before.  Mostly the book recorded the goings on in the Shetley court.  Who came to call?  What business was transacted?  What were the crop yields for that year?  Most of it was mundane, but every now and then the page would describe the hardships of the kingdom.  The gold mines to the north were running out and the Lord Shetley of the time was beginning to lose his kingdom.  The pages described a servant who was becoming more and more concerned about the future as his lord’s behavior became more and more erratic.  Valihorn continued to read and found another portion that had some promise. 
 
    “I grow ever more worried.  My Lord Shetley has become obsessed with the Underworld.  He is ignoring his subjects while obsessing over the land below.  The gold mines to the north have completely given out, Dowden is on the verge of rebellion, and the green dragon will be most displeased if we are unable to pay our annual tribute.  My Lord Shetley is convinced great treasure lies below the ground, but how he came to this conclusion and why he decided to dig inside the Keep are mysteries to me.  He has ordered the dwarves to continue digging day and night.  If we don’t find something of interest soon I fear it will not matter.  These are troubling times, but there is nothing I can do but obey.  I must have faith in my lord and trust in his wisdom.”  The scribe then went on to talk about the crop yields for the year and some problem between the heir to be and his betrothed. 
 
    “Jefon, look at this page.  This may be what we are looking for.”  Valihorn passed Jefon the book across the table and pointed to where the passage began.  William looked up from his book with questions in his eyes, but said nothing.  Jefon thoroughly read the page and then closed the book to look at its cover.  “This is perfect, Valihorn; exactly what we needed.” 
 
    William could not hold his tongue any longer.  “What did you find?” 
 
    Jefon looked at William across the room and said, “My brother and I have been searching for an entrance ...” 
 
    Valihorn turned toward Jefon as he stopped talking in mid-sentence.  Jefon sat in his chair with a blank look and did not even blink as Valihorn waved a hand in front of his face.  “Jefon, are you alright?”  After a few moments, Valihorn reached across the table and shook Jefon’s arm.  The arm moved with Valihorn’s urging, but Jefon didn’t snap out of his trance. 
 
    William said, “Do you know what’s going on?” 
 
    “No.”  Panic began to set in.  Valihorn did not know what to do.  He jolted up from his seat.  At the same time, Jefon shook his head and seemed to become aware of what was going on around the room once again.   
 
    Before anyone could say anything, Jefon said, “My brother is in danger.  I have to leave, now!” 
 
    William rose from his seat and walked over to Jefon with a look of concern.  “Jefon, what are you talking about?  Nothing is going to happen to ...”  As William approached Jefon, Valihorn was stunned when Jefon’s fist shot up and hit the young Shetley in the face, throwing him unconscious to the floor. 
 
    Valihorn yelled at Jefon, “What are you doing?  Are you trying to get us all killed?” 
 
    Jefon knelt down by William’s limp form and took the dagger from his belt.  “Lord Shetley is going to attack and kill our friends.”  Once he found the dagger, he got up and turned to Valihorn and said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    Jefon walked quickly to the door without looking back while Valihorn struggled to try and comprehend what had happened.  He was utterly bewildered, but he also knew he trusted Jefon.  With his mind made up, Valihorn ran to catch his friend. 
 
    As the two companions ran down the stairwell to the courtyard, Valihorn asked, “How do you know Lord Shetley is going to kill our friends?” 
 
    Jefon responded quickly, “I don’t know how I know, I just know it’s going to happen soon, or may have happened already.” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Lord Shetley left the hall and shut the door to his private chambers behind him.  As soon as he was out of earshot, Xander spoke up.  “I’m not an expert on victory banquets, but this seems damn odd to me.  Am I the only one who thinks so?”  No one said anything, but Tristan could see the agreement on Evisar’s face.   
 
    Evisar spoke up, saying, “He seemed particularly interested in you, Tristan.  He recognized your contribution and yet he mocked you at the same time.” 
 
    Tristan felt a tension in the back of his mind that he didn’t understand until slowly the truth came to him as he thought about Lord Shetley’s paranoia.  He thought about the look on his lord’s face every time a guardsman shook his hand and how he had mocked his retelling of the battle.  Then he had sent his heir away with Jefon and Valihorn to the library as well as sending the rest of his servants back to work. 
 
    Before Tristan could tell the others, they all received their answer as the door to Lord Shetley’s chamber and the door to the outer hall flew open simultaneously. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Jefon and Valihorn ran through the courtyard toward the Shetley residence.  Valihorn could not keep up with Jefon’s sprint.  As he began to pull away, Valihorn yelled out, “Should you not at least get your weapons?  You will not be much good without them.” 
 
    “They’re on the other side of the Keep, and there’s no time.”  Valihorn watched as Jefon reached the steps to the lord’s residence and suddenly stopped.  As Valihorn ran up to him, he could see that their prayers had been answered.  At the base of the steps were a number of bows and long swords, arranged meticulously for Lord Shetley’s soldiers to use in the courtyard.  Jefon had wonder in his eyes as he bent down to pick up a bow and a quiver of arrows.  Valihorn did not recall seeing practice weapons outside the residence when they walked to the library, but they would have been easy to overlook.  Armed with arrows and Valihorn’s spells, the pair bounded up the stairs. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Tristan’s heart skipped a beat when five archers came through the door to the hall and four swordsmen emerged from Lord Shetley’s bed chamber.  Every one of them was wearing leather or chain mail armor, and the swordsmen had shields.  Lord Shetley came into the dining room from his bedroom chamber with a fifth swordsman who wore a steel breastplate and had a rapier in each hand.  Lord Shetley had a smug look of victory on his face as he entered the room dressed in chain shirt armor wearing his family sword.  Out of reflex Tristan, Evisar, and Xander all rose from their seats and backed away from the two doors toward the far corner. 
 
    Tristan scanned the room for some sign of hope, but his heart sank further as he realized the perfection of Lord Shetley’s ambush.  The room was a huge rectangle with a large rectangular table in the middle with a good ten feet on all sides between the table and the stone walls.  The far wall had the door leading out into the hall while the door to Tristan’s left led to Lord Shetley’s bed chamber.  The other two walls contained nothing except one fireplace on each wall.  There was nowhere to go and nowhere to hide. 
 
    Tristan quickly threw Evisar his dagger and drew his sword.  Lord Shetley smiled at this and said, “Captain Tristan, there’s no need to draw your weapons.  I promise to make this quick.” 
 
    Tristan responded, “My Lord Shetley, why are you doing this?” 
 
    The smile left Lord Shetley’s face as he answered, “You thought you could take my kingdom from me.  You thought to replace me, but now you know that will not happen.” 
 
    The final piece fell into place in Tristan’s mind.  Lord Shetley was afraid he was planning to take his place as lord, and his recent accomplishments in Wessex had only endeared him more to his subjects.  Tristan couldn’t believe it had come to this.  “My lord, what are you talking about?  I am sworn to your service.” 
 
    “Oaths don’t mean anything anymore.”  Lord Shetley glanced at the swordsman with the breastplate and said, “My new friends have told me what your true intentions are.”  He jabbed his finger at Tristan and then at Evisar from across the room.  “You all seek to replace me.  I can see it in your eyes.  My people want you for their lord, but I will not have it.”  He threw his arms in the air and gestured about the room.  “This Keep and these lands are nothing.  My family used to own it all.  We were robbed of our lands, and I will not let you take what is left from me.” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar stepped forward with steel in his voice.  “Spare us your pitiful sob stories.  Did you see your father killed before your eyes?  Were you exiled from your home by your best friend for no reason, with no one to depend on but your younger brother?”  Evisar let the silence hang for a moment before he finished.  “I thought not.  Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Lord Shetley scowled and gave a slight nod to the warrior in the breastplate.  The swordsman raised his arm and the five archers raised their bows with arrows nocked.  The leader spoke up with command.  “Kill them all and find the gem.” 
 
    Evisar suddenly understood.  Lord Shetley’s new friends were from the Talon Thieves Guild.  Somehow they had tracked the companions down again.  Evisar looked at Xander and saw on his face that it was true.  Evisar said, “How did you find us?” 
 
    The swordsman smiled with pride, “It isn’t hard to find a group when they stay in one place, as you were gracious enough to do.” 
 
    Evisar knew the swordsman was right.  The Talon Guild had used Lord Shetley’s paranoia to convince him that Tristan was a threat when really there was no threat at all.   
 
    Xander took a step forward and said, “Sirus, there’s no reason to do this.  You can have the gem; just let my friends go.” 
 
    Sirus said, “That’s a nice sentiment, but I’m afraid the Guildmaster wants more than that.”  Sirus turned to the five archers and said, “Draw.” 
 
    The archers brought up their bows and Tristan raised his voice in desperation.  “Stop this.  My lord, I swear I’m your man.  I would never try to take your place.  I only want to serve you.” 
 
    Lord Shetley said, “You lie.  I can see it on your face.”  
 
    Sirus said, “Release.” 
 
    Tristan was too dumbfounded by the betrayal of his lord to get out of the way, but Evisar and Xander both dove forward toward the cover of the table.  Tristan cursed at the last instant as the arrows flew through the air.  His chain shirt did little against the razor-sharp metal tips.  Tristan fell back against the wall as one arrow struck each breast and another ricocheted off his stomach.  Xander and Evisar took temporary refuge behind two chairs, concealed by the thick oak table.  Tristan slumped down against the wall and just as his body went limp, he threw his long sword across the floor to Evisar. 
 
    Despair left Evisar as he felt the weight of steel in his hand, knowing that at least now he could put up a fight.  He handed Xander his dagger as Lord Shetley’s voice rang triumphantly across the room.  “Stand up elves, and I promise you a quick death.”  Evisar kept his silence and looked at Xander.  He looked on with curiosity as Xander pulled out the huge gem with the trapped wizard in it and waited.  After a moment, Lord Shetley continued, “No?  So be it then.”   
 
    Evisar looked under the table and saw the mercenaries take a few steps.  Before they could get around the table, Xander thrust the gem into the air so it was in full view of the entire room and muttered the word help to himself.  The gem exploded with fire and Evisar’s eyes grew wide as he watched a ball of fire leap out from the gem and strike the wall on the other side of the room.  Even from behind the oak table, Evisar felt the intense heat on his skin as cries of pain erupted around the room. 
 
    Evisar didn’t know what had just happened, but his warrior instincts took over.  He didn’t waste a single thought on the many questions he would ask Xander about the gem at a later time, as he bolted to his feet and moved clockwise around the table to where the swordsmen had been.  It looked as though Xander’s trick had taken down the archers grouped together in the corner, but Lord Shetley, Sirus, and the four swordsmen were still alive and quickly regaining their feet.  Evisar moved around the table with purpose and caught the lead swordsman as he got up off the ground.  Again, Evisar did not hesitate as he shoved the point of Tristan’s sword into the gut of the lead swordsman, twisted the sword to ensure the kill, and then pulled it out.  He did not even look at the impaled swordsman to see if he fell back to the ground as he moved on to the next one.  His father had often told him to press the attack when he had the advantage, and this was no time to hold back.  With Tristan down, their only chance was to finish them in the confusion Xander had created.  The second swordsman deflected the first two swings from Evisar’s blade, but Evisar was too quick, too strong, and too well trained for him.  With Evisar’s third cut, he disarmed the swordsman and drew a savage cut across his chest.  The second swordsman fell, and Evisar pressed his advantage with the third.  By now the enemy had recovered, and Evisar found himself exchanging blows with three swordsmen instead of one.  It also became clear that the remaining three swordsmen were more experienced than the two he had just dispatched, especially Sirus. 
 
    Sirus pressed forward, swinging his two rapiers gracefully through the air with a swordsman on each side of him.  They moved together as a cohesive unit, and Sirus looked unhappy that seven of his friends were already dead.  The swordsmen advanced in a pyramid, with one flanking Evisar on each side, while Sirus kept his attention on the front.  They traded blows as Evisar searched for an opening.  It only took a moment for him to realize what kind of trouble he was in.  He thought back to his father.  It was disappointing to know he could have dealt with these three in short order, but Evisar was not his father, and he grimaced as he was forced to give ground to the advancing swordsmen.  Evisar was nearly to the wall and was about to be forced into a bold, but stupid posture, when he saw Xander leap out and bury his dagger into the back of the swordsman on Evisar’s right.  The dying swordsman had been caught completely by surprise, but he still managed to make a reflexive swing that caught Xander in the arm and made a deep cut. 
 
    Xander recoiled in pain, and Evisar moved to finish off the injured swordsman with a swing to the head, but he never got to finish his swing as a bolt of energy took him full in the chest and threw him up against the back wall.  Evisar writhed in pain as he looked up in time to see Lord Shetley with a magic wand in his hand.     
 
    Sirus and his remaining partner did not hesitate as they moved in quickly toward Evisar.  Evisar was barely able to stand up in time as the swordsmen came on.  Both swordsmen moved in and stabbed at Evisar simultaneously.  There was nothing Evisar could do but parry one of the two blows.  Evisar blocked the one meant for his heart and felt the cold bite of steel as Sirus’s rapier pierced his chain shirt and went into his stomach.  Evisar bent over and screamed in agony as Sirus withdrew his weapon.  Over his own pain he heard another bolt leave Lord Shetley’s wand.  He saw Xander thrown against the back wall in a heap. 
 
    Evisar had done his best, but it was all over.  He raised his blade and resigned himself to an honorable death at Sirus’s hand, when he heard a thrum crackle through the air.  Suddenly, Sirus dropped his sword and collapsed in front of him with an arrow piercing his heart through his unprotected back.  Sirus hit the ground chest first; the steel of his breastplate made a loud thud on the hardwood floor.  The remaining swordsman took a stab that Evisar deflected away from his chest, but he still felt searing pain as the sword went through his left shoulder.  He slumped against the wall and fell to the ground.  He didn’t even have the energy to remain standing.   
 
    From across the room Evisar heard Valihorn’s voice loud and clear.  The remaining swordsman dropped his arms to his side right in front of him with a smile on his face that seemed oddly out of place.  A moment later another arrow took him in the back as well, and he collapsed to the floor. 
 
    Lord Shetley pointed his wand at the door and fired another bolt.  Jefon nimbly ducked out of the doorway and allowed the bolt to pass harmlessly by.  He reappeared a moment later and released an arrow that leapt from his bow and took Lord Shetley in the shoulder, sending the magic wand flying across the room.   
 
    Lord Shetley quickly recovered, standing tall and defiant.  He still had his sword, but he was smart enough to know a sword would not help him against a wizard and a bow.  “Go on, kill me you bastards!  I can’t stop you from taking my kingdom.”  He drew his sword and dagger and threw them across the floor. 
 
    Jefon and Valihorn left the doorway and entered the room as Xander and Evisar began to stir.  Jefon had an arrow nocked and pulled back to his ear as he answered Lord Shetley in kind.  “We don’t want your kingdom, never did.  But clearly you aren’t worthy of it either.”  Jefon circled the table and came within ten feet of Lord Shetley.  “You have lost your mind and are unworthy to lead.  You abuse those whom you seek to rule.  Your son shall inherit your kingdom.”   
 
    Lord Shetley raised his hands in surrender and smiled.  “I am unarmed and the battle is over.  Are you going to kill me in cold blood?” 
 
    In answer, Jefon began to quote a passage from Martel himself.  “Strike down those points of authority who abuse their power.  Take vengeance upon those who hold my people underfoot.” 
 
    With the decision made, Jefon launched his arrow without hesitation and took Lord Shetley in the heart.  Valihorn screamed, “No, Jefon!” as the arrow found its mark.  The Lord of the Land was dead before he hit the floor.   
 
    Even through the pain of his injuries, Evisar couldn’t believe what had just happened.  His brother had killed an unarmed man in cold blood.  Anger arose in Evisar as he realized what had happened.  He could barely find his feet and blood was gushing out of his wounds, but his voice was loud and harsh. 
 
    “Why did you kill him?  He surrendered; the fight was over.” 
 
    Jefon looked at his brother with a steel all his own.  “My god warned me of his attack and my god demanded his death.  Were it not for Martel, the three of you would be dead by now and the two of us would surely have followed.  He abused his power and didn’t deserve to live.”  Jefon moved over to Xander and helped him to his feet. 
 
    Xander grimaced as Jefon helped him up and said with a roguish grin, “Maybe I like you after all.” 
 
    Jefon did not return the good humor as he said, “Can you heal Evisar while I check on Tristan?”  Xander nodded his head as he said a divine word that healed his arm and chest almost completely. 
 
    Xander went over to Evisar.  He was about to heal him with a touch when Evisar grabbed his hand with great force.  “And you.  What in the seven hells was that ball of fire that came out of the gem?”  He threw Xander’s arm away as he said, “You lied to me again.” 
 
    “Regretfully so.  Sometimes I don’t have any choice in what I do.” 
 
    “There’s always a choice.” 
 
    “You think so?  Then why don’t you ask Austen and your brother why I couldn’t tell you about the gem?”  Evisar’s head snapped up at the mention of his brother.  He couldn’t believe Jefon would keep a secret like that from him.  “Don’t be so quick to pass judgment on me.  Now, do you want to be healed or not?” 
 
    Evisar was prideful and hurt, but he was no fool.  He knew he would die without the help of a healer.  He sat in silence and let his anger stew as Xander healed his wounds.  Then Xander moved over to Tristan, closed his wounds, and helped the large warrior to his feet.  A short time later, all of the companions were on their feet, and it seemed as if they would live to fight another day. 
 
    Evisar’s mind was awash in questions.  He was so angry that he had to fight to think rationally, but he did not have the luxury of anger for the moment.  He turned to the door with indignation in his voice and command on his lips.  “Let’s get our weapons and see if we can get out of here.”  Evisar moved toward the door to the hall just as William Shetley came in with sword and shield in hand, along with thirty other guards at his back.   
 
    William looked down at his dead father and took it in.  He asked only one question, “What happened here?” 
 
    Evisar spoke quickly.  If William didn’t listen, then they were all dead.  “Your father attacked us using these mercenaries.  He was jealous of Tristan and thought he was trying to take his kingdom away from him.  We were able to defend ourselves, but unfortunately your father died in the process.” 
 
    William said nothing.  He looked around the room for a long time and finally his eyes settled on his dead father once again.  He spoke to his guards without passion.  “Arrest them all.  Throw them in a cell until I can figure out what happened here.” 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 42:  William’s Judgment 
 
      
 
    The companions were stripped of their weapons by William’s guards, put in shackles, and taken to another building made of stone, mortar, and iron bars.  They were placed in a single cell with four guards to watch over them at all times.  Once they were in the cell, Xander went around to all of the companions and continued to use his powers of healing until all of the injuries were gone.  Evisar thought of escape, but it was unlikely from behind iron bars with four guards watching.  Still, perhaps they should try since the new Lord Shetley wasn’t likely to be generous with them after Jefon killed his father in cold blood.  Of course, William didn’t know how his father died, and the man had been an ass.   
 
    Evisar looked around the room as he went over events in his mind.  Valihorn was mourning the loss of his lord and refused to look Jefon in the face while Tristan did not seem to know whether to react to his lord’s betrayal or the fact that the Lord of the Land was dead.  Jefon had purposely sat at the far end of the cell to avoid his older brother’s gaze of disappointment, but Evisar could see that he was shaking ever so slightly from his intense fear of confinement.  Jefon hid his feelings well, but Evisar knew he was in agony.  Lastly, he looked at Xander and had to chuckle in spite of himself.  Of all the companions, only Xander seemed to be in relatively good cheer as the half-elf lay on his cot taking a nap with a clear conscience. 
 
    Evisar, for his part, couldn’t sleep with so many unanswered questions.  Had Lord Shetley really been insane enough to see Tristan as a threat?  Evisar hadn’t known Tristan long, but even he knew Tristan was loyal to a fault.  In the end, he decided it was a waste of time to worry about what Lord Shetley had been thinking since understanding what happened wouldn’t change the fact that he was sitting in a cell. 
 
    With one decision made, his mind gravitated away from his brother’s questionable morality to the less painful subject of Xander’s accursed gem.  Evisar leaned back against the wall and shook his head.  Why should he be surprised at another lie from Xander?  The game was getting old and Evisar was running out of strength.  Still, Xander might cause him to lose sleep wondering what else he had up his sleeve, but he was loyal to him and his brother, and loyal to their mission of finding the First Heir.  The gem seemed to be a powerful artifact capable of helping them at odd times, and that was an advantage Evisar couldn’t give up.  In the end, his barely contained anger toward Xander melted away as he came to the conclusion that Xander was a useful part of the team, and if he enjoyed his secrets, then Evisar could live with that. 
 
    He turned toward Jefon and felt an ache in his heart.  He couldn’t explain why or how, but somehow their bond as brothers wasn’t as ironclad as it had been a few moons ago.  They had left Armena with the common purpose of rescuing the First Heir, but now Jefon seemed to be drifting from that mission.  He had always been a believer in Martel, but he had never taken to quoting his god’s mantra before committing murder.  Jefon had even taken a liking to the woman from Wessex.  Evisar didn’t know how deep their relationship ran, but Jefon wasn’t one for fleeting love, or love of any kind for that matter.   
 
    Then there was the battle against Lord Shetley to consider.  How had Jefon and Valihorn even known Lord Shetley was about to attack, and what of Jefon’s marksmanship with the bow during the battle?  His skill with the bow had always been shaky, but during the battle he had shot four arrows and hit four targets, with three of the shots delivering lethal blows.   
 
    Finally, Evisar couldn’t take it anymore.  He didn’t care who overheard or what the guards thought; he had to have some answers.  He got up and walked to the back corner of the cell where his brother was sitting on the floor with his knees against his chest and his head in his lap.  He could see that Jefon was near his breaking point and close to tears.  Evisar joined Jefon on the floor and asked, “How are you holding up, brother?” 
 
    “Not very well.  This cell is driving me crazy.  Followers of Martel are supposed to free those who are wrongfully imprisoned, not become imprisoned themselves.” 
 
    “Don’t despair.  I’m sure the new Lord Shetley will want to talk soon.” 
 
    “Not soon enough.”  Jefon made a little squeaking sound and stopped talking.  He began to rock back and forth, staring off into space and mumbling incoherently to himself. 
 
    Evisar sat with Jefon for a while before asking, “How did you know Lord Shetley was going to attack us?  You were in the library.  There was no way you could have known.” 
 
    Jefon continued to rock back and forth and Evisar was forced to ask the question a second time.  Jefon said, “Sent message.  Saw vision.  Knew what was going to happen.  Had to help Evisar.  Had to help brother.”  It was obvious Jefon was slipping, and he knew the answers would have to wait for another day.  Evisar put his arm around Jefon and the two brothers sat together long into the night. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    In the middle of the night, Xander was lying in his cot dreaming when the wizard in the gem came to him.  The dream shifted as dreams so often do, and then they were sitting across a table from one another, discussing important issues. 
 
    The wizard said, “You are not keeping your part of the bargain.  In exchange for my services you were supposed to take the gem as far away from the Talon Guild as you could, yet you continue to stay in the same place.” 
 
    “We just got held up by the giants for a few days.  That’s all.” 
 
    “While you play hero in this little town of Wessex, all of Kentar is suffering in my absence.  Hundreds of thousands of lives hang in the balance over the decisions you make, and you are acting stupidly.” 
 
    “What the hell do you expect me to do?” 
 
    “I expect you to move on to the Ring Sea, and if that means leaving the elves behind, then that is what you do.” 
 
    “I can’t just head out on my own without some protection.” 
 
    “I was all the protection you needed, but you squandered my help by forcing me to intervene on your behalf twice already.  Leave the elves behind and head for the Ring Sea.” 
 
    Xander got angry and lashed out.  “I’m not going to leave the elves behind.  They need me, and I need them.  They move quickly and they think quickly.  Just because the elves stayed in Wessex for a few extra days doesn’t mean I should leave them behind.  Just remember who’s doing who the favor here.  You picked me, remember?” 
 
    “I did not pick you!  You stole the gem and now I am stuck with you.  Do you really think I would pick a lowly thief as my protector during these troubled times?”  The wizard looked away to collect himself, and when he spoke again it was a mild-mannered statement of fact and not an angry threat.  “I cannot break out of the gem if I keep saving you from yourself.  I have done all I can for you for quite some time.  The next time your life is threatened, I am afraid you are on your own.”  With this, the wizard got up from the table and walked into the shadows without looking back. 
 
    Xander yelled angrily into the darkness.  “Fine, just don’t forget my reward for protecting you from the Guild.  Otherwise, I can turn you back over to them and you can spend a lifetime inside this damned gem.”  It was too late, and Xander didn’t hear any reply as he woke up from his dream. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    The next morning the guards eventually came and brought the companions before William Shetley in his great hall.  The new lord sat in his seat of power and looked at the companions as they proudly entered the hall with Tristan and Evisar in the lead, surrounded by forty armed guards. 
 
    When William Shetley spoke, it was with an even voice that betrayed none of his true feelings or what justice he had decided to dispense.  “It has been an interesting few days.  Who knew elves could bring such excitement with them?  First, you appear out of nowhere and offer your services.  Next, you find the giant’s lair in a single day, which our best soldiers were unable to do during a moon’s turn of searching.  Finally, after gaining the favor of a dragon, you rallied the entire town of Wessex and killed the giants.   
 
    “All of this served to make you heroes in everyone’s eyes and elevate Tristan to a living legend.  My father then invited you here in order to have you killed, yet somehow you managed to turn the tables and kill him instead.  Yes, an interesting few days.” 
 
    William looked down and shook his head.  When his head came back up it was clear from his expression that he was acting as Lord of the Land.  “There seems little doubt my father sent me to the library so there would be no witnesses to his massacre and he could make up whatever story he wanted.  The men you fought appear to have been mercenaries, all of them unmarked save one.”  William Shetley held up a dagger.  Its crest had a dragon with its wings spread wide and its mouth held open in a roar.  “Do any of you know what this symbol represents?” 
 
    Evisar felt the subtle glance of each companion on his back.  They waited for him to answer, but what could he say?  If he told the truth then they would likely be executed.  If he told a lie then he would dishonor himself and those that followed him.  Evisar looked to his left and then to his right with a questioning look on his face.  He decided to play dumb, remain silent, and let the new Lord Shetley think him ignorant of what had happened.  In the back of his mind, Evisar knew this was the coward’s way out, but he made his choice and didn’t deviate from it.  Life was a series of compromises, not a canvas of black and white.  Evisar looked forward again and waited to see what William would do. 
 
    William stared at Evisar until long after the moment had become awkward.  He looked at the rest of the group and said, “I don’t know what this symbol means, nor do I know why my father had an alliance with this filth.  It is obvious he planned this ambush well, and while I grieve for his loss, I can’t blame you for defending yourselves and having to take his life.  We all know my father was not a well man, and it’s not hard to believe he saw Tristan as a threat.”   
 
    Evisar knew William was coming to some wrong conclusions and that he should say something, but he dared not risk it.  They were in enough trouble as it was, and they were at Lord Shetley’s mercy.  If William knew of Xander’s connection to the Talon Guild and Jefon’s dishonorable act it could only lead to more questions. 
 
    In a moment William continued, “Would Tristan, captain of the guard, please come forward?”  Tristan seemed lost, but he moved forward three steps and went down on one knee.  “Tristan, I know you are innocent and that you would never have betrayed my father, but unfortunately, by carrying out his orders and saving Wessex you have sealed your fate.  I would be blind if I didn’t see that every aide and guard in this room looks upon you with awe.  Unfortunately, there can only be one Lord of the Land, and having you around would always bring doubt to my rule as Lord Shetley.  In addition, regardless of the circumstances, you participated in my father’s death and cannot be left in a position of power.  Therefore, it is with reluctance that I must ask you to leave my service and my lands forever.” 
 
    Tristan seemed visibly ill as he rose to his feet.  “As you wish my lord, but where shall I go?” 
 
    Lord Shetley looked on Tristan with pity.  “That is not for me to say.  You may go where you wish; I release you from my service.” 
 
    Evisar watched a single tear run down Tristan’s cheek.  “Yes, my lord.  I will trouble you no further.”  Tristan turned on his heels and moved to join the other companions. 
 
    William Shetley was visibly wounded, but managed to move on to the next matter.  “There is one other matter before you leave my Keep.  Jefon, please step forward.” 
 
    Evisar looked over at Jefon with great concern.  When the guards had pulled them from their cell, Jefon had been out of his mind, but he seemed to have made a quick recovery and now there was no sign he had ever been in distress.  He did not seem surprised by Lord Shetley’s call.  He walked forward and stopped before the new Lord of the Land.  Unlike Tristan, Jefon did not go to one knee.  “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Jefon the elf.  I must know how you knew my father would attack your companions?” 
 
    Jefon may have been expecting the question, but it was clear he did not know how to answer it.  He shifted about and spoke in a timid voice.  “I – I don’t really know.” 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know?  Come, tell me now.” 
 
    “S – Sometimes I receive visions.  They seem to give me glimpses into the future, the future that will occur if I don’t act.” 
 
    “And you received a vision that my father was going to attack your companions?” 
 
    Jefon nodded his head in agreement.  “I received a vision showing my brother dying at the hands of your father, yes.” 
 
    “And this vision came to you while Valihorn and I were talking to you in the library?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    William surprised the entire room when he raised his voice as he came to his main point.  “Then why did you attack me in my library!?” 
 
    “Your father’s attack seemed imminent, and I needed to act quickly.  How was I to know whether you took us to the library in order to divide our group?” 
 
    Now Lord Shetley was angry.  “You seemed to know everything else.  Why didn’t your vision tell you that I had nothing to do with my father’s ambitions?” 
 
    “The vision was like a dream, and dreams are difficult to interpret.  I couldn’t take the chance.  Your interference would have slowed me down, and I didn’t have time to answer questions.  Valihorn and I barely arrived in time as it was.” 
 
    Lord Shetley was still angry.  “That’s your explanation.  You are receiving visions, and this is what brought about the death of my father?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    William Shetley sat in silence for several moments as he searched Jefon’s face for the truth.  “Very well.  Having seen you receive this vision with my own person, I accept your explanation.  Truly you have a great gift; I hope you use it well, but you will no longer use it in my keep or in my lands.  Fall in with your companions.”  Jefon bowed his head and rejoined the others.  William stood up from his seat and spoke loudly for all to hear.  “I have heard their tale and seen the evidence.  I find them innocent. 
 
    “We will return your weapons and wish you well, hoping that you will never return.  You are heroes and killers, and for that you shall receive neither reward nor punishment.  I wish you well on your travels, and I hope you find what you are looking for.”  With the sentence pronounced, William said no more.  He simply headed out the side door with several of his aides in tow.  The guards escorted the companions to the gate, gave them their weapons and horses, and sent them on their way. 
 
    With nothing left to say or do, Evisar mounted his horse and rode away from the Keep with the rest of the companions.  After the Keep was out of sight, Tristan rode up beside him and said, “I’m sorry about what happened, and I know that I am partly to blame.  You wouldn’t have come to the Keep if I hadn’t asked you to, and you wouldn’t have trusted Lord Shetley if I hadn’t given you my word it was safe.” 
 
    Evisar had to admit it was a breath of fresh air having someone of Tristan’s character around.  “I know you blame yourself, Tristan, but there’s no need.  I knew the risks and came of my own free will.” 
 
    “To be honest, I have nowhere to go, and your group is the closest thing to family I have left.  If you’ll have me, I would like to pledge myself to your mission and continue traveling with you.” 
 
    Evisar smiled and looked at Tristan.  “I was hoping you might feel that way.  I would be honored to have a human of your skill and integrity travel with us.”  Evisar reached out his hand and the two warriors shook, sealing the bond. 
 
    Jefon could not help but pipe up as well.  “Welcome back, Tristan.” 
 
    Xander added, “I could use another warrior covering my back.” 
 
    Evisar turned to the entire group with a smile on his face and humor in his voice.  “I hope you all had a good feast and are well rested because we have some hard work in front of us.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 43:  Deal with the Demon 
 
      
 
    Jon stood by the open gate with the captain of the Locus garrison at his side.  Jon’s four hundred refugees and two hundred soldiers marched into the city as best they could.  He urged them on with words of encouragement until they were all through the main gate.  The portly captain of Locus ordered the gates closed and turned to face Jon with only a bit of irritation.  “I wish your group luck, Captain, though I don’t know how they will possibly survive.” 
 
    Jon smiled back in a way that he knew was perceived as cocky.  “That’s because you’re too used to the rigid thinking of a soldier.  Perhaps that is why Locus is in such difficulty.  This is not your average city, and it can’t be handled in an average way.” 
 
    “If I catch any of your group stealing or fighting I’m going to hold you personally responsible.” 
 
    Jon held out his hand and said loud enough for all to hear, “I understand.  My thanks in advance for your compassion, Captain Marc.  It isn’t anyone who would have let our group into your fine city.” 
 
    The portly captain shook Jon’s hand and the beginnings of a smile actually touched his lips.  “Good luck to you, Captain.” 
 
    With that, the confrontation was over.  Jon walked to the head of the column and led his group of six hundred down the cobblestone street toward the city’s center.  There were many lesser roads that intersected the main fairway and diverged off of it once again, but Jon continued walking confidently down the main road.  The city was crowded on this brisk day.  The main road was just wide enough for two good-sized wagons to pass one another.  The roads that intersected it were considerably smaller and were only wide enough for one wagon to travel down.  The houses and shops pressed in oppressively against the streets.  It almost seemed as though the streets were having to fight them off in order to keep their passageways open.  All in all, the city seemed rather unfriendly as people brushed past each other on their way someplace else.  Locus seemed like an overcrowded business-like place where people kept to themselves and wouldn’t walk across the street to help a beaten neighbor. 
 
    This was Jon’s impression of Locus until he saw the open forum that lead up to the Basilica of Fortuna.  Seeing it from half a mile away at the city gates, Jon had not been prepared for the sheer size of the church.  The primary steeple soared high above any other building in the area.  The main street went right past the church grounds on the left and continued on, but the street in front of the church’s main gate opened up into a bazaar, an open air theatre, a grassy park, and a raised platform where political speeches were probably given.  The entire forum except for the park was covered in slate and marble.  As Jon approached the main gate to the church he could see that the church grounds rested on a rectangular piece of land that stretched for more than a quarter mile in both directions.  The church grounds appeared to be entirely surrounded by an iron bar fence that stood eight feet tall.  Inside the grounds, Jon could see the spires and steeples of the main basilica that reached more than one hundred fifty feet in the air and were made entirely out of white marble.  There were two other smaller temples made out of gray marble and several smaller structures made out of wood. 
 
    Jon walked through the forum with his refugees behind him and stopped in front of the only gate that led into the church grounds.  The gates were open, but two heavily armed knights were on duty.  Jon walked over to one of the knights and said, “Would you mind summoning a priest of Fortuna for me?  I would like to have a word with him.” 
 
    The knight took one look at Jon’s rank insignia and another look at the group of refugees behind him and said, “I will go and get a priest for you.  Please wait here.”  The knight turned on his heel in crisp military fashion and walked quickly into the main basilica. 
 
    Jon had been praying every night for more than a moon’s turn that he would be able to deliver his refugees to safety, and now the moment was almost here.  It had taken every ounce of strength and intelligence he could muster to get his untrained group of refugees to relative safety.  In some sense, it was the most important work Jon had ever performed and he would be sad to see it end.  Even so, he was dreadfully tired.  Jon stared at the Basilica to Fortuna and gathered his thoughts before he turned to the refugees. 
 
    Most of them were close enough to hear if he spoke loudly.  “I’m afraid this is where we are going to have to begin to go our separate ways.  My soldiers and I have tried to look after you as best we could, but now that we have finally made it to Locus, you must begin to rely on yourselves once again.  Those of you who have kin in this city or coin for a room, I suggest that you leave us and see to your own affairs.  My soldiers and I will keep a presence here at this forum, in front of the Basilica to Fortuna, for the next several days.  If you need assistance, come here and my soldiers will be happy to assist you if they can.  I, myself, will be leaving in the next day or two in order to travel to Jewlian.  I have a duty to report to the King exactly what happened to Endwood. 
 
    “For those of you who don’t have any place else to go, my hope is that the Church of Fortuna will take you in and see that you get back on your feet.”  A murmuring of voices rose up from the crowd of refugees as the truth of what Jon was saying started to sink in.  Some stared at him with empty eyes, while many more looked scared and confused as to what would happen next.  “I’m sorry I can’t do more, but I pray it has been enough.”  With the speech given, Jon turned back to the Church of Fortuna. 
 
    The great door to the basilica opened almost as though on cue.  The knight Jon had sent off began slowly escorting an old man with a long white beard down the marble steps of the church.  Some of the refugees began to talk among themselves and slowly depart as Jon waited patiently for the old priest to walk in broken steps down the marble pathway to the gate. The old priest traveled about halfway down the path and finally waved for Jon to come up and talk with him.  The remaining knight at the gate ushered Jon forward with a gesture of his hand.  Jon walked quickly up to the old priest and bowed his head respectfully. 
 
    The priest said, “What is your name, my son?” 
 
    “I am called Jon Campbell, your holiness.” 
 
    “Hmm.  My name is Fortiac.  I am the High Priest for this Basilica to Fortuna.  How may my goddess and savior be of service to you, Captain?” 
 
    Jon took a deep breath to compose his thoughts.  When he spoke, it was with reverence and humility to the head of an order that held his fate in his hands.  “I was the captain of a garrison of soldiers sent to safeguard a logging camp key to the future of Kentar.  The logging camp was destroyed, and we were forced to flee for our lives.  We have walked from Glenmyr Forest to Locus and have nowhere else to turn.  We need temporary food and lodging until these people can get back on their feet.  Can the Church of Fortuna help us in our time of need?” 
 
    Fortiac nodded his head in understanding.  To Jon’s surprise, Fortiac pulled a platinum coin the size of a horseshoe out from underneath his robes.  He showed Jon the picture of a full rainbow on one side, which he knew to be the symbol of Fortuna, and the Basilica of Fortuna on the other.  Fortiac flipped the disc into the air.  The old priest made no attempt to catch the large coin, but rather let it fall to the ground.  The coin landed with the image of Fortuna’s Basilica in Locus facing upward toward the sky. 
 
    Fortiac turned his head to the knight supporting him and said, “Samual, could you pick up the coin for me?”  Without a word, the knight let go of the High Priest’s arm and bent down reverently to pick up the coin.  He held it in both hands with wonder in his eyes as he stood back up with his head bowed low and held the coin out for Fortiac.  The old priest picked up the coin with practiced ease and said, “Thank you, Samual.”  He turned to Jon and said, “Captain, I believe we can be of some assistance to your group.  As to how much assistance we will be …”  Jon took a step back as the old priest flipped the sacred coin high into the air once again.  The knight, the priest, and the soldier all watched as the coin flipped end over end and landed rainbow side up on the ground.  Fortiac looked up from the coin and said to Jon, “We can care for one-hundred and fifty men, women, and children, Captain.” 
 
    Jon nodded his head soberly.  “But no more?” 
 
    Fortiac shook his head.  “I am afraid not, my son.  That will stretch our resources to the breaking point as it is.” 
 
    “We are grateful for Fortuna’s assistance in this matter, Fortiac.  Do you have any thoughts as to what I could do with the rest of my group?” 
 
    “I do, Captain.  But you don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “You need to ask the Talon Thieves Guild for help.” 
 
    Jon actually laughed out loud at what he assumed was a joke.  “Have you been drinking too much of the church’s wine, your holiness?” 
 
    “Not at all.  They run this city, as I am sure you know, and they have an abundance of resources to draw on.  I’m not saying the Guild will act entirely out of charity, but I am willing to wager they will give your people jobs and a place to live.” 
 
    “I know better than to take a bet with the High Priest of the Lady of Luck, but I’m not sure I call that living.” 
 
    “You asked for my advice and I have given it.  Please send one-hundred and fifty souls through the gate when you are ready, Captain.  And Captain, thank you for this opportunity to serve the Lady of Luck.  I wish you well.” 
 
    Jon bowed his head low and said, “Your holiness.”  With that, Jon went back to his group of refugees as Samual ran into the basilica to begin making preparations.  Jon chose the families he felt were most in need of assistance and went with them into the relative safety of Fortuna’s open arms. 
 
    As the refugees filed into the church, Jon pulled Samual aside and reluctantly asked him if he knew how to contact the Talon Guild.  Jon hadn’t made up his mind what to do with his remaining refugees, but he wanted to keep his options open.  Samual took Jon to a closed office and pulled out a map of Locus.  Samual laid the map on a large desk and traced a specific street route with his finger until he came to a warehouse building.  Jon watched Samual’s finger and carefully committed the directions to memory. 
 
    Samual spoke to Jon in hushed tones.  “As a knight of Fortuna, I’m not supposed to know anything about the Talon Guild, but I know for a fact that this warehouse is a legitimate business that serves as a front for them.  The warehouse is the headquarters for ‘Sisko’s Lumber.’  I’m sorry, but that’s all I know.  I can’t even give you a name to call on.” 
 
    Jon shook Samual’s hand and said, “That’s alright.  I’ll manage.  Thank you very much for your help.”  Samual nodded his head, put away the map, and the two men left the office to help the refugees settle into their temporary home. 
 
    After things were settled at the basilica, Jon went alone into the warehouse district of Locus.  Dusk was approaching.  Eyes were on him as he walked down the narrow streets that Samual had marked for him.  Judging by the look of the people, and the beating Jon saw one man receiving in an alley at the hands of four men, soldiers weren’t common in this part of the city. 
 
    No one bothered him though.  Jon eventually walked up the steps to Sisko’s Lumber and knocked on the door.  A supervisor who looked ordinary enough opened the door.  The man looked Jon up and down with a questioning look before he said, “Yah. What you want?” 
 
    “I want to talk to someone in the Talon Guild about a personal favor.” 
 
    “What are you talkin’ about, soldier boy?  Look behind me.”  Jon looked over the man’s shoulder all the way to the back of the warehouse.  There were fifteen or so men in sight.  One of them was yelling orders and pointing from place to place, while the others were loading up wagons with large crates.  “Does this look like the Talon Guild to you?  This is a place o’ business.  Now if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    The man took a step back and moved to shut the door to the warehouse.  Jon quickly took two steps forward and thrust his entire body in between the doorframe and the door.  The man said, “Hey, get lost buddy.  This ain’t no place for a soldier boy.” 
 
    “Just hold on.  I need the Talon Guild’s help, and they are the only ones I can turn to.  Are you telling me the Talon Guild doesn’t have the slightest bit of interest in a captain of Kentar owing them a big favor?” 
 
    “Look, buddy.  I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, so get lost.”   
 
    Jon prepared for the man to throw a punch at him when he heard someone out of sight off to the left say, “Back away, Biff.  Let the good captain in.” 
 
    As Biff looked to his right to see if he had heard correctly, Jon heard heavy footsteps come up behind him and stop.  Jon turned his head around and saw two large men who could only be described as bouncers standing a few feet directly behind him.  Biff apparently received the confirmation he was looking for and opened wide the door to the warehouse.   
 
    Jon stepped into the building and the bouncers followed behind him.  Jon looked to his left and saw a man in rich garb sitting behind a large desk.  The man said, “Do come in and sit down, Captain.”  Jon sat down in the chair in front of the desk.  “My name is Morgan, and these three are my associates.  Why don’t you tell me about this personal favor, and I will see if I can help you.” 
 
    Jon looked at Morgan with confidence and said, “I find myself in charge of some two-hundred Kentarian civilians that I cannot care for.  They have lost everything and have nowhere to go.  The captain of the Locus garrison has turned me and mine away, and the local temples have done all they can.  This leaves the Talon Thieves Guild as the only other organization in Locus large enough to take care of that many people.” 
 
    Morgan leaned back in his chair and interrupted Jon before he could continue.  “So you want the Talon Guild to provide food and shelter to these refugees.  Is that it?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes.” 
 
    Morgan put his chair back down on all fours.  He leaned over his desk and stared straight into Jon’s eyes.  “And in return you would …” 
 
    “Owe the Talon Guild a sizable favor.” 
 
    A thin smile crossed Morgan’s lips as he realized the position Jon was in.  “And how did you come to be in charge of two-hundred civilians, Captain?” 
 
    Jon didn’t want to say too much, since the means by which Endwood was destroyed involved state secrets.  So he decided to tell the truth up to a point.  “I was the captain of a garrison that was stationed at a frontier town.  The town was attacked, and I am ashamed to say that we were defeated.  I was forced to retreat out of the town without any supplies.  My group of refugees trekked across the countryside until we made it to Locus, where we have received a less than friendly welcome.”  Jon should have stopped there, but he couldn’t help himself.  “I came here tonight hoping a thieves guild would have more compassion for strangers than the Army of Kentar does for its own citizens.”  With his story told, Jon sat back in his chair calmly and waited. 
 
    Morgan listened carefully, and when it was all over he said, “That is a sad tale, Captain.  Unfortunately for you, I don’t work for the Talon Guild and neither does anyone else in this warehouse.”  Jon was beginning to think he had wasted his time when he saw Morgan give him a quick wink.  “But I know those who do work for the Talon Thieves Guild.  If you will permit my men to put this black cloth over your head, bind your hands, and take your weapons from you temporarily, then I will take you to meet their representative so you can see if they are feeling charitable.” 
 
    “I will agree to come with you.” 
 
    Morgan looked at him with an uptick in his smile and said, “Good.”  As Morgan said this one word, someone put a black cloth over his head and yanked him to his feet.  Someone else came forward and deprived Jon of his sword and dagger.  Morgan yelled down to the far end of the warehouse and told someone that he would be gone for some time and to watch the entrance in his absence.  Someone took Jon by the arm and led him deeper into the warehouse.  They went through a series of three doors and down some steep steps.  Then it seemed that they were walking in some underground tunnel since their steps echoed off the walls.  The underground tunnel continued for a long time.  Finally, they walked up another flight of steep steps and through another series of doors.  Jon was led to a chair and told to stay seated.  A door opened and shut, leaving Jon in silence.  He was by himself for some time, or at least he thought he was alone since he didn’t hear anything.  He must have been wrong, however, because as soon as a door on the other side of the room opened and shut, someone behind him yanked off the black hood. 
 
    Jon looked quickly from side to side and took in his surroundings.  There were five people in the room.  Morgan and Biff were there, along with one male halfling, another bouncer, and one gorgeous female human dressed in eveningwear.  Biff and the other bouncer stood a few feet behind Jon and off to either side, presumably in case he made any trouble.  Morgan sat in a chair at a little table across the room and up against the wall.  The incredible-looking woman stood directly in front of him, and the halfling stood leaning lazily against the wall directly behind her.    
 
    The room itself was thirty feet long by thirty feet wide.  The decor of the room went well beyond any sort of wealth Jon had ever encountered before.  Artwork adorned the walls; the two tables and several chairs were made out of finely carved and polished cherry wood.  The floor was hardwood oak that was mostly covered with a twenty by twenty foot hand-woven carpet.  The single fireplace was made out of white marble with a cherry mantle.  The room radiated glamour and sophistication.  The only thing that ruined the décor was the lack of any windows. 
 
    The gorgeous woman stood directly in front of Jon and demanded the most attention for several reasons.  After she knew she had Jon’s full attention, she spoke with a sultry voice that hinted at seduction.  “It is a pleasure to meet you, Captain.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well, my lady.” 
 
    She smiled at him in a way that made him want to tell her anything she asked.  “Oh, my lady is it?  I like you already.  You know, I never forget a name or a face, particularly such a handsome face, and I am quite certain that we have never met before.  Plus, there is the fact that Locus typically only has one captain in charge of the garrison.  Given these two facts, I think you must be new in town.” 
 
    “That’s correct, my lady.” 
 
    “You came alone to one of our legitimate places of business and asked to have a meeting with the Talon Guild.  Your manner and your rank have captured our curiosity, and we have come to hear what you have to say.  Tell me, why are you here and what do you want?” 
 
    Jon found it difficult to look away from the beauty standing in front of him.  She was easily the most outstanding woman Jon had ever seen, but that wasn’t all.  Her voice put him almost immediately at ease.  It was almost like they were the only two people in the room.  He wanted to please her, and he was afraid she would leave if he didn’t.  He had to say something quickly to keep her attention.  Jon looked across the room at Morgan, and once his eyes were off the mesmerizing woman in front of him he was finally able to find his tongue.  “I already told Morgan my story.  Surely he has told it to you by now?  The town I was guarding was attacked, and we were forced to flee for our lives.  I marched across the frontier with two hundred soldiers and four hundred civilians until we made it to Locus.  A few of my civilians left to stay with family they have in Locus and the Basilica of Fortuna took in a good deal more.  But there are still two-hundred men, women, and children in my charge.  They are starving and have nowhere to go, which brings me to your doorstep.  I am here to ask, as a personal favor to me, that you provide for the people in my charge until they can get back on their feet.” 
 
    Jon looked down at his feet and then subconsciously looked up at the woman.  Her dress was slit up to mid-thigh and her arms were bare up to the shoulders.  She had perfect skin and a toned body.  After a moment of consideration the woman tilted her head to the side and smiled irresistibly.  “Morgan did tell us your story, but I just had to see if your voice was as handsome as the man I see in front of me.”   She walked toward him and then around to his side.  She ran her perfect hand and flawless nails through Jon’s hair as she walked around him and said, “What a noble creature.  I hardly ever get the chance to meet anyone of character in my line of work.  Looking after two hundred people is no small favor.  Are you willing to do something for us in return?” 
 
    Jon couldn’t concentrate.  His head darted to the right and then to the left as she circled slowly around the back of his chair.  Her touch sent chills down his spine.  He shook his head one more time to clear it and said, “Yes, I suppose I am.  In spite of your reputation, you are the last place I can turn.  I have a responsibility to those under my charge; so if owing you a favor is what it takes to gain your compassion, then that is what I shall do.” 
 
    The female finished her circle around Jon and sat down slowly on his lap.  Her face was inches from his own, and her fanciful dress allowed Jon to see the whole of her magnificent figure.  Jon knew in the back of his mind that there were four other men in the room, but as his heart thumped against his chest, he just didn’t care. 
 
    She ran her hand delicately down Jon’s chest and asked, “What town were you defending, Jon?” 
 
    Jon couldn’t think straight, but that didn’t stop the words from spilling out of his mouth.  “It was a logging town just inside Glenmyr Forest called Endwood.” 
 
    “And what was it that attacked Endwood, Jon?” 
 
    Jon managed to look to the left and say, “I can’t say anymore.  You don’t need to know what happened in order to care for my civilians.  I have a duty to Kentar.” 
 
    The woman leaned into Jon’s right ear and kissed him lightly on the lobe.  Jon flinched away, but then the woman kissed his exposed neck several times.  She stopped and whispered into his ear.  “You do have a duty to Kentar, Jon, but we can’t care for your refugees until we know the truth.  What was it that attacked Endwood, Jon?” 
 
    At that moment Jon was willing to say anything to keep the gorgeous woman as close to him as possible.  There was no real security risk in telling the Talon Guild what really happened was there?  As Jon began to talk, the woman continued to nuzzle his neck.  “I was the captain of a battalion of soldiers charged with the protection of a frontier logging town called Endwood.  After the town was founded, we were confronted by four creatures who claimed to be elves.  We sent the elves away; then we were attacked some ten days later by two hungry hill giants.  A few days after we recovered from the giant attack, we were cursed by a ghost who said he was the protector of the forest.  The ghost killed a number of my people and burnt down part of the town in order to stop us from logging his forest.  I know it sounds crazy to run from a ghost, but I saw it kill several of my people.  We were all scared beyond reason and being killed off one by one, so we abandoned Endwood and fled back to Kentar with nothing but the clothes on our backs.  We trekked across the countryside on foot for more than a moon’s turn.  Times were desperate and some of my group died along the way, but we finally made it to Locus.  The captain of the city garrison refused to take us in but was happy to strip the two hundred soldiers from my command.”   
 
    After finishing his story, Jon looked to the right and down at the floor, feeling somewhat exposed.  “And now I am here, being interrogated by a thieves guild.” 
 
    A loud, male voice pierced the silence.  “Stop this nonsense, Lidea.”  The woman backed away from Jon’s neck and sat there on his lap with a lopsided grin.  The halfling ten feet behind Lidea continued, “The good Captain came here as our guest, not to be your play thing.  Sometimes I think you take too much pleasure in your work.  Back away and let’s finish our business.  If you want him later, then you can seek him out after we’re through.” 
 
    Lidea looked sincerely sad as she said, “What a pity.”  She got off him slowly, gracefully.  She turned around and walked over to where the halfling was standing, staring at Jon with eyes that were all business. 
 
    The halfling spoke up conversationally as if nothing was amiss.  “Lidea is quite a creature isn’t she?  I’ve never known a man who could resist her, particularly when she wants him in return.  You’re either in for a real treat, or you need to flee the city as soon as possible.” 
 
    Lidea did not say anything, but she looked at the halfling in good humor with a large smile.  She looked back at Jon, and he saw a deep lust mixed in with the good humor.  This woman was amazing.  He knew if left in a room with her that he would not be able to control himself.  Luckily, his hands were bound and he was not alone with her.   
 
    With some struggle, Jon looked away from Lidea and stared at the halfling instead.  Who was this halfling to command such respect?  Anywhere Jon had ever been, halflings were treated as slaves or second-class citizens.  They were consistently given the worst jobs and were the butt of many a joke.  But this halfling was treated differently.  Everyone in the room looked to him instinctively for direction.  Jon had to admit that he had gotten caught up in the stereotype as well.  When the hood had first been taken off his head, it had been Lidea who he had noticed, and he had assumed that she was the one in charge.  In reality, the halfling sat back and let Lidea gather information and use her womanly ways to see how far Jon would go in their business negotiation.  Lidea’s interest in him seemed genuine, but Jon also knew that he had fallen for one of the oldest tricks in the book. 
 
    Jon cocked his head to the side and said, “Who are you?” 
 
    The halfling smiled and answered, “I am known as Sivan.  I handle most of the administrative details for the Guild here in Locus, both the legitimate and the not so legitimate.” 
 
    “I’m surprised to see a halfling in a position of power.  I wouldn’t think the Talon Guild would place anyone other than humans so high in the organization.” 
 
    “The Guild doesn’t discriminate based on race.  The Talon Guild is a meritocracy, pure and simple.  Anyone can go as high as he or she likes, as long as he or she has the skills to back it up.” 
 
    “You must be well respected then.” 
 
    Sivan nodded his head in acknowledgement of the compliment and said, “I believe we can help you with your problem, Captain.  We have the resources to feed and provide for your refugees until they get back on their feet, and we would happily do this favor with no strings attached.” 
 
    Jon was flabbergasted and sat quietly with his mouth open for a long time.  “You swear to me that you will keep them safe?”  Sivan nodded.  “That they won’t be placed in mortal danger or be forced to participate in your illegal dealings?”  Sivan nodded again.  “And that the women will not become whores in your employ?”  Sivan nodded for a third time.  “And that you expect nothing from me in return?” 
 
    “Well now.  Expect nothing in return is a strong statement.  Let’s just say that we have it in our power to do this favor for you now.  Perhaps in the future, you will have it in your power to do us a favor of similar value.  You are a captain in the Kentarian Army, and that is a powerful friend to have.  We like powerful friends and are happy to help you out in this instance.” 
 
    Jon nodded his head and said, “Very good then.  I think we have a deal.”   
 
    Sivan got up from his chair and walked over to stand in front of Jon.  Even though Jon was sitting in a chair, he still stood half a head taller than Sivan.  “Bring your refugees to the warehouse directly across from the one where you met Morgan as soon as you are able, and we will take care of the rest.  In the meantime, if you will excuse me, I have preparations to make.”  With the deal done, Sivan looked up at the bouncers standing behind Jon and said, “Morgan and Biff, will you kindly take the Captain back to the warehouse where we found him.”  Sivan turned around without looking back and left the room with Lidea right behind him.  Morgan got up from his chair against the wall and placed the black hood back over Jon’s head. 
 
    Morgan and Biff led him back down the stairs, through the tunnel, and back to the warehouse where they met.  On the way, Jon thought about the deal he had just made.  He had no doubt that he was missing something, but the deal had turned out better than he could have imagined.  Still, there was no way the Talon Guild was taking on that many mouths to feed without it being to their collective advantage.  The promise that Jon would do them a favor in the future seemed a poor substitute for the expense of taking on this kind of burden.  So what angle was the Talon Guild playing? 
 
    About halfway through the tunnel back to the warehouse, the truth came crashing into Jon like an assassin’s blade into his back.  Jon had essentially given the Talon Guild two-hundred new recruits.  They would be fed and sheltered by the Guild.  The children would grow up thinking the Guild was a good home.  Not all of the refugees would stay with the Guild, but those that did would be loyal.  Jon knew what a difference loyal soldiers made in a battle against hired mercenaries.  This would make the Guild look generous both to the refugees and to anyone who saw what they were doing from the outside.  They might even gain new talent simply by spreading word of their generosity.  And as a final insult, Jon would likely be called upon to do a rather large favor for them in return. 
 
    Jon staggered against the tunnel wall as he realized the truth.  Biff took him by the arm and led him forcefully down the tunnel.  Jon was taken back to the warehouse, given back his weapons, and sent on his way.  He returned shortly after dawn with the rest of his refugees. 
 
    The Talon Guild kept their word by doing everything they pledged to do and more.  They took excellent care of the refugees.  The next morning Jon left by himself on horseback and rode for Jewlian so that he could make his report to the King. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 44:  Companion Taken 
 
      
 
    A day after the companions left Shetley Keep, Jefon ran through Darkwood Forest as fast as his legs would carry him, alone.  He had been following the bandit’s trail for half a day, and he was finally beginning to catch up.  He was sure the bandits were headed for the Old Shetley Fortress, and he couldn’t let them reach the safety of its walls.  Jefon stopped and knelt to examine some tracks left in the dirt and was gratified to find that they were fresh.  He looked through the tree line and saw the trail leading off into the distance, but cursed under his breath as he saw what looked like a huge stone wall on the horizon.   
 
    He rose from his crouch into a dead sprint, resolving that no friend of his would be imprisoned while he was still alive.  Tree branches smacked against his face as he closed the distance to the fortress and the stone walls grew ever more ominous.  The front gate began to open and Jefon urged his body on, but he was too late.  An arrow from his bow might cover the distance, but it wouldn’t help his friend and would only alert those in the fortress to his presence.  He stopped at the tree line and crouched behind an old oak.  As his breathing began to slow, the memories of how he had gotten into this desperate situation came flooding back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Evisar had led the companions away from Shetley’s Keep, past the town of Wessex, and gotten on the trail heading west toward Dowden.  The small trading village commanded the only bridge within a hundred miles that crossed the two hundred foot river separating them from Darkwood Forest.  Evisar planned to cross the bridge into Darkwood Forest, find the Old Shetley Keep, and if the gods were willing, an entrance into the Underworld.  Jefon had explained privately that it would probably be quicker to cross the river by boat, but after all of their misfortunes, Evisar did not want to risk it.  Jefon could not say he agreed, but it was not his decision to make.  By high sun the companions were well underway, with the church steeple of Wessex fading quickly behind them. 
 
    After Valihorn explained what they had found in the Shetley library, Evisar said, “So let’s see if I understand.  The Lord Shetley of one hundred fifty years ago dug inside his fortress for treasure because the gold mines to the north ran out, and he consequently broke through into the Underworld.  Then something came out of the Underworld and took the fortress away from the Shetleys, forcing them to flee to Wessex where they built a new, less impressive keep next to the Dragon Spine Mountains.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded.  “As far as we can tell, that is what happened.  The story in Wessex has always been that a Krone witch took the fortress from the Shetleys.  No one ever knew how or why.” 
 
    “As elves of Armena, Jefon and I have studied Krone history, and I can tell you that a Krone witch isn’t something we want to find.” 
 
    Valihorn said, “Even if the story is true, that happened over one hundred fifty years ago.  Surely the witch must be dead by now.”   
 
    Evisar said, “I don’t mean to argue with you, Valihorn, but I think you have been living among humans for too long.  A true elf can live as long as three hundred years, but hopefully the witch has moved on or is dead, and the fortress is abandoned.  With any luck, we may be able to pass through to the Underworld without being noticed.” 
 
    Tristan added, “My luck hasn’t been that good lately.  If this fortress is as impressive as everyone says it is then someone will be using it, and an entrance to the Underworld won’t be left unguarded.” 
 
    The companions continued trotting along on their horses with Evisar and Valihorn in front, while Jefon, Xander, and Tristan brought up the rear.  Jefon could see the huge river off to his left with Darkwood Forest beyond.  The terrain consisted almost entirely of grassland with the occasional grove of trees and shrubs along the bank of the river.  It was Jefon’s duty as a ranger to scan the countryside for anything unusual, but his mind kept drifting to the visions he was receiving and what they meant. 
 
    After a while Valihorn spoke up.  “Evisar, I have been thinking.  I am not sure we should travel all the way to Dowden just to cross the river.  That takes us at least another day or two out of our way.” 
 
    Jefon continued to half-listen to the conversation while scanning the countryside.  The companions were coming up on a thick grove of shrubs and trees that covered the view of the river; as he scanned the trees, Jefon thought he saw a raft floating in the water between the branches and leaves.   
 
    Evisar nodded his head in agreement.  “Unfortunately, I don’t see any other way across the river.” 
 
    Jefon’s eyes fixed on the river as he waited for the brush to part so he could verify what he thought he had just seen. 
 
    Xander was also not happy with the long ride in front of them and said, “We could just go back to Wessex and cross there using one of the boats at the dock.” 
 
    Evisar turned to Xander and said, “There’s no way I’m going back to Wessex anytime soon.  I’ve had enough of Austen’s half-truths and half-explanations for a while.  More importantly, we’ve been attacked twice because of that gem of yours, and I don’t intend to invite a third.  Obviously, the Talon Guild is tracking us, regardless of the necklace Austen gave you.  I’m hoping we dealt with our trackers back at the Shetley Keep, but I’m not taking any chances.” 
 
    The grove of trees parted for a moment as Jefon rode along, and he did indeed see a log raft floating on the shore.  At the same time, Jefon saw the glimmer of what could only be a helmet behind a tree.  He jumped off his horse and had time to say, “Watch the trees by the river,” before he heard an arrow cut through the air just over his head. 
 
    A moment later the air was filled with arrows.  Evisar and Tristan were closest to the grove of trees, and each of their horses took an arrow in the side.  The two horses jolted in pain and began to sprint down the path, taking Evisar and Tristan with them.  Jefon unslung his bow and nocked an arrow.  Xander and Valihorn leapt off their horses and fell hard to the ground, just as the enemy come pouring out of the underbrush.  Jefon fired his arrow and nocked another as his target fell to the ground. 
 
    Twenty men came out of the grove armed with swords and crossbows, along with a knight wearing a steel breastplate and a gleaming helmet.  Behind the knight came a human in chain mail and leather gloves who wore a black cape with the symbol of Seker embroidered on his chest.  The human walked purposefully toward the companions and looked at each of them in turn.  He gave Valihorn a second look and, having made up his mind, pointed his finger straight at him. 
 
    “Take the wizard.” 
 
    Jefon shot at the leader, but hit one of the men-at-arms instead.  Jefon looked at the leader as he drew another arrow from his quiver.  The leader was the key.  Anyone who worshipped the God of the Dead could only serve the forces of evil.   
 
    Jefon looked down the path to his right and was gratified to see that Tristan and Evisar had regained control of their mounts.  Jefon shot another arrow as Valihorn said an arcane word and launched a bolt of energy from his hand.  Two more men-at-arms fell to the ground, but the enemy paid no mind to their fallen comrades as they sprinted straight for Valihorn.  Jefon shot another arrow and Valihorn tried to get off another magic missile, but it made no difference.  The men-at-arms surrounded Valihorn in an instant and struck him over the head from behind.  Jefon nocked another arrow as Valihorn fell unconscious to the ground.  Xander snuck up behind two of Valihorn’s attackers and viciously stabbed them in the back with his rapier.   
 
    The knight and the leader came up to Valihorn’s unconscious form as Evisar and Tristan dismounted from their horses and drew their swords.  Everyone paused and combat stopped as Evisar’s voice pierced the air.  “Leave him be and we’ll let you live.” 
 
    The knight with the gleaming helmet looked at the leader and waited to see what he would do.  The leader said, “Brave words from an elf, but I don’t think you know who you are dealing with.”  Before anyone could react, the leader said two divine words and thrust his arm out palm first.  As his arm came out each of the companions flew back fifteen feet and landed flat on his back.  As the companions regained their feet, the leader cast another divine spell that instantly created a dense fog in a fifty-foot radius around Valihorn.   
 
    Jefon didn’t know why they were being attacked, but for some reason the priest of Seker was trying to steal Valihorn from them.  The fog was intended to cover their escape.  Jefon yelled to his companions, “They’re going to escape using a boat I saw on the river.  Get between them and the boat.” 
 
    Jefon followed words with action as he grabbed his brother’s arm and ran with him around to the other side of the dense fog.  The other companions were close behind, and as Jefon came around the fog he clearly saw a large raft in the distance with one human standing guard next to it.   
 
    Evisar quickly caught on to Jefon’s intent and took command of the situation.  The boat was one hundred feet from the fog and Evisar placed himself right in the middle.  “Tristan and Xander, with me.  Jefon, stay behind and cover us with your bow.”  Jefon did as he was ordered, but he also took a moment to shoot an arrow and hit the human guarding the boat. 
 
    As the guard fell, Jefon turned back to the fog and heard voices inside the dense cloud as the enemy organized themselves.  A moment later the priest screamed, “Go now!” 
 
    Jefon thought he was prepared for anything, but a horde of men coming straight at him out of a dense fog was still a shock.  Fourteen men sprinted out of the cloud in a wedge with the knight in the middle.  The priest came out just behind the pack holding Valihorn’s unconscious form in his arms.  Jefon got off one arrow as the cleric said another prayer and Jefon’s entire body froze.  Try as he might, he couldn’t force his arms or legs to move.  Terror filled Jefon as he realized what the priest had done, and how utterly helpless he was. 
 
    Weapons clashed as the wedge smashed into the waiting swords of Evisar, Xander, and Tristan.  Jefon could only watch from the back and marvel at the skill of his friends and brother.  They were outnumbered four to one, and still the men-at-arms fell quickly before their blades.  The companions did all they could, but the wave of humanity was too much.  Men-at-arms plowed through the line with the knight at the center.  Jefon’s companions were forced off to either the side.  Tristan and Xander were each cut with a blade as the enemy raced by.  To their credit, only a single man-at-arms, the knight, and the priest carrying Valihorn breached the companion’s line and continued running to the raft.  The man-at-arms and the knight turned around with swords in hand, ready to defend the priest as he ran toward the boat.   
 
    Evisar closed in on the man-at-arms.  Three cuts later, the man-at-arms was down with a gaping wound across his chest.  Tristan ran at the knight with a warrior’s ferocity and swung his sword.  The knight raised his sword to meet the threat, but Tristan’s brute strength coupled with his forward momentum was enough to throw his enemy off balance and onto the ground.  The knight was quick to recover, but not quick enough as Tristan made a savage cut across his neck.  Evisar and Xander sprinted after the priest carrying their fallen companion, who was only moments away from the boat and a good fifty feet ahead of them. 
 
    As quickly as Jefon had been frozen in place, he just as quickly found that movement had returned to his body.  Jefon grabbed an arrow from his quiver with renewed determination.  He stepped to the side so as not to hit his running companions and took careful aim.  He let the arrow take flight and saw that his aim was true, but as the arrow left his bow the priest and Valihorn launched into the air like a bird.  Jefon’s arrow sailed harmlessly below them and the priest floated easily to the other side of the river several hundred feet away.  Several men come running out of Darkwood Forest to join up with the priest; together they took Valihorn and disappeared into the woods. 
 
    So quick was their withdrawal that if it hadn’t been for the fact that Valihorn was gone, Jefon would have questioned whether an attack had occurred at all.  The companions stood stunned at the edge of the river as Jefon looked around in a daze and wondered what in the seven hells had just happened.  He snapped back to reality as he looked at the bodies of the men-at-arms littered on the ground.  Tristan knelt down to examine the knight as Jefon and Xander examined the men-at-arms.  Each of the men-at-arms carried a few silver pieces and a sword, but that was all.  Tristan searched the knight’s body and found several gold pieces and a few camp items.  Finally, he pulled the knight’s dagger out of its sheath.  Even from several feet away Jefon could see the crest of a dragon with its wings spread wide and its mouth held open in mid-roar.   
 
    Xander saw the crest of the Talon Guild and could not believe it.  “You have got to be kidding.  There’s no way the Guild could know where we are.” 
 
    Jefon was instantly incensed.  “Damn it, Xander, Valihorn is a good friend and now they’ve taken him to gods know where.  Why don’t you just get out of here and leave us alone.  I’m sick to death of all the troubles that come with you.” 
 
    Xander matched anger with anger.  “Look, you pissy little ranger.  No one tells me where to go.  Especially not some younger brother with more …” 
 
    Evisar spoke loudly, silencing the argument.  “No!  It doesn’t make sense.  They didn’t go after Xander and they didn’t ask about the gem.  They went straight for Valihorn.” 
 
    Tristan added, “He’s right.  They didn’t even know who we were.  The knight must have been from the Talon Guild while the men-at-arms were just some local thugs.  What about the priest?  Where does he fit in?” 
 
    Evisar said, “It’s clear he was in charge and my guess is he belongs to the Talon Guild as well.” 
 
    Jefon looked over at Xander with regret.  “So are you saying this was just some random encounter with Talon Guild bandits on the road to Dowden?” 
 
    Evisar replied, “It would seem that way.”  Xander met the gaze, and although Jefon didn’t say anything, Xander accepted his apology. 
 
    This was all well and good, but Jefon stepped up to refocus the group.  “Fine, they attacked us for no reason, but they still took Valihorn.  What are we going to do?” 
 
    Everyone snapped back as Evisar gave orders.  “At least they were good enough to leave us the raft.  Let’s get going.  If Jefon can follow the trail, we may yet be able to save Valihorn.”  The companions moved quickly to the raft and found the guard Jefon had shot lying on the shore with an arrow in his chest, still alive. 
 
    As everyone climbed onto the raft, Jefon tried to get something from the dying human.  They didn’t have time for a long interrogation and Jefon wouldn’t let one of his friends be imprisoned.  Jefon’s normal sense of restraint turned off as he stepped directly on the human’s chest wound and asked his questions. 
 
    “Why did you take our wizard?  What do you want with him?” 
 
    The human shrieked in pain but started talking after Jefon moved his boot a few times.  “We’ve been attacking any wizards and priests that come along.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I just help Ramon with the capturing.  We take the prisoners back to the fortress and they go down into the darkness.  That’s all I know, I swear.  Please don’t let me die.  I need the money for my family, that’s all.” 
 
    “Is Ramon the priest who can fly?”  The human nodded his head.  “Is he the one who is in charge?” 
 
    “No.  There is some dark wizard in charge.” 
 
    “Who?  Who is this wizard?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  He never shows himself.  Please help me.  I have a wife and a son.” 
 
    Everyone was loaded on the raft and Evisar turned to Jefon saying, “Jefon, let’s go.  We have to catch them before they reach the fortress.”  Jefon stood frozen over the top of the human as Evisar raised his voice.  “Jefon, leave him!  Let’s go!”  Jefon brought his head up and removed his foot from the human’s chest.  He took one last look and then left the human in the water as he boarded the raft.   
 
    The human called out in desperation, “No, don’t leave me!  I don’t want to die!”  Jefon turned away from the screaming and concentrated on Darkwood Forest on the other side of the river. 
 
    It took an intolerably long time to cross the river in the simple wooden raft.  As they reached the other side, Jefon jumped onto the shore and ran to the spot where the priest had joined up with his other friends and gone into the woods.  The trail wasn’t difficult to find and Jefon yelled, “Got it.” 
 
    Jefon didn’t even look back as he broke out into a run.  The rest of the companions ran into the woods behind him.  All Jefon could think about was Valihorn and how he was about to be imprisoned.  His entire life, Jefon had always been the fastest runner, and that was even more true on this day as he sprinted into the woods.  He quickly outdistanced his companions.  He hoped they could follow his trail, but he didn’t have time to care.  He ran mile after mile, trying to close the distance.  In the end it didn’t matter because he was too late.  Even though Jefon had run to the point of exhaustion, he still hadn’t been able to catch Valihorn’s captors before they made it to the Old Shetley Fortress. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 45:  The Old Shetley Fortress 
 
      
 
    Jefon sat at the tree line pondering what to do next.  The rest of his companions would come along after a time.  Until then there was nothing he could do except observe and learn.   
 
    The fortress was everything he had imagined it would be, and more.  The stone and mortar walls were fifteen feet tall.  The gate was made of two solid steel plates that were no doubt barred from the inside.  Stone guard towers on each corner rose another ten feet above the walls.  Each wall was half a mile long with arrow slits placed at regular intervals.  If the walls and gates were not imposing enough, traps and moats lined the ground near the fortress and the trees were cut back from the walls at least one hundred feet in all directions.  The fortress was so imposing that an army of five hundred could probably be beaten back by fifty defenders. 
 
    Jefon’s hope that they would find the fortress abandoned was dashed.  There was a guard with a bell to sound the alarm in each of the towers, as well as guards walking along the battlements of the walls.  Jefon glanced at each of the guards in turn.  They seemed to be ordinary human soldiers, except for one.  As Jefon stood behind the tree and watched the walls, someone with light hair caught his eye.  A helmet covered most of his hair, but Jefon’s elf eyes could see the light hair around the edges.  No, not light hair, that was wrong.  The hair was white – snow white.  He was sure of it.  The stranger talked to everyone he passed on the battlements and Jefon thought perhaps he was the lieutenant in charge of the shift.  He continued to walk along the wall until he came to the guard tower closest to Jefon.  He conversed with the guard in the tower and the human pointed over the wall at the base of the fortress.  The Lieutenant took off his helmet in order to lean over the edge.  This was the first really good look Jefon got of him and it nearly took his breath away.  Krone!  He had snow white hair, dark, almost black skin, and elf ears. 
 
    Jefon’s thoughts were interrupted when everything around him went dark.  He rubbed his eyes and knew they were open, but suddenly it was black as night.  Normally in the pitch black of a moonless night Jefon could still see the shape of the trees and the horizon off in the distance, but this was different.  The darkness felt thicker, and he still couldn’t see anything.   
 
    He got up from his tree and began to walk carefully away from the fortress.  He heard footsteps behind him and knew he was being followed.  He snapped his head back to see who it was but saw nothing but darkness.  Jefon picked up his pace through the trees, but he stumbled on the unfamiliar ground in the darkness.  Jefon finally found a tree and did his best to duck behind it. 
 
    His heart was pounding.  He knew he couldn’t fight what he couldn’t see.  Why weren’t his eyes growing accustomed to the dark?  He heard footsteps again off in the distance, and they were coming closer.  Jefon’s heart beat faster as panic set in.  He quietly drew his sword and prepared to fight his hidden enemy.  The fear was overpowering and in his darkest hour, Jefon’s hand went reflexively to the pouch on his belt.  He felt the familiar form of Martel’s platinum coin.  Jefon closed his eyes and found the peace of his god as the footsteps moved closer.  Jefon heard his opponent draw his sword. 
 
    Jefon calmly opened his eyes and smiled at what he saw.  The darkness had been replaced by differing shades of gray.  The darkness was still thick around him, but he could see.  The ground was nearly black and the trees and shrubs were neutral gray, but as he looked to his right he saw his attacker as a white silhouette against the darkness.   
 
    The attacker lifted his sword for a mighty strike against what he thought was a blind opponent when Jefon lunged from his crouch with all the force of his legs and stabbed his attacker through the chest.  He struck with such fury that he lifted his attacker off the ground.  His opponent screamed in agony and yelled out curses in the language of the Underworld.  Jefon threw his attacker to the ground and withdrew his sword.  He had just killed his first Krone. 
 
    The fortress came alive with activity as guards responded to the Krone’s death cry.  Jefon sprinted off into the woods; as he cleared the area of darkness, color once again flooded his eyes along with the light of day.  It was only then that Jefon remembered from his studies of the Krone that they were able to control light and darkness as easily as an elf could light a lantern and then blow it out. 
 
    The Krone, led by Evona herself, were the elves’ most vicious enemy.  It was said that Evona had once been the lover of Invictus, father of the elves, until she betrayed Invictus and was cast out of the elven pantheon.  With her betrayal discovered and her divinity stripped away, that should have been the end of Evona’s story, but evil has a way of enduring.  It was written that she seduced Martel with her beauty and promises of change.  Somehow she managed to steal back her divinity and betray Martel.  Evona took control of the Krone and led them into the Underworld where she corrupted and twisted them until they were nothing but a shadow of their former selves. 
 
    If the Krone were pushing up to the surface once again, then who would oppose them with the Old Elf Empire gone?  Armena was powerful, but it could not compare to the empire of old. 
 
    Jefon ran more than half a mile away from the Old Shetley Fortress and finally slowed to a walk as he saw his companions coming through the woods up ahead.  They looked glad to see him, but Jefon didn’t share their good cheer. 
 
    He looked at his brother calmly and said, “We have a new problem.” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Several miles to the south and east of the fortress, the ancient green dragon, Malachite, observed the companions through his crystal ball.  They were not as powerful as the heroes of old but that was changing at a rapid pace.  Mitra had done greater deeds than these elves during the last age, but he had the power of a god behind him.  It was true the ranger had the power of Martel, but Martel could not be compared to Mithras, the Mistress of Magic.  Venal performed greater deeds against the Krone when he was mortal, and then there was the great archwizard Zeon to consider.  But these elves had a destiny about them, there was no question.  Their talent was growing.  The time was coming when he would bend their destiny just enough to grow his own power.  He had watched Valihorn get captured by Ramon, had watched the chase through the forest, and had seen the ranger master his fear and kill a Krone warrior.  It was too bad the ranger had not come to his lair with Valihorn and Tristan.  It would be nice to be able to yoke the power of a chosen for his own gain.  Still, they would all do his bidding when the time came.  Malachite willed that the crystal ball go dark and smiled as he lay his head down on a bed of gold.  He could afford to be patient. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 46:  What Next 
 
      
 
    Evisar looked grave.  “The Krone are here?” 
 
    “Yes, brother, I was attacked and forced to kill one in the woods not long ago.”   
 
    Evisar seemed concerned that his brother had faced a difficult trial alone.  “I’m sorry I wasn’t there.  How did you fare?” 
 
    In truth, Jefon had never felt so alone in his life, but Evisar didn’t need to hear that.  “Only by the grace of Martel did I survive.” 
 
    Jefon opened his mouth to say more but thought better of it.  Evisar clearly wanted to hear more but knew enough not to ask.  Jefon had survived and the Krone had not; that was all that mattered. 
 
    Xander, on the other hand, had no qualms about asking for more.  “What happened during the fight?” 
 
    Jefon was about to tell Xander to mind his own business, since Martel’s visions were for him alone, but he could at least tell everyone what he saw.  He thought for a moment before he said, “The Krone are dark skinned elves with white hair.  The Krone warrior who attacked me was able to use some sort of darkness spell against me that was much deeper and darker than a moonless night.  I was utterly blind and couldn’t see my hand in front of my face.” 
 
    “If it was so dark, then how did you escape?” 
 
    Jefon searched for what to say, knowing that what Martel had given him was meant for him alone.  “All I can say is that I was shown the path to survival.” 
 
    Xander did not like that answer any better.  “Maybe I don’t like you after all.  Why don’t you just answer the damn question?  What is happening to you?  When I first met you, you had your faith in Martel and that was fine.  As a follower of Fortuna, I can certainly understand if you want to follow this backward elven god of yours, but you didn’t allow your religion to rule your life.  Now look at you.  ‘Only by the grace of Martel did I survive.’  What does that mean?” 
 
    Jefon fired back with an edge of his own, “With all of your secrets and issues with morality, I don’t expect you to understand.” 
 
    Xander was never one to back down, and his wit was up to the challenge once again.  “All of my secrets are on the table.  You’re the one who is shrouded in mystery these days.  No one ever knows what you’re going to do next.  How are we supposed to rely on someone who kills prisoners in cold blood and goes running off into the woods by himself?  You’re going to get the rest of us killed.” 
 
    “I do what I know is right.  Speed was of the essence.  I can’t help it if you couldn’t keep up, but it doesn’t matter because we all failed.  Valihorn is behind the walls of that monstrosity.  Now we have to make a forced rescue against gods know what inside a fortress.” 
 
    Evisar finally stepped in to separate the two.  “We all respect your faith, Jefon.  Why don’t you tell us what else you saw so we can all share your valuable insight into the enemy.” 
 
    Jefon’s frown disappeared as he looked at Tristan and his brother.  He went into detail about the stone walls, steel doors, people he saw inside the fortress, and finally the clearing that led up to the fortress that offered little hope of a hidden approach.  After he finished his story, Evisar, Xander, and Tristan looked as though their spirits had been broken.  Valihorn had been taken from them.  Their hopes of finding the fortress abandoned had been crushed to dust, along with their hopes of finding an easy entrance into the Underworld.  To make matters worse, they had no idea of the layout inside the fortress, making any kind of coordinated attack almost impossible.   
 
    No one could agree on what to do next, but everyone agreed a head-on attack against the fortress was lunacy.  Xander finally said, “I hate to do it, but I say we leave Valihorn and find another way into the Underworld.”   
 
    Jefon was quick to take the opposite view.  “We can’t do that.  It’s our fault he’s been imprisoned.  Do you know what the Krone will do to him?” 
 
    Evisar shook his head and added, “It isn’t our fault.  We did the best we could during the battle at the river and in the chase back to the stronghold.  Committing suicide against that fortress isn’t going to help anyone.” 
 
    Xander nodded in total agreement.  “Exactly my point.  Exactly.” 
 
    Jefon said, “You’re being selfish.  We have to free him.  It’s the only option.” 
 
    Xander said, “To the seven hells with you.  Rescuing Valihorn isn’t the only option.  Watch me turn around and leave right now.  That’s an option.” 
 
    “If you do decide to leave, be sure to give me the amulet around your neck.”  If looks could have killed, then Jefon would have been ashes right then and there.  Xander knew that without the necklace to keep him hidden, the Talon Guild would find and kill him in a matter of days. 
 
    Evisar jumped in again.  “Stop it, both of you.  We aren’t being selfish by refusing to die a meaningless death.  Our goal is to find Devin, no matter the cost.  Tristan, where do you stand on rescuing Valihorn?” 
 
    Tristan said, “I’ve known Valihorn for years, and it is certainly our duty to save him if we can.” 
 
    Evisar shook his head, not believing there was a way, but not willing to give it up.  “Let’s go over what we know again and see if we can come up with a plan." 
 
    After much discussion, he borrowed an idea from each of the companions and pieced together a plan that had little chance of success. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 47:  Nero and the Council of Wizards 
 
      
 
    Another advantage to visiting Talon Guild headquarters in Locus was that Nero could use a Guild wizard to teleport him to Armena rather than having to trek through the countryside.  Nero appeared several miles east of Bethel and walked into town.  Nero thought about the Guildmaster's order to join the very group he had attacked and shadowed over the last moon, in order to recapture the gem.  He had to admit the plan was brilliant.  The only thing he didn’t understand was how the Guildmaster knew his Philosopher superiors were also going to ask him to join the elven brothers.  Nero decided it was best not to ask too many questions.  Rank had its privileges, and the Guildmaster hadn’t risen to his rank by being stupid.   
 
    Nero walked into his house and dropped his bag at the door as he always did.  Now that he was back in the capital of Armena, he had to remember he was a Philosopher and not a member of the Talon Guild.  It was difficult switching between the two roles, but Nero had never faltered even once.  He always managed to keep the two lives separate by compartmentalizing the lies that were told with each.  Nero walked through the front door of his house and was greeted with darkness.  He walked to the table in front of him and lit the lamp on its smooth surface.  As light bathed the room, Nero took a look around.  The house looked as though nothing had changed since that day three moons ago when he and his mentor, Calim, had headed out to stop the human advance near the city of Ash.   
 
    Nero was weary from all of his travel and his mind wanted his bed, but his stomach was hungry and his mouth was parched.  Nero stood there for a moment contemplating what he needed most and decided he would sleep better on a full stomach.  He moved through the living room and into the kitchen.   
 
    As he passed the hallway leading to the bedrooms, Nero felt a presence and looked in time to see a shadow move behind the door to his bedroom.  Shadows moved all the time in the forest among the trees, and he was still getting used to this gift from Venal, but he was certain someone was back there.  Shadows and dark places were commonplace to Nero, so he had no fear as he continued on to the kitchen to fix himself some food.  Nero pulled out some bread and cheese that were probably a little stale and pretended to fix himself a sandwich.  Nero slowly drew his dagger and kept it close to his body as he casually tore off a piece of bread. 
 
    He was about to turn around and head toward the bedroom, when he heard a voice say, “Give up the act, Nero.  I know you saw me when you moved into the kitchen.”  Nero turned around casually and saw an elf standing proudly in the hallway.  The elf was in the shadows, and difficult to see clearly in the diminished light, but his long robe and sharp facial features were evident. 
 
    Although Nero was acting casual, this stranger had his complete attention.  In Bethel, Nero fronted as a lowly fletcher to the rest of the community, and fletchers didn’t receive strange guests in the middle of the night.  This stranger was here to see a Philosopher agent or to capture a traitor; until he knew which, he wasn’t going to let down his guard.  The stranger was an elf, which was somewhat reassuring, but even elves had been known to steal or murder each other. 
 
    “How did you know I saw you?” 
 
    “Philosopher agents don’t live long if they aren’t aware of their surroundings.  And from what I hear, you are a particularly good Philosopher agent.”   
 
    Well, that was one question answered.  Nero relaxed slightly as he realized this elf was here to talk to a Philosopher, not kill a traitor.  Nero began to suspect who this was, but he didn’t want to assume anything.  He needed proof.  “What are the Philosophers?  I’ve never heard that name before.  I’m only a fletcher.  If you have need of arrows, or have a bow that needs mending, then I would be happy to accommodate you.” 
 
    The stranger inclined his head and smiled.  “Is that a fact?”  The stranger moved casually to the dining room table and grabbed a small candle.  Nero watched carefully as the stranger whispered an arcane word and the candle sprang to life.  The stranger held the candle up to his neck so his skin could soak up the heat.  The stranger pulled the candle away and Nero clearly saw the symbol of a closed book appear along the stranger’s neckline.   
 
    Nero took a sharp breath.  Philosopher agents had the mark of an open book on their collarbone, but Council of Wizard members had a closed book tattooed on their collarbone.  Nero walked up to the elf and immediately extended a hand to the stranger.  “You are well met, Council member.” 
 
    The stranger took Nero’s hand and the two shook.  “You are also well met, Nero.  I was the one who placed your tattoo, and I must say I have watched your career with interest.”  The wizard released Nero’s hand and waited while Nero digested the information. 
 
    This was incredible.  A Council of Wizard member was in his house, and not just any Council member, but the very one who had inscribed his tattoo.  Nero’s mind raced with possibilities.  Bringing down the Philosophers was critical to the Guildmaster’s plans, and the problem had always been that no one knew who was on the Council of Wizards.  But here was a member of the Council in his own home.  If he could deliver him to the Guildmaster, the rewards would be substantial. 
 
    Nero painstakingly kept his facial expression neutral as he considered his options.  He finally said, “It’s an honor to have you in my home, sir.  May I offer you something?  Tea perhaps?” 
 
    “No thank you.  I will not be staying long.” 
 
    “Then how may I be of service to the Council?” 
 
    “You are going to receive a new assignment from Shane tonight, and I wanted to meet with you in person beforehand to underscore its importance.  You have been with the Philosopher organization for over a year now, and so far, your performance has been flawless.  Based on your record, the Council feels you are ready for more.” 
 
    “I appreciate the Council’s faith in me, but assignments aren’t usually handed out by the Council itself.” 
 
    “This is somewhat of an informal visit, and off the record.  A messenger will come to leave your orders soon enough, but before that happens, I wanted to tell you that the mission given to you tonight will have a great impact on the future of Armena.” 
 
    Nero raised an eyebrow.  This was definitely worth hearing.  “How can that be?” 
 
    The wizard seemed to be choosing his words carefully, sifting information in his mind between what he could and could not divulge.  “As you know, we have been putting all of our resources, to the detriment of everything else, into finding the First Heir and returning him to the throne.” 
 
    “Yes.  I was just sent to the Ring Sea to find out what information I could on the First Heir’s disappearance.” 
 
    “We know he has been taken into the Underworld, which is one of the main reasons why you have been selected for this new assignment.  Your expertise with the Krone is already well known among the Council of Wizards, and your familiarity with the Ring Sea area will also be a benefit.” 
 
    Nero already knew what the wizard was referring to but had to play on ignorance for now.  “Pardon me, sir, but what is this new assignment?” 
 
    “Are you familiar with the events leading up to the exile of Lacrue’s two sons?” 
 
    “I heard about it second hand.  The King Jalid exiled the sons as retribution for the carelessness of their father.  It seemed absurd to me to follow such an old tradition, but who am I to question the Crown?  The brothers left Armena about two moons ago and headed northeast toward the Ring Sea.”   
 
    “That is right.” 
 
    “I haven’t had the chance to write a report to the Council yet, but I actually trailed them for a little while in two small towns called Dowden and Wessex.” 
 
    Nero expected surprise from the wizard, but instead he nodded his head as though he already knew the information.  “And what did you find out about them?” 
 
    Here, Nero had to tread carefully.  He couldn’t let the wizard know he had been trailing them the entire time.  “I barely missed them in a town called Dowden, but everyone was talking about a group of elves that had just come through.  It’s odd for elves to venture that far outside of Armena, so I thought they might be connected with the First Heir’s disappearance.  I decided to find out who they were and what they were doing, so I moved quickly to catch up with them in Wessex.  By the time I got there they had already been hired by the local mage to destroy a group of giants harassing the town.” 
 
    The wizard nodded approvingly.  “The brothers destroyed the giants, saved the town from the insanity of the local lord, and were hailed as heroes.” 
 
    “How do you know so much information about these two brothers?” 
 
    The wizard cracked a smile and shook his head as a parent would with a younger child.  “You are good, son, but there is a reason I have the closed book and you have the open one.  The Council has its secrets, and the Council keeps its secrets.  Tell me what else you discovered about the brothers.” 
 
    This wizard was smart.  He was going to tell Nero exactly what he wanted and nothing else.  If this was how close-mouthed he was with a fellow Philosopher, then how was the Guild ever going to expose and destroy the Council of Wizards? 
 
    “I eventually found out they were searching for the First Heir, but what impressed me most was their ability to survive.” 
 
    “They continue to prevail because greatness is in their blood and because they were told if they found the First Heir they could return to Armena.  The brothers and their companions have also been attacked by the Talon Guild on a number of occasions and survived.  Do you know what the Talon Guild is?”  
 
    Nero struggled to keep his feelings in check.  “I have heard rumors through the Philosopher intelligence network, but I have never seen one of their operatives.”  
 
    He felt the wizard observing his reaction as he mentioned the Guild, or was it his guilty conscience that made him self-conscious?  “The Talon Guild is involved in all of this somehow, but I do not have any specifics worth sharing yet.”   
 
    No specifics worth sharing.  Did that mean he had nothing, or that he needed more proof?  Either way, Nero could only ignore the comment about the Guild and continue.  “So what does all of this have to do with my assignment?  In my travels, I trailed the brothers for several days, but once I found out they didn’t know anything about the First Heir’s location, I moved on to other more promising leads.” 
 
    “These companions are searching for the First Heir, just as we are, but where we have failed they will succeed.” 
 
    “You have an awful lot of faith in two kids’ ability to alter the future of Armena.” 
 
    The wizard looked more serious than before, and Nero knew what he spoke was the truth.  “You have your gifts; I have mine.  I know these brothers are special, and you are going to watch over them for me.  That is your new assignment.  We know the First Heir was taken into the Underworld, and the Krone are probably involved.  We have sent our best agents into the Underworld to bring us some kind of intelligence.  The Army of Armena has also sent spies of their own.  We have not heard from any of them and assume they have all been lost.  We need a fresh plan, and so tonight you are going to be asked to join these companions and aid them in any way you can.” 
 
    Nero had to admit that everything was proceeding exactly as the Guildmaster predicted.  He just had to play along a little while longer.  “No offense, but why should the Philosophers send skilled agents to help these green exiles?  It seems to me that our resources would be better spent on our own investigation.” 
 
    “All the resources of the Philosophers and the Army of Armena will continue to press the enemy and possibly find the First Heir, but I believe these exiles have the best chance of all.  So it is with them that I lay my hopes.  The enemy will not suspect them and will not see them coming.” 
 
    Nero knew how wrong the wizard was and it gave him confidence.  With any luck the companions were already dead, but if not, the Inner Circle would certainly see them coming from far, far away.  “I believe I am beginning to understand, and I’m honored to go where the Council commands.” 
 
    “Nero, your assignment will be what your assignment will be.  I only came to tell you the gravity of the situation and to ask you for a favor of sorts.  A half-elf by the name of Xander is traveling with the exiled brothers.  I want you to keep an eye on him and see if you think he would make a good Philosopher agent.  I want you to contact me if you think he is worthy of consideration.” 
 
    Nero’s eyebrows rose as he considered this favor.  It sounded too good to be true.  “How will I contact you if this Xander is worthy?” 
 
    The wizard handed Nero a gold coin with an open book on one side and the library of Bethel on the other.  “Spin this coin like a top and my image will appear before you to hear what you have found.” 
 
    Nero would gladly do anything the wizard asked if it opened a door to the Council of Wizards.  “I understand.  Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Actually, there are two more things.  The wizard stepped forward and handed Nero a scroll.  “This is a teleportation scroll that will transport you anywhere in Tellus you wish to go.” 
 
    “Thank you; I’m honored.” 
 
    “And the second thing is ...” 
 
    There was a sharp knock at Nero’s door.  He was startled for a moment and reflexively turned around to have a look.  He immediately realized his mistake and quickly turned back to look at the wizard.  The wizard had disappeared in that instant and left Nero with nothing but questions.  How did the Council of Wizards know about these companions, or Xander for that matter?  
 
    Nero opened the heavy oak door and found a small wooden box pressed up against the door frame.  The messenger standing in the deep shadows of the alleyway across the road turned around and walked away as he bent down to pick up the box. 
 
    Nero took the lid off the tiny box and found a scroll inside that bore Shane’s personal seal.  Nero broke the wax seal and read the scroll silently to himself. 
 
    It simply told Nero what the wizard had said.  Nero reread the scroll several times and committed it to memory before he held it up to the candle and let the flame dispose of the evidence.  Nero sighed, took a look around his home, blew out the lamps around the house, and moved to the door.  He picked up the traveling bag he had left only a little while earlier.  A Philosopher was always prepared. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 48:  Stealing from a Thieves Guild 
 
      
 
    A short time after deciding on a rescue plan for Valihorn, the companions approached the edge of the tree line in front of the steel doors to the fortress and stopped.  Evisar turned to everyone and said, “The plan starts here.  Xander, good luck.”   
 
    Xander nodded knowingly, whispered a prayer, and vanished right before their eyes.  Evisar had been invisible once before, but it still took his breath away to watch Xander disappear five feet in front of him.   
 
    Evisar turned and marched boldly out of the woods toward the front gate with Tristan and Jefon on either side, waving a white cloth in front of him.  The guard manning the steel doors on top of the wall and the two guards in the watchtowers on that side of the fortress perked up as they approached.  Evisar got to within ten feet of the gate and stopped.  The guard above the door did not know what to make of them, as it was unlikely they got many visitors and even fewer elves.  The tension built as no one said anything for many heartbeats.  The guard seemed to be waiting for Evisar, but Evisar’s face was stone calm.  In a negotiation, power was everything, and he who flinched first did not have the power. 
 
    Eventually the guard looked angry and said, “What do you want?” 
 
    Evisar gave a curt response.  “We wish to speak to Ramon.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Tell him those he fought on the river would like to negotiate for their friend.” 
 
    The guard chuckled down at them.  “So you’re the friends of that wizard fellow Ramon came back with this morning, huh?  I don’t think Ramon will give a hoot about you one way or the other, but if you toss me up a platinum coin I’ll go and see if I can find him.” 
 
    Evisar had faced many warriors before, and he knew a pissing match when he saw one.  If he threw up a platinum coin the guard was just as likely to laugh in his face as go and get Ramon.  Fortunately, the guard did not know him and that gave him the advantage.  Evisar put on as serious a face as he could manage and said, “If you don’t go and get Ramon, then as you have irritated me the most, you will be the first to die.” 
 
    The guard studied Evisar’s face for a sign of doubt, and the two remained deadlocked for several more breaths.  The guard eventually caved and saved his pride by spitting off the edge of the wall at Evisar’s feet before grunting loudly and disappeared from view.  Nothing happened for a long time, and the companions were left wondering if they were being set up.  Eventually a voice on the other side yelled loudly, “Open the gate,” and the companions heard heavy bars being lifted.  The steel doors began to part.   
 
    Three things immediately caught Evisar’s attention.  First, there seemed to be an entire city of buildings inside the Old Shetley Fortress with a large courtyard.  Second, the fortress commander had twenty men-at-arms on the ground and ten archers on the surrounding walls.  Third, the fortress commander who faced them was a male Krone who looked just as Jefon had described a short time before.  
 
    Evisar visibly tensed as he caught sight of the Krone commander, and Jefon’s reaction was even more pronounced as he gripped his bow with all his strength, barely managing to fight off the involuntary reflex to reach into his quiver for an arrow.  The Krone, for his part, did not seem surprised to see two surface elves before him; no doubt he had been told ahead of time who was at his gate.  Evisar raised his right arm slightly to calm his brother. 
 
    As he lowered his arm, Evisar heard Xander’s voice in his ear.  “This just keeps getting better and better.” 
 
    Evisar waited a few heartbeats before walking forward with Tristan and Jefon on either side.  The Krone commander was roughly the same age Evisar’s father had been when he died.  He wore a chain mail shirt with a coat of arms on his breast plate that Evisar didn’t recognize.  He had the ears of an elf and the dark skin and white hair of a Krone.  He had a deep scar both below and above his right eye, and it looked as though his left hand was missing the last two fingers.  Krone did not venture to the surface of Tellus very often and were known for their far-flung campaigns against their many enemies in the Underworld.  Evisar concluded this commander was no doubt a seasoned general with many victories to his name.  The Krone wouldn’t show weakness by sending anything less.  Evisar stopped at the gate entrance and waited for the commander to say something. 
 
    When the Krone commander spoke, Evisar was shocked by the civility of his manner.  “My name is Seril.  And who might you be?” 
 
    “I am Evisar.  This is my brother Jefon and my companion Tristan.”   
 
    Seril nodded in respect and put a hint of a smile on his face.  “You must’ve made quite an impression on Ramon.  Normally, he would have just ordered me to kill you or take you prisoner.” 
 
    Evisar returned the wit, but not the smile.  “Ramon has made quite an impression on us as well.  It’s not just anyone who can take one of our companions away from us.” 
 
    “You are here to negotiate for his release?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Ramon has agreed to hear you out.  Will you please come with me and leave your weapons by the gate?” 
 
    “Only if you give us safe conduct for this meeting.”  Evisar wouldn’t step foot inside the fortress until he had some assurance he wouldn’t be immediately captured and killed.   
 
    The Krone didn’t get angry, but said, “It is you who have come to negotiate with us.  You are the one who is choosing to come into our territory.  I see no reason to make a promise like that to a surface elf.” 
 
    Evisar took a calculated risk.  “Did Ramon order you to bring us before him?  If so, he would be disappointed if we just turned around and left.  I am eager to meet with him in order to negotiate in good faith, but I can’t simply hand myself over to you.  Krone are not known for keeping their word, but you seem honorable to me.  Give me your assurance of safe passage, whether it is true or not, and we will come with you.”   
 
    Seril turned up a smile of respect and said, “You are correct, Evisar.  Ramon did command me to bring you before him, though it would make little difference to him if I simply turn you away.  Very well, I will grant you safe conduct for this meeting, and see you safely outside the walls.  Will that suffice?” 
 
    Evisar inclined his head saying, “It will.  Thank you, Seril.”  Evisar walked into the fortress with Jefon on his right and Tristan on his left.  Evisar moved over to the fortress wall and reluctantly removed all of his weapons.  Jefon and Tristan did the same.  As soon as they were inside, two human guards on top of the wall began to shut the steel gate.  Evisar hoped Xander had been close enough behind to make it into the fortress. 
 
    Evisar walked up to Seril and the men-at-arms formed a half circle around the companions.  The companions had their backs to the gate.  To the left, and closest to the gate, was the largest and least impressive structure.  It was a single story building made of wood with a sod roof.  It probably served as a barracks for the common soldiers, with an armory and a kitchen to feed the mass of troops.  Past the barracks was the inner keep.  The slate roof building was two stories tall and solidly made out of stone and mortar.  To the right of the inner keep was another two story building with stone walls on the first level and a wooden structure on the second level.  The windows had iron bars and the door was made out of reinforced wood with metal braces, giving Evisar the impression it was a dungeon of some sort.  There were countless other buildings inside the vast fortress further off in the distance, but they did not seem to be the sort of places you kept prisoners. 
 
    Evisar leaned toward his brother’s ear and whispered, “Xander, check the dungeon building next to the inner keep.” 
 
    Xander’s voice came like a whisper on the wind to Evisar’s ear from across the courtyard.  “I’ll start there first.  Good luck.”  Evisar had to admit he was impressed with Xander’s divine gift.  In addition to his invisibility spell, Xander had also cast a spell that would allow the two of them to talk from almost anywhere inside the fortress as though they were whispering in each other’s ear.  That meant Evisar could negotiate for Valihorn’s release at the same time Xander was searching for Valihorn’s cell, and they could still keep in contact.  If negotiations broke down, then maybe Xander would succeed.  Either way, the chances of freeing Valihorn were doubled.   
 
    Evisar stopped ten feet in front of Seril and asked, “What are the Krone doing working with the Talon Guild, and why are you abducting wizards and priests?”  It was a risk telling Seril everything he knew, but he was hoping Seril would give him more information in return.  Being this close to Seril, Evisar could see that life in the Underworld must be harsh indeed.  Seril’s face and arms were full of scars both large and small.  Evisar wondered how many of the scars were inflicted in battle and how many were inflicted by his own people.   
 
    Seril’s expression changed from one of amused entertainment to one of concern.  “You know much, young elf.  Perhaps too much.  However, I can answer none of your questions.  For that, you will have to talk with Ramon or Gram.” 
 
    Evisar was hoping for more, but Seril had at least confirmed the Krone were working with the Talon Guild and there was a wizard in charge.  “Is the wizard here now?  Perhaps we should talk to him instead.”  Evisar didn’t really want to speak to the wizard, but it was important to let Xander know there was a wizard about. 
 
    Seril smiled, perhaps guessing that Evisar was digging for more information.  “Gram rarely comes out of his room, and Ramon is waiting.  If you will follow me.”  Seril turned around and headed for the inner keep.  The men-at-arms closed ranks behind the three companions and urged them on.   
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the compound, Xander heard Evisar in his ear but didn’t respond.  He was standing in front of the door to the dungeon building waiting for the right moment.  When all eyes were focused on Evisar, Xander opened the door, stepped through, and shut it behind him.  There was no one immediately in the hallway, and Xander didn’t hear any footfalls.  The hallway seemed to go the length of the building with one door to the left and one to the right.  The hallway ended with a T-shaped dead end with passages that went unseen to the left and right.  Directly to the right of the front door was a stairwell that led upstairs.  Xander walked down the hallway toward the unseen passageways on the other end.  There was a stairwell leading down to the left and another stairwell leading down to his right.   
 
    Xander dug into his pouch with practiced ease and found his lucky coin of Fortuna.  Just then, a door behind him opened and slammed shut.  Xander whirled around, but there was no one there.  He heard footfalls that sounded like they were coming down the steps of the stairs he had passed near the entrance.   
 
    He thought briefly about what the odds were that someone would move through the hallway at the exact moment he passed through, and then he threw himself against the wall as a female Krone came around the corner from upstairs.  Xander could see that she was young and beautiful.  The dark skin and white hair were somewhat offensive, but Xander was taken aback and could feel the attraction nonetheless.  He didn’t have long to look as she passed by quickly, obviously angry about something.  Xander decided to follow her. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Seril led Evisar, Jefon, and Tristan through the door to the inner keep.  Five men-at-arms followed close behind as they went up the stairs to the second floor.  The second floor opened up into what appeared to be Ramon’s living quarters, complete with a large sitting room and two other doors in the back that must have led to the bedchamber and other personal areas given over to a base commander.  Seril had the companions sit while he went into one of the back rooms.  The Krone returned a moment later with Ramon and another knight in tow.   
 
    Ramon looked much the same as he had during the battle.  He was a middle-aged human who wore a black coat of arms over his chainmail and a black cape.  Both the cape and the shirt were adorned with a white, jawless skull on a red sunburst, the symbol of Seker.  The knight wore a sword at his side, had a beard covering his face, and bore the surcoat of a house Evisar didn’t recognize.  Ramon seemed completely at ease and not the least bit nervous talking to someone he fought earlier that morning.  He sat down with an air of supremacy while the knight took a standing position behind Ramon and to his right. 
 
    Evisar waited patiently for Ramon to speak first.  “I understand your name is Evisar.” 
 
    “That is correct, Ramon.”   
 
    Ramon gave a little smile and continued.  “Seril didn’t mention the names of your other companions.  Would you be so kind?” 
 
    “Certainly.  This is my brother Jefon and my friend Tristan.” 
 
    “Excellent. This is my second in command, Sir Thrace of Kentar.”  With the formalities done, Ramon asked his first question.  “I seem to remember there were more of you on the banks of the river?  Where are they now, please?” 
 
    “You are holding one of our companions in your dungeon, and the other I left outside for various reasons.” 
 
    “And what reasons would those be?” 
 
    “One of your men on the river said you were interested in capturing wizards and priests.  Given this insight, I thought it best to leave those members of our party behind.” 
 
    “Ah, very astute, my warrior friend, but won’t you need their help if I decide to take you captive?” 
 
    Evisar took the threat very seriously, but he responded truthfully.  “There are three of us and only eight of you.  You saw what happened to your much larger band that attacked us on the river, and they took us by surprise.  What do you think would happen if we battled here and now?” 
 
    “Big words for someone who is unarmed.  I think I was able to take one of your companions captive last time; I would fare better with a more lethal mandate this time around.” 
 
    Evisar let the threat hang in the air for a moment before changing subjects.  “Seril has guaranteed us safe conduct for this meeting, so I guess we will have to see what his word is worth.” 
 
    Sir Thrace spoke up, “You take the word of a Krone?  No wonder Ramon took you so unawares on the river.” 
 
    Jefon jumped out of his seat in defense of his honor, but Evisar quickly grabbed him and shoved him forcefully back into his seat.  Sir Thrace smiled at Jefon and said, “Come on, elf, just try it.” 
 
    Evisar looked at Seril and then at Sir Thrace.  “I do take the word of a Krone.  We may be mortal enemies, but there is a bond between warriors.  I see this bond in his eyes, and Seril is most definitely worthy of my respect.”  Seril inclined his head in affirmation, but Ramon only shook his head at the stupidity of the surface elf.  Evisar looked at Ramon more calmly and asked, “Why are you taking wizards and priests?  What purpose does their abduction serve?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “If I am to barter for Valihorn’s release, I need to know why he is being held.” 
 
    “Yes, Seril told me you came to barter for your friend.  How noble of you.  I’m afraid I can’t tell you why we need magic-users.  Let’s just say the more we have, the better.” 
 
    “Then let me start this way.  Is it possible for us to barter for our friend’s freedom or not?  Should I continue to sit in this chair, or should we end this meeting now?” 
 
    “Well now, that is the real question, isn’t it?  If you were talking to our wizard, then your cause would be hopeless.  There is no way he would consider letting one of our captives go.  It’s lucky for you that I am sitting here instead of him.  Fortunately for you, Gram just returned to the fortress, and doesn’t know I captured your friend.  Plus, he barely leaves his room these days.” 
 
    “It sounds like there might be some room to negotiate.  How much is our friend worth to you?” 
 
    “Well now, if you want your friend back, then it isn’t just me you have to worry about.  You also have to pay enough to silence everyone you see here in this room.  If Gram does happen to find out, he will be furious, so it will cost you something extra.”  
 
    That didn’t sound good, but Evisar pressed on, “How much?” 
 
    Ramon looked Evisar directly in the eye and said, “Ten thousand gold pieces.” 
 
    Ten thousand gold pieces was an unbelievable fortune.  All of the companions together might have one hundred gold pieces.  Even the King of Armena would not have that kind of money on hand.  Evisar shook his head and told Ramon honestly, “We don’t have that kind of money.” 
 
    Ramon looked about lazily and raised his hand in dismissal.  “Then our business here is concluded.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 49:  Martel’s Miracle 
 
      
 
    Jefon saw the crushed look on Evisar’s face as the negotiations fell apart.  There was no way his companions could scrounge up that kind of money.  Jefon felt a growing need to do something.  Valihorn was wrongfully imprisoned and this was their one chance to get him back, otherwise he was going into the Underworld and beyond their reach.  If this wasn’t Martel’s work then what was? 
 
    Jefon said abruptly, “We have the money.” 
 
    Evisar looked irritated at Jefon’s outburst and probably thought he was being irrational again.  “Jefon, what are you saying?  You know we don’t have that kind of money.” 
 
    “Trust me, brother.”  Those were the only words that were spoken.  The brothers looked at each other and seemed to have a conversation without words.  Jefon turned to Ramon and said, “We can give you five thousand gold pieces.” 
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    “Seven thousand five hundred.” 
 
    Ramon seemed fairly happy.  “Done.  Let’s see the money.” 
 
    The negotiations were done and now was the moment of truth.  Jefon nervously reached for the pouch on his belt that held the platinum coin of Martel.  He took a moment to center himself and slowly reached his hand into the pouch.  The tension in the room was obvious as everyone looked on to see what would happen.  Jefon felt around in the pouch and a broad smile came across his face as he pulled forth a fist full of large gems with a single platinum coin.  Jefon picked up the platinum coin and flipped it in the air at Ramon.  Ramon caught the coin in his palm and saw Martel’s falcon in flight glowing with its own light. 
 
    The light faded and Jefon asked with confidence, “Will this suffice, Ramon?” 
 
    Ramon could not help but look lustfully at the fortune within his grasp.  “Gentlemen, I believe we have a deal.  Give me the rest of the money.” 
 
    Jefon poured the gems back into his pouch, tied it shut, and said, “Not until we have Valihorn by our side in the courtyard.” 
 
    Ramon stared at Jefon for a moment and smiled.  “Who are you to give me orders?”  Ramon raised his arm and snapped his fingers.  Sir Thrace and five of the guards in the room immediately drew their swords.  Seril stood motionless, watching events unfold.  Ramon continued, “Tell me why I should incur Gram’s wrath for the fortune you are offering me, when I can just kill you and keep the gold for myself.” 
 
    Jefon acted quickly before any blood was shed.  He took Martel’s pouch off his belt and said, “Because this pouch is empty to you.  It only answers to me, and me alone.”  Jefon threw the pouch at Ramon, who flinched in surprise and caught it with both hands.   
 
    Ramon shook the pouch and nothing happened.  He untied the pouch and turned it over.  Nothing fell out.  “This is a trick.  It’s some sort of magic bag.” 
 
    “It’s no trick, and as you are a priest of Seker, you know full well that faith is more powerful than magic.”  Jefon couldn’t help but take a jab at Ramon’s lesser faith, since clearly he was a hypocrite of the highest order.  “The pouch is worthless to you.  If you want your fortune, you will have to bring Valihorn to us in the courtyard.  Unlike you, I give you the word of my lord, Martel, that you will have your money once we are all safe.” 
 
    Ramon threw the pouch back at him in anger.  “Fine, have it your way.  But the cost just went up to nine thousand gold pieces.” 
 
    Jefon bowed his head mockingly and echoed Ramon’s earlier statement.  “Gentlemen, I believe we have a deal.  Bring Valihorn to us in the courtyard, and you will have the rest of your money.”  At Ramon’s signal, the guards put away their swords.  Jefon looked over at Seril, who nodded deeply out of respect. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    The female Krone turned right at the end of the hallway and quickly descended the stone steps into darkness.  Xander followed quietly behind her; when he reached the bottom of the steps he was greeted with nothing but silence.  The Krone female was gone, and in her place it seemed as if Xander had entered another world – a world of stone hallways lined with torches, where mildew clung to the walls.  The passageway was lined with stone from top to bottom, and the torches were spaced so far apart that Xander had trouble seeing as he walked between them.   
 
    As Xander walked down the straight corridor, he was beginning to wonder if the female Krone had been a figment of his imagination until he saw an open door on the right and a closed door farther down on the left.  As he came upon the door on the right he was relieved to hear a female voice coming from within.  He peered in the entryway and found the beautiful female Krone having a heated discussion with a man behind a desk.  The man wore a heavy black robe with a hood that covered most of his facial features.  Xander looked closer at the hood, hoping to see the man’s face, but the room was poorly lit with a single reading lamp.   
 
    The room itself had bookshelves filled with old tomes along every wall, with a bed in one corner and a large wooden desk in the middle of the room that was covered with parchment scrolls.  Since Xander was supposed to be looking for Valihorn, the heated discussion was of little interest to him.  He was about to move away when the conversation took an interesting turn. 
 
    The female Krone spoke angrily.  “Why do you delay?  You have enough wizards and priests to devastate the elves.  This fortress, combined with the other collection site, has provided more than enough magic potential.  Why not cast your spell and be done with it?” 
 
    The man in the black robe raised his voice in response to the accusation.  “I thought female Krone were supposed to be the smart ones.”  He drew himself to his feet in order to make his point.  “This is not some simple spell that allows you to read a scroll or heal the injured.  Everything must be perfect, and as I am the only one who can cast the spell, I will determine when it is time.  The more magic-users we gather, the higher the chance of success, and the more devastating the effects.” 
 
    The female Krone did not give up.  “My Matron Mother wants to see results soon.  She’s losing patience with your work.” 
 
    The man pointed his finger at the female’s chest and said, “I do not care who your mother is, Arun.  Up here on the surface, in this fortress, I command.  Do not forget it.” 
 
    Arun took a step closer and batted the wizard’s hand away.  “I think you are delaying on purpose for your own selfish reasons, Gram.  My Matron Mother doesn’t care about the politics inside your Talon Guild.” 
 
    “Be careful what you say, Arun.  I am not just a male lackey you can command.”  With this bold statement Gram grabbed Arun by both arms and brought her close.  Gram’s hood fell to his shoulders from the force of the struggle, and Xander saw the wizard’s face for the first time.  He was a handsome man, with black hair, in his mid forties.  Arun raked her nails across Gram’s neck as he grabbed her even tighter and kissed her full on the lips.   
 
    Xander had seen more than enough.  He wanted to get away from Gram as quickly as possible.  He turned around and started walking back the direction he had come when he heard Gram’s voice echo off the stone.  “Did you hear that?” 
 
    “What is there to hear, my lord?” 
 
    “Stop it, Arun.  Can you not feel it?” 
 
    That was all Xander heard as he raced up the stairwell as quietly as possible.  At the top of the stairwell, he looked left toward the door leading to the courtyard and then at the other set of stairs leading down directly in front of him.  Xander had a feeling the wizard was on to him, despite his invisibility spell, and he knew Evisar had just reached a deal for the release of Valihorn.  With these two things in mind, Xander felt it best if he didn’t tempt fate by sticking around. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Ramon forced a smile to come to his lips.  “You are shrewd negotiators.  We will exchange your friend for the money in the courtyard.  Agreed?”   
 
    Evisar managed to regain his composure a little bit and said, “Agreed.” 
 
    Ramon turned to two of the men-at-arms and said, “You two.  Go get this Valihorn and bring him out to the courtyard, quietly.  Remember, the fewer people who know about this, the more gold we get to split between ourselves.  Now go.”  The two men-at-arms looked at each other with smiles and quickly ran down the stairs, slamming doors as they went.   
 
    Ramon said, “Now then, gentlemen, if you would be so good as to accompany me down to the courtyard, we can conclude our business.” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    As Xander moved down the hall toward the door leading out to the courtyard he heard footsteps coming up the stairs behind him.  Xander turned around in time to see Gram come walking into view.  He was still wearing his black robe and his face was once again covered behind his hood.  He stopped and looked down the hallway for what seemed like an eternity.  Xander’s heart thumped in his chest and then skipped a beat as Gram took a step in his direction.  After one step, Gram stopped and seemed to think better of it.  He quickly turned around and bounded down the other set of stairs Xander had considered taking earlier.   
 
    Xander spoke to Evisar through their magical bond.  “Evisar, I’m coming out to the courtyard, but the wizard who commands the fortress is looking for me.  Somehow he was able to sense my presence.” 
 
    Evisar’s voice came back softly to Xander’s ear, “Head toward the main gate, and go out with us.” 
 
    Xander moved quietly to the door, but as he reached for the door knob, it started turning on its own.  He quickly hugged the wall as two men-at-arms entered the building.  They hurried by and continued talking to each other.  “Nine thousand gold pieces, do you believe it?  I wonder how much of that we’ll see?” 
 
    His partner responded, “Ha, you're dreaming, Paul.  I’m sure Ramon and Sir Thrace will keep most of it, but it’s better than nothing.” 
 
    “Well, they’d better give us something, otherwise I’m telling Gram, and that’s all there is to it.”  The two men reached the end of the hallway, turned left, and walked down the same steps Gram just descended a short time ago.  Xander opened the door and stepped out into the courtyard. 
 
    Evisar, Jefon, and Tristan were walking across the courtyard with Ramon, Seril, and a contingent of thirty armed men.  Xander moved along the wall and quietly sneaked up next to the large steel gate and waited.   
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Jefon walked in silence slowly back toward the gate behind his brother, Seril, and Ramon.  There really wasn’t anything left to say, and given their precarious position, it was better to say nothing at all.  Hopefully they would get Valihorn back soon, and then he could pray to Martel tonight with a clear conscience.  There was still the difficulty of getting past this fortress and into the Underworld, but that would be a problem for tomorrow.  For today, he would just be glad to get out of this fortress with Valihorn by his side.   
 
    They reached the gate and a few more moments passed in silence until Jefon heard yelling across the courtyard from the dungeon building.  He watched as the door to the building flew open and Valihorn came bolting out and shut the door behind him.  A second later the door exploded outward in a huge fireball.  The two men-at-arms sent to fetch Valihorn came hurling out of the opening and landed burning in the courtyard.  Through the opening and the smoke came the wizard Gram.  He walked quickly and angrily over to Valihorn and picked him up by the back of the neck.  Valihorn resisted, but Gram seemed to have a freakish strength that did not match his body size.  Gram dragged Valihorn over to the steel gate where everyone was gathered, whispered a spell, and let go of Valihorn.  Valihorn collapsed onto the ground in a deep sleep. 
 
    Gram looked straight at Ramon and shouted, “What is going on here!?  I found these two guards trying to take this wizard out of his cell.  They told me you were letting him go in order to collect some great reward.  Explain yourself!” 
 
    Ramon stammered around for a moment, no doubt trying to think of an appropriate lie, but in the end it was apparent he could not think of one that was satisfactory.  “This group came to our gate and offered a huge sum of money for the release of this single wizard.  We have so many magic-users now, I thought the gold would be more valuable to us than this puny half-elf.” 
 
    “We will talk about this later, I promise you.”  He turned to Evisar and said, “But for now I am afraid this wizard is not for sale.” 
 
    Jefon looked to his brother for guidance.  They had come so close, but now it looked as if they would fail.  Jefon observed that while Gram argued with Ramon, Evisar inched his way closer to their weapons still resting against the fortress wall.  Jefon and Tristan took note of Evisar’s direction and also moved to within a few steps of their weapons. 
 
    Evisar spoke up in desperation.  “My lord, please.  You won’t miss one magic-user.  Just let us conclude our business.  You will be all the richer and we will be on our way.” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Gram focused on Evisar and stared at him in silence.  He recognized this elf’s voice, but how could that be?  The memory came to him like an explosion in his mind.  This was the elf who had come to Austen’s tower while he and Nero freed Gaston from the Plane of Chaos.  These were the elves who held the gem containing the High Sorcerer of Kentar, but where was the one who stole the gem from the Talon Guild?  Where was the rogue known as Xander?  With this new revelation, it took Gram several heartbeats to remember what he had felt while kissing Arun.  Xander must be hidden somewhere nearby. 
 
    “Guards, seal the gate!” 
 
    Gram uttered two arcane words and Xander became instantly visible, standing twenty feet behind the companions. 
 
    So, the elves had come looking for the entrance to the Underworld after all.  “Kill the three in front of me, but keep the wizard and the invisible half-elf alive.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 50:  Sacrifice for a Companion 
 
      
 
    Jefon watched with horror as the negotiations fell apart.  They had gambled and lost. Gram seemed to recognize them and with that recognition came a sentence of death.  The companions dashed the last few steps to the fortress wall and picked up their weapons.  Evisar and Tristan drew their swords, but Jefon was the first to react as he nocked two arrows on his bow and let them fly.  One arrow took the wizard Gram in the chest while the other caught a man-at-arms in the neck.  Gram was thrown to the ground by the force of the arrow, and the man-at-arms fell over dead where he stood.  The Krone general, Seril, drew his sword and ordered the thirty men-at-arms surrounding him to do the same.  Sir Thrace came up alongside Seril while Ramon moved to help Gram.  Jefon looked around the fortress at the stone walls and saw men pulling out their bows and taking aim. 
 
    Over the confusion, Evisar’s voice rose commandingly above the fray.  “Move to the gate; it’s our only chance.” 
 
    Jefon turned around and ran for the gate, in part because of his brother’s order, and in part because a bowman was useless in a sword fight.  He wanted to put some distance between himself and Seril’s men.  Jefon felt a sharp pain in his back as he ran.  An arrow pierced his chain shirt between the shoulder blades and threw him face first to the ground.  Jefon had never been injured in combat before; the pain was blinding.  He managed to reclaim his bow and steady himself on one knee.  He saw Xander slip into the shadows and start climbing the stairs to reach the gate controls.  Seril and Sir Thrace were trading blows with Evisar and Tristan, while the remaining men-at-arms moved in behind them.  Seril and Evisar had paired off while Sir Thrace attacked Tristan.  Evisar and the Krone General seemed evenly matched, but Tristan had the advantage over Sir Thrace.   
 
    Jefon felt a surge of power well up inside of him as the physical pain focused his mind and made him forget all of his inhibitions.  His reflexes took over; he nocked and released arrow after arrow with supernatural speed.  He shot twenty of the men-at-arms squarely in the chest so quickly that the first man had hardly fallen to the ground when Jefon let go of the last arrow.  As the men-at-arms collapsed in the courtyard, one after the other, time seemed to slow down.  Ramon and Gram got up off the ground.  Jefon looked to the left and saw fresh swordsmen pouring out of the barracks to replace those who had just fallen.  Looking ahead, Jefon saw four Krone warriors storm out of the dungeon building.  The air was thick with arrows whizzing by as the archers on the stone walls began showering the companions with razor-sharp steel.  Time was clearly against them as each passing moment brought more troops into the courtyard and more arrows from above.  They had to get out of here! 
 
    Jefon heard a thud behind him and turned to see that Xander had thrown one of the guards off the gate.  There were just two more guards in his way and then he could open the steel door.  Jefon turned toward his brother and watched as Evisar took an arrow in the shoulder from a guard in one of the towers.  Tristan simultaneously cut off Sir Thrace’s sword arm.  Evisar was stunned by the arrow in his shoulder and Seril took full advantage of the hesitation by making a deep cut along his shield arm.  Evisar backed away from Seril and tried to regain his focus. 
 
    The arrow Jefon had shot in Gram’s chest would have killed the wizard quickly had Ramon not gone to his aid, but now Gram rose from the ground without any evidence of injury.  Gram looked first at Jefon with revenge in his eyes, but quickly refocused on Tristan as he took off Sir Thrace’s head and moved to strike Ramon.  Gram pointed his finger at Tristan and a bolt of lightning took him full in the chest at close range.  Tristan flew backward twenty feet and fell to the ground unconscious or dead.  Jefon continued shooting arrow after arrow into the guards coming out of the barracks and at the archers on the walls, but it was no use.  The soldiers were coming faster than he could draw and loose.   
 
    Evisar regained his footing against Seril and redoubled his efforts, forcing Seril to yield ground to the fury of his swings.  Evisar was about to cut down the Krone General when Seril subtly nodded his head and a globe of darkness encased him.  The area of darkness was a perfect sphere thirty feet in diameter, centered on Seril.  Somehow, as before, Jefon was able to see inside the globe of darkness with a vision that showed shades of gray.  Seril and Evisar were both nearly white, while their swords and equipment were a neutral gray.  Evisar finished his last three cuts, knowing where Seril had been only a moment before and hit nothing but air.  It was clear Evisar was blind in the darkness, just as Jefon had been before.  He watched Seril sidestep his brother and take a full swing along Evisar’s back.  The cut was long and deep, and Evisar was unable to keep his feet.  He was thrown to the ground and landed with a loud thud.  Seril slowed down and took a moment to saver the feeling of victory before he moved in for the death blow. 
 
    Evisar was about to die if Jefon didn’t act.  This is what he had seen in his vision a few days before.  The power of Martel surged through Jefon as he ran forward to save his brother.  On the run he pulled two arrows from his quiver and nocked his bow.  His pace never slowed as he took aim at Seril and fired.  Jefon dropped his bow in a dead sprint as the arrows hit Seril in the side.  The Krone staggered several strides away and collapsed to the ground.  Evisar was beginning to stir as Jefon reached down and yanked his brother to his feet.  He was about to throw Evisar over his shoulder and make for the gate when another arrow came crushing into his right side.  Jefon was thrown to the ground with one arrow in his back and one in his side.   
 
    Jefon watched in uncaring detachment through the tunnel vision that closed in around him as Xander moved on the top of the wall and impaled the final guard through the back.  Xander unceremoniously threw the guard to the ground below and moved to unlock the gate.  The controls were cumbersome and heavy, but eventually he forced the lever out of its locked position and the gates began to swing open. 
 
    Jefon watched as Gram walked into his field of view and pointed his finger at Xander.  Gram said a word of arcane magic and a poisonous-looking green arrow formed on the tip of his finger.  Gram flicked his finger, sending the arrow flying through the air.  Xander moved out of the way, but the arrow followed his movements and struck him in the chest.  Xander’s body absorbed the arrow and almost immediately green, diseased boils formed on his skin.  The boils quickly grew larger and larger until they began to burst.  Xander screamed out in agony as he lost control of his body and slumped against the stone wall.  Then a spasm of pain hit him so hard that he fell off the wall onto the hard ground fifteen feet below.   
 
    Jefon lay on the ground unable to find the strength to get up.  He watched Evisar, wounded as he was, stand up and square off against Ramon and Gram.  Ramon pulled a mace from his belt and moved between his commander and the half-dead elf. 
 
    Gram spoke snidely to Evisar.  “You are a powerful one.  Are you prepared to die the same way your father did?” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Recognition came to Evisar as he looked at Gram.  He had seen the wizard who killed his father only from far across a field, and only for a moment, but the connection came as an explosion in his mind.  “You’re the one who killed my father.  You’re the one who started this whole thing.” 
 
    As near to death as Evisar was, he charged forward with renewed fury.  Ramon raised his mace to block the swing, but Evisar’s strength and the magic of Neverlost cut right through the weapon.  Evisar buried his father’s blade in Ramon’s head.  Evisar pulled Neverlost from Ramon’s skull as the priest fell to the ground.  He turned his body, regained his balance, and came face to face with his father’s murderer. 
 
    Gram was defenseless and his guards were too far away to help.  Evisar made a savage cut intended to decapitate the wizard where he stood.  Gram raised his arm in defense and Neverlost struck the steel bracers on Gram’s arm.  Magic met magic as the bracers collided with the sword, sending out a ring that filled the courtyard.  Gram moved with unnatural speed and strength as he grabbed Evisar’s sword arm, used Evisar’s momentum against him, and threw him fifteen feet through the air.  Evisar fell in a heap and didn’t move to rise. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Like his brother, Jefon found renewed strength knowing his father’s murderer was right in front of him.  With arrows deep in his back and side, Jefon rose to one knee and raised his sword.  Jefon watched in horror as Gram raised his arm and pointed his finger at Evisar’s unmoving form.  “You have failed, little elf, and now you will die for that failure.” 
 
    Events were occurring exactly as Jefon had seen in his vision.  For his family and his brother, Jefon rose to his feet and charged the wizard Gram.  Gram was so intent on Evisar that he did not see Jefon’s charge until it was almost too late.  Instinctively, Gram turned his finger toward Jefon.  The lightning bolt meant to kill Evisar struck and passed through Jefon’s body.  His sword fell to the ground as his life force left him.  His body collapsed face first into the mud.  Jefon died hearing his brother’s cry and Gram’s laughter, thinking about happier times when his father had come to the practice yard to find his two sons hard at work, training to take up the family tradition of service to the Crown. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Gram cursed himself for having been surprised by the younger elf, but he took some satisfaction in his death.  Of all the battles he had fought, this was simplicity by comparison, and yet he had nearly been killed by a wounded elf he had not seen coming.  Gram shook his head as his soldiers surrounded the fallen companions.  Gram moved quickly across the field to where the traitor’s body lay.  He flipped Xander over and saw he was nearly dead.  His leg was shattered, his arm was out of its socket, and oozing boils covered his entire body.  Gram cast a spell that allowed him to see any magic items Xander carried, but the blinding brilliance of the gem was not present. 
 
    He stood tall with hatred in his eyes and asked, “Where is the gem?” 
 
    Xander writhed in pain and appeared to not hear Gram talking to him.  Gram waited a handful of heartbeats for Xander to answer and then brought his foot down on Xander’s shattered leg.  Xander screamed in agony and cursed in pain.  Gram said, “Do I have your attention now, thief?  Where is the gem?” 
 
    Xander looked up at Gram through his pain and said, “Piss off, Gram, and take the rest of the Guild with you.”   
 
    Gram raised his arm in anger and shot a magic missile into Xander’s separated shoulder.  “Where did you hide the gem?” 
 
    Xander’s body reacted violently to the blow and went slack as he went into shock.  Gram stood there and watched Xander die in the courtyard, unable to take satisfaction in his death, knowing the secret of the gem died with him.  Gram’s anger slowly subsided as he realized there were other ways to get the truth from Xander.  Death was not an escape from the Talon Guild. 
 
    Gram set his jaw and yelled out orders.  “Close the gate.  Take all of the intruders, even the dead ones, down to the dungeon and lock them up.  Find Arun and tell her to heal their wounds.” 
 
    Gram had won the day, and he still had one additional magic-user to take with him into the Underworld.  The First Heir would die soon, and with his death, Armena would fall.  The Guild would have its own kingdom, and he would wield power both on the surface of Tellus and beneath it. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 51:  God of the Dead 
 
      
 
    Seker, God of the Dead, looked down on Tellus and smiled.  The meeting of the elven gods could not have gone better as far as he was concerned.  The meeting had been called to reconcile the differences between the Krone and the surface elves and had ended in a way that virtually guaranteed war.  Yet the war had not begun, and there were questions that needed answering. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    “Bring forth the book of the dead.” 
 
    The voice, barely a whisper, reverberated off the stone walls of Seker’s inner sanctum.  With his god’s call, a small figure named Zoey rose up out of his place on the floor and began shuffling toward the throne that was Seker’s seat of power.  Chained to his wrist was a dull, glowing disc that levitated a foot off the ground, but still took all of his strength to pull.  In the center of the disc lay a small nondescript book, save a simple black rune etched on the cover, and a bone clasp that held the book closed.  Zoey looked up and was terrified by the darkness all around him.  There was no light, yet somehow he could still see the decaying flesh that made up the floor and the immense throne where his god sat.  Even the smallest sound echoed across the dark chamber and reverberated off the stone walls. 
 
    The absolute darkness gave way only to the ever-changing scenes of exquisite death that lined the walls – plague in a city surrounding the Ring Sea that left countless dead in its path, two parents in the famine-struck north begging for their child’s life as she awaited dismemberment on the sacrificial altar, an unjust lord torturing five of his subjects to death over a stolen loaf of bread, and a vampire growing the ranks of the undead by drinking the sweet innocence of a beautiful young woman.  The scenes merged and changed, but there were always at least a dozen images of death that adorned the walls at all times.   
 
    As the disc came closer to the throne, it grew duller, as if the light itself cowered before the God of the Dead.  Neither hurried nor delayed, Zoey brought forth the book.  He shuffled over the decaying bones of a lich, a great shadow dragon, and many other foul creatures that made up the floor of Seker’s inner sanctum. Neither the horrific images nor the stifling darkness changed Zoey’s pace, but even this stoicism melted away at the sound of his god’s voice. 
 
    “Bring forth the book of the dead.”  The voice sounded like a thousand shrieks of death that shredded pride, love, courage, and even memory in its ultimate finality.  Zoey joined in the screams coming from all around him that emerged from the stones in the walls and the decaying corpses of the floor.  The foundations of the room were made from the very souls of those that made up Seker’s kingdom. 
 
    Zoey carried the book of the dead.  That was the purpose of his existence in the afterlife.  Nothing more.  Had he not been more once?  Could he not remember a time when there had been more than the book?  The images of conquered lands and broken enemies flirted with his memory.  Was it yesterday, a millennium ago, a moment ago?  Who could know? 
 
    Zoey staggered forward, pulling the book behind him.  He still wondered why this great task had been given to him.  What had he done to deserve the honor of carrying the book?  His pondering faded as he approached the throne and looked up to see his god towering fifty feet above him.  Seker remained unmoving on his throne until Zoey finally reached his god’s feet and unceremoniously fell on his face in silent adoration. 
 
    Seker did not even waste a glance at him as he stared at the book and whispered two arcane words.  Zoey recoiled again at the powerful voice that seared his soul with its complete subversion of all that was good.  Black light flared from the only rune on the book’s cover.  The book levitated off the disc, expanded rapidly in size, and lowered gently into Seker’s waiting hand. 
 
    Now that his purpose had been fulfilled once again, Zoey looked up slowly with pride.  He could not help but smile at his accomplishment.  Seker must have sensed his satisfaction, because he looked away from the book and down toward his feet.  Before Zoey could make even the slightest whimper, Seker casually raised his foot and smashed him down into the souls that composed the floor of his hall.  The souls surrounding Zoey eagerly tore into the former book carrier, stripping him of both his flesh and the small fragment of a soul that Seker had given to him.  Each of these condemned souls were then torn apart in turn by other souls, desperate for a memory that was not their own and for a sensation that they would never feel again, until the substance of even those fragments was destroyed. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Seker gloated at the self-destruction and hate that even the lowliest in his kingdom demonstrated.  He touched the bone clasp that kept the book closed and again whispered one arcane word to bring the dead forth.  The book snapped open to the last page, and Seker watched with delight as names of the newly dead were added at the bottom of the list.  He impassively perused the names, absorbing what was known about those who were newly dead until he reached four names:  Ramon, Tristan, Jefon, and Xander. 
 
    These four would give him the answers he sought.  The war should have begun by now, but something was holding the two sides back.  In the end it would not matter.  From his altar in the Old Shetley Fortress, Seker could see that Gram was close to finishing his work.  When he was finished and the Cataclysm Spell was cast – then there would be war.  Invictus would not stand by while the surface elves were destroyed.  Invictus would marshal his forces and make war with Evona, causing so much death and destruction.  Just thinking of it made him smile at what was to come. 
 
    But first, he had to stop these elves.  These companions.  Even with more than half their group dead, Seker had seen that they could still stop Gram from completing his work.  That could not be allowed to happen.  With a single divine thought, Seker sat back on his throne and brought Ramon before him. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Ramon opened his eyes and found himself standing before a huge throne in a room that was completely dark, save for the throne directly in front of him and the many different images of torture and death off in the distance.  He couldn’t remember how he had arrived in this place.  For that matter, he couldn’t remember anything about who he was, aside from his name.  Panic began to set in as Ramon looked around.  Who was he?  Where had he come from?  What was he doing here?  It was the fear of not knowing what lay beyond the darkness, along with not knowing who he was, that was driving him insane. 
 
    Just as Ramon opened his mouth to scream out into the darkness like a little child, a chill voice blasted through the air.  “Do you know why I have called you here before your time?” 
 
    It was only then that Ramon looked up from the bones that made up the floor and noticed a giant man with horns sitting on a fifty foot tall throne in front of him.  The giant glared at him with red eyes.  It was the eyes that compelled him to answer.  Not changing position, Ramon indicated his ignorance by shaking his head.  The person sitting on the throne looked familiar, but Ramon knew it couldn’t be him. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted when the chill voice cut through the air once again.  “You are dead, Ramon.  You have entered my kingdom of Purgatory.  Normally, I could not call you forth so soon, but since you worshiped me during your mortal life you are mine to do with as I will.  I can deny you your memories for example, or I can place you in the eternal fires of damnation.  But I can also grant you a life of ease.  I can give you the power in death that you sought in life.  Would you like the opportunity to gain my favor?” 
 
    Ramon looked into the eyes of his god and quickly nodded his head.  He would do anything. 
 
    Seker closed the book in his hands and reached down to place it on a glowing disc.  After a few moments, Seker said, “I am the God of the Dead.  All who die must pass through my kingdom, for I am the end of all.  Know who you are, my servant, and answer my questions to gain my favor.” 
 
    A flood of thoughts, dreams, and feelings – all that composed life – rushed into Ramon’s mind.  The sensations were overwhelmingly vivid to his dry husk of a spirit.  He remembered capturing countless magic-users and turning them over to Gram, arriving at the fortress in the forest and desecrating an altar to Tia in the name of Seker, the elves who boldly walked up to the gate, and finally, he remembered dying at the hands of Evisar as his sword broke Ramon’s mace in half and sank into his skull.  He screamed at what he had lost.  The power that had once been his and never would be again. 
 
    “I am not interested in your pitiful memories and trifling aspirations to power, fool.  You had a fortress at your command, and still you could not kill those pitiful elves.”  Seker lowered his voice to a hopeful whisper.  “But you can yet be redeemed.” 
 
    “How, master?  How?  I’ll do anything you ask.” 
 
    Seker smiled at his power over those in his kingdom and said, “Tell me what you know of these elves so that I might kill them for you.” 
 
    Staggered by his memories, the servant nonetheless was brought to attention by his god’s voice.  Swimming through blurred, congealed memories, Ramon spoke out desperately.  “I attacked the elves unawares by the river with twenty men.”  He thought for a moment before continuing.  “We took one of them captive, but they put up a fearsome fight.  We took the captive to the fortress and thought we were safe, but the elves followed us there.”  Ramon stood in silence and hoped that what he said had been enough. 
 
    “Pitiful mortal.  What do I care about how difficult it was to fight them?  Tell me what I want to hear or your fate is sealed.” 
 
    “Wh – wh – what can I say, my lord?” 
 
    “Did any of the elves do anything extraordinary?  Did any of the elves do anything you could not explain?” 
 
    Ramon looked away from the horror of Seker’s red eyes and down at the floor so he could think.  Then he was forced to look away from the horror of the bones on the floor and closed his eyes.  “One of the elves was strange.  He produced a fortune for the release of his friend seemingly out of nowhere.  Then, during the battle inside the fortress where I was killed, the same elf shot arrows from his bow with a speed and accuracy not of this world.” 
 
    Ramon had nothing else to say, so he stood waiting at the base of Seker’s throne.  Seker seemed to ponder his words for a moment before he spoke.  “You have served me well, my servant, by bringing me a speck of useful information.  As your reward, you may carry the book of the dead for the next thousand years.” 
 
    “B-but, my lord, you said you would give me a life of ease in your kingdom.”  Ramon screamed out as Seker raised his foot and smashed him into the floor.  As before, the souls around Ramon tore at his flesh and spirit until he was left with nothing but an empty shell. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 52:  Seker Enters the War 
 
      
 
    Seker stood up and gestured for his throne to change into its natural form.  The throne stirred as bones unwrapped from bones.  Sinew and magic pulled the bones apart and then recombined them into the massive skeletal dragon known as Blackfang. 
 
    Blackfang served as Seker’s throne.  It was his only purpose in the afterlife.  Had he not been more once?  Could he not remember a time when there had been more than the throne?  Memories of a mate and unhatched eggs flirted with his mind.  Blackfang flinched uncontrollably as memories of intense pain lanced through his body.  For an instant he saw a necromancer wizard standing in front of him with undead energy coursing through his fingertips into his massive body.  But then the flicker of memory was gone and there was only the darkness of Seker’s inner sanctum. 
 
    Blackfang took a step closer to Seker and thought rather than said, “Mortals.” 
 
    “Pitiful.” Seker replied mentally.  “Sometimes I wonder why I obtain these souls.  Yes, yes, God of the Dead, I know.  Regardless, this faithful servant is less than useless.  The elves who are left alive can still prevent the war.  I must know everything about them so that when they come before me I can turn those who are dead against those who are living.” 
 
    Blackfang half-listened to Seker rage for a time while surreptitiously summoning his trinket.  It was not easy surprising a god, but one did not serve as the throne of the God of the Dead without doing so every half-eon or so.  After a brief pause from a particularly vicious rant, Blackfang held out the scale of a silver dragon in his left claw and asked, “Would this help?”   
 
    Seker looked at Blackfang for a long moment as anger and curiosity struggled within him.  He finally said, “Give me that.” 
 
    “Of course, master.”  Blackfang bowed low mockingly.  Seker looked at him balefully and as a punishment, willed that Blackfang remember who he was.  Memories flooded back into his mind.  He looked down at his body and was appalled to see a skeleton where his powerful copper body should have been.  He remembered with shocking clarity the necromancer wizard from so long ago who had secretly slipped into his lair and threatened his eggs and mate with destruction. 
 
    The necromancer stood triumphantly over his eggs and agreed to let his mate and progeny live only if Blackfang agreed to undergo the transformation into a skeletal dracolich.  With little choice, he was forced to stand still, impotent, as the wizard cast his dark magic on him.  
 
    The necromancer transformed him into an undead skeleton, doomed to remain alive and animated for all time.  Even today, Blackfang knew that his undead skeletal body still roamed Tellus, while his spirit resided in the afterlife as Seker’s throne.  Such is the curse of the undead. 
 
    Once the necromancer cast his spell, and Blackfang’s loyalty was compelled, the wizard killed his mate in order to prove his power.  The necromancer left his eggs undamaged in order to ensure Blackfang’s loyalty for all time. The memories of the demise of his mate and the endless servitude to which he was bound were more than he could bear.  The hate once buried under eons of service flared forth again and he moved unconsciously toward Seker.  He took only a single step before snapping suddenly still.  The will binding him to his massive skeletal frame was beyond even his hate, and his obedience was compelled.  Seker gave a ghastly smile. 
 
    “Do not forget, Blackfang, that you are mine, even beyond your hate for me.  Your service has been so long that you have forgotten what it is that compels your hate, and that is truly sweet to my tongue.  Have you pieced together yet that it was I who ordered the necromancer into your lair so long ago?”  Seker threw his head back and laughed uncontrollably.  “Ah foolish, foolish Blackfang.  Such endless delight I take in your twisted perversion.  I was the one who ordered the necromancer into your lair.  I knew of your power, and I wanted to yoke it for my own.  Now your skeletal remains serve me on Tellus and your spirit serves as my throne in the heavens.”   
 
    Blackfang had, in fact, not known the truth and it drove him past the point of insanity.  He roared with defiance and took one step toward Seker.  The smile left Seker’s face as Blackfang took another step forward, and then another.  Blackfang drove forward with an incredible strength of will, fueled by his renewed hatred for the God of the Dead.  Seker took two steps back and seemed genuinely afraid, until Blackfang got to within two steps of the god he served.  Seker’s smile returned, and he merely held his hand up in a stopping motion to freeze Blackfang where he stood. 
 
    “Ah, Blackfang.  You provide such amusement but, honestly, will you never learn?  Perhaps a reminder of your true position in my kingdom is in order.” 
 
    Blackfang, compelled, groveled at the feet of Seker.  Words of worship were forced from his mouth.  Seker eventually released him from the compulsion and the dracolich stepped back from Seker and caught his balance. 
 
    Seker said, “Now, proceed with the seeing.” 
 
    Gathering himself and his shattered pride, Blackfang cleared his mind.  He tossed the silver dragon scale into the darkness; it flew magically into one of the scenes of death that adorned the walls.  The scene of death froze in place and was replaced by a vision of Seker’s altar that resided under the Old Shetley Fortress in Darkwood Forest.  After a period of concentration, the dracolich began a low chant, his sibilant voice slowly building to a final cry of immense power.  The view of the altar slowly cleared away to reveal a group of elves walking up to a fortress in the woods.  They looked like a pitiful band, but Seker could see their power and knew their future. 
 
    Seker watched with interest as the elves entered the fortress and sneered at the foolishness of his followers as the invisible elf sneaked by.  Even more disturbing was that no matter how long he gazed at Jefon, he still could not see the shape of this elf.  He was only a shadow with no discernable features.  Seker cursed, knowing that only the influence of another god could block his vision.  He supposed it was unavoidable that other gods should be in play here, given that the future of the entire elven race was in question.  For a god to take such direct action by involving a chosen was extremely uncommon.  This marked elf was the key, and he would bear closer watching. 
 
    The seeing continued and Seker was intrigued to see the elves barter with Ramon, whom he had just smashed back into his floor, for the release of their captured wizard.  It sickened him to watch the display of compassion, and he cursed them for fools.  When would the world learn that death is the only constant and that kindness and sacrifice can only bring you back to that single constant? 
 
    Seker leaned forward with interest as the shadowed elf pulled a huge sum of money out of a pouch on his belt.  Seker willed the seeing to slow as the shadowed elf flipped a platinum coin at Ramon.  Ramon caught the coin and flashed into a shadow figure himself for a short time.  Seker looked at the brilliant coin in Ramon’s hand and saw a falcon in flight.  Martel!  The shadowed elf, known as Jefon, could only belong to Martel. 
 
    “Damn those elven gods.  Can’t they just accept the inevitable?”  Seker continued to watch and his mood improved significantly as Gram blew his men out the door with a wall of fire.  Seker smiled at Gram’s power.  Over the years, this servant had brought many souls into his kingdom. 
 
    As the battle began in earnest, Seker watched with lust and reveled in each person’s exquisite death.  He watched Gram kill one companion after another until finally it was over. 
 
    Now he understood who he was dealing with.  Seker commanded Blackfang to become his throne once again, and he sat down with satisfaction.  He closed the portal with a thought and summoned Tristan, Xander, and Jefon to appear before him. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 53:  Seker and Jefon 
 
      
 
    Jefon appeared in a cavern of utter darkness, not knowing where he was or how he got there.  Darkness surrounded him, and even with his new night eyes, Jefon couldn’t see more than twenty feet in front of him.  Fear set in as he remembered dying at the hands of the wizard Gram while trying to save Evisar.  He spun around in a circle and was relieved to see Tristan and Xander standing next to him.  Jefon took it as a good sign that Evisar was nowhere to be found.  Both of his friends had looks of acceptance; it was clear they also remembered dying at the hands of Gram.  Xander seemed resigned to his fate while Tristan looked scared beyond reason at the darkness around him. 
 
    After a few moments Tristan’s resolve broke and he screamed into the darkness, “What is this place!?” 
 
    Jefon went to him and put his arm around the large warrior.  “Easy, Tristan, it’ll be alright.” 
 
    Xander answered Tristan’s question.  “This is purgatory.”  Jefon nodded his head, finally understanding what he was seeing.   
 
    A voice pierced the darkness, “Very good, Xander the thief.  Xander the liar.  You are in purgatory awaiting my judgment.”  A little more light shone in front of the companions and Jefon saw a fifty foot tall figure sitting on a skeleton throne.  “Come forward.  We have much to discuss about your future in my kingdom.” 
 
    Jefon obediently led Tristan forward with Xander by his side.  As Jefon walked he heard squishing and crunching noises with each step and was mortified to find that the floor was made of nothing more than decaying flesh and bones with the whispers of spirits moving among the ruins. 
 
    Jefon’s head snapped up and he tried to think of something else.  “Whatever you do, don’t look down.” 
 
    Xander answered him, “I wasn’t planning on it.” 
 
    The companions walked to the foot of the throne and looked up at the face of death towering above them.  “I am Seker, God of Death.  Every soul who dies comes before me and I decide how they will live out eternity.  Each of you died tragically before your time, and for this alone I am inclined to throw all of you into one of the seven hells, but let us examine your lives and see if we can find you worthy of a better fate.  Jefon, we will examine your life first.  Step forward.”  Jefon obediently and humbly stepped forward.  “Jefon, son of Lacrue Talisman, worshipper of Martel.   Why did you go to the fortress in Darkwood Forest?” 
 
    Ever since he could read, Jefon had read every religious document he could get his hands on, but he could not remember reading about a worthiness test.  Of course there were only a few accounts written of those who had come back from the dead.  He remembered reading about purgatory, but it had been described as a waiting area, nothing more.  A soul waited in purgatory, and if your god found you worthy he would come to collect your soul, taking you back to live out eternity with him.  If your god didn’t find you worthy and didn’t come to collect your soul, then and only then, did your soul belong to the God of the Dead to do with as he pleased. 
 
    Jefon answered the question truthfully.  “We went to the fortress to rescue Valihorn and find an entrance to the Underworld.” 
 
    Seker sat on his throne and looked passively ahead.  “Ah, a noble gesture to risk your life rescuing a comrade in arms, but how was he captured in the first place?  In truth, you failed to defend Valihorn from your enemies and he was taken from you.  Had you not failed in the first, you would not have been called on to do the second.  I am afraid your noble act is nullified by your failure to defend Valihorn in the first place.”  Jefon nodded his head knowing that Seker’s words resonated with truth.  He and Evisar had tried to stop the bandits from taking Valihorn, but they weren’t strong enough.  Seker pressed on with his next question.  “Why were you looking for an entrance to the Underworld?” 
 
    “We were trying to find the First Heir of Armena and return him to the throne.  We were told he was taken into the Underworld.” 
 
    “And who told you the First Heir was in the Underworld?” 
 
    Jefon didn’t see how this question pertained to the choices he had made in his life, but he dutifully answered the question anyway.  “An ancient elf who came to visit us just before our exile from Armena.” 
 
    “Rescuing the First Heir of Armena from his captors and returning him to the throne would seem to be another noble act, but in truth you only wished to return the First Heir to the throne so you and your brother might return from exile.  The first cancels out the second.” 
 
    As Jefon became more acclimated to his strange surroundings, he began to think more critically.  What Seker was saying about the First Heir was partially true, but Jefon had thought a lot about his motivation on this quest.  In his heart of hearts he knew he had initially wanted to find the First Heir in order to return from exile, but that was not what drove him any longer.  The core of who he was now ached to find Devin and return him to the throne because it was the right thing to do.  No one should be unjustly imprisoned. 
 
    Doubt entered Jefon’s mind for the first time, but he didn’t have time to think about it further as the God of the Dead continued.  “Why did you aid the town of Wessex against the hill giants?” 
 
    Jefon thought for a moment and replied, “I wanted to help my friends, and innocent people were being killed.” 
 
    “Like most mortals you accept a lie because it is easier to accept than a difficult truth.  Look into your heart and you will see you were scared to leave your brother and continue to look for the First Heir on your own.  You stayed with your brother for selfish reasons, and not because you felt a need to keep others out of danger.”  Jefon’s initial doubt turned into skepticism as he thought about what Seker said.  To a certain extent Seker was correct, Jefon had been afraid to strike out on his own, but he had fought against the giants because he loved his brother and didn’t want to see him hurt, and because innocent people were being killed. 
 
    In the back of Jefon’s mind he began to wonder what kind of questions these were.  What the God of the Dead was describing were noble deeds, but he was making them out to be selfish, evil acts.  Jefon had only moments to think before Seker continued.  “You recently killed Lord Shetley in cold blood after he surrendered to you.  Why?” 
 
    To this question Jefon’s conviction was ironclad.  “I killed Lord Shetley because he was holding his people captive, imprisoned in a web of grief and paranoia.  My god demands that I strike down those who abuse their power, and Lord Shetley was abusing his people.  I could do nothing less than what Martel demanded.” 
 
    Seker seemed to anger slightly as the volume of his voice increased.  “Ultimately, you killed a man in cold blood and that is a strike against you.”  Jefon’s skepticism turned into anger, but he kept his anger to himself.  It was never wrong to follow the will of Martel, and this God of the Dead was wrong to suggest that it was.  “Where did you get that pouch on your belt?” 
 
    At this question Jefon finally balked.  The secrets Martel shared with him were for his benefit alone.  He couldn’t answer the question.  Eventually, Seker asked again, “Where did you get your pouch?” 
 
    Jefon held his head up and answered softly, “I … I can’t say, my Lord.” 
 
    Seker’s voice boomed painfully in Jefon’s head.  “You what?”  Seker turned his head and looked down at Jefon for the first time.  His eyes seared Jefon’s soul, but he couldn’t look away as the pain grew with each passing moment. The eyes compelled him to answer the question, knowing the pain would only disappear if he answered.  “Where did you get the pouch?  Do you receive visions from Martel?  Do you know what you truly are?” 
 
    “I … I.”  Jefon couldn’t stop it, couldn’t hold it back.  The pain was too great.  The only way to stop it was to answer the question.  “I … I …” 
 
    Then another voice boomed through the chamber.  “Jefon, do not answer the question.”  The other voice made it possible for Jefon to break the gaze with Seker and look behind himself.  Tristan and Xander seemed to be magically frozen in place, and beyond them stretched the darkness of Seker’s realm.  Out of the darkness came a golden light that seemed far away.  The light began to move forward until Jefon saw it wasn’t a light, but some sort of bird in flight.  The bird flapped its wings as it flew forward through the darkness.  As the bird moved closer, Jefon saw that the bird was in fact a falcon.  Then, out of the darkness appeared Martel in all his glory.  Although Martel looked like an elf and was plainly dressed in dark clothing, Jefon could not believe how beautiful he looked.  He had a presence of power that could only be divine. 
 
    “Your plans will not succeed, Seker.” 
 
    “Bahhh.  I figured you would come for this one.  My plans have already succeeded.  You think you can save the First Heir, but his death has already been preordained.  There is no stopping it.” 
 
    “We will see.  I have come for my follower, but before I take him, know that Nu will hear of your treachery.” 
 
    At the mention of the Overlord’s name, Seker cocked his head.  “What are you talking about?  I held your follower in purgatory as is my right.” 
 
    Anger flared on Martel’s face as he marched forward.  “You do not get to question the souls that come before you until their god has forsaken his claim.  I came well before the allotted time had passed, only to find you questioning my follower for your own benefit.  You have broken the covenant; I promise Nu will hear of it.” 
 
    Seker rose from his throne and looked around the chamber.  Jefon watched as demons, dracoliches, and all other forms of monster came out of the darkness and moved toward Martel.  “I have done nothing wrong.  Go before Nu and see if he gives a damn.  Now take your follower and be gone while you still can.” 
 
    Martel did not take his golden eyes off Seker.  “Gladly.  Jefon, come to me now.”  Without hesitation Jefon walked over and took his god’s outstretched hand.  The contact sent a tingle up his arm.  “Until we meet again, God of the Dead.”  With this proclamation, Jefon and Martel disappeared. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 54:  Wrongful Imprisonment  
 
      
 
    Consciousness returned slowly to Evisar, and at first he wasn’t sure if he was alive or dead.  Even after opening his eyes he wasn’t sure, for what he saw could only be a nightmare or the torture of some demon in one of the seven hells.  He saw the blurry image of a cell with bars and an incredibly beautiful Krone with white hair and dark skin standing over him speaking words he did not understand.  Next, the physical and emotional pain returned to him as he felt his open wounds and remembered the death of his comrades in the courtyard of the fortress at the hands of the wizard Gram.  Finally, the memory of his brother being killed by Gram’s lightning bolt was enough to force him to alertness.  He opened his eyes to see the shapely female Krone still standing over him, and he reacted on instinct, thrusting his fist outward and punching the Krone in the face.  She staggered backward in surprise as Evisar quickly gained his feet and went reflexively for his sword.  Finding himself stripped of weapons, Evisar threw himself at her, grabbing the Krone by the throat and lifting her against the wall.  She tried desperately to speak or breathe, but Evisar was crushing her windpipe without mercy. 
 
    His lust for vengeance was interrupted as he looked to his left and saw four human guards raising heavy crossbows at him through the iron bars of his cell.  Valihorn came up on his right and said, “Evisar, let her go.  She was only trying to heal your wounds.” 
 
    Outside the cell, the human commander held his crossbow up and spoke quickly.  “Let her go now, or you die.”   
 
    Evisar held his ground as the Krone flailed violently against him, trying to breathe, trying to stay conscious.  In one smooth motion, he took the Krone off the wall and slammed her into the cell bars, using only one arm. 
 
    Evisar looked at the Krone with hatred that went well beyond reason.  “You killed my brother, you bitch!”  The guards outside the cell gave up any pretense of discipline and maneuvered desperately, trying to get a clean shot on Evisar, but the cell was too narrow.  They could not take the chance of accidently hitting the priestess.  Realizing his success, Evisar continued to focus his anger on the Krone in front of him.  “I may not be able to kill all of you before I die, but your death will be vengeance enough.” 
 
    Suddenly, Evisar felt Valihorn’s magic wash over him.  He was unprepared for an assault from a friend, and he collapsed like a limp noodle to the floor, paralyzed.  The Krone priestess landed in a heap at the foot of the iron bars and brought her hand up to her throat, coughing violently.  Her coughing slowly subsided; she rose calmly to her feet, looked at Evisar with cold eyes, walked over to him, and began viciously kicking him in the gut.  Once.  Twice.  Three times she kicked Evisar in the midsection. 
 
    Valihorn came to Evisar’s defense by jumping over his body and shoving the priestess up against the wall.  The guards weren’t about to allow a repeat of what they just saw, so one of them fired his crossbow point-blank at Valihorn.  Valihorn took the shot in the shoulder and fell over in agony. 
 
    Evisar groaned as the Krone regained her feet and moved confidently toward him, when a strong voice carried down the hall from the dungeon entrance.  “Stop, Arun.” 
 
    The female Krone took one last step and kicked Evisar in the head, nearly snapping his neck, before looking up the stairs toward the dungeon entrance in disgust.  “No one is allowed to touch me!  He deserves to die.” 
 
    “Not until I get the information I need.  Now, heal their wounds fully and step out of the cell.” 
 
    Arun looked balefully at Gram, considered defiance, and then moved to comply.  She moved from Valihorn to Evisar with a dispassionate scowl, healing their wounds.  She yanked the crossbow bolt from Valihorn’s shoulder without any tenderness, causing Valihorn to convulse in pain.  Gram moved down the dungeon steps with ten Krone guards and stopped in front of the cell.  Arun finished her work and stepped outside of the cell as Evisar and Valihorn began to stir.  Gram looked on her with lust and brushed her cheek with his hand when she moved past him as an apology for forcing her to heal the companions.  A guard locked the cell and moved into the shadows with the other soldiers while Arun took up a flanking position behind Gram. 
 
    Evisar stood up and took in the scene around him.  His cell was only eight feet wide and ten feet deep.  Outside the cell on the back wall, off to the left, Evisar saw the broken bodies of Jefon, Xander, and Tristan underneath the light of a torch.  Evisar tried not to look at his dead brother and friends, but couldn’t help staring at the way they had been thrown into a heap and discarded like worthless trash.  They deserved better. 
 
    Stone resolution returned to Evisar as he locked eyes with Gram.  He took a step toward the bars and Gram did the same.  The two stared at each other, neither willing to give any ground.  Gram eventually looked past Evisar and turned his attention to Valihorn, saying, “You will allow me to cast a binding spell that will forbid you from using magic against those under my command.  If you do not accept my spell, then I will have my guards kill you here and now.  Do you understand?”  Valihorn looked around and saw he had no choice.   
 
    As the spell was cast, Evisar finally had a moment to consider his narrow list of options.  A warrior had to size up an opponent quickly and decide whether he could be beaten.  Evisar decided then and there that Gram most definitely could not be beaten.  He had witnessed Gram’s power in the fortress courtyard and when his father had been killed, and it wasn’t something he wanted to experience twice.  He tried to think of some way he could turn the situation to his advantage, but nothing came to mind.  He would just have to wait and hope an opportunity presented itself before Gram had him killed.  As a magic-user Valihorn had some sort of worth to Gram, but Evisar had no illusions about himself.  Sooner or later Gram would kill him; he had until that time to escape. 
 
    Gram finished casting the spell on Valihorn and turned to Evisar.  “Now that the preliminary greetings are finished, let us get to it, shall we?  You were the leader of this ragtag group, so I will ask my questions of you.”  Evisar crossed his arms and said nothing as Gram whispered something inaudible under his breath and then asked, “Why did you come to this fortress?” 
 
    Evisar took time to consider what Gram had just done.  He knew wizards could detect lies and even read thoughts if they were powerful enough, and he wondered if Gram was doing that now.  Evisar chose his words carefully but tried not to let his uncertainty show.  “Isn’t it obvious?  You took my friend from me and I came to get him back.” 
 
    Gram shook his head in annoyance and tried again.  “Let me put it another way.  Why are you in this region?  Elves do not often stray this far from Armena.” 
 
    Evisar was happy to continue telling the truth, as long as he didn’t give anything away.  “You know the answer to that question as well.  My father and King were killed by you, and my brother and I were exiled from Armena for your act of murder.” 
 
    The conversation between Gram and Evisar was interrupted by a hoarse voice speaking proudly from a few cells down.  “Evisar, is that you my friend?” 
 
    Evisar forgot about Gram and his minions as he threw himself against the bars of his cell in excitement.  “Devin, is that you?” 
 
    “It is Falon and I.” 
 
    “Falon is with you?”  Falon was one of the Royal Guards on duty when King Tithas and his father were killed. 
 
    “Yes, we were both taken prisoner and brought here.” 
 
    “Devin, we finally found you.  We feared the worst.” 
 
    “From what I am told, the worst is yet to come.” 
 
    Evisar could hear the despair and hopelessness in Devin’s voice, but because they were two cells down, he could not see Devin’s face.  “Do not despair.  All of Armena is looking for you.” 
 
    Gram spoke up once again.  “Yes, indeed.  Your showing up here has put doubts in my mind.”  Without looking away from Evisar, Gram raised his hand and snapped his fingers.  Without a word, the ten Krone guards marched over to Devin’s cell as Gram continued, “We have been holding the First Heir here until now.  Given how close you came to freeing Valihorn, I have been forced to take increased security precautions by moving the First Heir sooner than I otherwise would have done.” 
 
    The guards unlocked the door to Devin’s cell with the teeth wiggling screech of iron on iron.  Evisar became more desperate as he realized Devin might fall through his fingers once again.  “Where are you taking him?” 
 
    “Into the Underworld, of course.” 
 
    Evisar pounded on the iron bars with renewed fury.  “Why are you doing this?  Devin!  Do you hear me, Devin!?” 
 
    Evisar looked to the left toward the First Heir’s cell, but all he could see were a few Krone guards.  Suddenly there was a loud smack, and then another, followed by a lot of yelling.  Devin and Falon came running into Evisar’s view just before they were both tackled to the ground by at least eight Krone guards.  Devin kicked and smashed his fists against his attackers.  Falon managed to break a Krone’s neck, but there were too many.  The Krone commander stepped forward and locked shackles around Devin’s ankles and hands and yanked him to his feet. 
 
    Devin yelled out, “Leave me alone, you monsters!”  Then he turned his head and locked eyes with Evisar.   
 
    Falon went insane with desperation as Devin was led away.  He threw two of the guards off him.  He moved to get up when a Krone came up behind him and clubbed him on the head from behind.  The large elf fell back to the ground with a thud and lay unconscious. 
 
    Evisar saw that Devin had been beaten nearly to death and that he was afraid.  “Evisar, don’t let them take me, brother.”  The Krone guards led him quickly to the left out of Evisar’s view.   
 
    Evisar yelled, “Devin, Devin!” 
 
    “Evisar, don’t let them take me!” 
 
    He slammed into the iron bars again and yelled with all his heart down the dungeon hall.  “We’ll find you, Devin.  We’ll find you!”  But then Evisar heard a steel door open and shut and the dungeon was silent once again.  Just like that, the First Heir had come and gone. 
 
    Gram clapped his hands a few times in mock amusement and said, “How touching.  A demonstration of the endless compassion of surface elves.”  Gram turned to the four remaining guards and said, “Put that back in its cell.”  The guards rushed forward and dragged Falon’s body back to his cell and locked the door. 
 
    It took Evisar a few moments to start thinking rationally again.  Finally, he said, “Our wizards told us he was in the Underworld already.  Why is he still here on the surface?” 
 
    “Your wizards saw the future.  The First Heir is on his way to the Underworld where he will join the rest of the magic-users we have captured.  His blood will ensure the destruction of Armena.” 
 
    “How?  How will Devin cause the destruction of Armena?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Gram changed subjects completely by saying, “So you were saying earlier that I killed your father and your King.  Given that information, I would have to guess you and your dead brother were the little whelps who escaped the battle only to bring reinforcements a short time later.” 
 
    Evisar nodded his head slightly to confirm the statement.  Gram brought his finger up to his lips and looked on in silent contemplation.  “Interesting.  If only you had gotten there a little earlier we would both find ourselves in very different circumstances.  Of course, if I had cast my spell forbidding transport out of the battle sooner, you would likely have been killed as well.  We lost several good people in that fight, including a very good friend of mine.”   
 
    “I lost a father and a King, so I wouldn’t complain if I were you.” 
 
    “Oh, I am not complaining.  If it makes you feel any better, your father and your King very nearly won the day, even without reinforcements.” 
 
    “It doesn’t, but thanks for sharing.”  Evisar knew he should remain silent, but his pride wouldn’t allow it.  “I’ll feel much more vindicated when you’re dead.” 
 
    Gram gave a little smile acknowledging his bravery and his stupidity at the same time.  “You may find it difficult to satisfy your vengeance while you are here, in my keeping and at my mercy.” 
 
    Evisar was only too happy to let the raw emotions continue to flow.  “Your day will come, just as it did for Ramon at my hand.” 
 
    Gram actually threw his head back and laughed.  “I like talking to you, elf; you make me chuckle.  You think I am evil?  I am only trying to get what is mine.  What I deserve.  Besides, everyone dies, especially the good.  They are weak because they are slaves to a code of righteousness.  It is so limiting.  In any event, let us not talk about philosophy and personal choices.”  At this point, Gram seemed torn between getting the answers he wanted and tormenting his prisoners for his amusement.  A smile came over his face as he seemed to decide there was no harm in gaining some amusement.  “You may recall there was one other person who survived the battle with your father.”  Gram turned purposefully to his right and said, “It was a shame to lose Cyrone during that battle, wasn’t it?” 
 
    A figure Evisar hadn’t seen until now stepped out of the dark and into the light, grinning widely as he played along.  “It was a great loss.  I can honestly say I’ve missed him lately.” 
 
    Evisar recognized Gaston immediately from their encounter at Austen’s Tower and couldn’t contain his surprise.  “Gaston, I presume.” 
 
    Gaston bowed low in good humor and said, “In the flesh.” 
 
    Evisar didn’t feel like playing games with the ones who murdered his father, so he shot back with a surprise of his own.  “I remember you from your failed attack on us at Austen’s Tower.  It’s fortunate for you I didn’t recognize you as a murderer then, or I would’ve done a lot more than simply push you into that portal.” 
 
    Gaston’s familiarity and good cheer disappeared immediately as he remembered his near death experience.  “That was you?  You pathetic little parasite!”  In the blink of an eye, Gaston drew the two morning star weapons from his belt that Evisar remembered so well and flung them.  The weapons passed through the bars like butter and narrowly missed Evisar as he dove to the floor.  The weapons embedded themselves deep into the back wall, and then reappeared in Gaston’s hand. 
 
    Gaston was moving to throw the weapons again when Gram bellowed loudly, “Enough!”  Gaston seemed to regain control of himself and stood down.  “Gaston, there are questions that must be answered and you are not helping matters.  I did not call you here in order to kill our prisoners; I am quite capable of doing that on my own.  Now either stand there and help me or leave the dungeon.”  Gaston stood in defiance for a moment and then acquiesced by taking a step back as Gram turned his attention back to the cell, by which time Evisar had managed to regain his footing.  “Yes, Gaston was there with me at that glorious battle.  Your father was a great man, there can be no doubt, and it may please you to know that the King’s death was not his fault.  There was no way he could have been prepared for the attack that killed him.” 
 
    Evisar’s brow creased in confusion.  Was there some sort of traitor in the high ranks of Armena, or was Gram just trying to confuse the situation?  “Oh, why do you say that?” 
 
    “I just thought you would like to know.”  With that Gram offered nothing else and changed subjects.  “Unfortunately for you, you have been traveling with the traitor you call Xander.  He stole a gem from the Guild, and we would like it back.” 
 
    “Why do you think the gem belongs to you?” 
 
    “Because we created it, and he stole it from us.  Unfortunately, after the battle Xander was not forthcoming about the gem’s location.” 
 
    Evisar couldn’t resist jabbing his opponent.  “Yes, it’s a real shame he had to die, isn’t it?” 
 
    Gram did not rise to take the bait.  “Yes.  I was forced to kill him, which is what brings me to you.  Do you know where the gem is?” 
 
    “No, I have no idea where Xander hid it.” 
 
    Gram stood still, analyzing the answer and the elf who gave it.  Not satisfied with what he just heard, Gram leaned in closer and whispered, “If you tell me what I want to know then I will let you go, along with your brother’s body and the big warrior as well.” 
 
    Evisar didn’t even consider it for a moment.  “That’s very thoughtful of you and a tempting offer, but first of all I don’t believe you, and second, I don’t leave my people behind.” 
 
    “And that is why the good will always lose.  You are not willing to make the hard choices.  In the end you will tell me where the gem is.  It is only a matter of time.  And believe me, Evisar, we have plenty of time.  I can afford to work on you every day until you tell me what I want to know.  Do you know what it is like to be tortured all day, every day?” 
 
    Evisar didn’t budge an inch.  “That will take time, and perhaps you will run out of time.  There is always that hope.” 
 
    Gram sighed and tried a different approach.  “What if I tell you that I will kill your friend unless you tell me why you came to my fortress?” 
 
    Evisar shook his head, seeing the bluff.  “From what I’ve seen, magic-users have some kind of value to you.  I’m willing to wager you won’t kill my magic-user friend and risk losing him for your purpose.” 
 
    Behind Gram, Gaston cursed out loud and stepped out of the shadows and up to the bars in front of Gram, “This is ridiculous.  Guards, take the dead elf and string him up in the shackles.” 
 
    The guards looked to Gram, but Gram made no move to stop Gaston.  The four remaining human guards quickly went to the back wall and dragged Jefon’s body over to the shackles, and put each limb in irons.  Evisar looked on with tears threatening to take his vision as Jefon’s body hung limp from the shackles on the wall. 
 
    Gaston looked at Gram mockingly and said, “If I’m not mistaken, I believe the preservation of the body is very important to elves, is it not?” 
 
    Gram caught on to what Gaston was saying and added, “I believe you might be right.  I believe the custom among surface elves is that if you cut off a limb in this life, they go into the afterlife as a cripple?” 
 
    Gaston continued mockingly, “Yes, yes, that was it.  That’s why you’re smart enough to be a wizard and I’m only a lowly thief.”  Gaston moved meaningfully over to the pile of weapons next to Xander and Tristan’s bodies and picked up Neverlost.  Gaston said nothing as he buckled the scabbard around his waist and drew the sword in one fluid motion with the sound of metal on metal.  He examined the sword in the light and said, “This is an excellent sword.  I can tell it has heavy magical properties, but is the blade still sharp?”   
 
    Evisar charged toward the cell door like a bull.  He hit the bars again and again, desperate to break free, knowing in the back of his mind how futile his efforts were. 
 
    Gram looked at Evisar and said, “Tell me where the gem is or I will have Gaston cut off your brother’s arm.” 
 
    Evisar ran into the bars again, out of his mind.  “I don’t know where the gem is.”  Evisar broke down and began to cry.  “Please don’t hurt my brother.  It won’t make any difference.  I don’t know anything.  Please, I beg you, don’t hurt him.” 
 
    Gram shook his head and said, “I am truly sorry, Evisar, but I do not have any choice.”  He turned to Gaston and gave a curt nod of his head.   
 
    Without hesitation, Gaston moved in front of Jefon’s body.  Valihorn screamed for mercy, and Evisar looked on as Gaston swung a mighty cut and took off Jefon’s right arm at the bicep.  Jefon’s arm separated cleanly from his body and his torso slumped forward, held upright now only by his left arm. 
 
    Tears streamed down Evisar’s face as Gram spoke to him again.  “Tell me where the gem is and I will have Arun fasten his arm back on.” 
 
    Evisar thought long and hard before he responded.  In the end what he said was, “I am Evisar Talisman, son of Lacrue, and I swear by my father’s blade that you have cursed yourself.  You will never be safe, and killing me will not make you so.  I promise I will hunt you down and kill you in this life or in the next.”   
 
    Gram merely turned to Gaston and nodded his head again.  Gaston smiled with pleasure and took another hack at Jefon with Neverlost.  This time Gaston took off Jefon’s left arm at the bicep.  Valihorn looked away as Jefon’s body swung forward, but Evisar looked on, remembering all.  With nothing to hold Jefon’s body upright, he fell face first into the stone floor with a sickening smack.  His teeth scattered across the floor like pebbles. 
 
    Gaston didn’t look away from Jefon as he yelled, “Tell us where the gem is, elf, or by Evona’s hand, your brother will enter the afterlife without a head.  You have to the count of ten.”  Evisar stood by as the count ticked down, and then watched as an emotionless shell as Gaston took his brother’s head off with a single stroke. 
 
    Time strung out for what seemed like days as nobody said anything.  The silence was finally broken as the dungeon door opened and a guard hurried down the stairs to whisper something in Gram’s ear.  Gram looked at the guard with curiosity and said, “Enough, Gaston.  Guards, take the body out of the shackles and put it against the wall with the other two.”  He turned to Evisar with sympathy in his voice.  “Evisar, this will continue until you tell me what I want to know.  I leave you now to consider your position.”  Gram turned without ceremony and headed commandingly up the stairs to the right.  “Gaston and Arun, with me please.”  Gaston sheathed Neverlost, obviously intending to keep it, and followed Arun and Gram up the stairs.  They all exited through the heavy steel door. 
 
    Evisar crashed to the floor amidst his own thoughts.  His brother had been dismembered before him and he hadn’t done a thing to stop it.  And for what?  So Gaston and Gram wouldn’t find the gem?  It was all going to be moot anyway.  They would eventually find it.  Then Gram would kill him and Valihorn would be taken into the Underworld for gods know what purpose.  He had sacrificed his brother’s eternity for nothing.  Forgive me, brother.  Forgive my stubbornness. 
 
   


  
 






Chapter 55:  Stranger at the Fortress  
 
      
 
    Gaston waited until the steel door to the dungeon was securely closed and Arun had excused herself to go upstairs before he turned to Gram and said, “Why did you pull me out of there?  We should press Evisar until he gives us the information.  By leaving the dungeon, you are only giving him time to recover.” 
 
    Gram walked quickly out the door and into the bright sunlight.  He squinted at the mid-afternoon sun as he replied, “First of all, by giving Evisar time, I think it is more likely he will tell us what we want to know, not less.  Second, the guard told me one of the Thirteen is in the Noble’s Keep.” 
 
    Gaston accepted the explanation and walked alongside Gram.  He turned his head curiously and asked, “If Evisar had told us where the gem was, were you really going to let him go with the two bodies?” 
 
    “Of course.  I told him I would.” 
 
    The two reached the Noble’s Keep, opened the door, and walked into the first level.  Gaston shook his head and chuckled, “Gram, we’ve been friends for twenty years and I still don’t understand you.” 
 
    The two began to climb the stairs and Gram said, “That is why we make such a good team.  You handle all of the underhanded dealings, while anyone with a sense of honor comes to me.  You play one half of the game, and I play the other.  Together, we cannot be stopped.” 
 
    Another voice chimed in as Gaston and Gram reached the top of the stairs.  “Can I be a part of this unstoppable force as well?”  Gaston and Gram stopped dead in their tracks as they looked up to see Nero standing across the room.  Nero strode forward and shook Gram’s hand.   
 
    Gaston said, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero frowned and said, “The Guildmaster told the entire Inner Circle I would be joining these elves in order to recover the gem.  It can’t be that much of a shock to see me here, since you do have the elves down in your dungeon as we speak.” 
 
    Gaston said, “Yes, yes, of course.  Well, in any event, it’s good to see you again, Nero.”  Gaston moved to shake Nero’s hand as well, but Nero could tell from his expression that it was, in fact, not good to see him.  Gaston was still hoping to obtain the gem for himself in order to satisfy the Guildmaster's wrath.  Nero’s presence was a painful reminder the Guildmaster had contingency plans, and Gaston was not as trusted as he used to be.   
 
    Nero put his thoughts aside as Gram looked him over and said, “You are well met, Circle member Nero.  Congratulations by the way.” 
 
    Gaston and Gram had been friends for a long time.  Nero thought they were of one mind about everything, but while his rift with Gaston seemed to be widening, Gram seemed to be taking an active interest in forming a friendship with him.  But then again, Gram had chosen to tell Gaston he had captured the companions, possibly retaken the gem, and chosen to leave Nero out of it. 
 
    Nero said, “It’s a burdensome title, but I think I can get used to it.”  Nero looked back and forth between the two men and said, “It’s good to see the two of you again.  It makes me wonder when was the last time three of the Thirteen were in one place outside of Locus?” 
 
    Gram said, “Actually, it used to happen a lot more when the Guild was first founded; the Inner Circle handled assignments on their own and the Guildmaster did more than dispense policy decisions from on high.  Now the Guild is so large we are forced to spread out across Tellus and take to task our separate missions.  To tell the truth, I miss the days when things were much less certain and the caliber of those working for the Guild was much higher, but soon we shall be bigger still.”  Nero watched with interest as Gram divulged his inner feelings and couldn’t remember a time when Gram had talked so openly about anything but business.  Maybe his new place in the Inner Circle meant he was a member of the club, and Nero thought to himself once again that rank did indeed have its privileges.   
 
    Gram shook off the coil of the past and changed subjects.  “We just began questioning the leader of the companions a short time ago, and he is already beginning to crack.  With any luck, we will have the gem in our possession shortly.” 
 
    Nero shook his head, unconvinced.  “The guards told me you battled with the companions and ended up killing three of them, including Xander.  If the leader you are questioning doesn’t know the gem’s location then it seems to me the gem may be beyond our reach.” 
 
    Gram gave Nero a snort of laughter.  “Beyond our reach?  You rogues have no appreciation for the magical arts.  Nero, very few things are beyond the Guild’s reach.  The Thirteen comprises every race that has any worth and even consults with the undead.  Death cannot stop us.” 
 
    Nero was somewhat surprised.  Gram’s reputation for getting results was unchallenged in the Guildmaster’s eyes, but maybe he needed to be taken even more seriously?  “I still have trouble believing you captured the companions after all the trouble they’ve caused.  After Gaston and I chased them for a moon, I thought they were made of tougher stuff.  I’m glad you were finally able to deal with them.” 
 
    He was even more impressed when Gram deflected the credit away from himself.  “It is a lot easier when the enemy delivers himself to your doorstep.  By sheer luck we captured a member of their group; then we just stood back and let them come to us.  In any event, hopefully it will not be necessary for you to join with these companions.  I am confident Gaston and I will recover the gem ourselves.  You should stay holed up here in the Noble’s Keep as a contingency.  Make yourself at home while Gaston and I work to recover the gem.” 
 
    Nero accepted Gram’s comments with good humor and said, “Then I shall leave it in your capable hands and wish you good luck.”  Nero moved to a plush chair in what used to be Ramon’s room and said, “Well, you gentlemen seem to have your work cut out for you, while I am in need of a meal and a good night’s sleep.  Tell me, are there any women of questionable character about?” 
 
    Gaston and Gram both snickered at him in good humor and walked back down the stairs. 
 
    Nero chuckled and made himself at home in Ramon’s old quarters. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 56:  Our Time Here is Finished 
 
      
 
    After Gram left the dungeon, Evisar and Valihorn sat in uninterrupted silence for a long time.  There was nothing left to do.  Nothing left to say.  They had failed in their sworn quest and now they would die for it.  Evisar would die an ordinary death.  Valihorn would live long enough to see the Underworld for himself before Gram sacrificed him for some evil purpose. 
 
    They had tried so hard, struggled so much, and fought for so long.  And what was their reward?  They found the First Heir, only to have him taken into the Underworld by the same enemy that killed three fifths of their party.  Evisar and Valihorn were all that remained.  He felt cursed; cursed and worthless.  His mother and father were dead, his father was disgraced in the eyes of his people, and his little brother lay dismembered against the dungeon wall.  Evisar was all that remained of the Talisman family, subject to the whims of a power hungry wizard. 
 
    Valihorn finally turned toward Evisar and said, “I did not think our quest would end this way.” 
 
    Evisar didn’t even look up as he said, “No.  How did you think it would end?” 
 
    “I thought destiny was on our side.  I thought we would become heroes of legend after finding the First Heir of Armena and returning him to the throne.” 
 
    Evisar smiled ironically and let out a snort of laughter.  “That was never going to happen.  We were cursed from the start.  What chance did we honestly have?” 
 
    “I did not care about the odds.  I thought the gods were on our side.” 
 
    Evisar shook his head in despair.  “What gods?  There are no gods – at least not any who care about us.  I worshipped Invictus my entire life, and my brother worshipped Martel.”  Evisar looked at Valihorn and spread his arms out wide.  “Look what our faithfulness purchased.” 
 
    Evisar let out a long sigh and changed the subject.  “At least we both had the same aspiration.  I wanted to be a hero of legend as well, but not by finding the First Heir.  Before my exile, my only goal in life was to take my father’s place at the King’s side.  I wanted the respect and prestige that came with being the highest general in the land and bodyguard to the King.  Do you know that someone in my family served as a high advisor to the king for three generations?” 
 
    “No, I did not know that.” 
 
    “I thought my destiny was decided at birth.  You would have thought I would have rebelled against that kind of planned service, but in truth, nothing would have made me happier.  I would have been the fourth generation in my family to honorably serve my King.” 
 
    “And what of Jefon?  What was he destined to be?” 
 
    At the mention of his brother, Evisar closed his eyes and let his head fall lifelessly against the back wall.  “I’m not sure what Jefon would have become, but I know he deserved better than this.  He was always the idealist, and he deserved a hell of a lot better than to be dismembered, thrown against a dungeon wall, and denied a proper burial.” 
 
    “Every day that I knew your brother, he seemed to gain more confidence in himself.” 
 
    “You are more right than you know.  When Jefon was young, he was as passive as a field mouse.  Our father would have been proud of the elf he became, and I will miss never seeing the elf he could have become.”  Evisar’s statement seemed to end that part of the conversation.  Both elves rearranged themselves into a more comfortable position and sat quietly for a time. 
 
    This time, it was Evisar who spoke first.  “What about you?  Why did you want to travel with us?  Your loyalty to my quest was always so absolute that I never asked why you agreed to help.” 
 
    “My parents were killed, and my entire village was wiped out by barbarians when I was ten years old.  I wondered into Wessex starving and half a corpse.  Austen recognized my potential talent as a wizard and took me into his tower.  When I was safe and old enough to understand what had happened to my village, I vowed to fight naked ignorance.  Strength alone does not make a person right.  The people in my village were innocent of any crime.  The barbarians swept over the hillside and took what they wanted, not because they were the hand of justice, but because they could.” 
 
    “So you joined our quest to recover the First Heir because it was the right thing to do.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head.  “There was also the fact that you and your brother were fellow elves who I liked immensely.  I was curious to learn more about my elven heritage.” 
 
    “Who destroyed your village?” 
 
    “I do not remember much.  I just remember seeing men on horseback come riding down the hillside adjacent to our village.” 
 
    “How did you survive?” 
 
    “My parents sacrificed themselves for me.  At least that is the way I remember it.  It is all a blur now.  Of course I did not know what was going on.  All I remember is being fascinated by the large number of men streaming over the hillside on their mounts.  I had never seen a proper warhorse before.  My parents saw the barbarians, grabbed me, and ran in the opposite direction.  I thought we had gotten away, but five horsemen came out of the brush and chased us down.  My parents threw me into a river bed and ran in the opposite direction.  The horsemen chased them down of course, but they must not have seen me hiding in the river bed because after my parents were slaughtered, the five horsemen rode back to the village.” 
 
    “So I guess you could say we are both exiles in our own way.” 
 
    “I suppose you could look at it that way.” 
 
    There was nothing left to say.  Both companions took a nap on the stone hard floor, wrapped in the blanket of a clear conscience. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 57:  Questioning the Dead 
 
      
 
    Evisar sat in the back corner of the cell for the rest of the day, lost in his own thoughts and self-pity, when the dungeon door opened and closed.  When Evisar looked up he saw Gram, Gaston, and Arun standing outside the cell. 
 
    Gram said, “Have you given any thought to what I said?  All you have to do is tell me where the gem is.”  Gram waited patiently outside the cell, but after a time he finally sighed and said, “I thought not.  Let us continue then, shall we?  Guards, place the dead half-elf in the shackles along the wall.”   
 
    Evisar watched with empty eyes as the guards strung Xander’s dead body up in the same shackles Jefon’s body had been in only a short time before.  Evisar spoke out softly, not caring whether he was heard or not.  “Mutilating Xander’s body won’t get me to speak.  You’re wasting your time.” 
 
    Gram turned on his heels with a smile on his face.  “Ah, I am glad to see you are coming out of it.  I was worried I might have driven you insane.  No, no, I am afraid you do not understand.  Arun is going to question Xander from beyond the grave.  Normally, my second in command, Ramon, would perform such a task, but since you killed him I have to consider other options.” 
 
    Evisar hardly batted an eye, not caring.  “Sorry to put a kink in your plans.” 
 
    “It is a pity because Ramon was powerful enough to guarantee Xander’s cooperation, especially since we can only question him once.  Now we will have to see if Arun is up to the task.  Arun, if you would be so kind?” 
 
    Arun scowled at Gram but said nothing.  Evisar watched as the female Krone came to stand directly in front of Xander and closed her eyes.  She began to mumble a divine prayer to Evona in the language of the Underworld.  Her concentration seemed unbreakable and her voice rose in volume as the chant began to consume her.  Eventually the divine magic in the room became palpable as the air thickened and the walls took on a subtly darker tone.  As Arun continued chanting, a spinning gray vortex opened up in the floor between Arun and Xander, and a ghost-like figure came out of the swirling gray mist.  The ghost seemed to have Xander’s features and was both there and not there.  The ghost looked around shyly and tried to dive back into the vortex in the floor, but Arun’s chanting called him against his will to rise and merge with his dead body.  The ghost was absorbed into Xander’s dead form and his body shook violently as he took in his first breath. 
 
    His voice was raspy and angry, as if he had been awoken from a deep sleep and didn’t know where he was.  “Who has called me back?  Why do you disturb my slumber?”  It was definitely Xander’s voice, but his personality seemed to be missing.  He stared off into space as though he lacked the ability for independent thought. 
 
    Arun opened her eyes and answered him with command in her voice.  “My name is Arun, and I have called you forth by the power of Evona to answer my questions.  You will submit.” 
 
    Xander thrashed around for a moment and then gave in.  “Very well, bitch of the Underworld.  Ask your questions and leave me in peace.” 
 
    Before anyone else could say anything, Valihorn interjected, “Xander, can you hear me?  Do not listen to her.  Run away.”  Xander continued staring at Arun and did not seem to hear Valihorn’s plea. 
 
    Gram turned around and said, “You really are a young wizard?  Xander has ears for no one but Arun.  Now shut up or I will have you killed.”  Gram turned back to Arun and said, “Ask him why he and his companions came to this fortress.” 
 
    Arun looked at Xander’s animated body and said, “Why did you and your companions come to this fortress?”   
 
    Xander twisted his head from side to side in obvious pain.  A moment later the compulsion of the spell broke Xander’s will and he responded, “We came to rescue Valihorn.” 
 
    Gram prompted Arun again, “What is the other reason you came to the fortress?” 
 
    At this question Xander snapped his teeth at Arun.  “I won’t tell you.  I won’t.”  This time it took longer for the compulsion spell to work, but eventually Xander succumbed, saying, “We heard there was an entrance to the Underworld inside the fortress.” 
 
    “Where is the gem?” 
 
    Xander threw himself against his chains, trying to break free.  “You don’t control me.  No one controls me.  Especially not some Krone bitch.” 
 
    Gram chimed in, “Arun, what is the problem?” 
 
    Arun looked at Gram.  “His will is unusually strong, and he very much doesn’t want to tell us anything.  Now shut up and let me work.”  Arun raised her voice and repeated the question with more force.  “Xander, where is the gem?” 
 
    Xander swung his head against the stone wall again and again with a force that would have knocked a living man unconscious, willing himself to remain silent.  He finally said, “You’ll never find it.  Never!” 
 
    Arun said, “Xander, I have brought you back by Evona’s hand.  I am your master; I command you to tell me where you have hidden the gem.” 
 
    Xander stopped thrashing suddenly and looked Arun dead in the eyes.  “Go back to your queen, you Krone bitch.  My time here is finished.”  With this last statement Xander’s body went limp once again and his head fell forward to his chest.  The shadowy ghost quickly left Xander’s body and disappeared back into the gray vortex from which it came.  Soon after, the vortex closed and the spell was over. 
 
    Gram turned to Arun.  “What just happened, Arun?” 
 
    Arun accepted her failure and looked at Gram with an air of resentment.  “He will not reveal the location of the gem.  His will against us was so strong he was able to end the spell and return his soul to purgatory.” 
 
    Gram reached out with the back of his hand, slapped Arun full across the face, and grabbed her by the throat.  “Damn it, Arun, we cannot summon him again.  How are we supposed to find the gem now?” 
 
    Arun struggled in Gram’s grasp and spoke defiantly.  “You can’t do this to me.  I’m the Matron Mother’s First Daughter.  You know she will have you killed if anything happens to me.” 
 
    Gram snarled at Arun and pushed her away as he let go of her neck.  Arun staggered to one knee and took a moment to recover.  Gram said, “We have no choice now.  You will have to raise Xander from the dead.  It is the only way to find out where the gem is.  If you bring him back, we can torture him until he gives up its location.” 
 
    Arun rose to her feet and gave a look of steel to her lover.  “Raising the dead is a difficult spell.  I need time to pray to Evona in order to gain her favor.  I can attempt the raising in the morning.  Until then you can go to one of the seven hells.”  Evisar watched with some satisfaction as the female Krone turned on her heels and almost ran up the stairs leading to the surface.  
 
    As the steel door slammed home, Gaston turned to Gram and said, “You tread on dangerous ground with that one, my friend.” 
 
    Gram seemed mostly unconcerned and answered by saying, “Krone women have this antiquated notion that they should rule the Underworld, but that philosophy is wrong.  The strongest should rule, without exception.  Arun is a powerful priestess, but her power cannot compare to mine.” 
 
    Gaston wasn’t convinced.  “I’ll be the first to admit you are powerful, but going up against the Matron Mother of Evox and her first born daughter is a recipe for disaster.” 
 
    “They need me, and that means I can do as I please.” 
 
    Evisar couldn’t help but laugh openly from inside his cell.  “Is this how the Talon Guild operates?  No wonder you can never get anything done; all of that infighting must occupy a lot of your time.” 
 
    Gram retorted with something Evisar had not expected.  “What an interesting observation, little elf.  I always thought the same thing about surface elves.  You coddle each other and waste time and resources on your sick and dying.  Often times you allow the weak to rule, or are leaderless altogether.  Any of my friends in the Guild could easily destroy the average surface elf.” 
 
    Evisar rose to his feet with renewed spirit.  “Just give me my weapons and a fair fight against either one of you and we’ll see who is the strongest.”  
 
    Evisar could see Gram wanted to accept his challenge, but in the end he put the smirk back on his face.  “Well said, little elf.  You give me hope that your race is not entirely lost, but I see no reason to kill you yet.  Perhaps soon you and I can engage in honorable combat.” 
 
    Evisar didn’t miss his chance to add insult to injury.  “Then I will call you a coward until that day comes.” 
 
    Gram gave an all-knowing smile and said, “Enjoy your evening, for tomorrow we will raise your friend from the dead.”  With that, the two Guild members walked up the stairs, leaving Evisar and Valihorn with the four human guards and an unconscious Falon in an adjoining cell.  Evisar stayed up late into the night trying to think of a way to escape, but even after the guards returned to the two alcoves at either end of the dungeon and they were left alone, no solution came. 
 
    Falon eventually woke up from his earlier beating and the three elves talked for a time.  He was still out of view two cells over, so Evisar and Valihorn could talk to the ex-Royal Guardsman, but they couldn’t see him.  It turned out that Falon had been teleported away from the battle that killed his father at the same time as Devin.  The Royal Guardsman had been brought to the Old Shetley Foretress unconscious and did not know anything useful.  Evisar told Falon what had happened to them and to Armena since his abduction.  Falon listened carefully to the depressing details and then there was silence.  Evisar and Valihorn ended up falling asleep on the hard, stone floor beneath the torch light. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 58:  Debt Called In  
 
      
 
    Valihorn woke slowly in the middle of the night to the strange smell of acid in the air.  He opened his eyes in the dim light and realized he was no longer in his cell.  He moved his arms as he shook off the sleep and thought he heard the sound of coins moving about.  He breathed in a deeper breath of air and began to cough uncontrollably.  That was when Valihorn realized he had been here before.  All thoughts of sleep vanished as the pace of his heart quickened; he bolted upright and climbed to his feet.   The cavern burst forth with light, revealing the green dragon, Malachite, in all of his glory.  Valihorn gasped anew at the sights around him.  Treasure that defied comprehension lay carelessly about as if forgotten.  Pile upon pile of platinum and gold lay thrown about in drifts as tall as a house. 
 
    Malachite chuckled.  His laughter filled the cavern as it reverberated off the walls.  “Valihorn, it seems you and your friends have gotten into a little trouble.  You arrogantly attacked a fortress and now you are locked in a dungeon.  Gram is going to kill you.  You know this to be true.  He may kill you slowly, or he may kill you quickly, but you will die.  I can free you from your prison if you are willing to pay the price.” 
 
    “And what price is that, Mighty Malachite?” 
 
    “You and Evisar must each swear to do my bidding at another time of my choosing.” 
 
    Valihorn went reverently to one knee and spoke in the Drakion language.  “Mighty Malachite, I will gladly owe you another debt for my freedom, but how can I speak for Evisar?” 
 
    “You can and I will hold you to it, but do not despair, one of your debts to me can be fulfilled almost immediately upon your freedom.” 
 
    “What would you have me do?” 
 
    “Underground, not far from your cell, is a ring of immense power.  I want you to find the ring and bring it to me.  The Krone witch who used to control the fortress stole it from my hoard one hundred years ago, and now it is time to settle that debt.  Bring me the ring and one of your debts to me will be fulfilled.” 
 
    Valihorn kept his head down as he asked, “If this ring is guarded by a Krone witch, I doubt if I have the power to take it.” 
 
    Malachite chuckled.  “Too true, too true.  The witch would destroy you utterly, but luckily for you she died long ago.  She is locked away in her room, and it is sacrilege for any Krone to enter her sanctuary.  If you promise to bring me the ring, then I will free you and Evisar from your prison, and you will both owe me another favor of my choosing.” 
 
    Valihorn thought about his choices for a moment, and while he hated to owe this dragon another debt, he also knew he did not really have a choice.  “I am honored, Mighty Malachite.  If you fulfill your end of the bargain, then I will do my best to find this ring.” 
 
    Malachite smiled a toothy smile.  “Excellent.  I will attack the fortress when the time is right.”  Before Valihorn could say another word, the world around him dissolved into nothingness and he was back in his cell with Evisar.  Valihorn did not sleep the rest of the night as he lay awake thinking about what he had done.  He thought about waking Evisar and telling him his story, but it could wait until morning.  There was no reason to rob his friend of an uncomfortable night’s sleep on a dungeon floor. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 59:  Justice for Xander and Tristan 
 
      
 
    Seker stared at the spot where Jefon and Martel had stood just a moment ago.  That had not gone well.  Damn those elves.  He needed to know what gods were in play here.  The only useful nugget Jefon divulged during his questioning was of the visit from the ancient elf, who sounded like a member of the Philosopher Council of Wizards.  This probably meant Invictus was involved, and that did not bode well for Seker’s plans.  He turned his head to look at the frozen forms of Tristan and Xander.  Perhaps he could get some of what he needed from these two, or at least have some fun tormenting them.  Seker let the two companions go with a thought.  Tristan and Xander stumbled forward, not knowing what had happened. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Xander looked around the chamber and noticed Jefon was missing.  Seker spoke and answered the question before he could ask it.  “Jefon has been judged and is no longer here to help you.”  Xander wanted to ask where exactly Jefon had gone but didn’t dare.  The God of the Dead continued, “The time for the two of you grows short.  If a god does not come to claim either of you soon, you will be mine for all eternity.” 
 
    Xander accepted the weight of Seker’s words and stood tall.  He had worshipped Fortuna since he was a little boy.  He unconsciously reached into his pouch, pulled out his Fortuna coin, and flipped it in the air.  Xander caught the coin with practiced ease and flipped it over onto his wrist.  Surely Fortuna would not forsake him for all eternity.   
 
    Before Xander could lift his hand off of the coin to see if he was favored in his god’s eyes, Seker laughed at the false hope to which he clung.  “Ah, Xander, I see you are holding out hope that Fortuna will come.  Don’t get your hopes up.  You have led a selfish life and the Lady of Luck is a fickle goddess.  Perhaps you had better look around the chamber and become accustomed to your new home.”  Xander ignored the jape and took his hand off the coin and was devastated to see he was not favored in his god’s eyes. 
 
    Xander stood there dumbfounded as Seker chuckled and moved on to Tristan.  “Tristan, the proud and valiant warrior, you have lived a brave and selfless life, but you never worshipped a god, so there is little hope one will come and claim you now.” 
 
    Tristan did not even try to raise an objection.  He simply hung his head and resigned himself to his fate.  Seker could feel his pain, and he reveled in it.  “The time grows short for the two of you.  Soon you will be mine.” 
 
    Fear poured over every part of Xander’s body for one of the first times in his life.  In his heart of hearts he knew Seker was right.  He had lived a selfish life, stealing from those around him, clinging to Fortuna when it had suited him.  He had not always relied on the wisdom of a coin toss for the decisions in his life.  He realized Fortuna would not come for him.  The realization hit him like a tidal wave; he felt like he was drowning in an ocean.  He staggered about, unable to breathe.  Had he but known the torture that awaited him in this place of death, he would have acted differently during his life.  He had to make a deal for himself while he still could.  Looking around, he knew there was no way he could exist in the horror of what he saw. 
 
    He spoke up, knowing he had little to lose, grasping at the one idea that came to him.  “God of the Dead, I will give you my soul now and forfeit the rest of my time if you will give me a pleasant life in your kingdom.  I am a man of many talents and would serve you well.” 
 
    Tristan looked up from his despair and glared at Xander.  “Xander, are you insane?  You can’t barter with a god.  Your soul is worth more than a few creature comforts.  Where are your pride and dignity?” 
 
    Xander would hear none of it, his mind made up.  “It died back at the Krone fortress.  Say what you will Tristan, but I’ll live here in comfort while you burn in one of the seven hells.” 
 
    Seker laughed out loud at the two of them.  “I wish all mortals were as entertaining as the two of you.  Xander, you seek to negotiate for your soul, but I have seen your life.  I know Fortuna is not coming for you.  So I can afford to be patient.  Why should I barter with you for something I am going to get for free?  However, if you choose to tell me what I want to know, I could make your life in my kingdom easier.” 
 
    Xander didn’t hesitate to speak up.  “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Tell me, has Jefon ever talked of receiving visions from his god?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely.” 
 
    “Tell me what Jefon has shared with you.” 
 
    “Well he doesn’t …”  Xander was cut off by a hard shove from Tristan. 
 
    “Say no more, Xander; this god is evil.  He is asking you these questions so he can hurt Valihorn and Evisar, who are still alive.  Don’t sacrifice their lives for your selfish gain.” 
 
    “To the seven hells with them, and you.”  Xander pushed Tristan away and turned toward Seker.  “Jefon doesn’t tell us much about what he sees and hears, but it is apparent …” 
 
    Tristan drew his sword as quick as lightning and said, “You will say no more or I will kill you where you stand.” 
 
    Xander looked at Tristan with contempt.  “We’re already dead, Tristan, so go ahead and take your best shot.”  He turned toward Seker and continued once again, “Like I was saying, there have been at least two times where Jefon has been in direct communication with Martel.  The first time he saw a vision of everyone dying at the hands of Lord Shetley.  In the end, Jefon arrived just in time to save us from …” 
 
    Xander heard Tristan yell.  He turned in time to see Tristan lunge for him and freeze in midair.  Seker commented casually, “Continue, Xander.  What else has Jefon seen?” 
 
    Xander was in awe of the power.  To freeze someone in midair with only a thought was something he had never dreamed possible.  Xander shook his head and looked back at Seker, not giving a second thought to his frozen ex-companion.  “The second time was when Jefon fought a Krone warrior at the base of the fortress.  He said his god saved him; I tried to find out how, but he wouldn’t say anymore.” 
 
    Seker smiled at him and said, “Very good, Xander.  I only have one more question and then you will be assured a place of ease and comfort in my kingdom.” 
 
    “And what is that, my lord?” 
 
    Seker looked down at him for the first time with his red eyes and said, “Where did you hide the gem that contains the High Wizard of Kentar?” 
 
    Xander didn’t want to answer.  He also didn’t want to be damned for all eternity, but none of that compared to the searing pain in his head.  There was only one way to stop the pain.  “I … I hid it in Darkwood Forest.” 
 
    Seker pressed on with his eyes.  “Where?  Where did you hide it in Darkwood Forest?” 
 
    “I hid it beneath a tree on the edge …”  Suddenly Xander vanished from Seker’s kingdom.  Time slowed down as Seker flung open the book of the dead and flipped to the last page.  Jefon’s name had already disappeared from the book as expected, but as Seker watched, Xander’s name faded from the page until it disappeared as well.  Seker sat back on his throne with a sigh and knew with a certainty what had just occurred.  It did not happen often, but it did occasionally happen. 
 
    Anger flooded through him, and he needed to torment someone.  He freed Tristan with a thought and said, “Your two friends have irritated me more than anyone else has in a millennium.  Luckily, the time to claim your soul has passed.  Now I have you to torment for all eternity.”  Seker looked down at Tristan with his searing red eyes from atop his throne.  Tristan’s screams filled the darkness as the souls in the floor ripped into his flesh and tore his memories to shreds. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 60:  Tables Turn in Favor of the Dead 
 
      
 
    Evisar awoke the next morning; at least he assumed it was morning since there were no windows in the dungeon.  He awoke with all the aches and pains one would expect from sleeping on the stone floor of a prison cell.  The guards fed them a breakfast of maggoty oats and cockroach-infested vegetable soup.  As they ate, Valihorn told Evisar in whispered tones about his visit to Malachite’s lair during the night, including the ring that Valihorn needed to find in order to settle one of his continuing debts to the creature.   
 
    Evisar was overjoyed at the thought of escaping the fortress, and the promise of a dragon was no small thing, but he couldn’t help worrying about the increased debt he and Valihorn were accruing.  He was quite certain the dragon was toying with them for his own amusement, but what other choice did they have?  They had to move quickly to escape before Gram or the Krone killed them.  They didn’t have the luxury of learning the mannerisms of the guards or using a hidden spoon to dig their way out.  They needed to escape now, and the dragon seemed to be the only way out. 
 
    As Evisar ate and struggled to keep his breakfast down, he tried his best not to look at his brother’s dismembered body sitting in a heap along the wall with Tristan and Xander.  Somehow the search for the First Heir, which had seemed improbable but remotely possible, now seemed like a colossal undertaking.  With his brother, he didn’t have to worry about being a strong leader or voicing his uncertainty over his plans.  Jefon had always listened, given his counsel, and respected Evisar’s decision after it was made, just as a younger brother should.  Not only that, but his brother had finally started to become the archer he had always wanted to be.  Evisar’s gaze unconsciously went to his brother in the corner and then to the bow beside him. 
 
    “If you had just told me what I wanted to know last night your brother would still be in one piece.”  Evisar looked up to see Gram, Gaston, and Arun coming down the stone steps.  “And if you had just surrendered when I asked, or better yet, not come to my fortress at all, then he might still be alive today.”  The casual truth of Gram’s words made Evisar’s blood boil, but he continued eating his breakfast and refused to give Gram the entertainment he sought.   
 
    When Gram reached the bottom of the stairs, Evisar looked up and said, “And if you hadn’t taken Valihorn from us for your little experiment, I wouldn’t have had to come to your fortress.” 
 
    Gram turned to Gaston and said, “You see, this is the problem with surface elves, they are all liars.”  At the mention of being called a liar Evisar dropped his breakfast, came to his feet, and moved to the bars.  Gram looked back at Evisar, took a step forward, and matched steel with steel.  “Xander told us you came here to find an entrance to the Underworld, so do not tell me you came to my fortress to get Valihorn back.  You would have come here regardless.” 
 
    Evisar couldn’t deny it. 
 
    Gram crossed his arms and shook his head, “There is no way I could have let you pass into the Underworld and you know it.  Your mission is at odds with mine, as it has been ever since your father was killed.”  Gram turned away from Evisar, giving up the debate, and walked over to Xander’s body on the floor.  “In any event, we are not here to argue.  This morning we are going to find out where the gem is hidden and retake what is ours.  Guards, place Xander’s body back in the shackles.” 
 
    After the guards were through, everyone stepped away and Gram turned to Arun and said, “My dear, if you would be so kind.”  Arun moved to within a few paces of Xander’s shackled body without her usual air of arrogance.  The beautiful priestess of Evona gritted her teeth and prepared herself for the difficult task to come.  Evisar had read stories about the most powerful priests in Tellus bringing the dead back to life, but he had assumed it was all legend.  It was unnatural to bring someone back from the dead.   
 
    Arun pulled a fist-sized diamond out of a pouch and held it in her hand as she chanted four divine words over and over again.  Nothing happened for a long time, but then the room changed subtly, becoming a shade darker and colder as the magic began to take physical form.  Shadows became longer and a chorus of voices rose up from the background.  The voices seemed to come from all around as the souls of the dead looked on like murky shadows in a dream.  Evisar watched as a wisp of smoke left the nearest torch and slowly move toward Arun.  The wisp of smoke grew in size and took on a humanoid shape as it continued to move toward the diamond.  Arun chanted the same four words over and over, willing Xander’s soul to leave the afterlife.   
 
    Valihorn pierced the din of background voices and yelled, “Xander, do not listen to her!  Run away!” 
 
    The specter stopped its march toward the diamond and looked at Valihorn with fear and confusion.  It turned to pull away into the safety of the shadows, but Arun’s chanting became more insistent.  The whisp of smoke drew ever closer until it stopped in front of Arun and bowed its head.  Arun continued to chant louder and Evisar could see she was sweating profusely.  The featureless smoke slowly started to morph into Xander’s form, assuming his facial features and skin color.  When the specter was fully formed, the diamond suddenly flashed with brilliant light and Xander’s spirit was literally thrown back into his body.  He shook wildly and glowed with an unnatural light that began to fade with the same intensity as the gem.  As the diamond went totally dark, it exploded into shards that hit every stone in the dungeon, but none of the people standing mere feet away. 
 
    Arun turned to Gram, utterly exhausted and hardly able to keep her feet.  “It is done.  He lives again.” 
 
    Gram quickly reached out a strong but tender hand and caught the priestess as she began to fall over.  Arun finally seemed to notice she had not fallen on the ground and looked into Gram’s eyes.  Gram held her steady with one arm and gently put his other hand up against her cheek and said with a tenderness that seemed out of place, “Well done.  You may go rest if you wish.”  The normally feisty Krone didn’t even say a word.  She simply nodded her head slightly and left to begin the long, hard climb up the dungeon steps. 
 
    The sound of shackles clanking against the wall brought everyone’s attention back to Xander’s resurrected form.  His eyes were closed and his head thrashed about as he muttered nonsense under his breath.  “Please don’t keep me here, I’ll do anything.  Fortuna will come for me.  She won’t forsake me, you’ll see.”  Suddenly Xander’s eyes flew open as he realized he was back among the living.  He seemed lost as he looked around the room, and his eyes eventually settled on Evisar.  “Evisar, what’s going on here?  What moron chained me to this wall?  The last thing I remember was being in some sort of purgatory with the God of the Dead.” 
 
    Evisar smiled inside as he remembered how abrasive Xander could be, removing any doubt that Arun had connected the right spirit with the right body.  “Your old friends from the Talon Guild have brought you back from the dead to find out where you hid the gem.  Once they have the gem they will kill me and keep you and Valihorn for some spell that Gram is conjuring with all of the magic-users he has abducted from the surface.” 
 
    Gram stepped into Xander’s vision from the left and waited until he had Xander’s complete attention.  “Evisar is mostly correct, although all things are on the negotiating table.  Hello, Xander.  Welcome back to the Guild.” 
 
    As comprehension came to Xander, Evisar expected to see fear and apprehension about being captured by the Guild he escaped and stole from, but if he was intimidated he did not show it.  “I presume you are the infamous wizard known as Gram.” 
 
    “You presume correctly.  I am sorry we have not met until now, but you were with our organization for such a short time, and I am one of the Thirteen.  I had a reputation to uphold.” 
 
    Xander nodded his head in understanding.  “Your reputation in the Guild verges on legend.  It’s rumored you were one of its founding members.  The thieves still tell stories of your supposed victories against half a legion of elite Kentarian troops supported by Sorcerers and your defeat of the lich in the crypts of Locus.” 
 
    Gram inclined his head on both counts.  Xander said, “Those victories for the Guild don’t impress me; do you know why?” 
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
    “There are many more rumors of your devious nature.  The disappearance of friends, enemies, and Guild members who get in your way.  Does everyone here know you are capable of insufferable politeness even when you are twisting the knife in their backs?  Is that Gaston standing next to you?  Is he the next friend to die?” 
 
    Gram looked at Gaston and said, “It is hard being so misunderstood.”  Gram smiled and continued with Xander in a cordial tone.  “People do tend to change over a three-hundred year span.  When the Guild began, we were not as secure as we are now; more draconian measures had to be taken.” 
 
    “Draconian measures that found you ever closer to the Guildmaster.  So what’s your great plan this time, Gram?  Crippling Armena by killing the King wasn’t enough?  What spell are you concocting that you need so many magic-users?  Are you going after Kentar this time?  Maybe the Kentarian King is next?” 
 
    Gram nodded his head once in respect.  “You have a keen grasp of politics and strategy.  I am beginning to see how you made it out of Locus with the gem and continued evading capture against our best agents for the last few moons.  No, I am afraid killing the King of Armena is not going to be nearly enough.  The greatest thieves guild in Tellus has far larger plans than the killing of one little king, and those plans require that I get the gem back.  Tell me where it is and save yourself a great deal of pain and suffering.” 
 
    Xander did not even consider it for a moment.  “I know what the gem holds, and I know why you want it.  If I tell you where to find it my friends and I will be of no further use to you.” 
 
    “I told you that all options are up for negotiation.  If you help me recover the gem, then I will let you and your friends go free.” 
 
    Xander looked at him incredulously for a moment, trying to tell if Gram was lying.  Eventually he said, “Thanks, but there is no way for me to tell if you are sincere, and you don’t have the most honorable reputation.” 
 
    Gram looked at Gaston and threw up his hands.  “Why is it that no one trusts my word?  Do I not have an honest face?” 
 
    Gaston chuckled back in good humor.  “Perhaps it is the company you keep.” 
 
    Gram nodded seriously.  “Perhaps.  Xander, think on your position.  Time is on my side.  Either way, you will tell me where the gem is.  It is only a question of how much pain you will go through first.  I can torture you as much as I want and Arun can always make you whole again.” 
 
    “I won’t tell you where the gem is no matter how much torture is involved.  You may as well save yourself the trouble.” 
 
    Gram sighed and said, “You leave me little choice, Xander.”  He turned to Gaston and the guards and said, “Let us begin, shall we?” 
 
    With a spring in his step, Gaston went over to the nearby fireplace and withdrew a red-hot poker.  Xander didn’t look scared, so much as determined, when Gaston walked back toward him with the scalding hot metal.  Gaston wasted little time as he brought the red-hot poker right next to Xander’s arm.  Xander winced with discomfort but did not scream out, even when Gaston touched his bicep with the metal.  Gaston moved the poker up and down Xander’s arm.  Xander involuntarily flexed against the chains that held him to the wall, but still he did not scream out.  Finally, irritated by the lackluster response, Gaston touched the red-hot metal against Xander’s cheek.  Xander could not help but scream out in agony as the skin around the poker bubbled against the heat. 
 
    Evisar watched over the next two days as Gaston and the guards tortured Xander under Gram’s direction.  Xander would cry out in pain as bones were broken and fingers crushed.  When it seemed to Gram that Xander was getting close to death, he would send for Arun and she would heal him whole once more so Gram could begin again. 
 
    Evisar had often questioned Xander’s motivation in the past, and he hated his secretive nature, but not after two full days of torture.  He lasted longer than Evisar thought he could have under the same circumstances, but eventually time took its toll.  A person can steel himself against anything for a limited amount of time, but the realization that the unbearable pain could go on forever, knowing you can make it stop by giving them what they want, becomes an irresistible combination. 
 
    Eventually, on the evening of the second day, Xander finally broke and screamed out, “Enough!  I’ll tell you what you want to know.  I’ll tell you where the gem is.”   
 
    Everyone stood back and waited while Xander caught his breath.  Anger came to his face as he spit a bloody tooth onto the floor.  “I’ll tell you where the damn g-gem is.  Been nothing but trouble.” 
 
    The silence that followed was broken when the dungeon door creaked open and then shut again, followed by the sound of boots on stone as a human soldier descended the steps.  The soldier walked over to Gram, whispered something in his ear, and handed him a note on a small piece of parchment.  Gram read the note carefully, and Evisar saw his eyebrows raise part way in surprise. 
 
    When he was finished, Gram turned to the guard and said, “I understand completely.  Will you please bring them in?”  The guard bowed his head in respect and ran back up the stairs.  The steel door to the dungeon opened; no less than ten human soldiers came thundering down the steps and stood at full attention in front of Falon’s cell. 
 
    Evisar could not see Falon, since he was two cells directly to the left, but Evisar heard him stand up and say, “What is going on here?” 
 
    Gram turned his attention away from Xander and spoke directly to Falon.  “Falon of the Armenien Royal Guard, it pains me to say this, but the Guildmaster has sent word that you are to be sent south and west toward your home.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that you are being released from the Guild’s custody.” 
 
    “Why would you do this?” 
 
    “It certainly is not my idea, but it is not my place to question the Guildmaster.  I imagine this news must make you very happy.  If you will follow these guards, they will see that you are taken back to the surface and set free.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, Gram snapped his fingers and four of the guards immediately stepped toward the cell.  Evisar heard the guards open the cell.  A short time later Falon walked into the common area with his hands and feet in shackles.  Falon was dressed in a white surcoat that covered his chest.  The white cloth had the black silhouette of an evergreen tree in front of the rising sun that stood as the symbol of Armena.  The most striking feature of the Royal Guardsman was the large scar on his right cheek that crossed the side of his face.  Falon had told Evisar years ago that he had gotten the scar when he was attacked by a band of orcs on his first tour as a Border Ranger. 
 
    As Falon passed by Evisar’s cell the two exchanged a look of uncertainty.  Falon winked his right eye as some sort of message, but all the gesture did was draw Evisar’s attention to the large scar just below the eye.  Evisar watched with apprehension as the guards led Falon out of the dungeon and shut the door. 
 
    Gram folded the note twice in his hand and hid it inside his robe.  The wizard shook his head once and turned back to Xander, who hung in chains on the wall.  Xander still looked shaken, but the distraction with Falon had given him some time to recover. 
 
    Gram said, “I believe you were about to tell me the location of the gem?” 
 
    Xander lifted his head and looked at Gram.  “I’ll only tell you if you promise to let my friends and me go free.”  
 
    Gram thought about that for a moment and shook his head dramatically from side to side.  “That offer was good two days ago, but you have irritated me in that time, and I am not feeling nearly as charitable as I did before I lost two nights of sleep.  A little more torture and I wager you will tell me what I want to know without any terms at all.” 
 
    Xander did not budge.  “My offer is good right now; take it or leave it.” 
 
    Gram shook his head and finally gave up.  “Fine.  Lead me to the gem and I promise you and your friends can go free.” 
 
    Xander still seemed reluctant to give up the gem, but eventually he forced himself to speak.  “It’s been in the woods right under your nose the entire time, you damned fool.” 
 
    “Where exactly?” 
 
    Xander looked at Gram with defeat in his eyes.  “Go straight out from your gate to the very edge of Darkwood Forest.  You will find it beneath the only white elm tree for miles around.” 
 
    Gram said two words under his breath and a spell resolved.  “I have just cast a truth spell on you.  If you are lying to me then I will know it.  Tell me again where the gem is.” 
 
     “The gem is on the edge of Darkwood Forest, out beyond your walls, underneath the only white elm tree for miles around.”  
 
    Gram nodded his head and said, “I hope for your sake that you are not playing me, or one of your friends will die.”  Gram nodded at Gaston.  Both men turned on their heels and walked briskly up the stairs, leaving Xander bleeding and chained to the wall.  Gram opened the steel door leading out of the dungeon and, almost as an afterthought, turned to the guards and said, “Leave Xander where he is and watch the others.”  Gram shut the door and continued out into the courtyard. 
 
    Evisar shook his head in frustration and said, “I’m sorry for everything, Xander.  It’s my fault the gem is going to fall back into their hands.  You held out longer than anyone else could have.” 
 
    Xander looked up at Evisar and said, “Kentar will be in dire straits after they get the gem back.”  As Xander finished speaking, he gave Evisar a quick wink the guards did not see.  Evisar was so busy wallowing in his self-pity that he nearly missed it.  But what was Xander trying to say?  Had he defeated the truth spell somehow?  He was so secretive that Evisar half believed he was capable of controlling his thoughts to the extent he could make himself believe a lie was the truth. 
 
    Evisar watched Xander with faked disinterest and boredom to ward off suspicion from the guards.  As the guards began to disperse back to their alcoves at either end of the dungeon, Xander looked up at his own right hand.  Evisar watched as he opened it briefly, showing a key he must have pilfered off one of the guards during his torture.  Just as quickly as Evisar saw the key, Xander closed his hand and it was gone. 
 
    Evisar looked around the dungeon and could hardly stay in his skin, let alone keep the bored demeanor on his face.  Xander hadn't broken during the torture and given away the location of the gem.  He had waited two days for the right opportunity to steal a key from one of the guards.  Now was their chance to escape!  Gram would not dare trust his underlings with something as critical as finding the gem, and he would likely take Gaston and some of the Krone with him in his search party.  That meant the leadership and many of the elite soldiers would be out in the forest chasing Xander’s phantom story about the gem.  If the companions weren’t gone by the time Gram returned one or all of them would die a painful death.  Evisar maneuvered around the cell and whispered to Valihorn what was happening. 
 
    After more than a turn of the moon of adventuring together, the companions were able to communicate without the need for words.  Valihorn locked eyes with Xander, and Xander opened his hand enough to allow Valihorn to cast a spell of silence on the key.  Xander took careful aim and threw the key at their cell, knowing he only had one chance.  Evisar watched the key hit the bars without a sound and fall straight to the ground.  Evisar had been worried about the protective spell Gram had cast on Valihorn, but apparently it required careful wording, and Valihorn had only promised not to use his magic against the people in the fortress.  Evisar noted with a smile that a key was most definitely not a person as he moved quickly but calmly to the bars and bent down to pick it up. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 61:  Escape 
 
      
 
    For the third day in a row, Nero sat in a comfortable chair lazing the day away.  Gram and Gaston had come upstairs not long before to tell him that Xander had finally given them the location of the gem.  Nero had offered to go with the search party, but Gram had insisted he stay out of sight in the Noble’s Keep.  Then Gram and Gaston had disappeared down the stairs and out of the Keep, arguing as they went about whether Gram was going to keep some deal he had just made with Xander and his friends. 
 
    Nero chuckled to himself and lay back down to go to sleep, but after a while he realized that sleep wasn’t going to come.  He opened his eyes, rose lazily from the chair, and moved absent-mindedly toward the table of food the servants laid out that morning.  Through the window he saw Gram and Gaston ride out the front gate with ten mounted Krone.  He was about to sit down to some cheese and wild nuts, when he saw the image of a key striking the iron bars of a cell.  He froze in mid-stride, trying to interpret what he had just seen.  He felt a sudden rush of anticipation and anxiety from the dungeon below. 
 
    After a few moments, Nero figured out what was happening and cursed under his breath.  “Damn those elves.” 
 
    Nero didn’t have time to think, only to react.  He rushed out of the apartment on the top floor, ran down the stairs, and made for the front door of the Noble’s Keep.  He threw open the doors and managed to hit one of the two human guards in his haste.  The two guards looked mostly shocked and a little annoyed at the mysterious elf. 
 
    Nero turned toward the humans and spoke in a commanding voice that would broach no disobedience.  “You two, come with me now.”  The guards did not know who Nero was, but they knew command when they saw it, and they knew he had Gram’s confidence.  They started walking tentatively behind Nero as he walked quickly across the courtyard.   As he walked, Nero was desperately trying to figure out what to do.  He didn't want to reveal himself to the companions in the dungeon, but it would be far worse if they were allowed to escape.  He needed troops as fast as possible and someone to lead them.  Just before he reached the door leading into the Krone quarters and down to the dungeon, he turned to the two guards and said, “I need the two of you to go to the barracks and bring anyone who’s in there to the dungeon entrance, and I need you to do it right now.  The elves in the dungeon are escaping, and we need to stop them.” 
 
    One of the guards finally seemed to recover and said, “Now hold on there, elf.  We don’t know who you are, and you ain’t gunna order us around.” 
 
    “Listen to me, dolts.  We don’t have time for games.  You’ve seen me talking with Gram, who will certainly have you killed if the elves in the dungeon escape.”  Nero dug into his purse and threw a platinum piece at each of the guards and said, “That should help answer your questions.  Now go to the barracks and bring everyone you see to the dungeon entrance right now.  I’ll meet you there directly with someone to command your men.”  The guards still didn’t look convinced, but it was clear the money went a long way toward easing their objections.  After another moment, the pair turned and ran toward the barracks. 
 
    The troops would come, but Nero still needed a leader for them.  He grimaced at who he had to turn to in his time of need, but he didn't have the luxury of contemplating the repercussions.  Nero walked into the dungeon building that housed the Krone and went quickly, but quietly, up the stairs to his right.  He crested the staircase, went to the first door on the left, and opened it without preamble.  He was surprised to find Arun asleep on the top of her bed, utterly naked.  She was lying on her stomach with her lean waist, firm legs, and cascading hair demanding the utmost attention.  Nero moved to the side of the bed and in spite of who he was looking at, and the immediacy of the situation, couldn’t help but be aroused at what he saw.  In the dark, Arun’s dark skin and white hair could belong to any elf. 
 
    Nero rattled his head to snap out of it, grabbed Arun by the arm, and shook her hard.  “Arun, wake up.” 
 
    Arun opened her eyes lustfully at first, perhaps expecting a visit from Gram, but her eyes quickly turned to hatred when she saw the stranger before her.  In the blink of an eye she produced a dagger from under her pillow and swung it at Nero’s face.  Her momentum brought her out of bed and up on her feet.  Nero reacted by instinctively catching Arun’s dagger hand by the wrist and twisting her arm hard behind her back.  His left hand took the dagger as his right hand held the twisted arm behind her back, forcing Arun to stand with her naked back to him.  Before the Krone priestess knew what happened, Nero had her own knife at her throat with his left hand and held her close to him with his right hand locked around her waist.   
 
    Nero spoke softly and deliberately.  “We don’t have time for this, Arun.  My name is Nero; I am one of the Thirteen.  I have been holing up secretly in the Noble’s Keep for the past three days.  The elves in the dungeon are escaping, and I need you to take charge of the troops I have called to the dungeon door.  Now get dressed quickly.”  With that, Nero kept the dagger and pushed Arun away. 
 
    To Arun's credit, she quickly understood the situation and moved to get dressed without care for modesty.  “Where are Gram and Gaston?  Why aren’t they dealing with this?” 
 
    “They are out in the forest looking for the gem.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t you dealing with this, if you are so certain the elves are escaping?” 
 
    “Because it is imperative that they don’t see my face.” 
 
    Arun finished dressing and took her dagger from Nero with a look that said, We'll settle this later. She moved to the door and down the staircase where they met the sixteen guards who had collected outside the dungeon door.  Nero stayed in the back as Arun moved to the front and spoke to the gathered soldiers.  “I believe the prisoners in the dungeon are escaping.  Get them back to their cell if you can, and kill them if you must, but they are not to escape this dungeon.”  With the orders given, Arun took one look back at Nero and said, “Open the door.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 62:  Nero’s Shadow 
 
      
 
    Evisar picked up the key, looked to see that the guards were still out of sight, and immediately got to work.  Valihorn’s silence spell was still active on the key, and it allowed Evisar to work with impunity on the lock.  He was a dexterous warrior who could handle a sword in any situation, but putting a key into a lock when he couldn’t see what he was doing and when his hands barely fit through the bars was not an easy task.  At one point he dropped the key and watched with horror as it hit the stone floor.  Luckily, the gods were with them as the key bounced toward the cell rather than away from it.  Evisar bent down, recovered the key, and after several more tries finally managed to find the keyhole.  He turned the key in the lock and was satisfied to feel the click of the mechanism as the door came loose.   
 
    Evisar and Valihorn quickly flung open the door and moved to where Xander was chained against the wall, but the key didn’t open his binders.  Evisar threw away the key and whispered in frustration, “One of the other guards must have it.”   
 
    Valihorn nodded and moved silently over to Tristan’s dead body to take the long sword out of his scabbard and the dagger off his belt.  He handed the long sword to Evisar, who felt all the better to have steel in his hands again.  Valihorn kept the dagger for himself. 
 
    Evisar whispered, “You wait here while I attack the two guards in the alcove up the stairs and see if they have the key.  If they don’t, then we’ll check with the two guards on the opposite side.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head.  Evisar looked down at the broken body of his brother, vowing that they were getting out of here no matter the cost.  He moved silently up the stairs and stopped within a few feet of the alcove in order to prepare.  He had to bring down the two guards quickly and quietly, otherwise they would surely raise the alarm. 
 
    He checked his grip on Tristan’s sword and was about to charge into the alcove when he heard the steel dungeon door twenty steps farther up the stairs unlock from the outside.  Evisar looked up to see the dungeon door swing wide open to reveal a whole squad of soldiers with crossbows drawn.  Evisar cursed their bad luck as he rushed into the alcove.  The human guards were just getting up from their desks to see what was going on as Evisar turned the corner and dispatched both of them with savage cuts across the chest.  He grabbed the keys off the wall and sprinted out of the alcove and down the stairs. 
 
    The twang of multiple crossbows rang out through the air as Evisar ran across the guards’ view and down the steps.  Most of the bolts missed cleanly, but one struck his left shoulder and nearly threw him to the ground.  He reached the bottom of the stairs and stopped just long enough to grab Valihorn’s arm and yank him toward the other end of the dungeon. 
 
    “We must have set off an alarm.  There’s a squad of guards coming down the stairs right now.  Our only option is to open the door on the other side of the dungeon.” 
 
    As Evisar and Valihorn ran deeper into the dungeon, Xander said, “Run.  I’ll hold them off.”  Since he was chained to the wall, Evisar couldn’t tell if he was serious or just making a bad joke. 
 
    Evisar rounded the corner on the other end of the dungeon and found the two guards on their feet with swords drawn.  Evisar charged them with a vengeance and killed them both quickly.  Valihorn came up behind him and said, “What about Xander?  We can’t leave him here.” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do for him now.  You can’t cast any spells against them, and I can’t take a dozen crossbowmen by myself.  Take the keys and see if you can open the door while I try and hold them off.”  He tossed Valihorn the keys and turned around to face the onslaught of soldiers he knew would be coming.  He didn’t have to wait long.  
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero watched from behind as the elf warrior streaked out of the alcove and ran down the stairs.  He watched with some satisfaction as one of the guards’ crossbow bolts hit home.  Arun ordered the men to stay in their ranks as they moved quickly down the stone steps.  As the squad of soldiers reached the bottom of the stairs, four of the guards simply froze in place, and he heard the roar of an animal.  The ordered ranks of the squad fell apart.  Some of the squad ran in fear back up the stairs, while some of them moved forward to attack.  Nero shook his head in irritation and wondered if he was going to have to go down there and take charge after all. 
 
    Moments later Arun’s voice rose above the clatter of boots and steel as she yelled out a prayer and pointed her arm down the dungeon hall.  The roaring animal went silent. 
 
    Arun yelled again.  “Form up ranks, cowards.  Reload your crossbows and move forward as one on my order.” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar could hear the footfalls of men moving down the corridor in unison.  He prayed to the only god he had ever worshiped, Invictus, and asked for his strength.  His prayer went unanswered as he turned around and saw Valihorn inserting the first of fifteen keys into the lock and realized there wasn’t enough time.  He waited until the soldiers were just about to round the corner before he rushed forward in a crazed rage, yelling with all his might.  He saw Arun’s lips move and didn’t hear anything as the first rank of soldiers raised their crossbows and fired.  Evisar sliced through one guard’s chain mail and nearly cut him in half as he felt multiple bolts slam into him.  He collapsed flat onto his back.  As the black tunnel vision of unconsciousness closed in around him, he saw Valihorn breach the line of soldiers next to him, swinging his dagger wildly.  As he passed out, Evisar regarded with a clarity of thought that was remarkably out of place, that for a mere priestess, Arun had managed to keep her soldiers in good order.  If they had come around the corner one or two at a time, he might have been able to fight them off.  What a shame. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 63:  Nero Plays for Power 
 
      
 
    Nero waited outside the dungeon door until it was all over before he walked down the steps and stood next to the cells.  He watched the guards drag each of the unconscious prisoners back to the original cell.  As the first companion passed by, the beginnings of a plan began to form in Nero’s mind.  By the time the second elf was thrown in the cell, Nero had finished creating his scheme and was contemplating the final details.  He had stopped the elves from escaping as a reflex action.  If he’d had time to think about what he was doing, he might have made different choices.  By helping Gram recover the gem, the best he could hope for was a “well done” from the Guildmaster.  If he brought the gem back personally, it would elevate him to a new position of power in the Guild. 
 
    Nero stared at the dungeon cell deep in thought and watched Arun heal the wounded elves.  Afterward, she came up to him and said matter-of-factly.  “How did you know the elves were escaping?  They would have gotten away if it hadn’t been for your tip.” 
 
    Nero fought his urge to kill Arun for being a Krone and said, “Did they give you any trouble?” 
 
    “There would have been trouble if I hadn’t been there to lead them.  The big elf warrior tried to commit suicide by charging headlong into my troops.  If I hadn’t been there to heal him right away, he would be dead now.” 
 
    “I think he will be dead as soon as Gram gets back anyway.”   
 
    Arun nodded her head in agreement and said, “Of that I have little doubt.” 
 
    Arun seemed unsatisfied and clearly wanted to talk more, but in the end she walked past Nero without a second look.  Nero was more than happy to let the Krone go, but that went against his plan.  Instead, he turned to her and said, “You did a great job, Arun.  Well done.” 
 
    Arun did not turn around, but she did stop for a moment in acknowledgement of his statement before continuing up the steps.  In the Krone culture, orders were given, but never compliments.  Arun probably did not know how to react to Nero’s gesture.  As he watched Arun climb the stone stairs, he couldn’t help but notice her impeccable beauty once again.  As she walked farther away, Nero managed to look away.  Krone were disgustingly ugly.  They all deserved to die.  He needed to stick to the business at hand.  Arun was Gram’s lover, and he was going to use that to his advantage.   
 
    He turned back to the cell with the two elves in it and walked quietly up to the bars.  He looked in on the unconscious prisoners.  Sorry fellas, you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.  No offense, but you’re my ticket to the next rung on the ladder. 
 
    Arun had left a dozen guards in the dungeon to make certain the elves didn’t escape again, and that was too many for what he had in mind.  Nero’s part had to go unnoticed.  He turned on his heel and marched deeper into the dungeon toward the rear guard alcove where a single soldier was stationed. 
 
    He went up to the soldier and asked under his breath, “Guardsman, what is your name?” 
 
    The guardsman took his meaning quickly and replied quietly, “Frank, sir.” 
 
    Nero looked him dead in the eyes and asked, “Frank, how would you like to make an obscene amount of money for one day’s work?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that night, Nero was almost asleep in his room when he felt someone coming up the stairs.  He could feel the lust and anger that were on her mind as she came through his door and stood next to his bed.  She pulled a dagger from her belt, not knowing he was awake, and moved to the side of his bed with hesitation in her heart. 
 
    Nero watched her for a moment and then said, “What do you want, Arun?” 
 
    Nero had seen for himself what a powerful priestess Arun was.  Gram had also told him that Arun was the heir to a great house in the Underworld, second only to the Matron Mother.  Without intending to, Nero had managed to capture and hold this beautiful female’s attention.  Now if he could just get her to play the part he intended. 
 
    Arun asked, “How did you know I was here?” 
 
    He could certainly see what Gram saw in this female.  She was strong, beautiful, and bred to command.  He could not deny he was attracted to her body as well as the power she would one day control, but it was easy to be attracted to her in the dark, when he couldn’t make out her white hair and dark skin. 
 
    Nero lazily shifted in his bed as he replied, “I felt your presence just as I felt the elves escaping from the dungeon.  Are you here to kill me, or do you have something else in mind?” 
 
    Arun stayed on her guard, but there was clear apprehension in her voice.  “I haven’t decided yet.  You are an inferior male and yet you saw fit to issue commands over me.  You are also a pitiful surface elf, forbidden and undesirable in every way.  And you saw me naked without my leave to enter my chambers.  In the Underworld, any one of these would be enough to get you killed.” 
 
    Nero looked up at her without a care in the world.  “Don’t let me talk you out of it, Arun.  Here I lie, unarmed.  Strike now and be done with it.” 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, Nero, or where you came from, but there is power in you.  I can feel it from over here.  I have the dagger and am a priestess that most people rightfully fear, but something tells me that if I attacked you, I might not prevail.” 
 
    Nero pressed the advantage of Arun’s uncertainty by lunging out of bed and backing her up against the wall.  She brought her knife up to his throat, but Nero didn’t flinch, couldn’t flinch.  He almost had her, if he could just push a little more.  “Choose now and be done with it, for Gram will be back before dawn and then all hell is going to break loose.” 
 
    Anger flared on Arun’s face at the mention of Gram’s name.  She threw Nero backward using her off hand with a force and speed that did not match her slender frame.  She backed Nero up to the wall and returned her knife to his throat.  “How dare you speak to me that way!  Even Gram doesn’t have that kind of gall.”  Now that she had control of the situation, Arun threw the knife to the side and kissed Nero hard on the lips.  He met her eagerness with equal yearning as he opened his mouth to hers.  In the back of his mind he knew what he was doing was wrong.  As a worshiper of Venal, he was supposed to despise Krone above all else, but in the end he didn’t care.  Arun had the power he wanted; she was his path to the gem, and his passion for her was undeniable.   
 
    In a few moments they were ripping each other’s clothes off.  Nero ran his hands down her hair and onto the small of her back.  Her curves were sensuous and desirable.  Arun leaned into him and moaned as her breasts touched his bare chest.  Nero’s gamble had worked, and now he could enjoy the spoils of his victory.  Nero lost himself utterly in the heat of the moment, picking Arun up by the legs and carrying her back to his bed. 
 
    After the initial lust subsided, Arun tried to get up and leave twice, but each time Nero was able to entice her to stay.  Eventually Arun seemed to lose track of time, or stopped caring, and fell asleep in his arms.  Nero lay awake mentally putting the finishing touches on his plan.  Sometimes it was necessary to forget about Guild unity and look out for the one person he had to live with all of the time.  Himself. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 64:  Martel and Mestel 
 
      
 
    Jefon awoke standing in a void without color or form.  He looked around and saw nothing, not even the ground.  His night eyes allowed him to see his body along with his legs and arms in the usual shades of gray and white, but there was nothing else.  There was no difference between the ground and the sky.  No difference between near and far.  Jefon couldn’t remember how he had come to be in the darkness, but he didn’t fear it. 
 
    Suddenly, unbidden, the image of lightning arcing out from Gram’s finger and striking him full in the chest came back.  He remembered falling face first into the mud, and he remembered the feeling of death as his soul separated from his body.  The details of his life came back to his mind:  learning the ways of the bow and the sword from his father, going to temple with his mother, staying up late talking about his hopes and fears, and chasing his older brother and friends around the courtyard.  All the memories of his life came back to him, but there was more.  Flashes of horror from a place of pain flirted with his memory.  The gaze of a man sitting on a throne of bones seared Jefon’s soul, but just as quickly as the memory came, it faded away as if a friend had walked out of a crowd, embraced him, and then blended back in with the faceless masses. 
 
    He must be dead.  Both his memory and his senses told him it must be true.  Jefon accepted the finality of his mortal existence and thought he was ready for the next step.  After all, he had died defending his brother while trying to rescue a comrade who had been wrongfully imprisoned.  That was a noble death almost anyone would aspire to, and yet a thought nagged at his consciousness.  He had failed to rescue Valihorn, much less restore Devin to the throne.  Could he really go on to the next life in peace?  It was disappointing to know those quests were now beyond his reach.   
 
    Thoughts of his death consumed him for a time, but eventually even those images became mundane as his time in the darkness of the void continued.  Eventually he lost all track of how long he had been in the void since sensations had no meaning.  After what seemed like days, he began searching for the purpose of the void, and slowly the explanation came to him.  There was nothing to see and nothing to do except look within one’s self.  He was supposed to examine his mortal life and come to terms with what he had accomplished and what he had left undone. 
 
    Jefon didn’t know if every dead soul went into this black void, but it angered him more than he would have thought possible.  He spoke into the nothingness.  “What is this?  Am I supposed to examine my own worthiness?  Do you enjoy seeing little mortals sniffle and feel sorry for themselves?”  Then he lost his good sense and yelled into the void, “I won’t do it!  Do you hear me?  I don’t care how long I have to stand here.  I lived a good and useful life.  I don’t have to perform for anyone.” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Martel watched with curiosity and pride as Jefon cursed into the void.  It was not the first time someone had figured out the purpose of the void, but it was very rare.  Martel had watched this elf’s spirit grow over the years from a shy dependent child into an unsure tentative adult, and finally into a confident elf who inspired those around him to be better than they were.  If Martel could just get him to reach his full potential then Evona might yet be defeated.  More and more, Martel felt he had made the right choice so many years ago, but all his work hinged on the next few turns of the moon. 
 
    As a god, Martel’s consciousness was vast and far-reaching.  Even with Jefon’s importance to his future plans, only a small fraction of his divine presence was spent watching him in the void.  Everyone eventually turned inward and examined his mortal life; it was only a question of time.  The soul had to be at peace with its mortal life in order to progress to the next stage.  Souls that fought the compulsion of the void were either exceptionally strong willed, or they knew their mortal existence had been a worthy testament to their god.  In Jefon’s case both were true.   
 
    Two more days passed and Martel could not afford to wait any longer.  It was difficult placing so much faith in one mortal, but Martel had no other choice; he could only hope this servant was up to the challenge.  He was a lesser god who was trying to fight the head of an entire pantheon.  His resources were limited. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Jefon didn’t know how much longer he could last.  Every moment that passed was torture.  The utter lack of sensation was driving him mad, and in that moment of despair, the golden light came. 
 
    The light shone like a golden star against the blackness of the void, blinding Jefon and forcing him to cover his eyes.  The light moved steadily closer.  As his eyes adjusted to the brightness he could see that the light was a bird flapping its wings.  As the bird continued to move forward, Jefon saw the sharp beak and wings of a falcon in flight.  He immediately fell to his knees and bowed his head in recognition of the divine symbol of Martel. 
 
    Martel’s confident voice pierced the void.  “You have done well, Jefon, son of Lacrue.”  Jefon accepted the praise from his god with elation but was too afraid to raise his head or speak.  Martel continued, “With your exile you were made the scapegoat, but you kept the faith.  Long have I watched you, knowing what you were capable of.” 
 
    Jefon was finally able to utter meekly under his breath, “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “Whom do you serve?” 
 
    Jefon recognized the question from the text of the High Book of Martel, written by Mestun.  Every year, during the services on Remembrance Day, the priests of the church of Martel recited their lord’s creed.  The words were supposed to have come down from Martel himself when he spoke with Mestun during the Year of Angels. 
 
    Jefon knew the words well and reflexively recited them from memory.  “I serve the Faithful Falcon.  I find those who are lost and strike down those who abuse their power.  I protect those who cannot protect themselves.  I free those who are wrongfully imprisoned.” 
 
    Martel continued the creed with his most famous words, “Loneliness and despair abound ...” 
 
    Jefon responded in kind, “Trust in the flight of the falcon and be saved.” 
 
    With the proclamation of his god’s mantra, Jefon lifted his head and looked upon the magnificence of his god.  The golden Falcon in Flight of Martel seemed to be hovering hundreds of feet in the distance, but it took up a full quarter of his view.  Martel’s voice sounded into the void.  “Jefon, you have made me proud.  Wrongly were you sent away from your home, yet still you sought to put right what the gods have put wrong.  And now your reward is to choose your fate.  Do you choose to join with me forever in my kingdom, or do you choose to continue my work on Tellus?” 
 
    Jefon froze, not knowing what to think.  There was no doubt he was dead, yet Martel seemed to offer a choice between the life he had just finished and the perfect afterlife that awaited him.  Jefon knew what he wanted but he dare not speak.  “I would choose to do whatever you would wish me to do.” 
 
    Martel’s voice boomed again, “Choose!” 
 
    Fear gripped Jefon as Martel began to anger.  His mind was nothing but fog and it was impossible to form any sort of thought.  He was so afraid to make the wrong choice that he knew it would be better to say nothing at all.  Time slipped by as Jefon tried to clear his mind.  His god was judging him, watching him.  Nothing was more important than this moment and it paralyzed him with indecision and fear.  Jefon knew he had failed and this failure only compounded the indecision and fear.  Time continued to slip away as Jefon stood there in silence. 
 
    “You will choose now or I will forsake you to the seven hells.  Choose!!” 
 
    Jefon closed his eyes and yelled into the void.  “I want to stay here with you, my lord.  I am ready to take my place in your kingdom and fight at your side.”  
 
    Martel’s voice returned to normal.  “You have earned a place among my honored dead, and if that is what you truly want then it shall be yours.  Know this my servant.  If you come with me now, Devin, the First Heir of Armena, will die.”  Suddenly the blackness of the void vanished, and Jefon was in a circular temple surrounded by stone.  He saw Devin screaming in pain on a sacrificial altar as the wizard Gram completed an incantation.  A magical skull lunged forward from the wizard and exploded on impact with Devin’s chest, creating a low-level explosion that rippled forth – altering time and space as it went. 
 
    The scene disappeared and the dark void returned.  Martel continued, “If you come with me now your brother will die at the hands of the Krone.” 
 
    Again the scene flashed back to the stone temple in the Underworld.  Jefon watched as Devin’s body seemed to age hundreds of years in only a few heartbeats.  His skin disappeared and eventually his bones decayed into dust.  Gram opened his eyes and turned to a Krone high priestess saying, “It is done.”  The high priestess grabbed Gram with a lust that was barely contained and kissed him full on the mouth.  Then she walked over to a prisoner in chains on the wall.  The high priestess held up the prisoner’s head.  Jefon was shocked to see that it was Evisar.  Tears were streaming down Evisar’s face.  His spirit was broken. 
 
    The high priestess reveled in his despair for a moment before she said with pleasure in her voice, “Witness your ultimate failure, little elf.”  Evisar screamed in pain as his body withered away to bones and dust, just as Devin’s had done. 
 
    The void returned once more and Martel continued, “If you come with me now, then all of Armena will die.”  The scene flashed again, and Jefon was flying over the Armenien capital of Bethel.  Elves moved about their daily routines, but he could feel the dread rising.  A male elf cried out below him, and Jefon’s head snapped quickly to look in that direction.  The male dropped his pack and fell to the ground in utter agony.  Jefon watched as the same aging process that took Devin only moments ago, happened to this elf.  Another elf shrieked out, then another.  After a short time, every elf that Jefon could see was on the ground dying.  After it was all over, nothing but dust remained where the elves of Armena once stood.  The void snapped back and Martel continued, “If you come with me now, then all of this shall come to pass.” 
 
    Reality hit Jefon like fire from a dragon.  Martel was offering him a choice, but what choice did he have?  He could accept his place among the honored dead and doom Armena, or he could reject the paradise he had always dreamed of and continue to fight and bleed on Tellus.  He wanted nothing more than to rest inside his god’s kingdom and fight his battles in the heavens, but how could he be so selfish?  His brother’s life, indeed all of Armena, was on the line.   
 
    Martel waited for Jefon to digest all that he had shown him.  As Jefon resigned himself to the choice that seemed to already have been made for him, Martel continued.  “If you return to Tellus and continue my work you will not be alone.  My power and wisdom will always be with you.  You will have abilities that make you greater than other mortals.  Together we may yet be able to save the First Heir and restore him as King of Armena.  If you return to Tellus, our bond will extend beyond that of blood and family, and I will be the center of your life.  A person can serve only one master, and if you return to Tellus as my chosen, then I must be that master.  These are the truths that lie behind your choice.  Now I will ask you for the final time, do you choose to join with me forever in my kingdom, or do you choose to continue my work on Tellus?” 
 
    Jefon had always been a devout follower, but now he would be his god’s hand and voice in the world.  Ever since Jefon had been a boy, he had gone off alone to explore the world around him and flourish in his personal freedom.  It was difficult to sacrifice that freedom for a closer relationship with his god.  In the end, there was only one option.  Without enthusiasm, knowing what he was giving up, Jefon responded, “My lord, I choose to continue your work on Tellus.” 
 
    The huge golden image of Martel disappeared with a flash, and Jefon was left once again in the void.  A moment later an elf stepped out of the void and walked toward him.  The darkness disappeared and the bluest of skies replaced it.  Jefon looked down and saw plains and rolling hills come up to meet his feet.  He looked behind him and saw a creek flowing by in a perfect caress of the landscape with a forest and mountains off in the distance.  As the elf walked confidently toward him, Jefon realized that it could only be Martel himself.  He was plainly dressed with brown pants and a brown sleeveless shirt that would blend in with the woods.  His plain appearance couldn’t cover up the fact that he was the most striking elf Jefon had ever seen.  The divine aura surrounding him was unmistakable; Jefon knew he should fall to his knees, but he could only stare in awe at his god’s approach. 
 
    Martel stopped within five feet of Jefon and smiled the warmest of smiles.  “Welcome to my kingdom, Jefon, son of Lacrue.”  Tears threatened to well up inside of Jefon as he realized what a gift it was to see Martel in his true form inside his own domain.  Martel looked him right in the eyes and said with compassion in his voice, “I know what it is you truly want, but it is your courage that has accepted what you know you must do.  Being my chosen on Tellus will not be easy, but you will have no regrets.  There will always be an honored place for you here in my kingdom.” 
 
    Martel’s compassion for Jefon’s sacrifice filled the well of his spirit like the desert bloom after a soaking rain.  He would not have paradise, but he would have significance.  He looked Martel in the eyes and gave a single curt nod of his head. 
 
    Martel reached out his arm and waited for Jefon.  “Take my hand and fulfill your destiny.”  Jefon thought about his faith and his commitment to Martel, then he reached out his arm and grasped his god’s outstretched hand with his own. 
 
    Pain lanced through Jefon’s body and he screamed out loud.  Through the pain, Jefon saw visions that wrapped around each other, coalesced and then separated again.  He saw Valihorn standing before a colossal green dragon.  The dragon said, “Valihorn, it seems you and your friends have gotten into a little trouble.”  The image then quickly flashed to the fortress in Darkwood Forest.  Jefon looked on in amazement as the green dragon flew overhead and roared a sound so terrible that men and Krone alike could only cover their ears in fear.  
 
    The scene flashed again to a road in the forest where Jefon could see his brother and friends galloping on horseback, weary to the bone.  Time flashed forward to a similar scene on horseback as Jefon saw the companions race hard into a magic portal and disappear.  He turned away from the portal wondering what was wrong and gasped in utter awe as he saw a ten-foot tall angelic being of pure light face off against a skeleton army with a lich in command.  The angel swung his sword viciously, destroying scores of skeletons with every swing, but it was no use as the skeletons and other undead swarmed the angel.  The scene faded as the lich looked on and the angel fought desperately. 
 
    The visions continued as Jefon flew like an eagle to the west of Armena, past Locus, and settled in the castle of Jewlian, capital of Kentar.  The companions were being judged by a court of fifteen wizards arranged around a horseshoe table with the high chair for the head wizard curiously empty.  One wizard raised his hand and guards rushed into the room and surrounded his friends.  The scene began to fade and Jefon fought to stay with this view of future events, but it was no use.  Jefon soon found himself in the throne room of the King of Kentar.  The King’s bodyguards lay dead all around him as four wizards advanced on the throne.  The King rose to his feet as the lead wizard bowed low and said, “Die, Wrath.  Go back to the hell from whence you came.”  The four wizards raised their hands in unison and lightning ripped through the King.  The King fell dead at the foot of his throne. 
 
    Jefon came back to reality as the visions faded and the intense pain began to encompass all.  His body recoiled as every nerve in his arm fired at once, but his mind wanted more.  He refused to let go of his god’s hand, and the pain faded once again as Jefon appeared outside the cell of a prison.  Xander’s unconscious form lay in the middle of the cell, with an elf whose features were strangely obscured by shadow standing nearby.  The elf was conversing with a well dressed halfling who stood outside the bars.  Jefon watched as the shadowed elf reached down to Xander’s unconscious form and dug the gem out of his belongings.  The elf stood up and showed the diamond to the eager halfling.  The halfling opened the cell and the elf walked out into the hallway.  As the shadowed elf emerged from the cell, Jefon noticed the symbol of an open book emblazoned on the elf’s collar bone.  At first the symbol was faint and indistinct, but as the elf moved closer, the symbol of the open book burned like a fire against his skin. 
 
    Jefon’s brow furrowed at the number of questions that came to mind, but the scene changed, and he found himself looking on as Xander lay unconscious before a group of elf wizards at a meeting place in the woods.  The shadowed elf was there, and the wizard conducting the ceremony was the same wizard who had visited Evisar and Jefon in their home some moons back and urged them to travel to the town of Wessex.  The lead wizard said, “We accept Xander as a member of the Philosophers.” 
 
    The scene shifted one last time to the stone halls of a great church where Jefon saw what could only be a human vampire floating down the hall toward him. 
 
    Martel finally pulled back his hand and Jefon fell uncontrollably to the ground.  It took a long time for the pain and spasms to subside enough for Jefon to move and think again.  He felt different, but he couldn’t say how.  No doubt the answers would come with time.  Eventually Martel spoke once again.  “Arise, Mestel, chosen of Martel.” 
 
    Jefon moved at his god’s command but was slow to clamber to his knees and slower to rise to his feet before the golden eyes of Martel.  Jefon asked, “Why do you call me Mestel?” 
 
    Martel chuckled with pleasure at his question.  “Every chosen of mine symbolizes his new life by taking my namesake.  Jefon the elf, son of Lacrue Talisman, brother of Evisar, is no more; he has died.  Before me stands Mestel, servant of the Faithful Falcon.  You will strike down those who abuse their power and make scapegoats of my people.  You will free those who have been wrongfully imprisoned.” 
 
    Jefon was proud to be named by his god and honored to be picked as a chosen, but truth be told, he didn’t feel as though he deserved the honor.  Many of the greatest tales he read as a child involved chosen avatars of the gods.  Those who fought for good were fearless, honorable beings who achieved great deeds.  Those who fought for evil were some of the most fearsome beasts, merciless, and full of power.  Jefon was none of these things.  His fear had paralyzed him during Gaston’s attack in Austen’s tower; his lack of power and vision had allowed the bandits to capture Valihorn.  When offered a choice by his god, he had been so paralyzed with fear that it had nearly cost him everything. 
 
    His will didn’t match his god’s great commission, and he could only say, “Yes, my lord.  I will do my best to justify your faith in me.” 
 
    Martel frowned at Jefon’s lackluster response but continued on as if he hadn’t noticed.  “Together we will free the First Heir of Armena from his wrongful imprisonment in the Underworld and restore him to his birthright.  The pouch at your side will overflow with platinum from my divine treasury as long as you use the money to further my goals.  You will be able to see in the darkest of dungeons, sense danger before it comes, and have wisdom beyond your years.  But these gifts come with a price.  You are no longer a warrior who fights blindly against what you do not know, but rather, you are a chosen.  You will not be as quick or strong as you remember, and you will be frailer as well.  Your wisdom and your bow will be your weapons now, not the sword.  Train yourself to see the truth before you, for many of the enemies you will face cannot be beaten by sword or bow alone.” 
 
    Jefon hung his head and said, “My lord, I am not worthy of your faith in me.  Nothing about me is great or deserving of this honor.  It is only through your strength and your visions that I have been able to accomplish your goals.” 
 
    Martel responded confidently, “The same has always been true for every chosen down through the ages.  Chosen are made from flawed mortals who all possess the divine spark.  What makes you worthy is your faith and your incorruptible spirit.  Your sense of righteousness has been joined with my power and my divinity.  You are greater now than you ever thought possible, and you will grow to fulfill that role.” 
 
    Jefon looked down again as his eyes watered with emotion.  Somehow Martel had filled his spirit once again with a hope and a certainty that hadn’t been there a moment ago.  Jefon marveled at the strength and wisdom of his god.  He felt a resurgence of determination well up inside of him as Martel spoke forcefully.  “Who is your god?” 
 
    Jefon’s head snapped up.  He looked his god in the eye with determination and said, “Martel.” 
 
    Martel continued, “Whom do you serve?” 
 
    Jefon felt an undefeatable surge of strength flow through him as he said, “I serve the Faithful Falcon.” 
 
    “Will you be my hand, my voice, and my chosen on Tellus?”  
 
    In that moment of determination and pure clarity, Jefon ceased to exist and it was Mestel who answered, “Yes, master.”  
 
    Martel sensed the transformation and responded with equal grit.  “Then return to the fortress in Darkwood Forest and continue your chosen quest.”  Abruptly, Martel turned his back on him and walked confidently away.  As he did, the scene faded from Mestel’s sight, but not his memory.  There was a flash and Mestel was flying through the air with the ground far below him.  He flew over Darkwood Forest and recognized the fortress up ahead.  His spirit flew over the walls, into the dungeon underneath, past his brother who had a sword pointing at his heart, and settled over his broken body.  Mestel took his first breath of stale dungeon air and slowly sat up to take in his surroundings.  In that moment, hope returned for Armena. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 65:  Homecoming 
 
      
 
    Gram rode through the fortress gate with the rest of the search party, spitting curses with every beat of his horse’s hooves.  Beaten by some lowly thief in his own dungeon.  How had that little pissant beaten the truth spell?  Gram dismounted and threw the reins at the stable hand with a look that brokered no discussion.  Someone’s head was going to roll.  Right now.  His reputation was permanently damaged and someone would die for it.  He was so close to having everything he wanted – everything he deserved.  All he needed were a few more magic-users and that gods-forsaken gem.  Gram waited a heartbeat for Gaston to jump off his horse and join him at his side, and then the pair marched straight for the dungeon without saying a word.  Both of them knew what was about to happen. 
 
    Gram threw open the dungeon door and walked briskly down the steps.  As he passed the first alcove, the guard on duty immediately stood at attention, but Gram did not even give him a thought as he continued down the stairs.  Nor did he care why there were a dozen guards watching the cell when normally there were four.  Xander was still chained to the wall.  Valihorn and Evisar stood at his approach.  They all had fear in their eyes, as well they should, but they were not nearly as afraid as they should have been. Gram came to a brisk stop in front of the cell and waited until he had everyone’s attention.  Without saying a word, he took a few steps toward the closest guard and grabbed the heavy crossbow out of his hand.  He checked to see it was loaded, lifted the crossbow toward the cell, and then without preamble, pulled the trigger.  The bolt flew cleanly through the bars and buried itself in Evisar’s stomach.  Evisar fell to the floor in pain, but Gram did not feel any better.  He walked back to the guard and grabbed another bolt out of his quiver. 
 
    As Gram wound the string of the heavy crossbow for another shot, he said, “I have to admit, Xander, that I am more and more impressed with you.  It is too bad you did not stay with the Guild longer; you could have gone far.  It is not just anyone who can defeat a truth spell. 
 
    “I left here with a search party yesterday afternoon and went straight east from the gate, just as you said, and just as my truth spell had confirmed.  After a long ride through dense forest, we eventually found the only white tree I have ever seen in the forest, just as you said it would be.  I must confess the tree was tranquilly beautiful, with its white leaves and white bark set against the light of the moon behind it.  It was a stark contrast to the forest canopy in the background.  You can imagine my excitement as we approached, and then my disappointment when we discovered the gem was not there.” 
 
    Gram finished winding the crossbow and loaded the bolt.  He turned to Xander without any sort of hesitation and pulled the trigger, sending the bolt into Xander’s stomach.  Gram looked at Xander’s anguish and had to admit he finally felt a little bit better. 
 
    Xander cursed out loud and said, “What do you mean?  It’s there, I tell you.  You just didn’t look hard enough.” 
 
    The lie made Gram’s anger flare anew; he jabbed the bolt in Xander’s stomach several times until he felt the bolt hitting the wall on the other side of Xander’s body.  He was sick of the lies!  He was the wizard Gram, and he would not stand for it.  Xander spasmed and yelled in pain as Gram pulled the bolt out of his stomach, taking a large chunk of flesh with it. 
 
    Gram turned to one of the guards and said in a kind voice seemingly out of place for the situation, “Would you please go and tell Arun her healing powers are needed down here?” 
 
    The guard bowed curtly and said, “Yes, my lord.  Right away,” and walked briskly up the stairs. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero heard the door to the Noble’s Keep open and shut.  He felt the guard coming up the stairs and knew what he was looking for.  The sun hadn’t risen yet, and Arun was still asleep in his bed.  He had enjoyed Arun immensely, even if she was a Krone, and now the final chess pieces were about to be set into motion.  The guard would find Arun with him and report back to Gram.  Gram would then come out of the dungeon with most of the guards in order to kill him, leaving room for the guard he paid off with a fortune of gold to set the elves free.  Gram wouldn’t know how the elves escaped, and he would assume Nero fled because of his indiscretion with Arun.  Gram’s bloated ego wouldn’t allow him to consider any other alternative. 
 
    The guard came up the stairs quickly and looked in the first two rooms on the top floor of the Keep.  Nero lit the lamp on his bedside table so the guard would be sure to see Arun and pretended he had been roused by the noise just as the guard came to his open doorway.  The guard looked in on Nero with a quick scan and almost left to go back downstairs when he did a double take.  Nero smiled inwardly.  If he hadn’t lit the lamp at just the wrong moment, the guard would never have seen Arun lying next to him. 
 
    The look of shock on the guard’s face was obvious, and Nero said, “What is it, guard?  Why do you invade my privacy?” 
 
    The guard was silent for a moment as he searched for something to say.  “Sorry, sir.  Gram ordered me to find the priestess Arun and bring her to the dungeon so she can heal one of the prisoners.” 
 
    Once the talking started, it took Arun only a moment to realize what was going on.  She shot up in bed and covered herself with the sheets.  She looked from the guard to Nero and back again.  Nero let the appropriate mixture of surprise and horror play across his face, and then he turned to the guard and said, “All right, you’ve delivered your massage.  Go back to the dungeon and tell Gram she will be there shortly.” 
 
    The guard looked away and shook his head, as if trying to clear the image from his mind.  “Very well, sir, but Gram insisted she come as quickly as possible.”  The guard turned around with this last statement and nearly ran down the stairs. 
 
    As soon as the guard was gone, Arun flew out of bed in a fit of rage and confusion, not even bothering to cover herself.  “What have you done to me?  Gram will kill me for this.” 
 
    “You’re the one who came to my room last night, remember.”  Nero got out of bed and put on his pants as Arun picked up her clothes and began hastily putting them on.  Nero went to her side of the bed with gentleness in his eyes.  Just a few more pieces to put into place and the trap would be set. 
 
    “Please don’t regret what happened last night, Arun.”  Then he tried to hug her, and she pushed him away.  Nero continued, saying, “I know it’s not good, but Gram may not even find out.  Even if he does, he cares for you too much to let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “Ha!  You don’t know him like I do.  He’s jealous to a fault.” 
 
    Arun moved toward the door.  Nero grabbed her forcefully by the arm and twirled her around to face him.  “Then don’t go to him now.  Let’s run away together and leave this place behind.” 
 
    Arun pushed him away, but less forcefully this time.  “The daughter of a great house can’t run away with a worthless surface elf.  If I did, I wouldn’t live out another turn of the moon.”  She broke away from him and made for the door.   
 
    Nero made one last plea that he hoped was just enough to push her, but not enough to convince her.  “Don’t go, Arun.” 
 
    Arun stopped in her tracks for several heartbeats and then continued without turning back.  Nero smiled fiercely and watched from the window as Arun emerged from the Keep and closed the door.  She stood perfectly still with her head down in deep thought.  She turned to the guard stationed outside the Keep, and Nero heard her say, “Do you know where the soldier went who just came out of this building?” 
 
    The guard shook his head.  “I don’t know ma’am.  Maybe the barracks.” 
 
    Arun took a step forward and stopped inches from the guard’s face.  “How can you not know where he went?  He just left this Keep!” 
 
    The lowly guard was completely flustered.  “I – I – I’m sorry ma’am.”  Arun turned around and walked toward the barracks at a brisk pace. 
 
    Nero couldn’t stop smiling as he turned away from the window.  Perfect.  He packed his things as the sun came up over the fortress wall.  Luck, or the power of Venal, was with him still.  He took a last look around at the apartment that had been his home for the last several days.  It had been nice to take a vacation, but one didn’t get ahead by taking the easy path.  At long last he was getting back into the action, and he was quite certain he wouldn’t be coming back to this room ever again. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 66:  Evisar’s Gamble 
 
      
 
    Gram’s anger had barely been satiated, but he had gone as far as he could with Xander.  The injury to Xander’s stomach was enough to kill him without Arun’s healing power, and he was the only link to the gem.  Eventually the guard who he sent to fetch Arun opened the dungeon door and came galloping down the steps. 
 
    He came directly over and whispered into Gram’s ear.  “Sir, I found the priestess Arun and gave her your message.” 
 
    Gram pulled away and said, “Thank you, soldier,” but the soldier did not move away and looked like he had something else to say.  “Is there something else?” 
 
    The soldier looked down at his feet and waffled back and forth.  He finally said, “Yes, sir,” and leaned in toward Gram’s ear again.  “I feel I should tell you that when I found Arun, she was in bed with the elf who arrived two days ago.” 
 
    Gram turned his face sharply to see if what the soldier was saying was true, and he could see that it was.  Anger swelled in him at the thought of Arun’s betrayal.  Gram lost control of himself and nearly killed the soldier who delivered the horrible news.  No, he would not kill the messenger.  It was not his fault. 
 
    But there was nothing stopping him from giving Evisar a death worthy of a Krone torture chamber.  He turned to the three guards on his left and said, “Take Xander down, put him in the cell, and hang the elf up in his place.”  The guards took Xander down and moved him into the cell.  Xander had nothing to lose by fighting.  He tried his best, but he was badly wounded and in the end the soldiers had little trouble throwing him to the stone floor.   
 
    The three guards moved toward Evisar, and Gram mentally prepared himself for the escape attempt he would no doubt foolishly try.  Evisar was smart enough to know he was about to die and that made him unpredictable and dangerous.  A dragon was most lethal when it was cornered, but to his surprise Evisar allowed two of the guards to grab him under each arm.  They led him out of the dungeon with the third guard aiming a crossbow not four feet from his back.  Gram’s eyes fell to the bolt in Evisar’s stomach just for an instant, and that was when Evisar made his move.   
 
    He lifted his feet off the ground, planted one foot behind each guard in mid-stride, and flung himself backward with the strength of four men.  The two guards holding his arms tried to step backward to regain their balance and tripped over Evisar’s widely spread feet.  The guards went down hard on their backs as the guard standing behind them fired his crossbow.  The bolt went flying over Evisar’s head, and Gram was unceremoniously forced to dodge to his right as the bolt flew past him and took one of the other guards in the chest.   
 
    Evisar landed on his back with such force that both his arms came free.  Almost before he hit the ground, Gram watched Evisar gracefully bring his right hand over and pull the sword from the left soldier’s scabbard.  With steel in his hands, Evisar came up on one knee in a single, fluid motion.  He brought the sword around in a savage cut that went through the guard standing behind him and continued on to lodge in the neck of the guard to his right as the guard tried to get up.  Gram heard Gaston and the rest of the guards draw steel at the same time Evisar jumped to his feet and charged.   
 
    Gram was impressed that he did not waste energy on words of revenge or yelling.  Evisar chose instead to concentrate on the task at hand, proving he was not the child who had watched his father be murdered only a few moons ago.  As Evisar ran forward the remaining guards rushed in from all sides.  Evisar did not slow his advance, lest he be swamped from all angles.  He made a sweeping swing with his sword in mid-stride that cut down one guard on his right and one on his left, clearing a path to Gram.  The wizard was already in motion with his hand raised and words of magic on his lips.  A cone of ice and bitter cold leapt from his finger and blew Evisar back against the wall twenty feet away.  The young elf slammed into the wall with such force that he fell unconscious from the impact and dropped his sword.   
 
    Two of the guards still alive, along with the four who were dead, were likewise thrown against the wall by the force of the wind. All of them had a thick coat of frost covering their bodies when the spell was finished.  With a flick of his hand, the cell door swung shut of its own accord before the other companions could react.  He turned back to Evisar once again and said a chant to the spirits of the fifth hell.  He looked on as four shadow demons rose out of the ground, two on either side of Evisar.  Gram willed the shadow demons to each pick up a limb with his mind.  They each picked up a limb and slammed Evisar’s body against the stone wall and held him there.  As Evisar hit the wall, his frost-covered body came back to life with a groan.   
 
    Gram casually put his hands behind his back as he walked over to Evisar, who struggled pointlessly against the shadow demons’ grasp.  “That was very courageous of you.  Your talent with the sword brings true credit to your father’s name.  I want you to know I have enjoyed our little talks, but as a lesson to Xander, I am going to have to allow Gaston to kill you now.” 
 
    Xander yelled out wearily from the cell, “No, Gram, I will tell you where I hid the gem.  Just leave Evisar alone.” 
 
    Gram turned to Xander and saw he was hardly able to stand as his blood loss continued to mount.  “You sound sincere this time, but unfortunately we are well past that point.  There is a lesson to be learned here.”  He turned to Gaston and said, “Kill him quickly.” 
 
    Gaston replied, “It’s about time.”  He moved casually toward Evisar and drew Neverlost from the scabbard at his side, taunting Evisar with both deed and words as he walked forward.  “This scene looks very familiar to me.  Oh yes, now I remember.  I killed your father in almost the same way.  He was held in place, very much as you are now, defenseless.  I took my time, circled around him, told him what a failure he was to his dead king and how Armena was about to fall.  Then I stabbed him through the heart as you and your brother watched. 
 
    “It’s a shame we had to kill your brother.  It would’ve been nice if he was here to see your death, but I suppose one of you had to die first.  You’re so much like your father that I think your death should be the same as his.  Like father, like son.”  
 
    For his part, Evisar looked Gaston in the eyes the entire time.  He did not cry out or beg for mercy even though he knew what was coming.  Perhaps all surface elves were not as weak as Gram thought.  Gaston continued by saying, “You know, I’ve never come as close to death as when you pushed me into that portal.  Now revenge is mine.”  Gaston held the sword up to Evisar’s chest and found the most vulnerable spot. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 67:  Strike Down Those Who Abuse Their Power 
 
      
 
    Mestel’s spirit settled over his broken body and by the power of Martel, Mestel felt rather than watched as he was made whole by his god’s hand.  He moved his fingers and toes and was elated to be home once again.  The elation faded quickly as Mestel opened his eyes and saw Tristan’s dead body lying next to him.  He then heard rather than saw what was going on down the hall.  “I killed your father in almost the same way.  He was held in place, very much as you are now, defenseless.  . . .  You are so much like your father that I think your death should be the same as his.  Like father, like son.” 
 
    Mestel slowly sat up and slid over to his bow and quiver along the wall.  Gram, Gaston, and a host of guards were focused on Evisar and had their backs to him.  They had no chance to see his small movements in the dark, thirty feet behind.  He nocked an arrow and came up onto one knee in order to have the best possible shot.   
 
    Mestel didn’t recognize any of the guards, but Gaston and the wizard were burned into his memory.  Jefon had been the first to arrive after his father had been stabbed through the heart, and he had watched as Gram and Gaston teleported away from the battle.  What’s more, Mestel could never forget the face of the wizard who killed him during the fight at the fortress.  Only by the grace of his god had he been given the chance for revenge upon those who imprisoned innocents and abused their power, and he would not be denied. 
 
    Gaston was talking to Evisar with Neverlost in his hand.  Mestel sensed his brother had mere moments to live as he pulled the arrow back behind his ear. 
 
    “You know, I have never come as close to death as when you pushed me into that portal.  And now revenge is mine.” 
 
    Mestel took precise aim and let loose the arrow.  It hummed through the air and covered the distance in an instant, passing cleanly through Gaston’s neck, and leaving two gaping wounds spraying blood across the dungeon wall.  Gaston, a leading member of the Talon Guild’s Inner Circle, dropped unceremoniously to the floor, and Neverlost fell from his hand. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Gram saw Gaston’s blood spray against the wall, instinctively looked behind him, and saw something that could not be.  The dead, dismembered elf he killed three days ago was up on one knee with a loaded bow in his hand.  Gram did not stop to ponder the impossible as he shot a spell at the ghostly elf. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Time slowed for Mestel as he looked at Gram and saw through his manner and body language exactly what he was going to do.  He even recognized the arcane words the wizard spoke as he pointed his finger at him, something he hadn’t been able to do before.  He threw his body to the right in a tuck-and-roll on the ground as Gram’s lightning bolt passed harmlessly overhead.  Mestel seamlessly finished the roll and came up onto one knee with an arrow drawn back to his ear.  The guards charged toward him with their swords in hand, and Mestel let loose arrow after arrow, killing each guard in turn.  As quickly as thunder flashes across the sky, the last guard crashed to the ground with an arrow in his neck – dead before he hit the floor.  Mestel was amazed by his lethality, and while there was no doubt he wasn’t as strong, nor fast as he used to be, somehow he was more dangerous.  Just as Martel had promised, his sureness of hand, along with the almost sixth sense intuition he had about his enemy’s body language and intent, made up for the loss of physical skills in a way he wouldn’t have thought possible. 
 
    The advantage of surprise was gone.  Gram quickly shot his arm into the air and uttered the arcane word that Mestel somehow understood would hurl several enchanted missiles at him.  Thinking quickly, he managed to take two steps to his left and pick up Tristan’s shield.  He dropped his bow and was barely able to lock the shield into place when five missiles came sizzling through the air.  He managed to block four of the missiles, but he wasn’t quick enough as the fifth missile sneaked in under his shield and hit him in the thigh, taking his leg out from under him and knocking him to the ground. 
 
    Mestel lifted his head off the stone floor and saw Gram casting a more complex weave, intending to end the fight quickly by killing Mestel outright, forcing him back into purgatory.   
 
    As the spell took effect, his world went dark, and he saw a skull with red eyes come flying out of the nothingness toward him.  The skull came to a sudden halt ten feet in front of him, and the eyes began to glow brighter.  The skull opened its mouth and repeated one phrase over and over again.  “Die, elf.  Die, elf.”  Mestel’s eyes and mind hurt from the blinding power of the light; he could feel his soul ripping away from his body as the eyes stared deeper into his soul.  “Die, elf.”   
 
    But he was prepared for the battle of wills and said back to the skull, “I think not.”  Mestel held his ground and didn’t look away as the ruby red eyes became brighter than the sun.  “You have no power here, God of the Dead.  Go back from whence you came.”  After a few more moments, the skull crumbled to ashes.   
 
    Mestel’s sight returned.  He knew the battle of wills, which seemed like an eternity, had actually taken place in the snap of a finger.  He threw down Tristan’s shield and picked up his bow.  He pulled the fletching back to his ear and aimed for the wizard’s heart.  Mestel’s aim was true, but at the last possible moment, Gram yelled out a defensive word and the arrow deflected away from his heart and took him in the hand, shattering several bones as the shaft embedded itself in his palm.   
 
    The magical arts were so rare that people of unsettled areas often thought of them as myth and legend, but Mestel had been lucky enough to grow up inside a castle made by the race that invented magic.  From the lessons of his youth, he knew a wizard needed the free use of his hands in order to cast spells.  With an arrow sticking through Gram’s hand, he had effectively taken the wizard out of the fight.  Gram yelled out in pain and stared incredulously at his broken hand.  Mestel wasted no time in gloating as he nocked another arrow and fired.  He grumbled to himself as the arrow deflected away from Gram’s chest once again and struck the stone wall.   
 
    Gram stood frozen, looking at his hand in stunned silence as Mestel pulled two arrows from his quiver this time and nocked both of them onto the bow.  He aimed for Gram’s heart and throat simultaneously and fired.  The arrow meant for his throat veered off again and hit the wall, but the magic shield around Gram either couldn’t handle two projectiles at once or else Mestel got lucky, because the second arrow meant for Gram’s heart veered off at the last instant and struck him in the left shoulder instead.  The force of the impact threw him back against the wall and he fell to one knee.  Gram looked up at Mestel, and through his pain he seemed to realize the severity of his situation.  His mouth curled up into a snarl, and then he turned around and bolted outright for the stairs before Mestel could reload and fire again.  Mestel ran to the base of the stairs in order to get a shot at the fleeing wizard and nocked two arrows once again.  He shot the arrows at the wizard’s back, but this time both arrows deflected harmlessly away and hit the stone wall.  Gram managed to make it to the top of the stairs and rounded the corner.  Mestel ran up the stairs three at a time, but Gram shut and bolted the steel door just before he could force it open. 
 
    Mestel looked on for a moment before sighing inwardly.  Revenge would have to wait for another time.  His god’s creed burned in his heart.  Mestel turned impulsively to free his brother and friends from their wrongful imprisonment.   
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero sneaked out a back window of the Noble’s Keep and climbed down into the shadows of a back alley.  Eventually he made his way to the Krone barracks and was approaching it from the shadows of the neighboring building when he saw Gram walking briskly across the open courtyard toward the soldier’s barracks with Arun and the guard who found him and Arun in bed together.  Nero was too far away to see much, but Gram seemed to be speaking very quickly and with a lot of anger.  Nero smiled and nearly laughed out loud.  Gram had been drawn out of the dungeon in order to avenge himself against Nero, just as he had predicted.  Nero took a last look around to make sure no one was watching.  He opened the door to the Krone barracks and headed for the dungeon. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 68:  Mestel and the Companions 
 
      
 
    As Gram fled the dungeon and locked the door behind him, the shadow demons holding Evisar in place against the wall slowly melted back into the ground from whence they came, leaving Evisar down on all fours with a bolt sticking out of his stomach.  Mestel stood calmly in the center of the room feeling the weight of everyone’s stare.  Evisar’s amazement, disbelief, and gratitude could not be missed, but there was also uncertainty about who this new person was in front of him.  Mestel stood there impassively as Evisar, with tears in his eyes, climbed to his feet and walked gingerly over to embrace his brother.  Mestel accepted the embrace wholeheartedly, and the world stood still for several heartbeats as the brothers were reunited. 
 
    Evisar pulled away and said, “Jefon, you’re alive.  How is this possible?” 
 
    Mestel was gratified beyond words that he had arrived in time to save his brother’s life, but he simply said, “Jefon is dead.  My name is Mestel.” 
 
    Evisar pulled away from Mestel and stood back with an unhappy look.  “Then where is my brother?” 
 
    Mestel knew what Evisar wanted to hear, but he couldn’t give him the answers he sought, lest he betray Martel’s newly placed trust in him.  “My faith in Martel has brought me back.  I serve the Faithful Falcon.” 
 
    Evisar cocked his head to one side in thought.  “Are you saying you are my brother, and that Martel has brought you back to life in order to serve him?” 
 
    Mestel looked away uncomfortably and changed subjects.  “I’m afraid we don’t have time for this.  It won’t take long for Gram to regroup and come back in force.  It would have been far easier if I had been able to kill him.  I fear I have already failed my god by not taking revenge on him for kidnapping and imprisoning scores of magic-users, but that will have to wait for another day.” 
 
    Evisar said, “And what about the death of our father?  Gram was responsible for that as well.” 
 
    “I free the wrongly imprisoned and strike down those who abuse their authority.  Petty vengeance is beneath me now.  Gram killed our father in combat, and he died with a sword in his hand.” 
 
    Evisar was appalled by Mestel’s words and stood there flabbergasted.  Mestel quickly looked around with his night eyes and had no difficulty finding a set of keys on one of the guards that unlocked the cells.  He handed the keys to Evisar and continued rummaging through the pockets of the other guards until he came across one pouch with several diamonds and platinum pieces worth several hundred gold pieces.  Mestel pocketed the valuables, briefly wondered why a common guard would have that much cash on him, and moved to search the next guard. 
 
    As Evisar opened the cell door, Valihorn rushed out and embraced Mestel with almost as much enthusiasm as Evisar.  Evisar, for his part, limped into the cell so that Xander could heal him.  Xander had managed to close his stomach wound and limp to his feet.  Xander stayed inside the cell and looked on with curiosity, refusing to come out while Mestel was in such close proximity. 
 
    Valihorn said, “Jefon, I am so glad you came back to us.” 
 
    Mestel hugged Valihorn back, but said, “I am called Mestel now.” 
 
    “Oh right, I forgot.  Mestel it is then.”  Valihorn quickly stepped out of the entrance.  Rather than talking with Mestel, Xander removed the bolts from himself and Evisar, saying a few simple healing prayers to close their wounds as best he could.   
 
    As everyone came out into the common area, Mestel walked a few steps over to where Gaston had fallen and stared at the body for a few moments, not quite believing he had brought down such a dangerous foe.  He bent down and picked up Neverlost, lying on the stone next to Gaston’s right hand.  He also unbuckled the scabbard from Gaston’s body, stood up, and looked in awe upon his family legacy as he sheathed the sword.   
 
    He took three steps over to Evisar and held the sword out in front of him.  “Here you go, brother.  Try not to lose it again.” 
 
    Evisar raised his hands to take the sword and then pulled away as if to say, no, no more, not again.  “I don’t know if I should accept it.  Look where my leadership led us.  Maybe you should take it.” 
 
    Mestel smiled self-assuredly and said, “Yes, look where your leadership led us.”  He glanced at Gaston’s body and said, “Several prime leaders of the group that plagued us for several moons are dead, I have a stronger relationship with my god, we’ve communed with a dragon, saved a town by bringing down giants, and we’ve discovered an entrance to the Underworld.”  He stopped for a breath before adding, “If we hurry, we may still be able to save Devin.  He is our rightful king and I will travel with you for as long as it takes to free him from his wrongful imprisonment.” 
 
    He let the words sink in for a brief moment before he leaned in and whispered, “Take it, brother.  My only weapon is now the bow.  I don’t plan to draw a sword ever again.  Besides, they will not follow me, only you.  You are the one to find the First Heir.”   
 
    The words sunk in and Evisar extended both hands out and slowly grasped the sword.  He half-drew it out of its scabbard and felt the weight and the grip in his hands once again.  The pensive moment passed; Evisar’s face looked more like his father’s as he assumed the burden of leadership once again, with Neverlost at his side. 
 
    Mestel knew time was running short.  He led the companions to the deeper part of the dungeon where he found a solid steel door similar to the one at the top of the dungeon stairs.  He quickly tried every key on the ring until he heard a satisfying click.  The door opened to reveal a stone stairway leading down.  As he stared at the stone steps, his vision momentarily flashed to an earlier premonition where Valihorn was hit by a trap on these very stairs and turned into a stone statue before his eyes. 
 
    He turned to the rest of the group and said, “There’s a trap farther down the stairway that will turn one of us to stone if we keep going.” 
 
    Xander was nothing if not annoyed.  “The enemy could be down here any moment, and you want us to wait because you think there might be a trap up ahead?” 
 
    “There is a trap up ahead.  All of you stay here while I disarm it.  I’ll call up to you when I know it’s safe.” 
 
    Xander said, “This is ridiculous.  I’m not staying up here so you can betray us to your new friends.”  Xander moved to the stairway and started going down into the darkness on his own.   
 
    Mestel quickly grabbed Xander by the collar and backed him up against the wall.  “I’m trying to save your life!  If you don’t want to be turned to stone, then I suggest you wait up here until I give the all clear.” 
 
    Xander quickly drew his dagger and held it tightly between himself and Mestel.  “Get out of my way, Mestel.  No one tells me where to go.”  Xander lunged forward to break free of his grasp, and Mestel let him go.   
 
    Xander made it down the first step before Evisar spoke up.  “Wait, Xander.  Brother, could he disarm the trap for us and then call us down?” 
 
    Mestel said, “I suppose so.  Better him than me.”  He turned to Xander and said, “About halfway down there’s a step that will shoot an arrow straight up the staircase from the darkness below.  If you simply move out of the way of the arrow, then you should be fine.” 
 
    Xander looked at him with a sneer.  “How can you possibly know all of that?”  Mestel simply shrugged and remained silent.  Xander said, “All right, I’ll check it out.” 
 
    Xander disappeared down the stairs.  The companions did not have to wait long before they heard the twang of a crossbow.  A bolt came shooting out of the dungeon doorway at a forty-five degree angle, struck the stone ceiling, and fell harmlessly to the floor.  Looking at the point of impact, Mestel saw that a spider and its web had been turned to stone, a product of the spell embedded in the crossbow bolt.  Mestel shook his head in disgust and couldn’t figure out why everyone distrusted him.  Standing next to him, Evisar whistled in disbelief. 
 
    Valihorn said, “You were right, Mestel.” 
 
    Xander called up from down below with disappointment in his voice.  “I’ve made it all the way down the staircase.  You can come down now.”  Mestel didn’t say anything as he humbly fell in line behind his brother and hurried down the stairs.  As they came down the stairs, Xander met them at the landing.  “How could you have possibly known where the trap was, Jefon?  None of us have ever been down these steps before.” 
 
    “I told you to call me M…” 
 
    “Mestel, yes I heard, but old habits die hard.  Tell me, how do we know who you really are?”  Mestel held up his arms as if to say, I am what I am, take it or leave it.  “You could be anything and we would never know it.  You could be possessed by a demon perhaps.” 
 
    Once upon a time Mestel might have responded by pointing out that Xander had come back from the dead as well, but Mestel just didn’t care about things that weren’t important anymore.  He didn’t need Xander and wouldn’t take the time to convince him.  The way of the Faithful Falcon is the way to self-sufficiency.  “I know who I am, and that is all that matters.  Come with us, or stay; it’s your choice, but make it now.”  They needed to get the hell out of the dungeon, and Xander was slowing them down. 
 
    Xander was caught off guard by Mestel’s brashness.  Jefon had never talked to him like that.  “Tell me, Mestel, do you remember anything that happened in purgatory while you were dead?” 
 
    “I do.  You were there with Tristan and me.  The God of the Dead sat on his throne and called us forth for judgment, and I was lucky enough to go first.” 
 
    “And then what happened?” 
 
     “My god came to claim me and took me back to his celestial home.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened to Tristan and me after that?” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t there.” 
 
    Xander nodded his head in acceptance, but Mestel could tell there was something more.  Xander was visibly happy he didn’t know what happened in purgatory after he had left with Martel.  “You’re still a dangerous self-righteous bastard, but you have Jefon’s memories and you did save my life.  I’ll come with you for now.” 
 
    “As you wish.  Don’t do me any favors.”   
 
    The stairway opened up to a T intersection in the subterranean tunnels.  The tunnels were lined from floor to ceiling with stone and mortar.  Torches were spaced every fifty paces to provide minimal lighting.  The stone corridor ran as far as anyone could see to the left and to the right.  Even Mestel’s night eyes failed to see the end of the corridor.  Evisar started out instinctively going down the corridor to the right. 
 
    The hallway was quiet and rang with the footsteps of the companions.  After several hundred paces the hallway showed no sign of ending, but the companions came upon the last torch.  Evisar grabbed the last torch off the wall while Valihorn cast a simple light spell on a rock he held in his hand.  The wall of darkness in front of them did not faze Mestel.  While everyone took a moment to look down into the blackness, he continued forward into the darkness on his own, without saying a word, and passed out of sight. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Xander came up beside Evisar and said, “Is it just me, or does your brother seem even stranger than before?” 
 
    Evisar looked at him with humor.  “With all your secrets, you’re calling my brother strange?”  Then the smile disappeared from his face and he said in all seriousness. “He just came back from the dead; give him a chance.” 
 
    For once, Xander didn’t share his humor.  He came right up next to Evisar’s ear so only he could hear.  “I just came back from the dead last night as well, but you don’t see me heading off into the darkness alone.  Are you sure that’s really your brother?  He did say Jefon was dead, and in his place was only Mestel.” 
 
    Anger flashed briefly across Evisar’s face, and he gave Xander a little shove to back him away from his ear.  “He’s part of my family, and that’s all I need to know.” 
 
    Xander raised his voice loud enough for Valihorn to hear.  “What makes you so certain he’s part of your family?  He could be anything.  He could just be biding his time until he can betray us, possibly even to the Talon Guild itself.” 
 
    Evisar cracked an all-knowing smile and said, “Well I’m no expert, but aren’t we in our most desperate hour right now?  Wouldn’t this be the time to betray us as we run for our lives?  But he hasn’t betrayed us.  Instead, he freed us and saved your life in the process.  You owe him a chance.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give you that one, but does he honestly seem like the brother you grew up with?” 
 
    Evisar would hear no more.  “I will trust him until he gives me good reason not to.” 
 
    Evisar hurried down the corridor after his brother with the rest of the group close behind.  After fifty paces, Evisar nearly ran into Mestel in the dim light of his torch.  He had stopped for no apparent reason and was staring at a section of stone wall that looked just like any other section of stone wall. 
 
    Evisar stood back and evaluated the wall before he asked, “Jefon, what are you looking at?” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel stood still and then reluctantly broke his trance with the stone wall and turned to Evisar, saying matter-of-factly, “I asked you to call me Mestel.” 
 
    Mestel could see there was more doubt in Evisar than there had been just a short time before.  A product of a few choice words whispered in his ear by Xander, no doubt.  He didn’t want to disappoint his brother, but he couldn’t be anything less than what he was. 
 
    Evisar said, “You’ll have to give me some time.  I knew you as Jefon for over forty years.  Your change in name has caught me a little bit off guard.  What about brother?  Can I still call you brother?” 
 
    Even without his new wisdom to interpret intent and body language, Mestel knew his brother well enough to sense a test when one was put forth.  “Yes, you may still call me brother, but the answer to your real question is that you are just going to have to trust me as you once did.  My old life ended with Jefon’s death, and my new life began with my rebirth.”   
 
    It looked as though Evisar wanted to believe, but questions still lingered underneath the surface.  “Fine, but why are you walking down dark hallways by yourself?  You handed me our father’s sword and told me to lead, but then you headed off on your own, expecting me to follow.” 
 
    Mestel answered without emotion.  “My purpose in life has changed.  I serve Martel in whole, rather than in part, and I will be all the better for it.” 
 
    Evisar said curtly, “That isn’t an answer.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s all that I can give you.”  Mestel looked back at the wall, eager to end this uncomfortable conversation.  “I think there’s a hidden door here.” 
 
    Evisar reluctantly looked away from Mestel and took a more meticulous look at the wall.  Evisar put his hand up against the stone and traced the outline of the door.  “How in the seven hells did you find it in the dark?”  Rather than give another vague answer, Mestel just stood still, looking straight ahead.  When Mestel didn’t say anything, Evisar looked disappointed and turned to the other companions.  “Xander, come up here and have a look at this secret door.” 
 
    The three of them felt around and eventually Xander pulled on a loose stone.  A door-sized section of the wall moved back about a foot and then slid out of the way and into the wall.  A blast of cold, stale air hit the group as Valihorn came up to join them.   
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As the cold air smacked Mestel in the face, the world around him went black and then he was someplace else.  He was floating like an eagle above the five companions, himself included, as they walked out of the tunnel they had just discovered.  Mestel recognized immediately that this was a vision, and he struggled to pay attention to every detail.  He watched his future self and his brother come to the end of the tunnel, light two torches, and marvel at the colossal underground cavern that opened up before them.  Xander cast a light spell on a small rock and made a loud whistling sound in adoration of what he saw. 
 
    Valihorn said, “So this is what the Underworld looks like.  I did not know it was so beautiful.”   
 
    From Mestel’s top-down view he gained an appreciation of the Underworld the others couldn’t see.  His night eyes allowed him to see far into the distance.  He noticed a huge underground lake with a fast-flowing waterfall more than a mile away.  Strange and wondrous creatures ran through the forest that somehow grew underground without sunlight.  His eyes continued to scan the beautiful horizon until he saw something that almost made his heart stop.  A Krone scout scurried out from behind a group of rocks half a mile off and ran down a path into the forest.  Mestel tried to shout out, to warn his future self and the others that they were in danger, but yell as he might, the companions ignored him and continued to look around until Evisar gathered them together and began to move forward.  The scene flashed forward in time, and Mestel saw all of the companions’ bodies littered on a trail in the Underworld, dead.  Mestel wondered what force of nature could have slaughtered all of them, until a large group of Krone soldiers came out of the forest to loot the bodies of their worldly goods.  The disturbing image flashed back to the present where Mestel found himself alive and well, standing with his friends in front of the entrance to the Underworld. 
 
    The purpose of the vision was obvious – the companions were not ready to venture into the Underworld, and if they did, they would be killed shortly after emerging from the tunnel.  Mestel said a silent prayer to Martel for trusting him with knowledge of the future and vowed that he wouldn’t be going into the Underworld today. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Xander stood next to Evisar as the two tried to figure out where they should go next.  The secret tunnel was lined with stone, just like the rest of the corridors, and was utterly dark.  Evisar spoke out to no one in particular, “This tunnel doesn’t look any different.  Why would it be guarded by a hidden door?” 
 
    Xander turned to Evisar and said, “I say we head down the tunnel.  It seems just as promising as any other direction, and the fact that it was a hidden door has to mean something.” 
 
    Before Evisar could make up his mind, forcing Mestel to go against his brother’s leadership once again, he interjected quickly, “That tunnel leads to the Underworld, but we can’t head down that way.  We aren’t prepared.” 
 
    Xander stared at Mestel in confusion.  “What are you talking about?  You don’t know what’s down there.  Besides, aren’t we looking for an entrance to the Underworld?  If this is it, then I say we take it.” 
 
    Evisar also looked on with questioning eyes.  “How do you know where this goes, brother?” 
 
    “Is how I know truly important?  Isn’t it more important that I know we will all die soon after we emerge in the Underworld if we go down this tunnel?  We aren’t prepared yet.” 
 
    Evisar said, “You and I have been looking for an entrance to the Underworld for many moons.  Now you’re saying we’re not prepared?  What is it that you propose we do?” 
 
    “This entrance is too well guarded.  We need better weapons and a much better light source.  It’s pitch dark down there.  None of you would be able to see a thing.  We would be going in blind, literally and figuratively blind.  We should find another entrance.  One that is less well guarded, and one where we can hire a guide who has been down there before.  Then we might actually have a prayer.” 
 
    Evisar said, “What is it that kills us if we go down this tunnel?  How do we die?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you any more than I have.” 
 
    Evisar’s voice rose with a little bit of anger.  “Of course you can, you just aren’t!  Valihorn and I watched as they took Devin down into the Underworld less than half a day ago.  We have a duty to go after him and see if we can catch up with his captors.” 
 
    “There’s no way we’ll catch up with a Krone escort on their home territory since we have no idea what to expect.” 
 
    Evisar shook his head.  “We have no choice but to try.”  He looked at the others and said, “Let’s go,” and then he started walking into the secret tunnel. 
 
    Mestel reached out and grabbed his brother’s arm, “Listen to me, brother.  I’ve seen us die just as we exit the tunnel into the Underworld.  It doesn’t matter when we go or how quiet we are when we emerge.  If we go into the Underworld now we will die.  That’s a fact.” 
 
    Evisar wrenched his arm free and said with a quiet malevolence that had never existed between them before, “What you’re saying doesn’t make any sense.  I can’t make decisions based off of what you know.  I have to see it for myself.  If this tunnel does lead to the Underworld, then I’m inclined to go after Devin and take my chances.  And if it doesn’t, then I agree with Xander.  I would rather head down a passage guarded by a hidden door than continue on our original path.” 
 
    Mestel was greatly saddened by what was happening.  He wanted to stay with his brother, but it seemed that was less and less likely.  He looked away before a tear could fall from his face and said softly but loud enough to be heard, “Do what you will, but no good will come of it, and I won’t be going with you.  I’m going to continue down the original corridor.” 
 
    Valihorn piped up for the first time in the conversation.  “I am with Mestel.  I say we continue down the original corridor.  It may not make logical sense, but he has not let us down so far, and I am inclined to trust him."   
 
    Mestel was gratified that one of his friends backed his choice, but Mestel sensed Valihorn wasn’t backing him out of friendship, but rather that he was looking for something inside the fortress. 
 
    Xander looked at Mestel and then at Evisar.  He nodded his head toward the secret tunnel and said, “Evisar, I was just raised from the dead by a Krone witch less than a day ago; I have no wish to go back to what I saw in purgatory.  This is our ticket out of this hell hole.  Let’s go.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 69:  Calm Before the Storm 
 
      
 
    Nero sneaked down the main hallway of the Krone dormitory, grabbed the keys hanging on the wall, and unbolted the steel door to the dungeon below.  Aside from the loud creaking of the hinges as the door opened, he was met with nothing but silence.  He drew his rapier and moved silently down the steps.  When he got to the landing, he couldn’t help but notice the bloodbath around him and the empty cell where the elves had been held prisoner. 
 
    His eye went instinctively to Gaston’s body lying dead on the floor.  He couldn’t say he was entirely sad to know Gaston was gone since they hadn’t seen eye to eye for some time.  In truth, whoever killed him may actually have saved Nero the trouble of doing it himself.  The human guard, Frank, whom he had paid a huge sum of money to break the elves out of their cell, was also among the dead.  None of the elves were dead, and since the door to the cell was open, he figured Frank must have let the elves out of their cell and then been killed for his trouble.  He searched Frank’s pockets for the gold he had paid him but found his pockets empty.  Nero shook his head in dismay over the huge sum of money he had lost, but at least the elves were free, which was the point. 
 
    He walked farther into the dungeon, stepping over bodies as he went.  As he rounded the corner he saw an open steel door at the opposite end. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Gram walked impatiently across the courtyard, toward the barracks with three guards in tow.  He still could not believe what had just happened.  The elf archer had been dead for three days, and the reason he knew that was because he had killed the elf himself.  Gram looked up from his thoughts and saw Arun walking toward him from across the courtyard.  The lying slut was the only priestess strong enough to bring anyone back from the dead, but she had not been near the elf’s body without Gram being present.  There was also no way she could bring anyone back to life after three whole days had passed. 
 
    How had the elf come back to life and brought down ten men?  Ultimately it did not matter; he would be dead again soon enough.  Arun walked directly up to him, and they stopped four feet away from each other. 
 
    Before Gram dealt with Arun’s betrayal, he turned to the guards behind him and said, “Go into the barracks and sound the alarm.  I want every man to muster in the courtyard while Arun heals my hand.” 
 
    The guards quickly ran off, leaving Arun and Gram alone in semi-privacy.  Gram reached out with his good hand and struck Arun across the face, hard.  “Krone slut.  Did Nero amuse you?  Too bad he will not be around long enough for you to enjoy.  I could not even leave you alone for one day before you moved onto your next conquest.  You are good, there is no doubt, but unfortunately I do not have time for your theatrics right now.  The elves in the dungeon have escaped.  Now, heal my hand quickly so I can deal with them.” 
 
    Arun turned around to leave, but Gram grabbed her forcibly by the arm and spun her back around.  Arun fought against his grip, but after a moment she seemed to give up and submit to his demands.  Gram impatiently stuck out his injured hand for her to examine.  Soldiers soon began pouring out of the barracks and coming down off the wall to assemble in the courtyard.  As the soldiers assembled, Arun took Gram’s hand and broke the arrow in half with a quick stroke.  The pain was excruciating as she pulled the arrow pieces from his palm, but it was nothing compared to the pain when Arun ripped the arrow out of his shoulder.  Gram screamed curses that were not appropriate for a man of his stature as he fell down on all fours.  He made to stand up and found himself lying flat on his back instead.  Arun knelt down next to him and cast a powerful healing spell on his hand and then his shoulder. 
 
    After Gram was made whole again, he unceremoniously regained his feet.  By this point there was a large contingent of warriors standing at attention in even rows, awaiting marching orders from one of the most powerful beings on Tellus.  Krone, hired mercenaries, and men and women of the Talon Guild stood side by side as one of the revered Thirteen walked down the line of soldiers and back to the center.  When Gram felt he had regained his composure, he stepped forward to address those under his command.  A sudden breeze snapped his robes to attention.  He looked around at the men as a strange thrumming sound carried through the air. 
 
    Gram ignored the strange sound and spoke loudly to everyone in the courtyard.  “Soldiers and allies of the Talon Guild, we must act quickly to …”  Gram’s voice trailed off in mid-sentence as the thrumming noise began to sound more like the beating of wings.  He looked past the courtyard of soldiers, above the stone wall of the fortress, and saw a beast of legend soaring above the trees. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 70:  The Titans Clash 
 
      
 
    Coming in low over the tree tops was the immense form of a dragon.  In an instant, Gram forgot all his ambitions of recapturing the elves in the dungeon as the dragon came in a straight line toward the fortress, blotting out the rising sun.  The look on Arun and Gram’s faces must have been horrifying because although everyone in the courtyard had his or her back to the beast, every soldier to a man turned and watched as the dragon’s wings thrummed through the air.  From afar, the dragon looked like a black monster, but as it moved closer Gram could see the slightest glimmer of green in the scales, telling him he was incredibly old and therefore immensely powerful. 
 
    Gram’s face went from one of anger and irritation at being shot in the hand, to shock and surprise at seeing his fortress under attack by a beast of legend, and finally to grim determination for the battle ahead.  He could feel the irrational panic and fear that accompanied the presence of any dragon, but he violently suppressed it.  This was not the first dragon he had encountered, and he saw no reason why it should be the last.  To him it was not a question of whether he would win the battle, it was only a question of how much effort he would expend to secure victory. 
 
    Most of the men broke and ran, but a few brave souls saw Gram’s calm determination and held their ground with crossbows raised as the dragon swooped down on the fortress and let loose a blast of acid breath.  Those brave warriors who stayed were rewarded for their valor by being virtually disintegrated as the liquid acid flowed over the top of them and onto the ground.  The acid spread quickly over the ground and many soldiers who initially ran fell over as their feet were eaten away, only to die as their chests and faces hit the acid-soaked ground.   
 
    Amid the screaming and dying, Gram cast a simple spell that protected him and Arun from the power of the encroaching acid.  He stood his ground and watched those who made it to the safety of the buildings and walls start coughing violently as the fumes permeated the air.   Some made it inside and up the ladders while others fell, their lungs burned so badly they could no longer stand.  With a single pass, the dragon had taken out half the garrison which Gram had been gracious enough to organize in the courtyard as an easy target. 
 
    After the success of his first pass, the dragon looped leisurely around in a wide arc and headed back to the fortress.  Gram wondered why the dragon had chosen now to attack, since the fortress was not any more of a threat today than the day before.  There was something at work here he did not understand.  Amid these thoughts, Gram noticed that as quickly as the acid had spread over the ground, it now receded just as quickly.  The remaining Krone and human soldiers took to the walls to defend their home with bows in hand. 
 
    As the dragon swung back around for another attack, Gram took those few moments of peace to cast a series of spells that were known to only a handful of wizards in all of Tellus.  In quick succession, he briefly stopped time itself, turned his skin to stone for defense, opened a fifty foot high and thirty foot wide gate to another dimension, and called on the gods themselves to create a meteor shower. 
 
    As time returned to normal, he watched four white-hot meteors streak out of the heavens toward the dragon’s position.  The dragon dashed back and forth in the air and managed to dodge three of the fiery boulders, but the fourth struck the dragon squarely on the back and exploded.  The beast screeched in pain as the white-hot shards covered its scaled body.  The sheer mass of the meteor knocked the beast from the sky.  The dragon plunged toward the ground and landed just outside the fortress, its colossal body shaking the ground like an earthquake upon impact. 
 
    Gram nodded approvingly as the dragon smashed into the ground.  He knew a meteor would not kill it, but it was a good start.  As the dragon struck the ground, Gram moved efficiently over to the dimensional gate he just created and spoke with a voice that reverberated off the walls.  “Shavon, prince of the Second Hell, I call you to do my bidding.” 
 
    Gram watched as a scaly, hideous looking arm with talon claws appeared through the gate.  The arm gripped the ground with the strength of hell itself and pulled the rest of the demon’s body through.  First the horned head appeared, followed by the demon’s huge body and five other limbs.  Gram could feel the weight of his own terror as he looked at Shavon.  The magical fear that surrounded the dragon had been intense enough, but at least the dragon was a creature of Tellus.  He belonged here and had a place in this world, but Shavon was utterly alien and the magical fear Gram felt in his presence dwarfed what he had felt only moments before. 
 
    Shavon was everything a nightmare should be.  He was a huge, fearsome, powerful demon that controlled the second hell, and now Gram would have to do mental battle with the demon in order to secure its loyalty.  There were several wizards who could call forth a demon as powerful as Shavon, but there were few who dared.  When a demon was gated in, the wizard had to gain mental control over it like a dog on a leash, otherwise the demon would turn on the wizard for having the audacity to disturb it.  For this reason, wizards would cast the gate spell only in desperate times.  Gram had long ago mastered his fears, but he would have to be a fool not to realize what a desperate time this was. 
 
    The demon towered over Gram and spoke loudly inside his head.  “Who calls forth the Prince of Fear?  Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you now, insect!” 
 
    Gram grappled back and forth with the demon in his mind saying, “Shavon, I have called you to my side and you will submit.  Attack the dragon until he is dead.  Think of what a prize it will be to add an ancient dragon to the ranks of your kingdom.” 
 
    The demon and wizard fought for control until finally Shavon was compelled to act.  His loud voice thundered in Gram’s mind for the last time.  “Hmmmm, I will do your bidding, mortal, since the prize is great.” 
 
    As Shavon lumbered off, Arun finished a divine spell of her own.  “By Evona’s hand, I call forth a beast from the Underworld.”  Ten feet in front of Arun a floating blob appeared with one huge eye and countless tentacles.  Each tentacle had a smaller eye on it, and Gram immediately recognized the shape of a beholder from his time in the Underworld.  A beholder was immune to nearly all magic cast against it, while each of its eyes could cast a different spell against its enemy.  Luckily for Arun, the creature’s loyalty was not in question, and it turned without preamble and headed in the direction of the battle. 
 
    The dragon managed to painfully regain his feet, and Gram could see ripped scales and blood in the middle of his back where the white-hot meteor had literally driven his body into the ground with such force that a crater was formed.  But dragons had ruled Tellus long before elves came to its shores, and this was one of the reasons why.  As the beast stood up, he cocked his head back and let out a roar that pierced Gram’s soul with fear and power.  He looked in Gram’s direction, and Gram felt a fear so deep and primal well up inside of him that it could not be denied. 
 
    Even from a half mile away, Gram heard the dragon speaking arcane words in his own tongue.  Instantaneously, the dragon seemed to move forward several hundred feet and his wings were now spread wide, where a moment ago they had been close to his body.  It took Gram a fraction of a heartbeat to recognize that the dragon had stopped time, just as he had done, meaning the dragon was almost his equal as a spellcaster.  The first thread of doubt played with the edge of Gram’s mind as he realized the dragon’s great physical power was matched by his arcane ability. 
 
    The demon and beholder cleared the wall and moved against the dragon, but Gram could see they were moving at a much slower speed than they had just a moment ago.  He nodded with respect to the dragon, for he had cast a spell that slowed his attackers and another spell that hastened himself, just as Gram would have done. 
 
    Gram was considering which spell to cast next when he noticed motion out of the corner of his eye and looked to his left in time to see two large lions pounce on two of the guards left alive not more than ten feet away, ripping their throats out.  The dragon must have summoned the beasts with another spell while time was frozen, catching Gram totally off guard.  The dragon had outsmarted him; if the guards had not been there, he would have been dead by now.  Gram swore under his breath as he and Arun were forced to turn away from the dragon in order to deal with the more immediate threat. 
 
    As the beholder and Shavon moved slowly toward the dragon, the beholder struck first by shooting five magic missiles at the dragon from one of his eye stalks.  A second eye stalk shot a ray of blue magic that struck the dragon in the chest.  The dragon looked down at his chest and saw scales turning to stone.  The dragon shrieked in pain as the stone spread across his body. 
 
    The dragon was caught off guard, and the demon Shavon rushed forward to take advantage of the confusion at the same time the five magic missiles slammed into the dragon.  The dragon hardly noticed the gnat-like missiles as they hit, but the huge demon was another story.  The demon was not as large as the dragon, but he had razor-sharp claws with a body that was all muscle.  Shavon mauled the dragon to the ground.  The demon pinned the dragon’s head to the ground with one hand and raked his neck with the claws of his other hand.  The claws bit deep into the dragon’s neck as scales and flesh tore away. 
 
    Shavon’s voice echoed off the trees and walls.  “Die, Malachite.  Finally, I will have you in my kingdom.” 
 
    Gram finished off the lions with a single spell and turned his attention back to Malachite. 
 
    The dragon shrieked in pain and had to be close to death.  Gram dared to hope until the dragon’s head snapped up with unnatural speed and sprayed Shavon with his acid breath.  Even before the cloud had fully formed, Malachite took one of his arms and delivered a crushing blow to Shavon’s head, sending the demon flying to one side.  With magical speed, Malachite found his feet and looked down at his chest.  Even with half his body turned to stone and huge chunks of his neck missing, the dragon would not be denied.  With a look of determination, Malachite reversed the stone spell that was killing him.  Gram watched with dismay as the stone receded until nothing but normal flesh remained. 
 
    Malachite turned to face Shavon, while at the same time using his tail and the momentum of the turn to slam the beholder against an oak tree without so much as a passing glance.  The beholder hit the tree head on with such force that it exploded, scattering flesh and ooze across the forest.  The dragon ran forward with magic-enhanced speed just as Shavon started to get up, mauling the Prince of Fear and crushing him to the ground.  Shavon raked Malachite with his claws, ripping scales and skin, but the dragon ignored the attack.  Malachite reached out with his arm and grabbed the demon’s head with his huge clawed hand, and with only the slightest bit of give, Shavon’s head came free from his body.  Without hesitation, the dragon slammed his head into Shavon’s chest and tore through his rib cage.  Malachite’s head twisted once and pulled away with Shavon’s beating heart in between his teeth.  His jaws closed, shredding the heart and spraying blood like a bursting tomato.  Shavon’s body quit flailing and went completely still.   
 
    By this time archers had lined the fortress walls and started raining arrows down on the colossal dragon.  Most of the arrows could not penetrate the hard scales, but Malachite had been so torn up by Shavon that occasionally one found a soft spot.  The dragon savored his victory over the demon for only a moment before turning his horned head, ignoring everything else and focusing all of his attention on Gram and Arun.  The dragon did not break his lock on Gram as he opened his mouth and spoke a powerful prayer in the dragon tongue.  The words rang through the air for all to hear, and when the spell resolved, the dragon was instantly healed. 
 
    For the first time in 150 years, Gram felt true fear take hold.  It was not just some of the wounds on the dragon that had closed, as is customary with a typical healing spell.  Instead, Malachite was instantaneously and completely healed of all damage done against him thus far in the battle. 
 
    Gram stepped closer to Arun and cast a mass invisibility spell on himself, Arun, and several of the guards standing nearby.  Malachite immediately countered with a spell of his own and they all became visible once again.  Clearly, the dragon had identified the largest threat and was intent on removing it. 
 
    Malachite’s voice boomed across the field.  “One does not harm a dragon and expect to live.  You will suffer at my hands, wizard.”  Malachite broke into a gallop across the field directly toward Gram and plowed through the front gate of the fortress.  The wall was twenty feet tall and seven feet thick, but the dragon smashed through it without slowing down and scattered the stones like so many pebbles.  Gram thought that if he was to die, there was no more glorious way to go. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 71:  Into the Dungeon 
 
      
 
    Evisar considered whether to go down the tunnel into the Underworld after the First Heir and leave his brother behind or heed his brother’s bizarre warning and continue down the original corridor, looking for a way to the surface.  Both options would lead them away from the fortress, which was all Evisar really cared about at this point.  Ultimately, the decision hinged on whether he believed his brother, who had just come back from the dead, even though he had nothing to go on but his good word.  There was no obvious answer, but one thing was for certain:  Mestel’s lack of explanation was exceptionally annoying. 
 
    He looked Xander, Mestel, and Valihorn in the eye one after the other, trying to make up his mind, before he finally said, “At this point I can’t give anyone orders.  You can do what you like, but I’m going to stay with Mestel and continue down the corridor.”  He glanced at his brother with obvious anger.  “His refusal to explain himself grates me to no end, but he seems to have the gift of prophecy.” 
 
    Evisar took several long strides toward Mestel.  The two brothers exchanged a look and a curt nod of acceptance.  Valihorn spoke up as Evisar turned around to face him.  “You are my friends, and I am coming with you as well.”  
 
    Xander shook his head and was not convinced.  “The three of you are insane.  This tunnel is exactly what we’ve been trying to find.  We’re crazy not to take it.” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel was not amused and precious time was ticking away.  They needed to keep moving.  It was amazing Gram hadn’t found them yet with a search party.  He served the Faithful Falcon, and he certainly didn’t need to kowtow to this half-elf of a lesser faith. 
 
    “He’s made his choice.  Let’s go.”  With that, Mestel turned on his heels and began walking down the hall.   
 
    Xander finally said, “Wait, you bastard.”  Mestel stopped but didn’t turn around.  “I think you’re wrong, but I can’t very well go into the Underworld by myself.  The three of you have made the decision for me.”   
 
    With his pride damaged but salvageable, Xander walked quickly and joined up with the other companions.  They left the entrance to the Underworld behind and continued down the original corridor looking for a way to the surface. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Nero had thrown the dice by going against Gram in order to join the elves and recover the gem.  So far, the gamble wasn’t paying off.  The guard he bribed was dead and the elves weren’t in the dungeon like he anticipated.  The uncertainty added a briskness to his step and a sharp focus to his mind.  He walked down the staircase and past a trap that had recently been set off.  At the bottom of the staircase the passage went to the left and right with no way to distinguish between the two, but luckily his rogue eyes easily spotted a disturbance in the dust leading down the corridor to the right. 
 
    He grabbed a torch off the wall, took off at a brisk walk, and soon came to a secret passage on the left with the door thrown open.  During his two-day vacation in the Noble’s Keep, Nero had studied a layout of the entire fortress including the underground corridors, and he knew this passage led into the Underworld.  He curled up his nose in disgust at the direct link this passage represented with the cursed Krone.  Foul vermin.  They should all die.  Nero thought of Venal and his constant battle with the Krone and shook his head back to reality.  The more power he gathered to himself, the more harm he could cause the Krone later.  Although the secret door was open, the footsteps of the elves continued down the original corridor.  Nero didn’t understand how the companions had been able to find the secret passage in the dark while they were running for their lives.  Strange.  Stranger still was the fact that the elves had passed up the passage to the Underworld and continued down the corridor.  Nero continued briskly down the corridor.  After another hundred steps he began to hear the clang of steel on steel up ahead.  The companions must be caught in a sword duel. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 72:  The Witch 
 
      
 
    With the entrance to the Underworld behind them, the companions continued quickly down the stone corridor with nothing but Valihorn’s light spell and Evisar’s torch to light the way.  After three hundred paces another door appeared on their left.  Unlike the previous tunnel, this door wasn’t hidden and couldn’t have been missed unless the companions were blind, deaf, and dumb.  The door was ornately decorated and carved out of a wood as white as newly fallen snow.  The carvings on the door were small and delicate, and painted with colors that were true to life, unfaded with the passage of time.  Standing on either side of the door were two stone statues of Krone warriors with swords at their sides.  The two statues looked so real that Mestel had to take a closer look just to make sure. 
 
    The carving that dominated the white door was a pictograph showing a female Krone sitting on a throne covered in blood with what appeared to be dead elves all around.  To Mestel, the art work on the door represented the head of the Krone pantheon, Evona, sitting on her throne with an uncountable number of surface elves slain at her feet.  The features of the dead elves were sharply drawn near the throne and faded out to obscurity as the distance from the throne increased, giving the impression that the fallen elves around Evona’s throne went on forever.  Mestel tentatively reached for the door handle but pulled away as pain lanced up his hand. 
 
    Evisar came to his side and asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Mestel looked at his hand and said, “I don’t know.  I can’t seem to open this door.” 
 
    Eager to recover his bruised ego, Xander quickly stepped past the brothers, reached for the doorknob, and gave it a twist.  Everyone expected him to recoil in pain since Mestel just did exactly the same thing, but nothing happened and the door swung open without any apparent difficulty.  The door gave way to reveal an immaculate room untouched by the passage of time.  The inside was lit only by a strange lantern on the end table of the bed that burned continually, but did not appear to have a fuel source.  The tiny light gave a soft glow over the room with shadows in every corner.  The room was obviously built for royalty.  The desk, end table, and dresser were built from the best wood, meticulously put together and varnished to polished perfection.  The quilts on the bed were fashioned from many fabrics, and the hand-sewn designs were ornately small.  In a place where stone flooring was the norm, this flooring was made from hardwood that had been laid without a single gap and sanded to fit together perfectly.  Even the dust refused to settle on the furniture and ground in the room. 
 
    All of the wealth in the room was secondary to Mestel’s eye, as the first thing he noticed was a skeleton lying peacefully on the bed.  The person had either died lying in bed or the body had been brought to this room and carefully laid to rest.  The decorations around the room were distinctly feminine and the skeleton wore a formal gown with long skirts.  The more Mestel looked around the room the more baffled he became.  Underground rooms were difficult to construct and always valued at a premium.  Why take up valuable space underground with a tomb, especially one so finely decorated and well kept?  Was this person so powerful or dangerous that the Krone left her alone out of respect?  Or was it fear? 
 
    Mestel stood at the threshold to the room and said in hushed tones, “She may be animated as an undead skeleton or perhaps even a lich.”  Mestel had never encountered a lich, but legend said they were just as deadly as vampires, except that a lich was a wizard in life who delved too deeply into the secrets of the undead in order to live forever. 
 
    Xander closed his eyes and chanted a prayer to Fortuna.  “As far as I can tell, she isn’t undead.  It’s just an ordinary skeleton.” 
 
    Mestel added pointedly, “It may be that she will not animate as undead until we enter the room.  She may have been placed here as a guardian.” 
 
    Xander looked at him with irritation as Mestel treaded on his terrain once again.  “I don’t sense any evil from her.  If you think I’m going to miss the opportunity to collect the treasure in this room, then you’re crazy.” 
 
    Mestel gave up the argument as his gaze wandered to Valihorn, who had been staring at the skeleton the entire time.  Without taking his eyes off the skeleton, Valihorn said in a slow, monotone voice, “I think we should trust Xander on this one, Mestel.” 
 
    Mestel furrowed his brow at the young wizard and then reluctantly stood aside as Xander and Valihorn entered the room while Mestel and Evisar waited in the hallway.  Xander moved to the dresser first and pulled out a jewelry box, while Valihorn went straight to the bed and stared down in wonder at the Krone corpse.  “This must be the Krone Witch that ruled this fortress more than a hundred years ago.  It all makes sense.  It was right where he said it would be.” 
 
    Sensing trouble, Evisar turned to the wizard with worry.  “Where who said it would be?  Valihorn, what are you talking about?” 
 
    The young wizard paid no attention as he looked at the skeleton of the Krone Witch and the one ring she was wearing on her hand.  Valihorn snatched the ring off the Witch’s hand and held it up to the one lantern in the room.  “That is why we have not run into any Krone down here in the tunnels.  The dragon must be attacking on the surface even as we speak.” 
 
    As if in response to Valihorn’s revelation, there was a thud that rippled through the ground like an earthquake, rattling the stone walls. 
 
    Mestel was having trouble understanding the gibberish coming out of Valihorn, and everyone held their breath to see if anything else would happen.  A number of heartbeats passed, and just as Mestel started to breathe more easily, his vision went black; he was in the future again. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The vision was as disorienting and fragmented as ever.  He was in the Krone Witch’s room a few moments in the future, and he watched as Valihorn put the Krone Witch’s ring on his own finger.  The scene flashed again and Mestel was on the surface, standing outside the walls of the fortress.  The earth shook violently, and Mestel watched as the entire fortress collapsed in on itself and sank into the earth. 
 
    For the first time ever, Mestel understood immediately what one of his visions meant.  If Valihorn placed the ring on his finger, then the fortress, along with its entrance into the Underworld, would be destroyed. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    His vision flashed back to the present just in time for him to see Valihorn move to put the ring on his finger.  Quick as a cat, Mestel moved toward the room to stop him.  “No Valihorn, don’t!” 
 
    But as he reached the threshold to the room, an invisible force that hadn’t been there before sprang to life.  The invisible force threw him off his feet and back against the wall with such force that it knocked him unconscious.  In that instant, Valihorn put the ring on his finger. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 73:  Friend or Foe 
 
      
 
    Evisar took a step back and drew Neverlost as his brother fell unconscious to the floor.  The head of the elf stone statue on the left turned to face Evisar and spoke with a distinctly feminine voice. 
 
    “By the will of Evona you cannot stop the war, little one.  Armena will fall with your death.” 
 
    A smile slowly spread across the statue’s face.  As the smile grew from ear to ear, the statue on either side of the door turned from stone into flesh.  They both had the white hair and dark skin of male Krone warriors with the symbol of Evona emblazoned on their foreheads, clearly visible in the limited light for everyone to see. 
 
    Evisar grabbed his brother’s collapsed body and all but threw it down the hallway to get him out of harm’s way.  Then Evisar turned to face the Krone warriors as he slowly backed away.  The two swordsmen drew their blades with practiced ease, stepped off their pedestals, and walked coolly toward Evisar.  Blood pounded in his ears as he prepared for battle.  “Valihorn, Xander, get out here.” 
 
    Xander was the first to move with Evisar’s call, but as he put his hand gingerly against the threshold of the door, the invisible force sprang to life.  Evisar’s heart sank as he realized he was on his own.  The two Krone didn’t charge in, but rather, they were purposefully slow to action, almost as though they were giving Evisar time to prepare.  Either these Krone had a sense of honor about them, or they were such masterful swordsmen that they wanted to make it more sporting by giving him every advantage.  He hoped it was the former and prayed it wasn’t the latter.  After a few moments the warriors charged forward in earnest.  Both swung their blades at the same time, one aiming high and the other low.  Evisar jumped over the lower blade and met the high one with Neverlost.  The blades clashed with a sound that echoed off the stone walls as Evisar and the swordsman locked blades, testing each other’s strength. 
 
    He could tell instantly that the Krone were master swordsmen, but he had the strength advantage.  With a shove, he threw the warrior back several feet.  The warrior gave him a smile of respect and spoke to his partner in the language of the Krone. 
 
    “We must be careful with this one.  Move to the side so we can flank him.” 
 
    Having been educated in a castle among the royal court, Evisar and Mestel were well schooled in the ways of their greatest enemy, so Evisar had no trouble understanding what the warriors said. 
 
    Both Krone moved as close as they could to their respective walls and took a step forward.  Evisar went on the offensive and didn’t wait for them to execute their plan.  He jabbed at the warrior to the left and used the force of the block from his enemy to slash his sword at the one on the right.  As the warrior on the right parried the blow, Evisar switched direction again and slashed his sword at the feet of the swordsman to his left.  Evisar tried again and again, but slowly his offense switched to defense.  The Krone walked cautiously forward using masterful strokes to force Evisar to retreat.  He continued to give ground to the Krone’s numerical advantage until he saw his brother’s body lying on the floor a few steps back on his left side and knew he could retreat no farther.  It was a losing fight and he knew it, but he couldn’t leave his brother to die.  He probably could have beaten one, but two swordsmen who worked well in tandem were just too much.  The slashes came closer and his defense grew more and more desperate.  More than once, his shirt ripped as his chain shirt armor absorbed a glancing blow. 
 
    Eventually, the warrior on the left drew back for a vicious cut on Evisar’s exposed sword arm when the point of a rapier burst through the dark skinned Krone’s chest and sprayed blood across Evisar’s face.  He had to take a moment to blink the blood out of his eyes.  He noticed that the rapier belonged to an unknown surface elf standing behind the Krone warriors.  The newcomer had sneaked up silently on the warriors in the heat of battle and thrust his rapier through the heart of one of the Krone, killing him instantly. 
 
    It took only a moment for the remaining Krone to react to the new threat, and he slashed behind him in an effort to decapitate the newcomer.  The stranger ducked the cut deftly and used the momentum to roll backward in a summersault that landed him a few feet away and neatly back up on his feet.  Evisar was about to move in for the kill when he heard the twang of a bow from his left side.  The arrow brushed the clothing under his arm and took the remaining Krone cleanly in the throat.  More blood sprayed against the stone wall as the last Krone dropped his sword and flailed about for a moment before toppling over.  Evisar was so shocked by the near miss of the arrow that he took a moment to look away from the newcomer standing down the hallway to see his brother awake and lying on the ground with a bow in his hand.  While lying flat on his back, Mestel had taken an impossible shot that flew under Evisar’s armpit and took the Krone warrior perfectly in the unprotected throat. 
 
    Evisar looked back at the newcomer while shaking his head in disbelief, trying to assess whether the newcomer was a friend or foe.  He was a surface elf, and Evisar was inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt since he just saved his life, but he still had to be cautious.  The newcomer was dressed in an impressive suit of leather armor that wrapped the shadows in the corridor around his body.  His pants and under tunic were black and gray, and he had a hood down around his shoulders. 
 
    Evisar heard Mestel come to his feet behind him as the newcomer confidently sheathed his rapier, took a couple of steps closer to the light, and looked Evisar in the eye to emphasize the truth of what he was about to say.  “My name is Nero.  I am a special agent of the Crown sent to find you.  My orders are to help you find and recover the First Heir of Armena.” 
 
    With this single statement, Evisar’s world came crashing down around him.  Nero stood confidently waiting for him to absorb the news, undoubtedly not knowing the conflict of emotion his words brought to the surface. 
 
    After a good while, Evisar asked, “What in the seven hells are you talking about?” 
 
    Nero sighed, outwardly irritated, and said, “The Crown sent me to find you and ...” 
 
    “No, I mean why in the seven hells did the Crown send you to find us now?!  In case you were out on assignment or something, my brother and I were banished from Armena by the puppet King because our father died sacrificing himself for the Crown.  King Jalid, whom I played with since I was a little boy, didn’t have the spine to stand up to Shane.  So now we are out here in the middle of nowhere, fighting for our lives, because he found it politically convenient to throw away two of his best friends.” 
 
    Nero had not done anything wrong, in fact he had just saved his life, but Evisar couldn’t help but lash out at the insanity of it all. 
 
    Nero looked completely comfortable taking the brunt of his wrath and replied, “I wasn’t there personally when you were exiled, but I was fully briefed before venturing out on this assignment.” 
 
    Evisar turned to Mestel and asked, “Do you believe what you’re hearing?” 
 
    Mestel answered in a controlled voice that masked the anger underneath.  “I believe Nero is telling the truth as he sees it, but I can’t believe King Jalid, or Shane, to put it more precisely, would send anyone to help us.” 
 
    Evisar turned to face Nero but was still talking to Mestel.  “Hmmm, I agree.”  He raised his voice and yelled down the hallway, “Valihorn, Xander, get out here.”  Evisar began walking forward with Neverlost still in his hand.  He heard his brother nock an arrow behind him as he brought his sword up in a ready stance.  “I’m only going to say this once, Nero.  Turn around and get out of here before the four of us cut you down.  We don’t need the Crown’s help; we don’t want the Crown’s help.  The four of us are managing just fine on our own.” 
 
    Evisar’s confidence rose even further as he saw Valihorn and Xander step out of the room and into the hallway.  For his part, Nero stood absolutely still and said with a bit of malice in his voice, “The Crown feels you are making progress.  That’s why I was sent.  You would be foolish to ...” 
 
    In the middle of Nero’s sentence the ground began to shake violently all around them.  The companions and Nero braced themselves and tried to keep their footing, hoping the earthquake would pass in a few moments, but the earth continued to shake with the same intensity. 
 
    Xander screamed at Valihorn over the rumbling, “The shaking didn’t start until you took the ring out of the room.  It must be making the ground shake.  Put it back.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head in agreement and grabbed the ring with his other hand and tugged with all of his strength, but the ring would not come off his finger.  “I cannot get it off.” 
 
    Without warning, Xander grabbed hold of Valihorn and was about to throw him forcibly back into the Witch’s room when the companions and Nero disappeared. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 74:  A Dragon’s Revenge 
 
      
 
    In the fortress courtyard, Gram stood beside Arun as the colossal dragon ran across the ground like a thousand charging bulls.  He considered running, but it was so undignified, and where could he go that Malachite could not reach?  He flung a fireball and magic missiles at the dragon that more or less bounced harmlessly off his scales.  Suddenly, the earth began to shake horribly as a large column of blue light shot up from the ground and into the sky directly in the path between Gram and the acid breathing dragon.  The column of light started out only a few feet wide and quickly expanded to take up a quarter of the courtyard.  Malachite stopped his charge abruptly so as not to go barreling into the newly created blue portal.  As the dragon came to a stop, the earth continued shaking. 
 
    Gram struggled to keep his footing and was at a loss as to what to do next.  Things were happening faster than even he could comprehend.  A few moments ago he was about to be mauled by a dragon, and now there was some portal of incredible power unbalancing the very earth around him.  Whole sections of the outer stone wall toppled over as the fortress began to come apart under the onslaught of the earthquake.  Soldiers fell off the walls and the barracks building collapsed in on itself. 
 
    Gram looked across the field at Malachite, and the dragon seemed unconcerned by the sudden appearance of the blue portal.  Malachite stared calmly at the raw power being displayed for a moment along with everyone else.  Then he turned and headed in the opposite direction, away from the fortress.  Gram looked on as the earth around the portal came loose and fell into the blue gateway that was now more than a hundred feet wide and stretched into the sky as high as he could see.  Anyone lucky enough to still be alive inside the fortress dropped the pretense of defense and sprinted from his post into Darkwood Forest as the earth continued to shake. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mestel felt himself vanish in a magical blur and reappear a moment later inside the courtyard of the fortress one hundred feet away from a huge column of translucent blue energy stretching from earth to sky.  Evisar, Valihorn, Xander, and even Nero materialized close by and looked around at the devastation.  Mestel glanced behind the companions and nearly cowered in fear when he saw Malachite standing just outside the fortress wall, watching events unfold.  The dragon was complacent for the moment, so Mestel turned back to the column of blue light and noticed Gram and Arun standing several hundred feet away, off to the side of the portal.   
 
    Through the disorientation of the violently shaking earth, Mestel watched Arun come up beside Gram and grab his shoulder.  The wizard turned away from the portal to look at Arun as she said something Mestel didn’t understand.  She then grabbed Gram’s hand and tried to lead him away from the portal.  Gram tore his hand away from hers and spun around to focus on the column of light destroying his fortress. 
 
    As Gram turned toward the portal, he seemed to notice the companions standing several hundred feet away for the first time.  Mestel had experienced the wizard’s power firsthand when he killed Jefon, and with the wizard’s recognition he fully expected Gram to attack the companions again in order to prevent their escape.  Oddly enough, however, the wizard pointed his arm directly at Nero, the agent of the Crown who had just saved their lives, and out of his hand leapt five energy bolts.  Nero rolled on the ground to the side and came up again with a small shield in his hand that had been lying in the dirt.  The energy bolts changed course with Nero and slammed into him with full force.  Nero managed to block three of the bolts, but the other two knocked him back a full ten feet where he landed unconscious on the ground.  Mestel drew and released three arrows inside of a heartbeat and watched them leap to his command.  The arrows were straight and true, but deflected once again off Gram’s magical shield and flew harmlessly into the sky.  Valihorn said an incantation and pointed his hand at Gram.  Three energy bolts raced across the courtyard and fizzled out of existence as they approached the wizard’s position.  Gram looked at Valihorn and smiled. 
 
    Evisar and Xander ran over to Nero’s unconscious form and pulled him toward the dragon-sized hole in the fortress wall as Valihorn and Mestel continued harassing Gram without success.  As Mestel and Valihorn moved back toward the relative safety of the outer stone wall, Gram lifted his arms out to the side and a great fireball launched from his body and crashed all around the companions.  Mestel’s clothes and skin caught on fire.  He flailed about in intense pain until Valihorn ran over and knocked him to the ground.  The two rolled around in the dirt until the flames went out.  Then they got up and ran for their lives.  They made it outside the fortress and took shelter behind the shattered wall.  Mestel saw that Nero, Evisar, and Xander had also been badly burned by Gram’s blast of fire. 
 
    Mestel looked up at the colossal dragon that was now only a few hundred feet away and felt his insides go numb.  The beast was power and death reborn, but he sat there, leisurely watching the chaos in the same way he might watch a theater act.  Mestel forced himself to turn away and look at the ruin that had once been the Shetley seat of power. 
 
    The final buildings and fortress walls were literally falling down and being sucked into the blue portal with unnatural force.  In the sea of chaos, Mestel’s eyes gravitated to the only area of calm.  Gram stood with Arun not more than fifty feet from the edge of the blue portal, and the ground around them was completely stable.  Gram threw his fists down to his sides, and his body went rigid with rage as he began walking forward toward the portal, leaving Mestel to wonder what in the name of Martel he was doing. 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Arun came up to Gram from behind and pleaded with him once again.  “Gram, what are you doing?  You’re going to get yourself killed!  We have to get out of here!”  She grabbed his arm and tried to lead him away from the portal, but Gram would not have it. 
 
    “No.  This is my fortress and it is my spell that is going to destroy Armena.  I will not leave when my triumph is so close at hand.  Get out of here.  Leave, if that is what you want to do.” 
 
    With his mind made up, Gram left Arun behind and continued walking toward the portal with his arms stretched wide.  He felt, rather than saw, Arun give up on him and reluctantly run for her life into the woods. 
 
    Gram did not care about such trifling concerns.  He was above that now.  He concentrated utterly on the blue portal in front of him.  He could control it.  He could harness its power.  Gram walked forward, letting the magical energy of the cosmos flow through his body.  He would not be denied his victory.  He would have power beyond his wildest … 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evisar watched with detachment from the edge of the woods as Gram walked toward the portal, muttering to himself as magical energy crackled all over his body.  He seemed completely at peace with himself as he walked right into the blue portal with his arms raised at his sides, and disappeared. Without the wizard’s magic to partially control the portal, the island of ground on which Gram had stood crumbled and fell into the portal along with any remnants of the fortress.  Eventually, the ground stopped shaking, but the portal remained.  Everyone breathed heavy sighs of relief as the shaking subsided.  Evisar and his companions had managed to cheat death once again.  Gram was dead and that was good, but in his place the huge portal remained, like a nightmare that persisted long after waking. 
 
    Evisar walked as close as he dared to the edge of the huge crater the portal had created and looked down to see nothing but a bottomless, translucent, shimmering blue portal that had to be at least one hundred feet in diameter.  Evisar took note that other than being many times larger, the portal before him looked exactly like the portal in Austen’s tower.  The portal occasionally shimmered with power in the same fashion as Austen’s portal, and he could vaguely see through the portal to the other side.  The view beyond the portal was a hazy blue obscured by the different sized land masses that floated independently of each other.  This must be another portal leading to the Plane of Chaos.  Evisar shook his head in despair and walked back over to where his brother stood. 
 
    Why did things continue to get worse wherever they went?  No matter how hard they worked, no matter how much evil he destroyed, he couldn’t make things better.  The Talon Guild almost surely knew by now that they were trying to rescue the First Heir, the companions finally found an entrance to the Underworld only to have it taken away from them shortly thereafter, an ancient dragon to whom he owed a favor was standing directly behind him, and Tristan’s body was forever entombed beneath the destroyed fortress, sucked into the portal for all he knew.  And then there was Nero, the agent of the Crown, to consider.  Evisar looked down at the unconscious elf at his feet.  It was true that Nero had saved his life in the tunnels, but trading Tristan’s life, whom he trusted implicitly, for this stranger seemed a poor bargain.  As Evisar looked at Nero, the Armenien agent began to stir and eventually stood up. 
 
    Evisar turned to Mestel and said, “What have we done here?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I know it was the will of Evona.  I think it was Evona who kept me out of the room just as Valihorn put on the ring.  The goddess must have animated the statues that tried to kill us.” 
 
    Evisar turned his attention to Valihorn and said, “Damn it, Valihorn, why did you put on the ring?  What in the seven hells was going through your head?” 
 
    The young wizard lowered his head, flattened his robe with his hands, and looked at his shoes as he answered.  “In exchange for Malachite’s help, I had to try and find this ring.”  He stuck his hand in Evisar’s face as if the ring was grotesque and he wanted nothing more than to cut off his hand in order to get rid of it.  “Once I saw the ring, it was all I could think about, and once I had it in my hand, slipping it on my finger was all I could think about.  It was almost like watching myself from a distance.” 
 
    Evisar shook his head and cursed under his breath.  Valihorn had only done what he thought was right, but still.  “I knew the deal you made with Malachite would bring ruin down on us.  He gave you help in exchange for you and me owing him another favor, and you had to find that idiotic ring for him as well?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  By finding the ring, one of my debts is paid.” 
 
    “Tell me, do you know what this portal is?” 
 
    Valihorn said, “If I had to guess, I would say the portal leads to the Plane of Chaos.  I will bet the Shetleys created the portal several hundred years ago, with a matching portal in the town of Wessex.  They must have opened the portal while looking for treasures to keep their kingdom afloat after the gold mines ran out to the north of Dowden.  I bet the portal attracted the power of the Krone Witch who took over the fortress and evicted the Shetleys.  The Shetleys were forced to flee the fortress, running for their lives, and they built a smaller fortress into the Dragon Spine Mountains next to one of the few towns that remained loyal to them.  The Witch must have created the room we found as an anti-magic room in an effort to control the ring.  That is why the Krone left the room in such pristine condition, and why there was not any dust on the furniture.  The ring was silent until I removed it from the room.  If I had been smart enough to put the ring back in the room after the shaking started, maybe none of this would have happened.” 
 
    Mestel looked at the portal and said, “Evona appears to have won this day.  What she has in mind I can’t say, but look at the chaos she has sown.  The First Heir is beyond our reach, a portal to another dimension has been created, Valihorn is cursed with the ring that created the portal, and the only entrance to the Underworld that was known to us has been destroyed.” 
 
    Xander shook his head and contradicted Mestel.  “Some things just happen.  Who knows what hand the gods have on events in Tellus?  Some say they walk among us and talk to us, while some say their invisible hands nudge people in different directions.  All I know is that the gods haven’t played a part in our history since the Year of Angels 400 years ago.  They may answer our prayers and nudge us from time to time, but that’s all.” 
 
    Evisar felt the ground vibrate, and he turned to see the colossal dark green dragon lumber casually toward the companions.  Everyone instinctively backed away except Valihorn, who walked up to the gargantuan monster and went down on one knee. 
 
    Malachite spoke smoothly in the elven tongue.  “Ah, Valihorn, you are free of the fortress.  I was worried you might have died and your promise to me would go unfulfilled.”  His voice was elegant and cultured and easily carried over the trees to be heard for miles around.  “The portal has stabilized after devouring the fortress, just as I foresaw.” 
 
    Valihorn lifted his head and looked positively insignificant as he raised his voice to be heard by the dragon who towered over him.  “Mighty Malachite, we thank you for your assistance in helping us escape from our prison.  We would not have escaped had it not been for your distraction.” 
 
    Malachite chuckled lightly.  “Too true.  Too true.” 
 
    Valihorn respectfully held out his right hand so the ring was clearly visible.  “I took the ring off of the Krone Witch as you requested.” 
 
    “Yes I know.  Removing the ring from the Witch’s chamber is what brought about the portal that destroyed the fortress.”  Malachite cocked his head back and laughed a deep throated laugh that echoed off the trees.  “At long last, the fortress is destroyed and Darkwood Forest is truly mine.  You have no idea how long this fortress has been a thorn in my side.  I burned it out many times, but someone always came back and rebuilt it." 
 
    Evisar was afraid of the dragon, but his anger overpowered him as he stepped forward.  “Are you telling me we were nothing more than pawns you used in order to destroy the fortress?  Do you know how many people died because of your little game?” 
 
    Malachite ruffled his wings in anger and took one heavy step forward.  “No one speaks to me so.  I will give you one warning and no other.  Do not test me, elf.  Of course I used you and your little band to destroy the fortress.  I could not get inside to get the ring myself, and you were the perfect group to carry out the task.  Do not worry; Tristan is dead and one of Valihorn’s debts has been repaid to me.” 
 
    Evisar still wasn’t through.  “And what about his other debt?” 
 
    “I will call on him later to fulfill his part of the bargain, just as I will call upon you as well.” 
 
    Before Evisar could throw his life away with another angry comment, Valihorn spoke up quickly.  “Mighty Malachite, I have recovered the ring from the Krone Witch as part of our bargain, but I cannot take it off.  If you wish the ring for your hoard once more, then you will have to remove the curse from me.” 
 
    Malachite shook his head from side to side.  “I do not want the ring, and I see no reason to strike it from your hand.  It is yours to keep, as is the curse that comes with it.” 
 
    Mestel stepped forward from the background and said, “You could remove the curse from Valihorn with hardly a thought, yet you refuse to help him after he has done so much for you.” 
 
    The dragon looked at Mestel carefully and studied him for a moment before answering, “Careful where you tread, elf.  You may be touched by the gods, but I do not suffer insolence lightly, no matter how righteous your mission and how noble your calling.  I have given my answer.  Now step back and do not speak again.”  Mestel was incensed that his friend was being mocked, but he clenched his jaw and said no more. 
 
    “As payment for the curse of the ring, I will offer you some parting advice.  No one in your group is powerful enough to control the ring.  Two portals are open because the ring’s power has been unleashed.  The longer the portals are open, the closer the Plane of Chaos and Tellus will come together, and the easier it will be for creatures to cross from one plane to the other.  They will try to kill you and take the ring for themselves.” 
 
    As if to emphasize Malachite’s point, a huge leathery beast flew out of the portal and screamed in defiance.  The beast was high in the air, but Evisar thought it was as large as one of the giants they defeated.  The beast had a long snake-like body that slithered gracefully through the air.  Each of its wings was as long as its serpentine body, and its large, reptilian head was filled with razor sharp teeth.  Evisar could see the creature had no eyes, but almost immediately after coming through the portal the creature let out a piercing blast, turned gracefully toward the companions and seemed to hone in on their position.  As it came closer it opened its mouth and let out a high pitched sound that Evisar could barely hear, but that shook the ground.  Evisar raised Neverlost in a defensive stance and watched the other companions do the same.  As the leathery beast screeched toward the companions, Malachite swatted it out of the air with his clawed hand and stomped the large creature into the ground, killing it. 
 
    “Annoying insect.” 
 
    Malachite turned around without preamble, looked at the hole where the fortress once stood with some satisfaction, and took to the air, heading northeast back to his lair.   
 
    Evisar moved forward to look at the crushed beast and found that it not only looked deadly and grotesque, but also that it looked utterly foreign to this world.  How had it known where Valihorn was standing?  The creature clearly didn’t have any eyes, yet it turned toward Valihorn almost immediately after it came out of the blue portal.  Evisar looked at the creature one last time and calmly thought that if this was the kind of creature they could expect to come out of the portal, and if these creatures were really drawn to the ring as Malachite said, then they were in genuine danger. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 75:  An Honest Man’s Story 
 
      
 
    Jon rode his horse at a good pace for three days before he finally made it to the outskirts of Jewlian.  He had only been to the capital city once before, but it was a wonder to behold.  Jon didn’t know of anyplace else in the world where so many people lived under the harmony of one family’s rule.  Jewlian was home to no less than fifty thousand souls.  Kentar had been under the rule of the Pelt Family for the last six hundred years. 
 
    Jon made it through the city gate easily enough and found his way through the narrow streets to Jewlian Castle.  Security at the castle gate was a bit stricter, and they didn’t take his captain’s uniform at face value.  Luckily, Jon knew the lieutenant who had the watch from his days at the academy. 
 
    Jon stepped forward with a smile on his face to shake his friend’s hand.  “Lieutenant Capstone is it?  Who would have ever thought?  How have you been, Gregory?” 
 
    “Look at you.  Are you a captain now?  How in the seven hells did that happen?” 
 
    Jon released his friend’s grip and said, “I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.  That’s what brings me to your gate.” 
 
    “Is that so?  Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Jon explained how he obtained his rank, where he had come from, and what he was doing at the castle gate.  Lieutenant Capstone took Jon inside the castle and sat him down in a closed room and posted two guards outside the door.  Gregory eventually returned with someone he introduced as Rafa.  Jon had never met Rafa, but he had heard the name.  Rafa walked into the closed room dressed like a man of the king’s court and immediately took charge of the situation.  He sat down across the table from Jon while Lieutenant Capstone stood at attention next to the only door to the room. 
 
    Rafa started by saying, “The good Lieutenant has told me some of your story, but I of course want to hear it from your own lips.” 
 
    “And that’s fine, except that I don’t know who you are.  What happened to me and mine is of critical importance to Kentar, and I can’t have that kind of information falling into the wrong hands.”  Jon looked past Rafa and nodded at Gregory.  “He’s a soldier and a friend from my academy days.  Since no one knew I was coming and I found him standing watch at the castle gate, I am inclined to trust his word of honor as a loyal soldier of Kentar.  Lieutenant Capstone, can you tell me who this man is before I tell him secrets critical to the future of Kentar?” 
 
    The Lieutenant looked to Rafa for direction, and Rafa inclined his head.  “Please, tell the good Captain who I am.” 
 
    Gregory looked at Jon and said, “Rafa is currently charged with commanding the Sorcerers of Kentar.  He was second in command until High Wizard Vanderhoff went missing several moons ago.  He is one of King Benjin III’s most trusted aides.  You can be sure that whatever you tell him will make it safely to the King’s ears.” 
 
    Rafa turned back to Jon and asked, “Now are you satisfied, Captain?”   
 
    It was well known that the Sorcerers were wise and utterly loyal to the Crown.  If he couldn’t tell the King his news directly, then one of the King’s highest advisors was the next best thing.  Jon inclined his head and said, “Very well.  Are you aware that a group of more than one thousand citizens was sent into Glenmyr Forest with a full battalion of soldiers in order to found a logging town?” 
 
    “Of course.  The King is trying to expand the borders of Kentar eastward.  In order to do that, we need willing settlers and large amounts of timber.  If memory serves, I believe the settlers decided to call the new town Endwood before they left for the frontier.” 
 
    “That’s correct, my lord.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, now it is starting to come back to me.  Endwood is the first of several new towns and logging camps the Crown is hoping to start.  Their success is key to the future expansion of Kentar.  How is the logging progressing?  I assume that since you are here something has gone amiss.” 
 
    They had finally come to the crux of the matter.  Jon had traveled through all seven hells to deliver this message.  He knew what he had to say next was humiliating, but he refused to shy away from his responsibility.  Jon lifted his head and in a loud, clear voice said, “Endwood has been completely destroyed and abandoned, my lord.” 
 
    At this point Rafa held up his hand to stop Jon right there.  He turned to Lieutenant Capstone at the door and said, “Lieutenant, will you go outside and move yourself and the posted guards down to the end of the hall?  You are a good soldier and we value your service, but this report is not for your ears, nor is it for the ears of the soldiers standing guard outside the door.” 
 
    Gregory did not bother to hide his irritation, but he was a professional who had been well trained.  He muttered an “aye, sir” under his breath and left the room.  Rafa turned back to Jon and silently motioned for him to continue. 
 
    Jon asked, “Why did you ask him to leave the room?  There was nothing secret about my assignment.” 
 
    “You honestly think so?  You just told me Endwood has been destroyed, and that fact is going to have large repercussions for Kentar.  Besides which, it does not improve morale for everyone to know that Kentar was defeated and one of our towns with a full battalion of soldiers was destroyed.  Now, tell me exactly what happened.” 
 
    “I set out with the settlers six moons ago as a lieutenant under Captain Sheval.  We arrived at the frontier and set up Endwood on the river a few miles inside Glenmyr Forest.  We built the town up with the sweat of our brows and started felling old, thick trees at a good rate.  We threw the logs in the river that flowed through the town and began floating them downstream toward Goldguard.  Half a moon passed and everything was going fine until four creatures that claimed to be elves showed up at the front gate.” 
 
    Jon expected some sort of excited reaction or disbelief from Rafa, but the wizard simply said, “Go on, Captain.” 
 
    “I know we were all taught as children that elves once inhabited the forests of Tellus, but that they disappeared or were run off hundreds of years ago.  I know what you are thinking, my lord, but I swear to you that four elves came to our gate.  They were short, frail looking creatures with pointy ears, just as the legends say.” 
 
    “I believe you, Captain.  Please continue.” 
 
    “Well, they said we were violating the Treaty of Glenmyr.  The lead elf even went so far as to produce a copy of the treaty for us to read.”  Jon reached into his travel bag and brought out the parchment Lord Chas had given to him.  Rafa took the parchment as Jon continued, “They claimed that we were violating the treaty by cutting down trees inside the forest.  Captain Sheval was quite rude to the elves.  He disputed their claim that we were breaking the treaty by arguing that the treaty was not between Kentar and the elves.  The elves offered to come in and discuss the dispute with us, but Captain Sheval all but slammed the gate in their faces.  The lead elf did not take kindly to this treatment.  He threw open the gate, injured one of our soldiers, and threatened us with destruction.  After the elves went back into the forest, I cornered the Captain and asked him what was going on.  He basically told me that everything has a reason and that I should sit down and shut up.  It seemed as though the Captain was trying to instigate a confrontation with the elves, and it made me wonder if the Crown had sent along a battalion of soldiers because the King was expecting a confrontation.” 
 
    At this last statement Rafa shook his head adamantly from side to side.  “I do not know why Captain Sheval acted in a rude manner toward the elves.  It certainly did not have anything to do with any special orders he received from the Crown.  Perhaps he was angry that they were trying to upset his plans, or perhaps he was worried about his career.  As for the number of soldiers that were sent to the frontier, that was for everyone’s protection.  We have not had contact inside of Glenmyr Forest for a number of years and did not have any idea what you might find there.  We did not want any surprises, so that is why we sent an entire battalion of soldiers.” 
 
    On the surface, what Rafa said made complete sense, but Jon remembered with perfect clarity something else that Captain Sheval had said to the elves.  Well, good elves, I’ve been expecting you for some time.  Why had the Captain said this, and why was Rafa saying something different?  Perhaps Rafa truly hadn’t known that elves still occupied the forest.  Perhaps the Captain had believed in the old stories and fully believed that the elves would come to confront him.  There was no way for Jon to be sure without asking Rafa, but he decided not to press the matter. 
 
    Instead, Jon continued with his briefing.  “After the elves left, several days passed with no troubles at all.  Then one day two giants attacked Endwood out of nowhere.  They killed several citizens and more than two dozen soldiers.  In the end, I was forced to call on the Sorcerers in order to drive them off.” 
 
    Rafa said, “Yes, I remember hearing about that.  I believe two Sorcerers teleported to Endwood; together they and your soldiers were able to drive off the giants.” 
 
    “That’s correct, my lord.  The giants were driven off, but not before they took two of our females and nearly all of our food stores.” 
 
    “Hmm, that is unusual, but surely you were able to recover after the attack.” 
 
    “Yes, we repaired the town and logging resumed, but unfortunately Captain Sheval was killed during the giant attack.  He was shot in the back, through the heart, presumably by friendly fire.” 
 
    “You say presumably like you are not entirely convinced?” 
 
    “I’m not.”  Jon reached into his pack again and produced a long shaft covered in a gray cloth.  Jon pulled back the cloth and revealed an arrow with a lethally sharp tip.  “This is the arrow that killed Captain Sheval.  As you can see, it has black fletching instead of the standard issue white of the Kentarian army.  I believe this means that someone intentionally killed Captain Sheval.  I don’t know who that someone is, but during the giant attack, Captain Sheval was the only person hit and killed by friendly fire.” 
 
    Rafa gingerly pulled on the gray cloth and brought the arrow over to his side of the table.  He examined it closely under the lamp and said, “I appreciate you bringing this evidence to my attention, Captain.  It makes me wonder if one of our soldiers took the opportunity during the confusion to kill a captain he did not care for, or if perhaps an elf took advantage of the confusion to take out a commander and remove any organized resistance.” 
 
    Jon hadn’t thought about it in quite that way.  “After the fight with the giants, I gave myself a battlefield promotion to captain and took command of Endwood.  A few days later strange events started happening with alarming regularity.  A logger went into the woods alone and didn’t come back.  When we found him, his entire body was wilted, like he had aged a hundred years in just one day.  A ghost appeared later that night in the courtyard of the town and told us that he was the protector of the forest.  The ghost said that anyone who harmed a tree would die.  A few days after that, three lumberjacks were found dead in their barracks.  Two of them had been wilted in their sleep, just as the one out in the woods, but the third lumberjack had actually gotten out of bed and been nearly cut in half by some kind of blade.  There was a warning written on the walls that said ‘leave my forest alone.’  After that, many of the citizens and soldiers left Endwood to return to Kentar.  I can’t say I blamed them.  If I hadn’t been the captain, I might have done the same.” 
 
    Rafa stopped him at this point and said, “So a specter started haunting Endwood by wilting the people and cutting them in half with some sort of blade.” 
 
    “I know how it sounds, my lord, but the ghost was real.  People were being killed with no explanation.” 
 
    “Be at ease, Captain.  I fully believe your story.  Please continue.” 
 
    Jon relaxed slightly and continued.  “Two nights later, a good portion of the town was set on fire.  We were all busy trying to put the fire out when the ghost walked right through the hottest part of the flame.  One of my soldiers tried to attack the ghost, but the ghost breathed on him and he wilted right before our eyes.  I have never been so scared in my entire life, and neither had anyone else.  The entire town simply dropped what we were doing and ran into the woods.  When morning came, I collected anyone I could find and pressed westward for Locus.” 
 
    “So the town of Endwood has been totally abandoned and you brought the survivors back to Locus.  Is that correct?” 
 
    Jon looked down, unable to meet Rafa’s eyes.  “Yes, my lord.  I abandoned my post and my mission was a failure.  I’m ready to receive any punishment the Crown thinks is just.” 
 
    “On the contrary, Captain, I think you did quite well under such trying circumstances.  I want to thank you for traveling all this way to give me a firsthand report of what happened.  Rest assured, I will put this information to good use.” 
 
    Jon was very nearly speechless.  Was he being praised for his failure?  “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “I am going to issue new orders that hold you in Jewlian for the time being.  I think the Crown will have a new assignment for you in the next few days.  Also, I am going to recommend that your battlefield promotion be made permanent.  Is all of this agreeable to you, Captain?” 
 
    “Y-Y-Yes, my lord.  Anything I can do to serve the Crown.  You know that.” 
 
    “Your loyalty and ability to command under pressure have truly been tested during this crisis.  You are a model soldier for the rest of Kentar.” 
 
    And that was that.  Rafa bid him a good day and disappeared through the door into the castle.  Lieutenant Capstone returned and escorted Jon out of the castle and gave him directions to his new barracks. 
 
    Jon left the castle feeling he was missing something pivotal.  Jon was a simple soldier who knew his limits.  Anything political went right over his head, and he knew it.  The status quo was about to change. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 76:  Companion Found 
 
      
 
    Evisar watched the dragon fly away as the companions rallied around him, waiting to see what he would do next.  He looked over his shoulder and saw Nero standing a respectable distance away.  Evisar turned to Mestel and asked, “What do you make of the agent the Crown sent?” 
 
    Mestel looked at him and shook his head with uncertainty.  “He seems quite capable, and he already saved our lives once.  That kind of talent is hard to find and harder still to turn down.” 
 
    “Hmmm.  True enough.” 
 
    Mestel continued, “That being said, there is also something suspicious about him.  Why did Gram attack him first instead of us?  I sense he’s holding something back, but that could just be the secretive nature of his work as an agent of the Crown.” 
 
    Evisar pushed past Valihorn and Xander and stopped a few feet in front of Nero, just out of sword range.  Nero looked confidently at him during his approach and said nothing.  “And what am I to make of you, Nero, agent of the Crown?” 
 
    Nero bowed his head slightly out of respect and said, “I’m at your service, elder son of Lacrue.  I will do what I can to aid you in recovering Devin, the rightful First Heir of Armena.” 
 
    Evisar was through being discreet, “That’s what you said the first time.  I want to know why the Crown sent you to help us.  Give it to me honestly or get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Nero tilted his head to the side and considered for a moment before answering, “Shane ordered me, on behalf of the King, to aid you in finding the King’s brother.  As to why I have been sent, I can only speculate.  I know there are those at court who thought after your exile you would slip away into the forest and never be heard from again, but instead you set out to find the First Heir; in the process you made a name for yourselves and impacted the entire region.  Word of your exploits reached Armena’s intelligence service and eventually the King.  Your progress in finding the First Heir has been slow, it is true, but your exploits have been great.  Your band has done more and seen more than Armena’s own search party with an entire kingdom to back it.  The King has a vested interest in you as his oldest friends and in your ability to find his brother.  But what do I know of such things?  All I can tell you for certain is that I will be steadfastly devoted to my mission, regardless of the reasons behind it.  When the King orders an agent of the Crown to accomplish a mission, he accomplishes the mission.  For Devin’s sake, you should accept my offer of help, regardless of where that offer comes from.” 
 
    Evisar still wasn’t finished.  “After the earthquake started and we were transported to the surface, Gram saw all of us, but he chose to attack you first.  Over the last several moons we have cost Gram dearly, and I know for a fact that he wants us dead very badly.  Can you tell me why Gram chose to attack you instead of us?” 
 
    Nero didn’t even bat an eye.  “As a servant of the Armenien Crown, my duties generally lie to the northeast of Armenia, from here to the Ring Sea.  The Talon Thieves Guild has had a base of operations in the Old Shetley Fortress for some time, so the Guild and the forces of Armenia are often at cross purposes.  I have had several dealings with Gram in the past year.  He was very nearly killed because of me.  Ever since then, Gram has reserved a special place in his heart for me.  I think when we were transported to the surface, he saw me and had a visceral reaction.”  A smile spread across Nero’s face as he finished his story.  “But don’t worry about Gram’s preferential treatment of me.  I’m sure you were high on the list of people he wanted dead as well.” 
 
    When Nero was done, Evisar took a look at the other companions to see if they felt the same way as he.  After he received a nod from each of them in turn, Evisar took three steps forward, stopped within arm’s reach of Nero, and stuck out his arm.  Nero took the offered hand and the two elves shook. 
 
    “We would be grateful for your assistance, and we could certainly use someone of your caliber.  You are well met, agent of the Crown Nero.”  As he welcomed Nero into the group, Evisar gave him a quick wink that only he could see to let him know he would be watching. 
 
    One by one, the rest of the companions came up to Nero and shook his hand.  Evisar was only sorry he lost his temper with Nero down in the dungeon.  He made a mental note to apologize for his behavior later. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 77:  Who has the Gem? 
 
      
 
    After the introductions were finished, Evisar led the companions into the woods a safe distance away from the portal.  Even through the dense trees, it was impossible not to notice the huge blue portal if you looked anywhere in the direction where the Old Shetley Fortress once stood. 
 
    When Evisar felt they were far enough away from the portal, he turned to everyone and said, “Why don’t we set up a fire and eat some breakfast while we decide where to go next?  Mestel, will you see what wild fruit or game is about while I get a fire going?” 
 
    Mestel nodded wearily and went into the woods to set about his task.  Valihorn and Xander immediately set down their packs and all but collapsed beside a nearby fallen tree.  Evisar couldn’t blame them.  All he wanted to do was crawl into a hole and sleep for a day.  But being a leader had its price.  Instead of lying down, he went around collecting pieces of wood for a fire.  As Evisar brought the wood back to the makeshift campsite, he saw that Nero had already collected enough tinder and dry leaves to get a fire going.  Evisar set the larger pieces of wood next to Nero and collapsed on a stump nearby while Nero pulled an oiled cloth from his bag and started striking flint against steel.  The companions all watched as Nero, seemingly the only one with enough energy to move, lit the oiled cloth on fire with a spark and added leaves and tinder to his fragile flame. 
 
    Mestel returned a short time later with a few mushrooms, a rabbit, and a squirrel.  He put the mushrooms in a small kettle and began skinning the animals. 
 
    Once everyone was within earshot, Evisar figured it was time to start making some tough choices.  “I know all of us are tired, except Nero for some reason, but we need to decide our next course of action, and we need to do it quickly.  Ever since my brother and I were exiled from Armena, we’ve been trying to find the First Heir and return him to the throne.  Devin was in the dungeon of the Old Shetley Fortress, right under our noses, until two days ago when they took him into the Underworld.  Now that entrance to the Underworld is destroyed, and we have somehow managed to open a huge gateway to another world.  The dragon said creatures from the Plane of Chaos will be drawn to the ring’s power; therefore, in order to protect Valihorn and probably save our own lives, we must find a way to control the ring.  The problem is that I have no idea how to accomplish that goal.  Our sworn quest is to find the First Heir, but I don’t know how to accomplish that goal either.  So I am forced to ask if anyone has any suggestions.” 
 
    The wind rustled through the trees and the fire popped with a spark.  During the awkward moments that followed, Evisar looked around the campsite and saw that Mestel had finished skinning the animals and Nero’s fire was gaining strength.  Mestel pulled out his dagger and began to gut the rabbit and squirrel, while Nero added the first of the larger logs that Evisar had brought back to camp. 
 
    Blunt as ever, Mestel was the first one to break the silence.  “Devin will die soon.  I have seen it happen.  We don’t have much time left.” 
 
    Xander piped up next.  “Don’t tell me we are once again forced to rely on the prophetic skills of Jefon.  Oops, I mean Mestel.  How could you possibly know the First Heir will die soon?” 
 
    “I won’t tell you that.” 
 
    “Of course not.  Why would you give us enough facts to make an informed decision?  Better to keep us off balance with half-truths and partial information.”  Mestel said nothing.  He just continued to prepare the animals for the fire.  Xander continued his attack.  “Besides, you didn’t even tell us anything useful.  Of course the First Heir is going to die soon.  The Krone have him, and the Krone are mortal enemies of the surface elves.  They aren’t going to hold the First Heir forever.” 
 
    Mestel stopped his work to stare at Xander.  “Now who isn’t saying anything useful?  I don’t need your approval or your sarcasm.  I’m telling you that Devin will die soon.  We need to quicken our pace and do it now.  You would be a fool to dismiss what I am telling you.” 
 
    “How?  How are you going to rescue the First Heir?  Where are you going to go?  You haven’t given us a single idea we can act on.  All you’re doing …” 
 
    Evisar was about to step in between Xander and Mestel for what seemed like the hundredth time when Nero cut through the argument with a single phrase.  “Excuse me!”  Everyone looked away from the two who were arguing and toward Nero with mild surprise.  Nero waited until he had everyone’s attention before he said, “How is it that this group has possibly managed to accomplish more than the whole of Armena?  I don’t know how this group typically functions, but when agents of the Crown have a job to do, they don’t bitch and moan about it.  They don’t discuss every possible angle and gauge everyone’s opinion with a democratic vote.  We act, and we succeed.  No matter the cost.” 
 
    Stunned silence was the only response Nero received.  “In order to rescue the First Heir, you need to find another entrance to the Underworld.  I know for a fact that there is an entrance in the Kentarian city of Locus.  In order to travel into the Underworld you need far better weapons and armor than what you have now.  My specialty is fighting the Krone.  The Crown has placed several caches of money and weapons in this region that help agents such as myself do just that.  One of those caches is on the road between here and Locus.  I can get you advanced weapons, tougher armor, and enough money to purchase anything else you might need.  You say you also want to close the portal to the Plane of Chaos.  You will need a powerful wizard to strip the cursed ring from Valihorn’s hand and an even more powerful wizard to control the ring.  There are only two places where wizards with that kind of power reside:  the Kingdom of Armena, and the Kingdom of Kentar.  From what I understand, returning to Armena is not an option, so that means we march for the Kingdom of Kentar, which is where the city of Locus is anyway.  Now, let’s eat our breakfast and get underway.” 
 
    Nero abruptly stopped talking and returned to tending his fire.  The other companions sat perfectly still, stunned by Nero’s bold speech and bolder suggestions.  Somehow he had managed to take what had seemed like two insurmountable problems mere moments ago and turn them into tasks that seemed orderly and solvable. 
 
    Evisar said, “Nero, I have to admit that everything you said sounds reasonable.  I need to know how you know about an entrance to the Underworld in Kentar, and I also need to know how heavily guarded it is.” 
 
    Nero nodded his head in understanding as he watched the fire.  “There is a very secret, very powerful organization called the Talon Thieves Guild that is headquartered in Locus.  This Guild has an alliance with the Krone.  They work together from time to time.  Since I am an expert on the Krone, I usually reside in this region where they are most active, but occasionally the Crown has sent me on undercover assignments to Locus.  Through various bribes, coercion, and interrogations I have learned the exact location of the entrance and have seen it for myself.  The entrance is in a warehouse building in the heart of Talon Guild territory.  It is guarded on the outside by four to eight guild members at all times.  Inside the warehouse, the tunnel entrance is guarded by six to twelve Krone at all times.” 
 
    Evisar said, “That is a rather detailed report.  Thank you.” 
 
    “That’s my job.” 
 
    “And it is your opinion that the Kingdom of Kentar has wizards who are strong enough to remove the ring from Valihorn’s hand and control the portal?” 
 
    “The Sorcerers of Kentar are the only option, unless you want to take your chances in the capital city of Armena?” 
 
    “As you said, that is not an option.  Mestel and I will be put to death if we return to Armena.” 
 
    “Then we must travel to Jewlian, the capital city of Kentar, and you must convince the Sorcerers that it is in their best interest to help Valihorn.” 
 
    Evisar was reluctant to go on such a long journey into an unknown land.  He had heard rumors that the people of Kentar didn’t even think elves existed anymore.  If that was true, then a band of elves passing through their lands would turn quite a few heads and create a host of complications.  Of course all of this hinged on whether Nero was telling the truth. 
 
    “Valihorn, what do you think of traveling all the way to Jewlian to remove the ring on your finger?” 
 
    Valihorn stirred uncomfortably in his seat.  “I feel I must apologize again for putting our party in this situation.  I hate the thought of traveling hundreds of miles out of our way just to solve a problem that I created.” 
 
    Evisar said, “It is unfortunate, but it could’ve happened to any of us.  We made a pact with a dragon and this is the price we have to pay.  If Nero is correct, it is only the distance from the Underworld entrance in Locus to Jewlian that is out of our way.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded his head, grateful for Evisar’s words.  “I think we should stop by Wessex, since it is on the road to Kentar, and see what Austen makes of this whole situation.  If he is not powerful enough to remove the ring, and does not know anyone else who could, then I think Nero’s plan has a lot of merit.” 
 
    Evisar turned to Xander next and said, “Xander, what do you think about traveling west into Kentar?” 
 
    “I think that would mean carrying the gem toward the heart of the Talon Guild rather than away from it, which is where I should be going.” 
 
    “Well, I hate to say it, but you could leave our group and continue your journey to the Ring Sea as you planned.  And by the way, where is the gem?  You don’t have it on you, do you?” 
 
    “No, it is safely hidden somewhere else.  I’ll retrieve it when the time is right.  But in response to your first question – I’ve been thinking about leaving the group ever since Nero mentioned his plan a short while ago.  While I reserve the right to change my mind, I think I will travel with you to Kentar.  Although traveling west will take me closer to Talon Guild controlled territory, if we can actually make it to Jewlian the Sorcerers can take the gem off my hands once and for all.  That would end my misery and give me my life back.  Who knows, the Sorcerers may even give me a reward for my troubles.” 
 
    “You are a valuable asset, and we are happy to have you travel with us, but we will certainly understand if you change your mind.”  Xander nodded his head in acknowledgment, and the entire camp went silent.  They all stared at Evisar as he mulled his personal thoughts over in his mind.  “Well, let’s finish eating our breakfast and make for Austen’s tower in Wessex.  Perhaps he will know a way out of this mess, but if he doesn’t, then I see no better option than continuing on to Kentar and discovering if the Sorcerers can control the ring.” 
 
    With the decision made, everyone finished eating and packed up camp.  As Evisar prepared to head out, he noticed Xander off to the side on his knees with his hands together and his eyes closed.  He had drawn a circle in the dirt around curved lines that looked like a rainbow.  Xander rose to his feet after a few moments, scratched out Fortuna’s symbol with his foot, and joined the other companions.  No one said a thing as Evisar set out in front and marched as quickly as possible for Wessex.  He hoped Austen would know what to do with the ring on Valihorn’s finger because he didn’t have a clue. 
 
    It was late morning as the companions left the carnage of the fortress behind and headed back into Darkwood Forest.  As they walked, they would occasionally see a flash of white light as another being from the Plane of Chaos crossed through the blue portal into Tellus.  Some of the beasts were ordinary, some were mystical, and others were devastatingly large.  None of the creatures bothered the companions.  There was nothing the companions could do except press on for Wessex as best they could.  As they walked, the companions swapped stories about the last three days inside the fortress.  Had it only been three days?  It seemed so much longer to Evisar. 
 
    They emerged from Darkwood Forest after half a day’s travel in almost exactly the same spot where they had originally crossed the river to chase the bandits who abducted Valihorn.  Amazingly, the raft the companions used to cross the river was still waiting on the shore. 
 
    Xander came up to Evisar and whispered in his ear.  A moment later Evisar turned to Nero and said, “We are grateful for the help you have offered, but to put it bluntly, we don’t trust you yet, and there is something critical we have to discuss among ourselves.  Therefore, I’m going to have Valihorn cast a spell that will put you to sleep for a short time.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.  Valihorn, if you would.”  It was clear Valihorn did not really know what was going on, but he stepped forward obediently and cast a sleep spell on Nero.  Nero’s jaw was set in anger as the young wizard stepped forward, but he did not put up any resistance.  Mestel caught Nero in his arms as he fell backward into a magically induced, deep sleep.  Mestel set the agent of the Crown down gently and then all of the companions moved toward the river, eager to find out what was going on. 
 
    As they approached the raft, Xander peeled away from the group casually and walked over to a large white birch tree growing near the raft.  The rest of the companions watched as Xander went to the base of the tree and bent over to feel underneath one of the exposed roots.  A moment later he stood up with the gem in his hand. 
 
    Xander held it up to the sun and said, “Right where I left it.”  He brought the gem to his lips with a kiss.  He placed the gem in his pouch and then casually walked over to the raft where Evisar and Valihorn were waiting for him. 
 
    Evisar shook his head and said, “You hid the gem under the tree before we even went into the forest?” 
 
    “Of course.  I knew we were going on a fool’s errand, and I didn’t want the Guild to get it back.” 
 
    Evisar couldn’t believe it.  “But how did you defeat the truth spell Gram cast on you?  You told Gram the gem was at the edge of the forest straight out of the fortress gate.  Straight out of the gate was to the east; we have gone north all day.  So how did you do it?” 
 
    Xander smiled as he always did with his secrets.  “I didn’t defeat the truth spell.  I just didn’t tell a lie.  I said the gem was underneath a white birch tree in Darkwood Forest.  That was true.” 
 
    “But you also said it was on the edge of the forest due east of the fortress gate.” 
 
    “Yes, that part was a lie, but Gram hadn’t cast the truth spell on me yet when I said it.  It’s not my fault he was too stupid to put it all together.”  Xander stepped onto the raft and motioned for Mestel to wake Nero up.  “Shall we continue on to Wessex?” 
 
    Evisar slapped him on the back as he boarded the raft and said, “You’re a clever elf, Xander.  Someday you’ll have to tell me all your secrets.” 
 
    Xander laughed out loud and said, “Oh, let’s save some of the fun for another time.” 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
      
 
    The sleep spell was cast and Nero felt the magical energy wash over his body.  It wasn’t terribly hard for him to defeat the simple spell cast by the young wizard, but he still had to put on a good show.  He closed his eyes and fell limply into the waiting arms of Mestel, who set him down gently.  He watched with half open eyes and clear ears as Xander recovered the gem from underneath a tree and climbed onto the raft.  Nero then played dumb as Mestel woke him up, knowing his chance to take the gem would soon come. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 78:  Changing the Status Quo 
 
      
 
    Rafa woke up the morning after his meeting with the former captain of Endwood in the quarters set aside for the second ranking Sorcerer at the Academy.  King Benjin was holding court today, and Rafa was determined to use the opportunity to change the status quo.  He had stayed up half the night planning what to say – had finally gone to bed exhausted – yet still bounded out of bed eager to start his day.  That is to say, he bounded out of bed as much as a forty-five year old man can. 
 
    He ordered his breakfast and had his steward lay out clothes for the day.  After he had eaten and dressed in his white robes with just a hint of light purple in the collar, Rafa walked around the Academy compound and spoke to a few of his colleagues.  When he was certain nothing was left to chance, he walked out of the large grassy areas of the Sorcerers Academy with two of his aides and began walking to Jewlian Castle.  As the acting High Wizard of the Sorcerers, after Vanderhoff’s “mysterious” disappearance, he was the King’s most trusted advisor, and so it was his sacred duty to always be at the King’s side when he heard petitions. 
 
    The Sorcerers Academy had always existed on the plot of land next to Jewlian Castle, although what used to be a short walk several hundred years ago was now significantly longer due to the vast size of each complex.  Jewlian Castle and the Sorcerers Academy had grown up together as Kentar’s influence had increased.  Kentar began with the founding of Jewlian over a thousand years ago, which at that time had consisted of little more than a few families in a fishing village banding together for protection. 
 
    One of the founders of Jewlian had been Vizcom the Clear.  He was known far and wide as the most powerful wizard of his generation.  His power and reputation drew a number of apprentices to his tutelage.  At one point, Vizcom had so many apprentices that he decided to found a magic-user academy as it were.  It was his dream that the Academy would forever be a place where people with magical talent could come together to be with their own kind.  And for his predecessor’s efforts, Rafa was eternally grateful.  The Sorcerers Academy was a powerful place.  Even the citizens of Jewlian gave it a wide berth.  From the outside, it looked like any other place of learning with marble buildings, old trees, and green lawns.  Inside the walled complex was the highest concentration of magic potential in all of Tellus. 
 
    Rafa and his two aides easily passed through the castle gate and made their way to King Benjin’s throne room.  Rafa asked the two aides to sit outside in the waiting room by the enormous throne room doors while he walked down a long hallway and entered the throne room through a smaller side door.  Rafa opened the door to find the King surrounded by twelve of his trusted lords, all talking excitedly.  Rafa shut the door as quietly as he could and stayed in the background, listening. 
 
    The captain of the City Watch was saying, “A ship from Sena arrived three days ago and the captain sent his sailors into our city for shore leave.  The ship was crewed by the dregs of the earth, but my port master let them dock as is our custom.  Unfortunately, they did not return the courtesy to our fair city:  the number of bar brawls went up significantly, one of the sailors killed a man and has claimed self-defense, one of the sailors allegedly robbed a silversmith of an entire set of tableware, and finally, another of these sailors is being held for raping the daughter of a wealthy bazaar merchant.  The captain of the ship claims his men are innocent and is requesting permission to leave our port immediately.  Two of our galleons are the only thing holding the ship in our port.” 
 
    Murmurs went up around the room as everyone made a comment about this outrageous list of crimes.  “Burn the boat with everyone in it and send the ashes back to Sena.” 
 
    “Kill the entire crew as an example and sell off the ship.” 
 
    “These things happen in any large city.  Let them go and we will be all the better when they are gone.” 
 
    King Benjin looked around the room searching for a solution.  He finally spotted Rafa standing over by the side door and held up his hand for silence.  “Ah, Rafa.  I’m so glad you are here.  Come closer and give me your counsel on this case.” 
 
    Rafa bowed his head in submission and walked over to stand on the right side of the King.  Everyone remained silent as Rafa cleared his throat and began, “Trade with our neighbors is critical to the future of Kentar.  We cannot be perceived as unfair and unjust or ships will not come to our ports to trade.” 
 
    The King said, “But we can’t just let these kinds of crimes go unanswered either.” 
 
    “Of course not, your Majesty.  I recommend we try the one sailor for murder and the other for rape in our court of law.  I further recommend we search their entire ship to look for a set of silverware.  If any of the sailors are found guilty, then we will punish them accordingly and have the captain of the ship publicly whipped in the city square.” 
 
    The King nodded his head.  “That sounds reasonable.  Certainly no one could argue we were being too harsh on these sailors from Sena.  And if all of the charges are false, or can’t be proven, then we will let the ship go on its way.” 
 
    Everyone around the throne room murmured their agreement with this verdict and Rafa said, “That is justice, your Majesty.” 
 
    The King turned to the rest of his advisors.  “Very good.  Do as Rafa suggests.  What is the next order of business?” 
 
    Rafa jumped in before anyone else could make a sound.  “Your Majesty.  If I may, I have a matter of critical importance to bring before the Crown.” 
 
    “By all means, my friend.” 
 
    Rafa turned to address King Benjin.  “You no doubt remember the letter we received from the King of Armena ten days ago?” 
 
    “Do you mean the letter we got from the King of the elves?  The elves who you said left Glenmyr Forest three hundred years ago?  Yes, I vaguely recall that letter, since it is all I have thought about since you brought it to my attention.  I am now forced to choose between abandoning a logging town critical to the expansion of Kentar and a possible conflict against an adversary that I didn’t know existed ten days ago.” 
 
    “Yes, I throw myself at the mercy of the Crown for my poor judgment in that matter.  However, it is worse than you think because the decision concerning Endwood has already been made for you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that the logging town we established inside Glenmyr Forest has been destroyed by the elves of Armena.” 
 
    Gasps went up from the lords gathered around the throne.  The King replied, “How is that possible?  We sent an entire battalion of soldiers with the settlers.” 
 
    “Let me explain.  The captain of Endwood showed up at the gates of Jewlian the day before this one and told me what happened.  Apparently, the settlers and soldiers established the town and logged the forest for nearly a moon’s turn until four elves showed up at their front gate.  The elves explained that Glenmyr Forest belonged to them, and that by rights, we had to abandon Endwood and return to Kentar.” 
 
    The King turned a light pink and raised his voice a notch.  “Their King’s letter said as much.  By what right do they claim ownership of Glenmyr Forest?  We haven’t heard from the elves to the east in over three hundred years.  We thought they were gone; there can’t be more than a few outposts left.  Why do they need the entire forest?” 
 
    “I do not know what to tell you, your Majesty.  I do not know what gives them the right to be so bold.” 
 
    “Seems to me that they don’t have any claim to the forest, and if they did at one time, then they lost that claim long ago.” 
 
    “I agree with you completely, your Majesty, but it gets much worse.  Captain Sheval listened respectfully to the elves’ complaint and told them he would consult with the Crown of Kentar.  He further said that he would give them an answer in a moon’s turn, but apparently that was not good enough for the elves.  The elves became hostile and attacked one of Captain Sheval’s soldiers, saying that humans were selfish and that they would destroy the entire town.” 
 
    The King’s color and anger raised another level.  “By all the gods in the heavens, what gives these elves the right to attack my lawful soldiers?” 
 
    “You have not yet heard the half of it, your Majesty.  The elves were driven off, but Endwood was attacked ten days later by two male giants.  These giants killed scores of our citizens and soldiers and took most of Endwood’s food stores.” 
 
    “That is most unfortunate, but it doesn’t sound like that attack was the work of the elves of Armena.” 
 
    “I believe it was, your Majesty.  If you will allow me to bring in two witnesses to testify before the throne?” 
 
    The King nodded his ascent, and Rafa sent for the two aides that walked over with him from the Sorcerers Academy.  The large throne room doors opened and the two aides walked silently up to the dais.  The more senior of the two wore a white robe with a good deal of purple trim around the wrists, neckline, and down the front.  The junior Sorcerer wore a mostly purple robe with a good amount of white woven into it.  Both Sorcerers stopped at the bottom of the dais and waited for Rafa to speak. 
 
    “The two of you were called to the town of Endwood by the emergency signal that is given to every captain, were you not?” 
 
    Both men responded together, “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Will you tell the King what happened when you arrived at Endwood?” 
 
    The senior Sorcerer said, “Of course, my lord.  Your Majesty, we teleported into Endwood to find it under attack by two male giants.  The giants had broken through the town’s defenses and were destroying and killing at will.  The lieutenant who summoned us gathered his routed troops; together we were able to wound the giants enough to make them leave.” 
 
    Rafa said, “And what was the state of the town when the fight was over?” 
 
    “Several score were killed and even more were wounded.  Some were soldiers and some were innocent loggers.  During the battle, in addition to stealing most of the town’s food, the giants ripped the roofs off many homes until they found a young couple to carry off into the woods.” 
 
    The King leaned forward with quiet anger and said, “For what purpose?” 
 
    “Presumably to eat them.  There is no way to know, your Majesty.” 
 
    Rafa asked, “And was there any evidence that the elves were behind this attack?” 
 
    “There was no clear evidence linking the elves to the attack, my lord, but if you look at the circumstantial evidence I believe you can conclude that the elves used the giants to attack Endwood.” 
 
    “And why do you say that?” 
 
    “After the battle was over, the lieutenant who summoned us found his captain lying face down in the mud.  Captain Sheval had been shot in the back through the heart.” 
 
    The junior Sorcerer pulled something wrapped in a cloth out of his robes and walked up the five steps to stand before the King.  He said, “At first we suspected Captain Sheval was killed by friendly fire.”  The junior Sorcerer unwrapped the cloth and let the entire court see the arrow inside.  “But if that were true, then the fletching on this arrow would be the standard Kentarian white instead of the black that you see here.  Also, the placement of the arrow was too precise.  Friendly fire would likely not have hit the good Captain through the heart.” 
 
    The junior Sorcerer turned to his left and handed the arrow and the cloth to one of the lords on the dais.  He then retreated down the steps and stood beside his more senior companion. 
 
    The King did not say a thing, and the silence endured.  The King put his right elbow on the arm of the throne and rested his head in his hand, apparently deep in thought.  Rafa turned to the two Sorcerers and said, “Thank you for your testimony.  You may take your leave.” 
 
    Both Sorcerers bowed low and said simultaneously, “Yes, my lord.”  They turned on their heels and walked back through the long throne room and out the huge doors.  As the huge doors closed and a resounding thud filled the chamber, Rafa turned back to King Benjin and said, “The worst is yet to come, your Majesty.” 
 
    The King took his head out of his hand and said, “What could be worse than this?” 
 
    Rafa said, “After the giant attack, Endwood was damaged, but still intact.  The Lieutenant who summoned the Sorcerers assumed command of the battalion and gave himself a field promotion to captain.  In his testimony to me yesterday, he said that five days after the giant attack, the elves came to the edge of the woods in force.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that more than four hundred elves appeared on the edge of Glenmyr Forest and attacked the town of Endwood directly.  They rained arrows down on the town and broke through the wooden barricade.  Our troops tried valiantly to repel the invaders at the cost of their own lives.  Our citizens fled into the woods with nothing but the clothes on their backs.  Most of our soldiers were killed covering their retreat.  After the massacre was over, the new captain gathered everyone he could find and started out on foot for the city of Locus.  The Captain left his refugees and soldiers in Locus in order to travel to Jewlian by himself to offer me his firsthand account.  I can arrange for you to speak with Captain Campbell tomorrow, if your Majesty would like?” 
 
    Rafa expected an emotional outburst, but King Benjin simply waved his hand dismissively and said, “Never mind that.  We need to send a scouting party to Endwood to see if this captain’s story is true.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, it has already been done.  I took the liberty of having two of my Sorcerers teleport to Endwood to see if they could find out what happened.” 
 
    “And what did they find?” 
 
    Rafa turned to the huge throne room doors and said, “Bring in the body.”  The doors opened and two guards came forward carrying a gurney between them.  The guards advanced slowly with their burden between them.  They marched up the stairs to the dais and laid the gurney down on the ground ten feet from the King.  Lying in the gurney was a large, dead elf dressed in immaculate chain shirt armor with plate mail covering the shoulders, elbows, and hands.  Everyone stared at the dead elf, soaking in every detail.  The elf had a large scar on his left cheek that crossed the side of his face.  The surcoat that covered his chest was white with what looked like the black silhouette of an evergreen tree in front of the rising sun. 
 
    Rafa waited until everyone had looked over the corpse before he said, “The scouts that I sent to Endwood did not find much, but they found this body underneath the logs of a collapsed house.  My scouts found the town abandoned and said that many of the buildings were destroyed.  They said nearly all of the evidence of a battle had been hastily removed.  This warrior elf was the only body, human or elf, that they found.  Presumably, the elves hastily removed all of the evidence to obscure their role in this massacre.  They overlooked the body before you only because it was buried under debris and out of sight.” 
 
    The King lunged to his feet and said, “Get this thing out of my sight!”  The King walked behind his throne while the guards hurried to pick up the body and remove it from the room.  When the body was gone, the King turned to Rafa and the rest of his advisors and said, “What am I to do about this outrage?  I will not let this injustice stand.  Do you hear me?  No one has the right to attack my citizens and my troops without cause.” 
 
    Rafa remained silent, not wanting to say too much.  It did not take long before one of the other noble advisors spoke up.  “It is an act of war, your Majesty.” 
 
    Another nobleman added, “We must raise an army and go out to meet these elves.  Honor demands it.” 
 
    The King raised his hand and drew it down in a cutting motion.  “Bah.  How can we do that?  Glenmyr Forest is rumored to be dense woods and quite large in scale to match.  We would be fighting the elves in their homeland on unknown ground.” 
 
    General Donell took two steps forward and spoke boldly to the King.  “Your Majesty, we will crush them because our cause is righteous.  I have never been defeated in battle, and I have fought wars with much less justification than this.  Let me raise an army and hold the King’s banner high.  Let me crush these elves who have wrongly attacked one of your towns without provocation.” 
 
    The King liked what he was hearing but was still cautious.  “How will you proceed on unknown ground?” 
 
    General Donell said, “We will send scouts far out ahead of the main body.  They will not take us unaware.  It is likely that the Library of Jewlian has ancient maps of the Old Elf Empire.  We will investigate the cities we knew existed in the past.  No doubt most of the cities will be abandoned, but the elves must be hiding somewhere.  We will eventually find them, your Majesty, and when we do, we will make them pay for this injustice.” 
 
    Rafa spoke up one more time.  “Your Majesty.  I ordered the Captain of Endwood who reported to me yesterday to remain in the city in case we needed his services.  I recommend that we send Captain Campbell to the frontier with General Donell.  He has obviously fought these elves before, and he knows the terrain better than anyone else in Kentar.” 
 
    The King raised his arm and pointed it at Rafa, with a smile on his face.  “Very good, my friend.  Assign this Captain to General Donell’s staff.  In the meantime, prepare the Sorcerers for war.  They will march with the army out to our eastern frontier.  I don’t want anything left to chance.”  The King moved his hand and pointed it at General Donell.  “General, raise an army as quickly as you can and march it out to what is left of Endwood.  Search the woods for these elves.  We will have their explanation or we will have their blood.  But I will have satisfaction for the massacre of my countrymen.” 
 
    The General took a step forward with a look of pure determination on his face and went down on one knee, with his head bowed low.  “Yes, your Majesty.  It will be done as you command.” 
 
    The King called a close to petitions for the day and told everyone to leave the throne room so that he could think.  Rafa smiled on the inside as he walked briskly away.  Everything had gone exactly as planned. 
 
   


  
 





Chapter 79:  War in the Heavens 
 
      
 
    Invictus, father of the elves, left his realm in the heavens by himself and went to Evona’s citadel.  Things had gotten out of hand, and he needed to speak with Evona before things went any further.  He felt sorry for the Krone guards he saw as he flew over Evona’s kingdom, misguided as they were, and knew he was partly to blame for what they had become. 
 
    Invictus flew through Evona’s domain and landed light as a feather well away from the door to her citadel.  He strode confidently forward.  Guarding the door were two dracoliches.  No doubt they were powerful weapons who served their queen well, capable of destroying anyone unwelcome who approached the door, but as they moved their massive frames to block his path, he put them down with a thought.  The doors were enormous and magically sealed from the inside by the goddess herself, but Invictus merely reached out his hand and pushed the doors open as if they were on a revolving hinge. 
 
    Evona herself sat high upon the throne, and upon hearing the door swing open, she looked up with her entire army of followers behind her.  Demons and dragons, vampires and devils, beholders and Krone closed in around Invictus with impressive speed.  As her followers encircled him, Evona stood up from her throne and yelled, “Wait!  Let him approach.” 
 
    Invictus approached the throne and climbed the steps, coming face to face with his former queen.  “We need to put a stop to this before it goes any further.” 
 
    “Put a stop to what?” 
 
    “A war will not benefit either of us and will only serve to kill countless followers.” 
 
    “You will soon find out how wrong you are.” 
 
    “You will not succeed, Evona.” 
 
    “Wrong.  I have already succeeded.  The King of Armena is dead and soon the Philosophers will be broken.  With no one to lead them, and no one to protect them, the citizens of Armena will die.  The last kingdom of surface elves will be gone.” 
 
    “You know I will not let that happen.” 
 
    “You know?  What do you know?  You didn’t even know one of your own was going to betray the King of Armena.  Venal, your precious shield against the Krone, could not see past his own vengeance.” 
 
    “Please, Evona.  Stop this now, while you still can, or I promise you will lose everything.” 
 
    “Look at you standing there all noble.  Invictus, creator of the elves, master of the elven pantheon, but not for long.  With no one to worship you and give you power, you will fade into the obscurity of history, and I will rule over the elves.”  His former queen turned around and marched back to her throne.  She sat down with a vengeful smile and said, “You may leave the same way you came in.” 
 
    There did not seem to be anything else to say.  Invictus shook his head and receded down the long stairway.  There would be war now.  There was no way to avoid it, no way to appease her.  It broke his heart to see one part of his creation fight against the other part, but this was a game for control of the heavens, and Evona could not be allowed to win. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




Note from the author: 
 
      
 
    I sincerely hope you enjoyed the second volume of A Prayer for Peace.  I would greatly appreciate your feedback with an honest review on Amazon.com, or you can send me an email at prayerforpeaceauthor@gmail.com. 
 
      
 
    First and foremost, I’m always looking to grow and improve as a writer.  It is reassuring to hear what works, as well as receive constructive feedback on what needs improvement.  Second, starting out as an unknown author is exceedingly difficult, and Amazon reviews go a long way toward making the journey out of anonymity possible.  Please take a few minutes to write an honest review. 
 
      
 
    Best regards, 
 
    Jeff Henrikson 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    If you enjoyed book two of A Prayer for Peace, please continue with the next volume in the four volume series.  Book three starts right where book two left off and continues to build the action and story.  Here is part of the first chapter of book three. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 80:  Stranger on the North Shore 
 
      
 
    Evisar boarded the sturdy twenty-foot by twenty-foot raft after Xander and waited for the rest of his companions.  Xander stashed the magnificent diamond carrying the High Wizard of Kentar away in the pouch around his waist as Mestel revived Nero from his deep sleep.  Evisar was indebted to Nero for saving all of their lives, but there was no telling what Nero might think if he knew Xander was carrying a diamond the size of a clenched fist.  No, Evisar needed Nero to be thinking about rescuing the First Heir of Armena and nothing else.  That was the only way Evisar was ever going to return to Armena with his brother and restore their family name. 
 
    Evisar laughed softly to himself once again at how Xander had beaten Gram’s truth spell with a play on words, misdirecting one of the greatest wizards on Tellus, while all the while the gem lay hidden in a tree on the northern edge of the forest. 
 
    Nero seemed groggy once awake, but Mestel led him onto the raft easily enough.  Valihorn walked sheepishly onto the raft behind Nero and said, “Sorry I had to put you to sleep.  I hope you understand.” 
 
    “Of course.  You only met me a few days ago.  Trust is earned, not given away.  Don’t give it another thought.” 
 
    Valihorn nodded at the friendly words.  “You look a little shaky.  Are you sure you are all right?” 
 
    Nero raised his arms above his head in a stretch.  “I feel great.  I feel like I just had a mid-afternoon nap.” 
 
    Evisar turned away as the conversation continued and nearly fell off the raft in surprise as he saw something come flying at him.  He reached out reflexively with his right arm just in time to catch the long pole Mestel had thrown at him.  Mestel smiled at him sincerely as he threw his own pole onto the raft and bent down to heave the raft away from the shore.  The raft was immensely heavy, especially with four elves on it.  Evisar looked on with some amusement as his brother pushed with all his might, only to have the raft barely move. 
 
    “Can I give you a hand?” 
 
    “No.  I’ll manage.” 
 
    Evisar chuckled and shook his head.  His brother had worshipped Martel since he was very young, and one of the dogmas of his god was that self-reliance was the path to self-sufficiency.  His brother needed his help, but he would never ask for it.  Evisar dropped his pole on the deck and stepped ashore to help his brother push.  Together, the two elves maneuvered the raft out into the river and jumped back aboard. 
 
    Mestel looked at him in good cheer and said, “I don’t seem to be as strong as I used to be.” 
 
    Evisar slapped him on the shoulder.  “Give yourself some time.  I’m sure you will be your old self in a few days.” 
 
    “I hope not.  I need to be more cunning and wise if I am to serve my god well.  I can’t expect to find Devin by bludgeoning my way through every situation.” 
 
    Evisar nodded his head and looked away to the shoreline on the other side of the river.  Seeing nothing but trees, grassland, and water, he took up his pole and watched his brother do the same.  Together they pushed the raft toward the middle of the river.  Once the water got too deep, they started using the poles as makeshift oars.  It was slow going, especially with the mass of the raft, but luckily, they just needed to float the raft to the middle of the river and let the current do the rest.  The companions were bound for Wessex, or whatever remained of Wessex after the destruction of the Old Shetley Fortress and the creation of the twin portals, in order to gain Austen’s advice.  The blue portal that had been contained inside Austen’s wizard tower now loomed high above the trees like a beacon. 
 
    As the raft floated lazily along, Evisar’s thoughts turned unbidden to his brother.  He still didn’t know what to make of Mestel.  Jefon had died at the hands of Gram five days ago, but miraculously came back to life as Mestel three days later.  It was the stuff of legend, but Evisar had seen it happen and could not deny Mestel’s power.  He had saved all of their lives in the dungeon and he had the gift of prophecy.  In addition, while Jefon had charitably been a fair shot with the bow, Mestel was lethally accurate with a speed that spoke of godly influence. 
 
    Yet things were not right between the two of them.  Mestel no longer wanted to avenge their father’s death, and his interest in finding the First Heir of Armena arose from his holy duty to free the wrongly imprisoned, not because he wanted to see Devin rightfully restored to the throne.  Mestel also would have been perfectly content to leave Evisar behind if he had proceeded into the Underworld, whereas Jefon would never have considered leaving his side. 
 
    Not wanting to think too deeply about this unpleasant subject, Evisar looked around the raft to see what everyone else was doing.  Nero and Valihorn stood at the other end scanning the countryside for signs of trouble. Evisar’s eyes wandered to the middle of the raft where he nearly missed Xander down on his knees praying.  Xander was a half-elf full of secrets and always a constant surprise to Evisar.  He had seen Xander pray every morning to gain Fortuna’s favor, but he had never seen Xander pray in the middle of the day, or in such an open way.  Evisar thought of asking about his renewed faith but knew better than to interrupt a priest while he was praying.  The only thing Evisar could think of was that perhaps Xander’s near death experience had changed him. 
 
    Evisar was jolted back to reality when Mestel softly said, “There is a man in black on the north side of the river.” 
 
    Evisar was constantly amazed at Mestel’s keen senses.  His eyes quickly scanned the north side of the river and settled on a figure wearing nothing but black.  Since the stranger was stone still, he was barely visible against the shadows of the trees more than a hundred feet away.  The figure’s head was down, concealing his face.  Time seemed to slow, the wind grew silent, and the river was uncannily flat. 
 
    “I can feel its power, and I will have it.  Give it to me and you may live.”  It was as though the world went quiet so the stranger’s words could be clearly heard from so far away. 
 
    Mestel spoke first.  “He’s talking about the ring.  He has traveled through the portal in order to bring the ring back to his master.” 
 
    Evisar was so engrossed in his own thoughts that he had completely forgotten the cursed ring Valihorn had placed on his own finger.  Freeing the ring from the Krone witch’s tomb had opened two portals between Tellus and the Plane of Chaos, completely obliterating the Old Shetley Fortress and Austen’s tower. 
 
    Evisar yelled across the water, “Sir, you are well met, but we don’t know what you are talking about.” 
 
    In response, the stranger slowly lifted his head so that everyone on the boat could see his ruby-red eyes.  So terrible was his half-decayed skeleton face that Evisar took a step backward and nearly slipped off the raft.  The red eyes blazed into his thoughts and consumed him. 
 
    Mestel spoke quickly, “He is a lich servant of Seker, God of the Dead.  His is the face I saw when Gram cast a death spell on me.” 
 
    Xander, who had been kneeling in the middle of the boat praying, jumped to his feet and yelled out in despair.  “No.  No!  Not again.  Never again.  You won’t take me.” 
 
    Xander stepped backward trying to get away.  Evisar did not understand his hysteria.  Xander took another step, and then another.  Evisar moved to stop him at the last moment, but it was too late.  With terror in his eyes, Xander fell off the back end of the raft with a loud splash.   
 
    Evisar reached down to pull Xander out of the water when his brother yelled, “Look out!” 
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